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  For the one who sees the storm in me and stays anyway.
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Liora




I ran from the altar like the devil himself was waiting at the end of the aisle. Because in a way, he was.

My feet were bare, my skirts dragging over the damp stone, but I didn’t slow down until I was at the edge of the cliff, the waves crashing and the wind howling.

I had no one to blame for the situation I found myself in except for the gods and myself. The gods, because I’d had the audacity to be born, and myself, for not running far and fast from the kingdom.

Instead, I spent years trying to be the daughter my parents wanted. And now here I was, wrapped in white like a gift for slaughter—offered to the bastard son of the man who destroyed everything I loved.

“There you are, darling.”

My spine went ramrod straight as the wind carried the voice. Kaelus. His voice, dark and deep like a midnight forest, slid down my spine. I’d spent the last two years running from him, but it was never enough. He always found me.

He stopped behind me, the heat of his body radiating over my shoulders. I shivered.

“Why are you running?”

I turned to him, staring at his broad chest. “What do you think? Why does any bride run from a wedding?”

Kaelus smiled like a man who’d already won. He was in ceremonial black, sword at his side, not a hair out of place. A pale scar cut through his left brow and down to his cheekbone. It was always worse in the shadows. “You haven’t given me a single reason yet.”

“We both know that’s not true.”

“If you’re worried about us consummating the marriage—”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t you dare say it. You might have every girl in the kingdom lusting after you and ready to pounce into your bed, but I will never be one of them.”

“No?” his gaze raked over me. It felt like he was undressing me with his eyes.

“I’d rather die.”

“That can be arranged.”

“It would be a better fate than being forced into marrying you.”

Kaelus stared at me, his blue eyes darkening. “You think I wanted this? You think I begged the King to tie me to the girl carrying the curse of the Bloodborns?”

“I’m not cursed.”

“Aren’t you? You’re a Bloodborn. Your father drowned kingdoms in blood. It’s in your veins too.”

I flinched, trying to ignore the words. “And yet here you are, doing your father’s bidding. He must have promised you something good to make you crawl through the mud for him.”

“There’s no point in running,” Kaelus leaned in and whispered. “We’re going to be married either way. You can do it willingly or…” He shrugged, like he didn’t care either way.

“Or what? You’ll kill me?”

He didn’t move. “If I have to.”

“You can’t kill me.” I stepped forward now, chin high. “And you know why.”

“Do I?”

“Even your father won’t risk it.”

Kaelus laughed and I flinched at the sound. It was so cold, so bitter. “He’s always had a weakness for old legends. But I don’t believe any of that. Prophecies are for fools and cowards.”

“I’m not the fool here.”

“You’re a fool for running,” Kaelus caught my wrist before I could flee. He pulled me close, his body hard against mine. “You can hate me all you want. The wedding’s happening, with or without your vows.”

“Never,” I hissed.

“Good.” He smiled, and his grip loosened. “I hope you keep fighting me on this. It’ll make it all the sweeter when you break.”

I looked back at the cliff. If I ran now, he would follow. But if I jumped…

“Come on.”

“I’m not—”

“I will carry you,” he warned. “I will throw you over my shoulder and drag you back to that church kicking and screaming if I have to.”

I glared at him. “Rot in the Void, Kaelus.”

He laughed again and released my wrist. “So you’ve told me.” He stepped back, but his eyes remained on me. “Now, let’s go.”

“You don’t want to marry me.”

“And you don’t want to marry me. We’re even.”

I took another step away, closer to the cliff. It was a long drop into the ocean below, but maybe the fall wouldn’t kill me. Maybe I’d be able to swim away.

I turned to look at Kaelus again. He was watching me, his jaw clenched tight. His stare hit me like a storm cloud, and I knew he was deciding what part of me to break first.

“Don’t even think about it,” he warned.

“Why not? I have nothing left to live for. Why not jump?”

“Because if you do, I’ll jump after you.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“You know I do.” Kaelus stepped closer again. “You may think you can run from me, but you can’t. I’ll find you. I’ll drag you back, kicking and screaming. And then I will make you my wife.”

I stared at him for a long moment and then it all made sense.

For this, the King would give him everything he’d been denied. A name. A title. A future.

To them, I was power wrapped in silk. Never a person. Kaelus was going to use me. Break me. And he wouldn’t even blink.

“You’re a bastard,” I spat. “The world will bury you face-down and forget your name.”

Kaelus smirked. “I hope so. Now let’s go.” He held out his arm, and I hesitated for a long moment.

Growing up in the palace, I’d known who Kaelus was, of course. The bastard prince, the King’s warhound, rumored to have killed his own brother just to crawl closer to the throne. How could someone like him ever love a woman, much less care for her?

“Now.”

I took a deep breath.

One push. That’s all it would take. He wouldn’t see it coming. Just a step, a shove, and the world would be rid of him.

He’d end up like the rest of the Bloodborns, his face rotting away, his body forever submerged in the depths of the sea.

Kaelus took a step toward me. Instinctively, I stepped back. The wind caught my skirts, tugging me closer to the edge.

He froze. “Liora.”

“Don’t.” I shook my head, closing my eyes. “I would rather die than be a pawn in your father’s game. Rather fall than let you lead me back like some chained beast dressed in silk.”

“Liora.” He started walking toward me again, slower this time. Like he was moving toward a wild animal, something spooked and dangerous. Like I was some skittish creature.

“Stay. Back.” My voice was shaking.

“Take my hand.”

I didn’t move. The wind tore at my veil, my hair, the edges of my gown. The ocean roared below like it was calling my name.

“Don’t make me repeat myself.”

His voice was cold steel, not a request but a command, the kind that usually ended with someone bleeding. But I wasn’t one of his soldiers. I wasn’t some wild creature he could break and tame. I was—

The rock shifted beneath my heel.

Just a crack, a scrape of stone giving way where it had held moments before. I gasped and instinctively flung my arms out for balance, but the cliff had already betrayed me. The ground slipped away, and my body lurched forward.

And just like that, gravity reached for me.
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Kaelus




The world was always in need of saving. Pity it kept turning to me.

This time, it just happened to be my future bride dangling off a cliff.

Her scream tore from her throat like a curse hurled at the gods. My body moved before my brain did.

Fuck.

One second she was standing on the edge, the next she was gone—and my hand was around her wrist, her weight jerking me forward hard enough to drag us both over. She clung to my arms, nails digging into my skin as she stared up at me with wild eyes.

Gods, her face. The way her auburn hair was flying around her face, how her cheeks were flushed, the terrified and angry way she was staring up at me. It brought a mad grin to my lips as I held her there.

“Liora,” I whispered. “Still feel like dying?”

“Stop toying with me and pull me up.”

“What’s the magic word?”

“Get fucked.”

I barked a laugh. “Close enough.” I hauled her up and she scrambled onto the ledge beside me. My chest heaved with exertion, adrenaline spiking through me.

Liora glared up at me, letting go of my arm. “Are you happy now?”

I leaned in closer. “I’m getting there.”

The look she gave me should have killed me on the spot, but I only laughed and looked out over the water. The sun was setting in the distance, casting everything in an orange glow.

Liora tugged the veil from her head, throwing it on the ground. Her hair spilled out over her shoulders and back.

“If you’re so eager to die, go ahead. But don’t expect me to save you again.”

She looked at me like she wanted to set me on fire. “I didn’t ask you to save me.”

I shrugged. “No, but you didn’t let go either.”

“Stop it.”

“Stop what?”

“Stop pretending you care about anyone except yourself.” Liora stood up, brushing the dirt from her dress. “You’re not my hero. You’re not my friend. You’re nothing to me.” She spat on the ground at my feet. “You’re a blade the King points at anything innocent. "

I smirked, standing up. “Innocent? Is that what you are?”

“Burn in hell, bastard.”

“Watch your tongue, Liora. If you keep talking to me like that, I might have to teach you some manners.” I reached out, taking a step toward her. My fingers brushed against her cheek, and she jerked away from me. “Don’t touch me.”

“Fine,” I said. “Have it your way.”

I picked up her veil and threw it over her head, tugging it into place. “There. Fit for the altar.”

Liora bit her lip, but didn’t say anything. For a moment, we were just two people standing on the edge of a cliff, staring each other down. Neither one of us moved until finally, she said, “Let’s just get this over with.”

“That’s more like it.”

“Don’t push your luck,” she stomped past me.

“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it.”

We trudged our way back up the cliffside, back toward the chapel. It was a massive building carved into the mountain, its spires reaching for the stars.

The capital wrapped the mountain like a chain, holding everything the Crown deemed sacred: noble academies, polished courts, a sacred forest, and Liora.

A prison fit for a former princess.

Liora looked up at the tower as we approached. Sunset was nearly gone. The moment had waited long enough.

I saw the tremble in her hands as she smoothed down her dress. She was rattled. Good. It meant she still feared something—life, death, or me.

There were no guests from distant courts, except for my cousin Rowan. He was all polished and proud in his green Vancast colors. He ruled that fractured patch of land as Sovereign Regent, though everyone knew who pulled the strings.

The realm had not known true diplomacy in decades, not since my father put a blade through the Bloodborn Tyrant’s heart and claimed the throne.

For a while, the people cheered him like a god. But adoration curdles fast when bellies stay empty, and there is nothing quite as dangerous as a starving nation with no one left to blame.

And then there was Liora. The daughter he let live.

She was meant to be trained, reshaped into one of the court’s obedient mages, the kind who bent when told and burned when commanded.

Instead, she’d spent years trying to run. Rebellion was embedded deep in her bones, in the fire of her blood.

Unfortunately, she could only escape for so long.

Now, her face was void of emotion as she walked through the crowd of nobles.

We marched up the steps and through the open doors of the chapel, where the priest was waiting. A few nobles turned to look as we entered. Some whispered behind their hands.

An old man spotted the blood on her sleeve and turned pale. A woman nearby sucked in a breath, like she’d seen a lamb dragged to slaughter.

Liora didn’t so much as blink. I led her directly to the altar and we stopped in front of the priest. No one was stupid enough to protest, not when my father was watching.

Beside him sat the queen with her silver locks. Older than the King by a decade and twice as bitter, she’d long since failed to give him another heir. But replacing her would shatter the alliance with the Northern Holds.

So there she sat, a breathing treaty in brocade, watching the wedding like it was just another funeral.

The priest began reciting words in a language that had not been spoken in centuries, and Liora’s amber eyes met mine. There was a spark of anger there. A rage that I had seen before, but never this close.

It sent a thrill through me. I liked my women like I liked war: loud, bloody, and worth the scars.

“I, Kaelus of Prysal, heir and loyal servant of the Crown, take this woman as my wife. By blood and bone, I will claim her, bind her, and possess her forevermore.”

“In the name of the Goddess, I, Liora, pledge my life and soul to Kaelus of Prysal, to aid in his kingdom’s ruling, be faithful to him, and care for him for as long as I live.”

She spoke so quietly that if we were anywhere else, I doubted anyone would have heard her.

But we were in the middle of the church, surrounded by the King and his inner circle. All of whom had taken great lengths to see a Bloodborn submit to their will.

“By the gods, I so swear,” I repeated the words.

“By the gods, I so swear.” There was no plea in her stare, no sign of surrender or fright. Only that hatred I’d come to know too well.

Good.

I wanted her to hate me. I wanted to hate her. I wanted this to be over.

The priest held out his hand, and I took the knife. “Your hand.”

Liora held out her hand without hesitation. I placed the blade against her skin and slowly drew it across her palm, drawing a thin line of blood. Then, I held my own palm out and did the same.

Blood struck the altar and soaked into the stone, as if the chapel had been waiting for it.

The priest looked at both of us, then nodded once. “You are husband and wife, bound by blood and bone.”

“Husband and wife,” the crowd echoed.

My fingers tightened on her wrist and I pulled her closer to me, whispering in her ear. “You’re mine now.” My lips were only inches from her ear, but I didn’t care. The entire world could hear me, and I wouldn’t have stopped.

Liora looked up at me, her eyes darkening. “You wish.”

“Don’t worry,” I leaned closer. “I don’t take what isn’t offered. You’ll beg first.”

“Pig.” She yanked her wrist free from me and I watched her walk away.

Behind me, the crowd clapped and cheered. Outside of the chapel, servants were already setting up for the feast. Music started playing, laughter erupting. I ignored all of them, instead staring after Liora.

“Kaelus.”

At the sound of my father’s voice, I spun around. The King was sitting on his throne, his expression as cold and calculating as ever.

“Yes, Father?”

He leaned forward, his blue eyes almost black in the dim light.

“Don’t disappoint me.”

He didn’t need to say it. My veins were already his ink.
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Liora




I used to dream of stabbing Kaelus in the eye.

He had haunted my dreams since I was twelve years old. He was everything that was wrong with this kingdom wrapped into one perfect package.

Every night, he lurked in the corners of my mind, his gaze trailing over my body like his fingers. And every morning, Katriona’s sweet voice dragged me back to reality, urging me out of bed for another lesson I didn’t ask for.

The dreams had started the day I first saw him in the infirmary. It had been right after I’d fallen from the tower while trying to escape from the palace. The guards had found me and brought me back to the castle, where I’d spent the night under the care of the royal healer.

I’d been lying there, half-asleep and drugged, when he’d walked in.

I hadn’t known who he was then. He’d only been a shadowy figure standing by the window, looking out over the capital. But that day I saw him covered in blood, dripping all over the expensive rugs of the castle. His face was cut deep, blood flowing down his brow and over his mouth.

He’d turned to look at me, and the first thing I thought was that he was sent to kill me. His eyes had been so cold, so empty, as if there was nothing inside them. Darkness surrounded him, as if it had crawled out of his soul.

And from that night on, the visions never stopped. For eight long years, he was always there. The cold, blank expression of a kinslayer.

A normal child might have dreamed of princesses and princes, but not me. From the moment my powers first appeared, I was punished for them. And now, I was married to my worst nightmare.

Kaelus.

It would take more than an arranged marriage to make me fall for that monster. And even then, I’d sooner carve his eyes out with a dull spoon than beg for his touch.

The ceremony had been brief, and the feast that followed even duller. I sat beside Kaelus at the high table, our backs aching from hours of forced smiles. One by one, nobles came forward to offer congratulations, lay gifts at our feet, and whisper shallow blessings. I barely touched the food, drinking only water, aware that even a sip of wine could be a risk.

At some point, Lord Rowan approached. “May the gods bless your union.” He took my hand and pressed a soft kiss to my knuckles. “And grant you patience, Princess. You’ll need it.”

His eyes sparkled with humor, but there was sincerity beneath the jest.

I managed a nod, unsure what to say. Rowan was nothing like Kaelus. Gentle, gracious, sharp without ever drawing blood. He ruled Vancast with a steady hand and a silver tongue. A true nobleman. Experienced. Respected. Legitimate.

And somehow, not the one they chose for me.

Understandable, given the King wouldn’t want me to marry a man he’d never get to control.

The festivities ended with a round of drinks and a final cheer from the crowd. Afterward, the guests cleared out and Kaelus and I were escorted to our rooms—a giant suite connected by a single bedroom.

It was lavish, the curtains red and the sheets ivory, the gold inlay of the walls and floor exquisite. Everything about it was meant to entice and entertain. But to me, it was the same prison I’d once called home.

I only spoke to three people regularly. My lady-in-waiting, Katriona, who fussed over me like a doll. My tutor, Master Corrin, an old man with ink-stained hands and a voice like gravel. And his son, Frasier, who taught me how to ride a horse in secret when no one was watching.

And now, I had to add Kaelus to the list. I wanted to peel my own flesh off just to be rid of the feeling.

“Did you enjoy the ceremony?” Kaelus closed the door behind us.

I stood near the window. My fingers found the pendant at my neck, tracing its edges like they always did when I was trying not to snap. “It was magical.” I rolled my eyes.

“It could have been worse.”

I snorted and turned to look at him. His arms were crossed over his chest and he was glaring at me. I found myself staring at him, trying to find something I recognized, something kind, but his eyes were those of a cold killer.

“How do you figure?” I asked.

“Oh, you can’t think of anything?” He raised his eyebrows. “There were hundreds of people in that room who would’ve fallen to their knees just to touch your hem. People who’d pay a fortune for a lock of your hair. For a drop of your blood. They look at you like you’re some divine relic. Trust me when I say it could be worse.”

“It sounds to me like it could also be better.”

“Perhaps.”

I shrugged and he grinned. It wasn’t a nice grin. It was that wolf-like smile of his that I had grown accustomed to seeing whenever he had to drag me back to the capital to see the King. A smile that said he was up to no good.

“So, now what?” I asked.

Kaelus considered this for a moment, then shrugged. “You do know what happens at a wedding night, don’t you?”

“Excuse me?”

His eyes flashed as he stepped closer. I didn’t back away, but my heart raced and every nerve inside me froze. In three steps, he was standing in front of me, his blue eyes locked on mine.

“I asked if you knew what happened on the wedding night, or did your parents die before you had that talk?”

“Go find a sword and fall on it.”

I was tired of being treated like a plaything, and I’d be damned if I let him treat me that way. So instead of giving him what he wanted, I shoved him backward.

“Gods, you’re going to be a bore, aren’t you?” He chuckled as he stumbled away from me, those eyes still laughing, still fixed on me. I wanted to claw his stupid eyes out and force-feed them to him.

“I’m not afraid of you,” I said.

“You should be.” He tilted his head, licking his bottom lip.

I felt winter’s fingers trail my back and I fought the urge to step back.

He looked like he wanted to devour me, like he was about to taste something forbidden. Every instinct in me screamed to run, but I forced myself to stay rooted.

“I won’t sleep with a monster,” I kept my head high. “Even if it is my husband.”

His lip curled slightly, as if he was enjoying this game. “Suit yourself.” He pulled his tunic over his head, revealing a shirtless torso. “I’m not going to force you.”

He was massive. Towering over me with broad shoulders, arms built for war, and a chest that looked carved from stone. I’d always known he was big, but it was different to see him stripped down to nothing but skin and bone.

He tugged off his trousers and I looked away. My cheeks burned and I hated that he noticed. He climbed into the bed, which took up nearly the entire room. Once he was under the covers, he reached down to extinguish the light.

“Goodnight,” he whispered. “I hope your dreams are filled with your favorite monsters.”

I buried the urge to reply somewhere deep and ugly. Turning away from him, I slipped out of the ceremonial gown, traded silk for linen, and blew out the candle on my side of the room. Then I climbed into the bed.

Luckily, it was big enough for the both of us. I didn’t have to touch him. Didn’t even have to look at him.

And gods, I didn’t think I could stomach it if I did. “If I wake to find you close, you’ll not wake again. Got it?”

He made a noise like he was swallowing a laugh just to taunt me. “Got it, little witch. Enjoy your rest.”

I pulled the covers over myself and closed my eyes, trying to ignore the feeling of him lying next to me. It was impossible. I was too close to him.

And the thought of waking up to a monster like him breathing down my neck… Revulsion bloomed in my chest like rot.

It took a long time for sleep to come, but eventually, exhaustion dulled the edges of my rage.

But it didn’t last long.

Light cracked through the darkness.

A flicker of amber, faint and fast, like lightning behind my eyelids. I opened my eyes.

At first, I thought it was just the candle’s afterglow, lingering in my vision. But the flame had been snuffed out. The room was supposed to be dark.

I blinked again.

No. Something was wrong.

I ran my hand over the covers beside me, expecting a solid form. When my hands slid over nothing but bedding, my breath caught.

Where was he?

The ceiling felt taller than it had been. The wooden beams above me had turned black, charred and cracked, the walls around me transformed into stone covered with smoke and ash.

And the heat—gods, the heat.

It rose from the floor, surrounding me with an intense heat that sank right down into my bones. An orange glow lit the far wall, getting brighter and brighter, and as I looked around, flames licked the edge of my vision.

Fire.

It was everywhere.
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Kaelus




“Liora!” All at once, her entire body went stiff, rigid and unsure. Her chest didn’t move, not one bit, and I was suddenly fully aware of how cold her skin was beneath my palm.

I shook her shoulders, gently at first, then harder.

Nothing.

“Liora, open your eyes. Look at me!”

Her skin was cold. I’d seen corpses react more than this.

I glanced at her neck. The pendant was still there, resting against her skin. It seemed to pulse with heat, the stone glowing faintly in the dark.

A vision. She was having a vision.

I heard the Bloodborns would writhe and screech as they dreamt. Liora, however, was unsettlingly quiet.

I shouldn’t have expected anything else, though. She was the daughter of one of the most powerful Bloodborns in history. A man who slaughtered millions without mercy.

“Liora,” My hands clawed at her shoulders, hard enough that they had to leave bruises.

She suddenly gasped, eyes flying open. Her body bucked against mine and I relaxed at her quick movement, relief replacing some of the tension in my body.

Her chest heaved as she wheezed her first breath of air. Tears filled her eyes and rolled down her flushed cheeks.

“Fire,” was all she said. A single, miserable, pain-filled word.

“A vision? What did you see?”

“They were piling the bodies on top… Fire swallowed everything.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know,” she whimpered. “Everywhere.”

I bit my lip, fighting off a laugh. Liora lifted her chin, trying her best to look imposing.

She failed, naturally. The whole concept was amusing. The gods themselves spoke through her, yet somehow her power manifested itself into night terrors and false prophecies. The Bloodborns of old used to have true powers of precognition, seeing possible outcomes of various paths for the kingdom.

That kind of knowledge would be useful. Instead, Liora saw dragons raining from the sky.

“You know,” I tamped down my laughter as hard as I could. “You’re supposed to be able to control your visions. Give them meaning.”

“Oh. Well I guess you would know about that. Considering your power is being a gigantic, arrogant dick.” She reached for the pitcher of water that sat on a side table.

“I can show you the full extent of my power later.”

“Yes, please,” she took a sip. “I can’t wait.”

If she was a seer, I was the Goddess reborn. At best, she saw glimpses. Shadows of ruin, blood, fire. Nothing we could use.

I pinched the bridge of my nose and exhaled heavily. This entire arrangement was a bloody waste of my time.

“Sleep. In the morning we’re heading north.”

“North?”

“I figured Master Corrin would’ve warned you.” I turned away and yanked the blanket over my shoulder. “You’ll find out tomorrow.”

A few seconds passed, and I thought she might yell at me. I almost wished she would. Silence always made things harder to control.

But instead, she exhaled slowly and settled back onto the bed. Soon, her steady breathing told me that she was asleep once more.

* * *

By the time I left the room the next day, the sun was just beginning to peek over the horizon, turning the sky a brilliant shade of gold.

I rubbed my eyes and yawned as I headed toward the throne room, where my father held the court. Despite the early hour, the corridors were already teeming with people—servants scurrying around, nobles and nobles and nobles.

When I reached the doors of the throne room, two guards in obsidian cloaks stepped aside without a word. I pushed open the carved doors myself.

The throne room was massive, the ceiling so high it almost seemed as if it reached the clouds themselves. The floor was a mosaic of black marble, the walls lined with murals depicting the creation of the world.

At the far end, my father sat on his high throne, draped in furs and armor. A steward stood beside him, reading from a parchment, but he paused as I approached the dais.

“You’re late,” my father said.

“Apologies, Your Majesty,” I bowed slightly. “I had a restless night.”

He waved a hand in dismissal. “You have news, I presume.”

The Steward bowed and stepped back, and my father motioned for me to approach. I climbed the stairs slowly, taking my time. “Yes, your Majesty. "

“What is it?”

“Last night, her powers manifested themselves once more.”

He sat up straight, interest piqued. “Last night? Did she ever remove her pendant?”

“No,” I shook my head. “It remained on her neck the entire time.”

“And what did she see?”

“Fire.”

He froze, considering this information. Then, a look of grim satisfaction crossed his face. “And where is she now?”

“She’ll be here shortly, I believe,” I answered.

“Good.”

A few moments later, the doors opened and Liora strode in. She wore amber again, just like always, even though the King had banned her house’s colors years ago. Stubbornness was stitched into the seams.

She walked over to stand in front of my father and stared up at him defiantly. She didn’t bow or curtsy, not even a little.

If it were anyone else, they’d have been dragged from the room and whipped for such a display of disrespect. But she was untouchable. At least, in the eyes of the court. The people revered bloodborns, and to kill the last one would almost certainly cause an uprising.

“Liora,” my father drew the word out. “You look… well.”

She shrugged. “As well as I can, considering you’re holding me prisoner.”

“Still so spirited,” he chuckled. “I trust you don’t mind the early summons.”

“Of course not, Your Grace,” she said through clenched teeth. “Anything for the King.”

“Excellent,” he sighed and leaned forward on his throne. “There’s something I require of you. Something rather delicate.”

She cocked her head to the side and her eyes narrowed. “What is it?”

“There has been unrest among some of the kingdoms lately. They’re uneasy about the state of our own stability and so are becoming increasingly aggressive.”

“What has that to do with my fate?

She already knew the answer. Ever since Gisbert fell, the people hadn’t shut up. He ruled with fire and fear, but their pots were full. Now, the roads were bleeding, crops failing, and famine gnawed at every doorstep.

The last thing my father needed was a rebellion.

“I want you to go with Kaelus, as a representative from the Crown. Your presence will quiet the rumors. They’ll see the Crown hasn’t forgotten its duties, and neither have you.”

Liora’s face hardened. I knew that she wanted to leave the capital. She never mentioned it, but I could tell. She spent hours looking out the windows in her rooms, staring off into the distance.

And now her freedom was dangling in front of her nose.

“You will be accompanied by a retinue of advisors and bodyguards. You will travel together to the kingdom of Fellcliff, where you will stay as guests of the royal family,” my father continued. “During this time, you will attend the wedding of Lord Rowan. And you will make it clear that you will be taken seriously, that Prysal is a unified nation.”

“What do I get in return?”

My father shrugged. “A reprieve from these walls. "

She raised her eyebrows. “That’s not much of an incentive.”

My father snorted. “I didn’t think it would be.”

“So, I get to go on this trip with my husband and his pretty group of mindless followers, pretend I’m making nice, and come back home?”

My father nodded. “Indeed.”

“I want full freedom upon return.”

His eyes narrowed. “I beg your pardon?”

“No more guards, no more restrictions, no more lockdowns. I shall be allowed to leave the capital whenever I desire.”

He let out a short, humorless breath. “You can’t possibly think I’d agree to that. "

She kept her mouth shut, but her eyes said plenty. We both knew how desperate he was for a peace between the lands. He’d had six assassination attempts since he took the throne, and if war came, he didn’t stand a chance. Not with the dwindling number of soldiers and an army decimated by disease and plague.

He took a deep breath and straightened his posture.

“Fine. You will have a degree of autonomy upon return,” my father nodded.

“Thank you, Father,” I bowed my head low.

He waved a hand toward the door. “Enough of this. Go. I must prepare for the day. I will send word to your escorts.”

Without a word, I turned and walked toward the exit. Liora followed close behind, her footsteps echoing loudly in the corridor.

When we were outside, she turned and glared at me.

“He fears me for good reason. I will reclaim my throne, Kaelus. And your father will beg for mercy he will not receive. I want you to know that.”

Without saying another word, she stormed off, leaving me standing alone in the corridor. I stared after her, unable to stop myself from smiling.

She still thought this was a cage with a key. That there was a door. There wasn’t. But I wouldn’t be the one to tell her.

This story wouldn’t end in romance. It’d end in blood.
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“Keep your chin high and they’ll believe you,” my mother used to say whenever I cried too loud. That was her favorite lie.

I wondered if she’d ever met Kaelus. That monster, who could crush bones with his bare hands and melt the skin of men with the slightest touch, had always seen me for exactly who I was.

Powerless. Defective. Imperfect.

“Are you ready?” a gruff voice pulled me from my thoughts.

I drew in a breath, steadying my spine. I wouldn’t let him see the fear in me. Not today.

Kaelus stood beside the carriage, arms crossed over his broad chest. His hair was pulled away from his face in its usual style, showing off the sharp lines of his jaw.

Katriona had packed everything in record time. My trunks were loaded, my travel clothes laid out, my hair fixed before I could even argue. She’d always known how to move through chaos.

“I am.” I brushed past him and clambered inside, settling onto the plush seat. He climbed into the coach beside me and slammed the door shut.

His scent washed over me—sandalwood, leather, and iron. I tried not to look at him. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing he unsettled me.

He was maddening.

“What’s wrong, little witch? Are you nervous?”

The look he gave me was filled with hunger and hate, the kind only a true demon could muster.

Yes, I was nervous. Even though I’d trained my entire life to control my powers, I was still afraid. Afraid that I couldn’t control what was inside me, afraid of my visions. But no matter what I did, my pride always betrayed me.

“No,” I sat straighter in my seat. “Not at all.”

“You don’t look like it. I’ve seen you stare down men twice your size without batting an eye.”

“I don’t care what you think.” I glanced at him briefly, and was surprised to see a smirk on his face.

“Then why are you sweating?”

Before I could respond, the coach began moving. My mind raced through dozens of responses, most of them curses and foul language. But none of them seemed appropriate, and I didn’t want to start an argument.

So, I remained silent, and focused my attention on the scenery passing by the carriage window.

“Don’t worry. We’ve got two convoys ahead—scouts and swords, clearing the road and keeping the route sealed. There’s a third riding behind with the wardens. Twenty riders minimum. No one’s getting through.”

He spoke like it was routine, like he’d made the trip a hundred times and nothing had ever touched him. I wasn’t so sure.

“And what about above? Any aerial scouts?”

Kaelus chuckled. “This isn’t a war front. We’re not dragging a full battalion. Besides, who’d be stupid enough to attack us?”

I shrugged. I knew about the King’s lack of allies. He’d managed to turn nearly everyone against him since ascending the throne, from bannermen to liege lords to common folk.

It would only be a matter of time his mercenaries ran out of gold. And if their pockets were empty, then it wouldn’t take much to break their loyalty.

“How long will the journey take?” I tried to change the subject.

“A day, probably. Maybe more.”

“Great.”

“What’s the matter? Am I boring you, already?”

I snorted. “Hardly. You’re exhausting.”

He laughed, a deep, rumbling sound that vibrated the carriage. “I’m trying to have a conversation with you. You’re the one acting as if I’ve offended you.”

“Because you have.”

He raised a brow. “I’ve done nothing to you. In fact, I’ve been the perfect gentleman, all things considered.”

I rolled my eyes, not bothering to answer. Yes, he’d been courteous. For the most part. But he wasn’t exactly the kind of man I’d ever grow fond of. His arrogance grated on my nerves.

“How about a truce, then?” He looked genuinely interested, and it made my skin crawl.

“A truce?”

“Why don’t we start over? Perhaps we got off on the wrong foot.”

“I can’t imagine a more pointless way to spend an afternoon,” I stared at the horizon.

“Let me guess. You’re going to sit there and sulk like you always do, hmm?”

“You don’t know anything about me.”

“I do know plenty about you. I do my research. That research tells me you’re stubborn. Reckless. Fearless. And you’re incapable of keeping your mouth shut.”

He smiled when he said the last bit. Like he was pleased with himself.

I huffed. “So are you.”

“I know. We can agree on something, after all.”

I turned back toward the window and sighed. The air inside the carriage was getting stuffy, and I was beginning to feel trapped.

If only I hadn’t agreed to come on this ridiculous journey. If I’d stayed at the palace, perhaps I would have found a way to escape. Found a way back to the Southern Clans, the ones my mother traveled from and sought refuge in.

Where the forests swallowed entire towns whole. Where beasts and gods roamed as one.

I didn’t know if she was alive or dead—only that she never came back for me. Some days I hated her for it. Other days, I still hoped she was out there.

I was pulled from my fantasies by a soft sound. I looked over and saw Kaelus was gazing at me intently.

“What?” I snapped.

He didn’t answer right away. “Look at me.”

When I didn’t, he reached up and brushed the loose hair out of my face. I tried to pull away, but he grabbed my chin, forcing me to meet his gaze.

“Listen to me carefully. Once we get to Fellcliff, you won’t be Liora anymore. You’ll be wife to the next king of Prysal.” I could smell the woodsmoke on his skin, the scent of it strong enough to make me dizzy.

“Don’t touch me.” I tried to pull away, but there was nowhere to go in the cramped carriage.

“You will act like you’re happy with the arrangement. Do I make myself clear?”

I narrowed my eyes. “Crystal.”

“Good.” He released my chin and sat back. “If you continue to behave yourself, we might not even kill each other.”

He smiled, flashing his pointed canines. There was a hint of threat in his voice, but also excitement, too. Like the prospect of slitting my throat was actually quite thrilling.

We rode in silence for a while, both of us lost in our own thoughts. Soon enough, the sun began to set, bathing the land in reds and purples. As the last rays of daylight faded, the temperature dropped significantly. The wind kicked up, causing the carriage to shake.

“It’s cold,” I pulled my cloak tighter around me.

“Mmm,” Kaelus murmured absently.

Of course he wasn’t affected. He had to be three times my size. I rubbed my arms vigorously, trying to generate heat. I closed the curtains that lined the windows, keeping the freezing air out.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Kaelus watching me, his eyes half-closed and dark.

“If you want, I can help keep you warm,” he whispered.

I turned my head and gave him a dirty look, which only caused him to grin wider. His eyes were burning with a lust that made me blush furiously. He made no attempt to hide his interest.

“No, thank you.”

“I promise to keep my hands to myself. Now unless you want to freeze to death, I suggest you come closer.”

I hesitated, not sure if I should trust him. I knew it was dangerous to get close to him. But as the cold settled into my bones, I decided it was better to be warm than to die of exposure.

So, I shifted over to him. As soon as I did, he wrapped an arm around me, pulling me against his chest. His skin burned like fire.

How could he be so warm?

“Better?”

“No,” I lied, even though I was already beginning to thaw.

Suddenly, there was a loud bang, followed by a jolt, and the coach came to a sudden halt. I lurched forward, nearly smashing my face into the seat in front of me.

“Are you alright?” Kaelus asked, grabbing my shoulder.

“I’m fine.” I rubbed the bridge of my nose, trying to relieve some of the ache. “What happened?”

“I don’t know.”

Kaelus knocked on the driver’s box. “Why have we stopped?”

A moment later, the door opened and a soldier poked his head inside. He was young and handsome, with pale blonde hair and bright green eyes. He looked nervous, his cheeks flushed red.

“Is everything okay?”

“Yes, my lord. It appears that one of the wheels has come loose. We’re going to try to fix it, but it may take a while.”

He sighed, rubbing his temples. “Send a rider ahead to inform the party up front. I don’t want to waste any more time.”

“As you wish.” The soldier bowed before stepping away.

Kaelus turned to me. “Looks like we’ll have to wait.”

“Can we at least start a fire?”

“Fine.” He reached for the door handle, and swung it open.

I scrambled after him, following him outside. It was dark, and the only light came from the full moon overhead. I shivered as the wind whipped through my hair, carrying with it the scent of pine and snow.

He ordered several of his men to start a fire and then proceeded to sit beside it. I sat down next to him, wrapping my arms around myself.

“How long will this take?” I asked.

“It shouldn’t take too long.”

There were three men working on the carriage, and they seemed to be struggling with whatever repairs needed to be made. After a few minutes, they finally managed to lift the coach upright.

Then came the sound of hurried footsteps over dirt and stone. One of the younger boys from the convoy stumbled toward us, panting.

“My lord, my lady, the carriage is—”

A sudden thwip cut him off.

He froze.

For a breath, I didn’t understand what had happened. Then I saw it—an arrow lodged clean through his neck. His mouth opened, but no words came out. Blood bubbled up between his lips. He choked, coughed, and fell forward into the dirt.

My blood turned to ice. I stared at the boy in disbelief. A second later, an arrow flew past my face and hit the ground behind me.

“Liora!” Kaelus leapt to his feet. He shoved me toward the carriage. “Get inside!”

It was an ambush. The men who’d been working on the carriage were already dead, arrows sticking out of their backs. Others lay motionless on the ground, their bodies riddled with arrows.

We were surrounded.
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It happened in an instant.

The three men who surrounded us were tall and broad-shouldered, each wearing thick black cloaks with their hoods raised. They all had the same tattoo, a five-pointed star surrounded by a ring.

Southern Clans.

They were not raiders. They were mercenaries. And they were here for the girl.

Before Liora could make it back to the coach, the largest man grabbed her arm and yanked her toward him. She tried to fight back, but he held her tight.

“Let me go!” she kicked and flailed.

I drew my sword and charged forward. But before I reached him, another of the mercenaries stepped in front of me, blocking my path.

“Oi, now,” He had a busted nose, thick arms, and an accent that sounded like he gargled gravel. “No need for blades, aye? Just do what we say, and nobody gets hurt.”

“I’m going to enjoy killing you,” I spat.

The man grinned. “I doubt it.”

He lunged at me. I dodged the blow and slashed my blade across his stomach. He doubled over.

“Fuck.” He clutched his wound.

Another arrow whizzed past me. I whirled around and saw the third man standing ten feet away. He had drawn his bow and aimed straight at me.

I dove out of the way as he fired. The arrow whistled past me and struck the ground where I’d been standing a moment ago.

“Give us the girl,” the man said. “And you won’t be harmed.”

“Over my dead body.” I swung my sword at him.

He parried my strike and countered with one of his own. Our blades met with a loud clang. We struggled against each other for a moment until I managed to kick him in the chest. He stumbled backward, hitting the ground hard.

I looked around wildly for Liora. She was still being held by the biggest mercenary.

“Liora!” I yelled.

“Don’t fight,” the man said. “Or I’ll cut her to pieces.”

“You say that again, and I’ll feed you your own teeth.” I growled, stepping forward. But the man who’d attacked me earlier had managed to get back on his feet. He rushed at me, swinging his sword.

I ducked under the blow and spun around, striking him in the side with my elbow. He grunted in pain, dropping his weapon. I kicked it away and grabbed him by the throat.

“Who sent you?”

He smirked. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

I squeezed tighter, choking the life out of him. But before I could finish him off, another arrow flew toward me. It struck my shoulder and embedded itself deep into my flesh. I let out a strangled yell.

I raised my sword high above my head, and brought it down hard across his neck. His body fell limp. I ripped the arrow out of my shoulder, biting back a groan. Then I turned and charged toward the archer, who was reloading his bow.

Before he could fire again, I threw myself at him, tackling him to the ground. I punched him in the face over and over, until blood poured from his nose and mouth. When I finally stopped, he lay still beneath me, his chest rising and falling slowly.

I stood up slowly, clutching my bleeding shoulder. I tried to keep my focus, but every heartbeat seemed to shake loose another drop of blood from my shoulder.

With two men down, there was only one left standing.

The last one was the biggest of the group, a giant with a thick beard and muscles like corded steel. He grabbed Liora from behind and yanked her to her feet, holding his axe blade across her throat.

“Come any closer, an’ I’ll split her open.”

I growled in anger, my pulse roaring in my veins. Liora struggled feebly, grunting as her captor pulled her tightly against his chest.

“Now, don’t be stupid,” the mercenary warned. “Put that pretty blade down. Or would ya rather see your girl’s innards spilled onto the road?”

I knew he was bluffing. If he killed the girl, there would be no ransom. But I couldn’t allow her to come to harm. At least not before she fulfilled her role.

I watched Liora carefully, waiting for a signal to act. She locked eyes with me and nodded once.

It was the only cue I needed.

Without hesitation, I whirled around and threw my dagger at her captor’s knee. It lodged deep into his flesh with a sickening crunch. He didn’t flinch, didn’t even blink, as blood spurted from the wound.

He just roared in anger and slammed his axe down toward Liora, trying to cleave her in two.

I threw myself in its path, shoving her aside. The blade struck the ground instead of her.

The giant turned on me, his face twisted in rage and bloodlust.

“You fuckin’ royal dog,” he spat, raising the axe high. “I’m gonna cut ye in—”

I was losing blood quickly, my entire arm soaked with it. And the mercenary was a trained fighter, built like a wall. If I got too tired, or if my senses began to cloud, then I might not win this fight. I had to end it now.

“Come on then,” I taunted. “Let’s see how much your belly wants to hold before I spill your guts onto the ground.”

I stepped toward him. He brought the axe down, aiming for my head. I dodged the blow, catching the blade with my sword, and shoved it away.

He snarled and attacked again, swinging wildly. I danced out of range, blocking every strike. I slashed my blade across his forearm, cutting deep.

He howled and stumbled back.

“Beg for mercy,” I growled.

“You first!” he shouted back, swinging his axe once more.

This time, his swing had more weight behind it—sloppy, but brutal. I ducked low, felt the wind of the axe skim the air above my head, and drove my shoulder into his gut. He grunted, stumbling back a step, but not enough.

Too slow.

He recovered faster than I expected, and I barely had time to parry the next blow. Steel met steel with a shriek that rattled my bones. My grip slipped.

Damn it.

He caught the opening. With one brutal downswing, he knocked my blade clean from my hands. It skidded across the dirt, out of reach.

I surged forward, ramming into him with everything I had. My shoulder slammed into his ribs, and I felt them give—at least one cracked—but he didn’t fall.

Not until I wrapped my arms around his midsection and drove him to the ground.

We hit the earth hard. He wheezed under the weight, but the bastard was fast. He twisted, rolled, and got on top of me before I could draw breath. One of his knees pinned my arm. The other pressed into my ribs, locking me in place.

Then his hand wrapped around my throat.

Thick fingers, calloused and cold.

I clawed at his wrist, gritting my teeth as my vision began to blur around the edges. He leaned in close, eyes wild.

“Should’ve stayed down,” he hissed.

I reached blindly with my free hand, fingertips grazing the hilt of his fallen axe. But it was too far.

The pressure behind my eyes mounted, and my thoughts began to scatter into noise. I was seconds from blacking out when it happened.

A sudden burst of heat ripped across my vision. I blinked rapidly, disoriented. I couldn’t move.

I looked up to see Liora looming over the mercenary, a ball of fire dancing in her palm. The flames licked at his clothes, and she smiled as they singed his skin.

“Get the hell off him!” She flung the fireball at the big man. It struck him square in the chest and engulfed him in flames. He leapt to his feet, frantically slapping at his blazing tunic.

I rolled to my side, coughing and wheezing.

Where the hell was her pendant? That damned thing was supposed to suppress her powers. One wrong move, and you’d burn cities to the ground. I know this better than anyone, because I’ve watched it happen.

And now, I was watching it all unfold again, right before my eyes.

“Liora,” I struggled to stay conscious. “Your magic—”

She ignored me. She just stood there, watching her creation burn with satisfaction. It was madness. Utter madness. “Can you get up?”

I was still bleeding heavily, and my vision was starting to swim. I felt lightheaded, dizzy, and sick to my stomach.

“Kaelus,” Liora said. “Look at me.”

She leaned forward, reaching for me. I swatted her hand away.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“Let me look.”

I shook my head. “It’s nothing.”

Liora frowned, studying me closely. I was being stubborn, and I knew it. But I couldn’t help myself. I was in pain, and scared, and I had no idea what was happening.

“You’re so full of shit,” she whispered.

I sighed, and finally let her press her hands against the wound. Her touch was gentle, and the burning pain in my shoulder eased slightly. I breathed deeply, trying to relax.

Her eyes grew wide as she stared at the gash in my flesh. It was deep, ragged, and messy. Blood poured from the wound, staining my skin, my clothes.

“This is bad,” she said softly. “Stay still.”

“What are you going to do?”

“If only you’d paid attention to your teachings, then you’d know.” Then she pushed a little harder.

I stiffened, resisting the urge to shove her off of me. She smiled, sensing my discomfort, and began to mutter a healing spell under her breath.

My body tensed as her words washed over me. She placed her hands upon my forehead, tracing sigils onto my skin with her fingers. The words changed into a chant, a low hum in my skull.

I felt sleepy, drowsy. Warm. Like I was floating in a haze.

I was beginning to drift off, sinking into darkness. The pain was gone, replaced with something hot and heavy and sweet.

I tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t come. So I let go, giving myself over to the waves of sensation.

Everything went white, bright. Then, it faded, until there was nothing left. Just a black void.
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Kaelus would be fine. Soon, he’d be awake and alert and swearing at me again. He’d be his usual grumpy, vicious, devilish self.

It had been almost half an hour since I’d nursed him back from the brink of death. His breathing was even, his heart was strong. I had done everything I could to help it along.

I touched the pendant around my neck. It was back where it belonged—resting against my skin like a second heartbeat.

I was never supposed to take it off. Master Corrin would have had a fit if he knew. He’d drilled it into me from the moment I could walk: no magic outside of the tower. Ever.

I wasn’t sure why. I’d asked him once, when I was a child, and he’d only told me it was for my own safety. He used to joke that the only thing more stubborn than my magic was me, and without the pendant, I’d explode before I learned how to control either.

But Kaelus had given me no choice. We were attacked. If I hadn’t used my powers, then we would have both been dead.

It was a simple decision, really. And I made it without hesitation.

Now, as I dragged the unconscious prince along the dirt road, I realized what I’d done. What I’d risked. I’d broken the cardinal rule of the tower.

And I’d be punished for it. Severely.

He was so damn heavy, I thought, biting back a swear as I hauled him up into the coach. He was slouched, half on me and half off, his knees dragging on the ground.

“Wake up,” I whispered. “Wake, damn you.”

I could just leave him here, slumped in the dirt.

He would survive the night—that much I knew—and I could make my escape.

Flee south into the woods of Abregath, find the Southern Clans.

My heart beat a little faster as the idea took root in my mind. If I could get far enough away, I could hide from the hounds, and evade any soldiers sent after me. I could disappear.

I could be free.

But I couldn’t trust anyone. Everyone was after me. The royals, the rebels, the mercenaries, the people of Prysal.

And if I escaped, they’d all hunt me down like dogs. I’d spend the rest of my life looking over my shoulder. Always running. Never stopping.

I sighed heavily, brushing the hair out of my face.

No. I needed a better plan than that.

I wouldn’t last in the woods for a week, let alone the rest of my life. I would starve to death. Or freeze in the winter months. Or worse yet, be captured by some savage cult who wanted to use my blood for their rituals.

So, I reached for Kaelus’ neck, pulling him into a sitting position.

“Come on.” I slapped his cheeks lightly, hoping to rouse him. “Open your eyes.”

He grunted but didn’t stir.

I sighed, and then I slapped him again, harder this time. “Wake up, you stubborn cur!”

His grimaced, pain etched across his face. His breathing quickened, and his body stiffened.

“Hey, easy now. It’s me.” I rested my hand on his chest.

His eyes fluttered open, slow and bleary. For a moment, he looked at me like he didn’t recognize me. Then his gaze sharpened, and a frown creased his brow.

“Fucking hell, Liora,” he growled. “What did you do?”

“Saved your life. Now shut up, and try not to bleed all over my new dress.”

He sat up, wincing. “Where are we?”

I frowned. “Still on the road.”

“No one came yet?”

“I haven’t seen them.”

He shook his head, scowling. “That’s impossible. They wouldn’t leave us behind.”

“Well, maybe they aren’t worried about a stubborn bastard like yourself.”

He stared at me, disbelief plain on his face. “Where’s the pendant?”

“Around my neck.”

“You took it off.” He sat upright. “During the fight.”

“Yes.”

“The risks are far too great,” he interrupted. “You can’t take it off. Ever. Especially not around me.”

I sighed in frustration. “I know, but if I hadn’t—”

“I had it under control.”

I snorted. “Yeah, right.”

He glared at me. “If anyone finds out you took it off… We’d both be in a lot of trouble.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll tell them you were my knight in shining armor, and that I couldn’t have possibly taken care of those savages without you.”

He narrowed his eyes. “I’m serious, Liora. If my father finds out…”

“What? What will he do?” I challenged. “Kill me? He can’t do that without pissing off half the kingdom.”

Kaelus opened his mouth to speak, but stopped when he saw the look on my face.

“Listen,” I said, crossing my arms. “I’m not going to apologize for saving our lives. So get over it.”

I sat up straighter, biting back a grunt. My side still burned like hell. I was sure I’d cracked a rib or two when the brute slammed me into the ground.

“We need to go,” he said finally.

“Back to Prysal?”

“No. We have a mission to fulfill. We can’t waste time turning around.”

“But how will we get there?” I gestured to the coach with its dead coachmen and broken wheels.

“There was a second carriage ahead of us,” he rubbed a hand over his face. “They’ll come looking.”

I looked at him. “If they’re alive.”

He grunted, shaking his head. “Let’s just hope they aren’t that incompetent.”

“Well, we can’t sit here, waiting for them to show up. We need to move.”

“I agree,” Kaelus said, his voice quiet and low. “We’ll travel by foot.”

“You can barely stand. I won’t be able to carry you.”

“I can walk,” he said firmly.

I dragged my teeth across my lip. “Are you sure about that? You look like death warmed over.”

He shot me a dirty look. “I’m fine.”

“Whatever you say.” I turned away from him and stood up. I took a step toward the edge of the road. A sudden wave of nausea rolled over me, and I staggered, nearly falling over.

Kaelus was on his feet in an instant. He caught me by the arm, steadying me. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” I blinked rapidly. I don’t use my powers often, and when I do, I always suffer the consequences. “Just a little tired.”

“You need to rest.”

I shook my head. “No. I’m fine. Really.”

He didn’t believe me. I could see it in his eyes. But he let go of me and stepped back, giving me room to breathe. I took a deep breath, trying to calm my racing heart.

My head was spinning. My legs felt weak beneath me. I had pushed myself too far, used too much power. If I kept this up, I’d collapse. Or worse yet, pass out.

So I started walking, forcing myself to move. It wasn’t easy, but it was better than standing still.

I glanced back over my shoulder. The attackers’ bodies were sprawled across the dirt, their blood staining the earth. A cold knot bloomed in my gut. They had identical cloaks and matching tattoos inked on their necks and forearms.

A cult, maybe. A private faction. I didn’t recognize it—not from my teachings, not from the scrolls Master Corrin drilled into me since I was a child. Whatever group they belonged to, it wasn’t part of any kingdom’s official forces.

That meant they were hidden. Or worse, protected.

“Who were they?”

“Does it matter? They’re gone now.” He kept putting a pressure on his wound as he walked beside me.

“They were after me.”

“I know.”

“Why?”

He shook his head. “You’re the most valuable person in the kingdom, Liora. The reason why no one dares to start another war. You’re a weapon.”

“I’m a person,” I argued.

“A weapon.”

I scowled. “How would you like it if people called you a sword? A mace? A dagger?”

“I wouldn’t care. I’d be used as intended.”

I blinked at him, slow and tired, like he wasn’t worth the effort.

We stayed silent for a while, keeping our eyes peeled for any sign of soldiers ahead. It was hard to tell how far we’d traveled, and there was no light source to guide us.

I kept thinking about the fight, replaying every detail in my mind. I’d killed him. I’d burned him alive. And I’d enjoyed it.

That terrified me.

But what scared me even more was how easily I’d used my powers. How effortlessly I’d summoned the fire. I hadn’t even had to think about it.

Kaelus, on the other hand, was silent beside me. But I could see the pain in the way he moved.

It reminded me of the time I saw him in the infirmary, after the king’s legitimate son had sliced through his left eye. The injury had been so gruesome, and when his face had healed, the scar made him even more intimidating.

Torian, on the other hand, was dead. The details were murky. Whispers suggested a fight, others an assassination plot, and some outright claimed the King had ordered it.

The public had been told it was sickness. But I remembered the bruises on Kaelus’s knuckles and the silence that hung over the palace for days.

Sometimes, I wondered if his silence was born of shame. Or perhaps, he didn’t want to cause any trouble that would make his situation worse. And perhaps there was more to him than just bitter broodiness.

“You’re staring at me,” he said after a moment.

I blushed. “Sorry. I was lost in thought.”

“About what?”

“Nothing,” I lied.

He arched an eyebrow, clearly unconvinced. But he didn’t press the issue.

We continued walking. The road was wide and well maintained, the grass soft and lush beneath our feet. The trees rustled in the breeze, and birds chirped merrily from their branches. It was peaceful, and beautiful, and I found myself enjoying the scenery.

“Cold?” Kaelus asked.

“No, I’m fine.”

He chuckled. “Liar.”

He took his cloak from his neck and draped it around my shoulders.

“Thanks,” I swallowed past the sudden lump in my throat.

His fingers brushed against mine as he fastened the clasp, sending a jolt through my body. For an instant, I felt a flicker of heat. Then the moment passed, and it was gone.

But still, it lingered in the back of my mind.

“Why did you save me?” Kaelus asked suddenly.

“What?”

He sighed, shaking his head. “You could have run. You could have saved yourself, and disappeared into the woods. Why did you save me?”

“Because,” I avoided his gaze. “I didn’t want anyone to get hurt.”

“That’s a horrible reason.”

“Well. I don’t expect you to understand. But there it is.”

Kaelus didn’t reply. He kept walking, his head up. I watched him closely, trying to decipher the emotions swirling behind his dark eyes.

“Finally,” he pointed ahead.

At first, I thought it was empty.

Then I heard it—the rhythmic crunch of hooves on gravel. Two horses were coming toward us. I instinctively reached for my knife, but Kaelus stopped me, his hand closing over mine.

“Scouts,” he muttered.

Both riders wore black and silver armor etched with the crest of Prysal. They were armed with swords and shields, and they approached with caution.

I breathed a sigh of relief and tried to ignore Kaelus’ hand upon mine. I was beginning to get the feeling he was doing it on purpose.

Kaelus would now be his usual self, mean and nasty. And he’d treat the scouts like the inferior soldiers they were. I didn’t blame him, really. It was what I would have done, had I been in his shoes.

They had failed their duty and should be severely reprimanded. But they were also the only people keeping us alive right now. So, I decided to be gracious. I wouldn’t stab them, or threaten them, or anything.

Kaelus would be more than willing to handle that sort of unpleasantness for me.

I focused on the fact that we’d be reunited with the main carriage soon. We were safe, protected, surrounded by soldiers.

For now, anyway.
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Mistress of Fellcliff Keep, Lady Iskira, greeted us with smiles and open arms. She told me it was tragic we’d been attacked. Then she swore she wouldn’t let anything else happen to us.

We were given rooms in the guest wing of the royal palace—an extravagant suite with plush furniture and wide windows. There was a grand bathing chamber, and the bed in my room was even larger than the one I had back in the castle.

I had been placed in a separate room across the hall, mostly because of my injuries. The healers insisted that I needed space to recover. And I needed quiet.

There was only one problem.

Liora.

She occupied my thoughts constantly, whether I wanted them to or not. It was like an obsession.

Why?

Was it because she was smart, funny, and ridiculously beautiful?

Or was it because she was a woman cursed with incredible power?

No.

It wasn’t that, either.

“My prince.”

I looked up, frowning at the guard who’d interrupted my daydreaming. I didn’t know his name. He was part of the royal guard stationed in this castle.

“Yes?”

“I’ve come to inform you that the Lady Iskira has planned a feast this evening, for your honor and Lady Liora’s.”

Of course she had. It was the reason we came here. A chance to show off our false unity.

I grunted, getting to my feet. “Very well. We’ll be happy to attend. Have you informed my wife as well?”

“Yes, she is preparing herself as we speak.”

I nodded, dismissing him with a wave of my hand.

A feast sounded about as interesting as picking my toenails clean. I would rather do anything else, but I knew better than to refuse.

Tonight would be long. Torturous.

I made my way through the hallways of the palace. Attendants scurried out of my way, bowing their heads as I passed. Servants kneeled, lowering their eyes.

The world groveled before me, and it disgusted me. I despised the reverence and fear people showed me. It was a burden.

And what’s worse was, the things they whispered behind my back. About my loyalty, and about my scar. About my dead mother.

Oh, they loved to gossip about her.

I wandered the halls aimlessly, ignoring the stares and smiles. Even here, I was out of place. Everyone could see it.

I would rather be alone.

“Kaelus.”

I stopped in my tracks, watching Liora stride toward me. She wasn’t dressed for the feast—no gown, no jewels. Just her usual amber dress and boots, hair half-tamed and eyes still sharp with whatever fire kept her moving.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

She blinked once. “Charming as always.”

“Shouldn’t you be getting ready for the feast?”

“I will,” she shrugged. “Eventually.”

“Of course.”

I turned my face away, and that earned a laugh from her—sweet, practiced, empty.

“Where are you going?”

My face stayed blank. “I need to get dressed.”

She tilted her head slightly. “Do you want some help?”

Did she think I couldn’t manage on my own? My wounds had healed days ago. I wasn’t some fragile thing waiting to be doted on. “No.”

“Are you–”

“I have to go.”

Without waiting for a response, I turned on my heel and headed toward my room. She stood there, watching me silently, a faint smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.

Don’t look back.

But I did.

Liora leaned against the wall, her hands clasped in front of her. Even from across the corridor, her eyes held mine.

Focus on the door in front of you.

Hands clenched into fists, I tore my gaze away. I walked swiftly through the doorway, into my chambers. Then, without hesitating, I slammed the door shut.

I collapsed against the wall, breathing hard, trying to calm the riotous pounding of my heart.

Why?

Why did she affect me this way?




* * *

I emerged from my quarters, clean and refreshed. I was wearing my finest outfit–a leather vest trimmed with gold, a pair of black pants, and a pair of well-polished boots.

I wasn’t particularly fond of formalwear. Or any kind of clothing, really.

But my father required us to dress according to the standards of the state we were visiting.

My mood was sour as I made my way to the banquet hall. Music filtered through the doors, echoing through the corridors. I pushed open the doors, stepping inside.

The room was packed. Tables lined the walls, laden with food and drink. Servants bustled about, refilling glasses and serving plates. Guests milled around, chatting animatedly.

I needed to find Liora.

I stepped into the courtyard, the cool evening air brushing against my face. Lanterns flickered in the garden paths, illuminating small groups of people. The chatter of nobility floated from every direction—empty words wrapped in velvet. And then I saw her.

She stood near the fountain, engaged in conversation with a nobleman.

Her hair was loose and flowing down her back, and she wore a dress of red satin and gold lace, which accented her figure perfectly. Her skin seemed paler than usual, her cheeks were almost rosy.

She looked like someone else entirely.

As I drew closer, I realized it was Baron Edmond speaking with her. He was in his early thirties, tall and broad-shouldered, with jet black hair and amber eyes.

He was one of those types who smiled too easily, whose hands moved when he talked. He leaned in just a little too close, said something in her ear that made her laugh again. Her hand brushed his sleeve.

I hated that it bothered me. That it sickened me. That I was angry.

I clenched my jaw. Angry? Of what?

“Prince Kaelus,” the baron said in a friendly tone. “Lovely to see you again.”

I ignored him, focusing on Liora. She hadn’t even glanced my way. That stung, somehow. Her attention was fixed entirely on him.

“It’s been so long since we’ve seen each other.” The baron was still smiling. “How have you been?”

“Fine.”

“We were just discussing the upcoming wedding of your cousin.” Liora finally looked at me. “The baron was telling me about the new dance styles.”

I snorted. “Fascinating.”

Edmond frowned slightly, but didn’t lose his composure. “I should probably get going. I need to speak to Lady Iskira about our arrangements.”

“Of course,” Liora said. She turned toward me, her eyes narrowed. “Come on, husband. We have a feast to attend.”

I glared at her, then nodded to Baron Edmond. “Enjoy your evening.”

He dipped his head in acknowledgment and stepped aside.

I fell into step beside Liora, letting her lead the way. “What business do you have with the baron?”

Her eyes drifted elsewhere, like I’d asked the weather. “He’s very charming.”

I scoffed. “Charming? Him?”

“Oh, don’t be such a sourpuss. He was only being polite.”

“He was flirting.”

She gave me a sideways look, like I’d grown a second head. “So what if he was?”

I scowled. “You shouldn’t encourage it.”

“Why not?”

I stopped walking and grabbed her arm, pulling her close. “Because you’re married. To me.”

Her expression darkened. “Our marriage doesn’t mean anything.”

“You won’t speak to him again.”

“Are you giving me orders?”

“Yes.”

I could feel her anger. Her rage. But it didn’t intimidate me.

She jerked free of my grip and shoved past me. I followed after her, determined to get answers.

We entered the great hall, which was filled with dozens of nobles, courtiers, and other guests. Lady Iskira, cousin to the Queen and acting mistress of the North in her husband’s frequent absences, was seated at the head of the table, dressed in an elegant gown of white and gold. She smiled at us as we approached.

“Prince Kaelus,” she greeted warmly. “And Lady Liora, welcome. Please, join me.”

I took a seat beside her, while Liora sat next to me. I could still feel her fury radiating off of her. She wanted nothing more than to get away from me.

Lady Iskira smiled at both of us. “Thank you for coming. I hope you enjoy your stay here.”

“We’re honored to be here,” Liora said politely.

Lady Iskira nodded graciously. “It is our pleasure.”

She signaled for the servants to begin serving the first course. A parade of plates arrived— roasted venison, boiled potatoes, braised vegetables, and thick gravy. The smell made my mouth water.

As we ate, the conversation turned to the weather, the crops, and the current state of affairs in Felcliff. I listened quietly, not wanting to draw attention to myself.

Liora seemed to enjoy herself. She laughed at the right times, asked the right questions, and offered appropriate comments. She was born to be royalty.

I felt like an imposter. An intruder.

A servant filled my glass with wine. I drank it quickly, hoping to dull the edge of my nerves. It didn’t work.

Once the music started playing, I stood up, unable to bear any more small talk.

“I’m going to get some fresh air,” I told Liora.

She ran a hand through her hair and let it fall back out of place. “You don’t want to dance?”

“No.”

“Very well. Then I shall dance with Baron Edmond.”

“Suit yourself.”

I stormed out of the great hall, leaving Liora alone with her new friend. On my way out, I waved off the guards with a flick of my hand. They bowed and backed off.

I told myself Liora and I meant nothing. Ours was a union in name, nothing more.

I wandered through the gardens until I reached a secluded grove surrounded by hedges. The moon was full tonight, casting silver shadows across the grass. I sat down on a stone bench beneath a large oak tree and stared up at the stars.

I’d been alone long enough for the moon to shift above the trees. When Liora appeared, her face was flushed, and her hair was tousled. She looked… beautiful.

“There you are,” she said, smiling. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

“Why?” I asked flatly. “Shouldn’t you be dancing with your lover?”

She scoffed. “Don’t be a fool. You think I’d fall for a peacock in brocade?”

“Really? Could have fooled me.”

She rolled her eyes, but she didn’t deny it. “You’re being ridiculous.”

“Am I?”

She sighed and walked over to sit beside me. We stayed silent for a long time. I could smell her sweet perfume mixed with her natural scent.

“I thought about it.” She said quietly.

“About what?”

“Your truce offer.” She gave me a coy look. “I’ll take it.”

I smirked. “What made you change your mind?”

“You may have saved my life.”

My smirk grew into a grin. “And you may have saved mine.”

She exhaled through her nose. “Don’t remind me.”

I chuckled under my breath, then fell silent. I didn’t know what to say. I’d never been good with words. I turned away.

It was stupid. All of it. This moment. This… closeness.

“What?” she asked, her voice quieter now.

I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Clearly it does,” she leaned forward slightly. “You were just smiling like an idiot and now you’re acting like I stabbed you.”

“It doesn’t fucking matter,” I growled.

She blinked, caught off guard. “Excuse me?”

“This is pointless, Liora.” I stood up abruptly. “You and me. This truce. This—whatever the hell this is.”

“What are you talking about?” She sounded frustrated. “We were just having a nice conversation, and—”

“And nothing!” I interrupted her, pressing my hand to my forehead. If I said nothing, I might do something stupid. So I said the worst thing I could.

“We’re not friends. We’re not partners. We’re not even allies. We’re just two people who were forced together for political reasons. That’s all.”

She stared at me, her expression unreadable. “Is that what you really think?”

“Yes,” I didn’t break eye contact.

She held my gaze for several seconds, and I couldn’t help noticing the way the moonlight reflected in her eyes. They looked like molten amber, and I couldn’t tear myself away.

She sighed heavily and looked away. “You know… When I first saw you at the castle’s infirmary, I thought you weren’t much different from me. You were also a person without a home. Alone. And yet you were so brave and fearless. You didn’t let the loss define you. I wanted to be like that too.”

“Don’t,” I said gruffly, turning my back on her. “I don’t need your pity.”

“It’s not a pity.” She stepped towards me, touching my shoulder. “I thought we had something in common. But I guess not.”

“We don’t.” I kept my gaze fixed on the ground.

Her hand dropped. “Of course you would say that.” She walked past me.

“Where are you going?”

“To my room,” she said flatly. “I’ve had enough of this.”

She disappeared into the darkness, leaving me standing alone. I felt empty. Hollow. And I knew I’d fucked everything up again. I hated myself for it, too.

I stayed there for hours, staring at the sky. The feast had ended long ago, and most of the guests had already left. Lady Iskira would be preparing to retire for the night. The stars seemed farther away than usual, colder and more distant. It was almost cruel.

Like a reminder of how little I mattered. How insignificant.

I let my mind wander. I was tired of being trapped in this body. Trapped inside these walls.

I needed freedom. I needed air. I needed…

“My prince.”

I jumped at the sound of the courier’s voice, whirling around to face him.

“Yes?”

He bowed slightly, holding a scroll out toward me. “For you.”

“Is it from the King?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” I snatched the paper from him. “Go away.”

He hurried away, leaving me alone once more. I opened the seal. The parchment unfolded with a soft hiss. I read it once. Then again. Each line etched deeper into my spine like a blade pressed between vertebrae.

He actually expected me to do it.

And the worst part was my fate depended on it. I had less than a week.
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There were moments I swore he looked more trapped than I felt. Moments where he seemed to shrink in on himself, when the weight of everything seemed to fall onto his shoulders. Then he seemed…

Broken.

Hunted.

He looked less like a monster then. And more like someone who’d been dragged through the fire, same as me.

My window overlooking the city was open, and cold air filled the carriage. I shivered, tugging the collar of my cloak tighter around my neck.

“How long do we have until we reach Vancast?” I asked, looking over at Kaelus, who was sitting beside me.

“Not long.” He peered outside. “We’ll be there before sunset.”

We were headed to a wedding held in Vancast for the King’s nephew Rowan. It was to take place in less than a week. Another gown, another lie, another room full of people pretending to matter.

I chewed on my lower lip, feeling nervous. “Is there anything I should know before we arrive?”

Kaelus glanced at me, raising an eyebrow. “Whatever do you mean?”

I smiled sheepishly. “I don’t know, like if there is an oracle here, or if someone will try to kill me again.”

“There won’t be,” he said stiffly.

“Oh. Good.”

I leaned forward and peered out the window. Fields of wildflowers stretched toward the horizon. Beyond, hills rose and dipped.

The sound of hooves on dirt, wheels rumbling. The birds chirped overhead. It all felt strangely peaceful. A respite from the chaos and bloodshed.

It was nice.

Kaelus shifted closer, leaning his back against the wall of the carriage. Our legs brushed against each other, and he didn’t move. I tried to ignore the heat spreading across my skin.

“You’re nervous,” he cocked his head slightly.

“What makes you say that?”

He smirked. “It’s written all over your face.”

“Fine. Maybe a little bit.”

I took a deep breath, staring out the window again, hoping that it would calm me.

“Don’t worry,” Kaelus murmured, his eyes boring into mine. “I won’t let anyone hurt you. "

That wasn’t what I was concerned about.

But his words set me at ease, which was silly, because he was not someone I should trust. And yet… I felt safe with him. Protected. Cared for.

Stupid.

I knew I shouldn’t feel anything. It was only his charm, and I knew better than to give in to it. But it was easier said than done.

The memory of his hand pressed against my thigh returned, sending a jolt of heat through my core. What would happen if I leaned into him, pulled him against me and…

“Liora,” Kaelus snapped me out of my thoughts. “Are you alright?”

I smiled sheepishly. “Of course.”

“You’re lying.”

I frowned. He was right, but I wasn’t about to admit it. “No, I’m not.”

“Fine.” He smiled lazily. “Then let’s talk.”

“About?”

“Anything.”

I sighed, wishing he’d give up already. “We can talk about your precious little king and his war.”

“I don’t want to talk about the damn war.”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “Then what do you want to talk about?”

“You.”

“Me?” I asked incredulously. “Why would you want to talk about me?”

Kaelus shrugged. “I’m curious.”

“And why would I tell you anything about myself? I thought we had nothing in common.”

He sighed, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Can’t two enemies get along? For the sake of cordiality and politics and other nonsense.”

“I don’t think that’s how it works.”

Kaelus leaned back in his seat and crossed his legs. “And how does it work?”

“I don’t know.”

I looked away, aware that I’d given away too much. Damn. I needed to stop letting him unsettle me. But every time I was near him, something inside of me threatened to burst. Something primal. Animalistic.

“C’mon, Liora,” he urged quietly, lowering his voice. “Let’s start with something easy.”

“Easy?” I scoffed. “What is easy to you?”

His grin widened, causing heat to rise to my face. He really was good-looking. It irritated me. “What’s your favorite thing to do?”

I blinked at him. Was he flirting?

“Riding.” The word tumbled out without warning.

He raised an eyebrow, his lips quivering slightly. “You can ride?”

“There isn’t much else to do in the capital.” I pressed on, speaking in a rush. “Besides, I had a tutor. Frasier. Son of my tutor, Master Corrin.”

“Well then. You must have had quite the riding lessons with him.”

There it was. The subtle innuendo. Was he playing with me? Teasing me? Trying to make me squirm?

“That’s enough,” I snapped. “I’ve never… I wasn’t…”

His smirk widened. “Not interested in men?”

I scowled at him. “Not interested in you.”

He laughed loudly, and I blushed harder.

“Don’t laugh,” I hissed. “I’m serious.”

“I’m sure you are.”

I turned away from him and looked out the window again. I couldn’t believe he was teasing me like this. It made no sense.

“Are you embarrassed?” He asked softly, his breath hot against my ear. “Is that why you won’t look at me?”

I swallowed hard, trying to ignore the way his words sent shivers down my spine.

“Stop it.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so.”

He chuckled quietly. “You’re cute when you’re angry.”

I whipped my head around to glare at him, my cheeks burning. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He reached forward to cup my face gently in his palm. His thumb brushed against my cheek.

“It means exactly what it sounds like.”

I stared up at him, my breath catching in my throat, as he leaned closer, his lips hovering over mine. I could feel his breath on my skin, warm and soft.

What had I gotten myself into? All he wanted to do was play games. He wasn’t serious. I knew better than to fall for his charms. And yet…

His hand slipped from my face and moved down to my neck, his fingers tracing the line of my jaw. My pulse quickened under his touch, and I found myself leaning towards him.

Just then, a loud thud shook the carriage, sending us crashing forward. We’d hit a bump. Kaelus barely kept us from falling out.

The carriage came to an abrupt stop.

“We’ve arrived, my prince,” a male servant called from outside.

Kaelus frowned, looking irritated. “Wonderful.”

Damn it. This was going to be awkward. I’d almost kissed Kaelus. What was I thinking? I couldn’t afford to fall for his tricks. I wouldn’t let him manipulate me.

I needed to get away from him.

* * *

Vancast was beautiful. It sat atop a hill overlooking the river that ran through Felcliff. The castle itself was impressive, with its stone walls and towers, and its grand hall.

It was larger than the palace in Felcliff, and much grander. It reminded me of home—the home I’d lost.

They settled us in one of the many rooms of the castle, and we were greeted by Lord Rowan, who welcomed us with open arms. He was a handsome man with brown hair and hazel eyes. His smile seemed genuine, and he spoke kindly to both Kaelus and me.

I couldn’t believe he was the second in line to the throne after Kaelus. He was far more suited to the role than Kaelus could ever be, and a million times nicer than that dickhead.

After getting dressed, we headed downstairs for dinner. There were several servants already waiting for us, including some young men carrying a trunk filled with our belongings.

We ate together in the dining room, seated around a long table filled with food and drink. The atmosphere was relaxed, comfortable. Like we were family.

Could Kaelus really be my family? Could I ever get used to this?

As soon as I’d finished eating, I excused myself. The trip had taken all day, and I was exhausted.

I yawned as I made my way back to my bedroom, struggling to keep my eyes open. I was halfway down the corridor when I heard the sound of footsteps coming up behind me.

I spun around and saw Kaelus approaching.

“Hey,” he said casually, stopping next to me.

I forced a smile. “Hi.”

“Are you tired?” He asked, his gaze shifting toward my face.

“Yes.”

“It was a long day.” He nodded, his eyes flickering downward. “Let’s get you into bed.”

My heart raced at his words, but I pushed the feeling aside. I wasn’t here to seduce him, or even make nice. And neither was he. This was strictly business.

“You don’t have to accompany me,” I said coldly. “I’m fine.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “We’re supposed to be man and wife, remember? What would people think if I let you go alone?”

“Fine.”

I followed Kaelus to my room. He held open the door, letting me enter first, and closed it behind us. I stared at him nervously, trying to keep my expression neutral. It was hard, though. He was too close to me. Way too close.

We stood there for several seconds, neither one of us saying anything. Then he spoke.

“So… Do you want to talk about what happened earlier?”

I looked away, blushing furiously. “What? No. Why would we?”

“I was just curious.” He shrugged, his gaze drifting lower.

My skin burned, and I fought the urge to cross my arms over my breasts, to hide myself from his view. I felt naked. Vulnerable. And yet I wanted him to keep staring.

I cleared my throat. “Can we please stop talking about this?”

“Yes,” Kaelus replied, meeting my eyes again. My pulse quickened, and a flush crept up my neck. My gaze wandered to his lips, which were parted slightly.

Don’t do it, Liora. Don’t kiss him.

His tongue darted across them, leaving them wet and glistening.

Fuck.

I suddenly pushed him. Not hard, but forcefully. He stepped backward, a look of surprise crossing his handsome features. “Stop playing games with me.”

“What’s wrong?” He asked.

“This. Us. This is…” I trailed off, struggling for words. “This isn’t right.”

He frowned. “Why?”

“Because…” I tried to compose myself.

His eyes narrowed, and he took a step toward me. “Go on. Say it.”

“Because…”

Kaelus tilted his head, voice like venom. “Because your dad killed mine and locked me in a gilded cage, paraded me like a loyal dog, and handed me a bride wrapped in blood and prophecy to win over the sheep he calls his people?”

“Don’t.”

He offered a sly smirk. “Is that what you wanted to say? That you’re just a poor little victim, stuck with the monster the King dragged in on a leash? Or was there something else you were going to say?” He stepped closer. “Like how you saw it all before it happened, in one of your cursed little dreams, and did nothing?”

Something inside me snapped. I didn’t know what it was, but suddenly all the anger I’d felt before came rushing back. I glared at him, my fingers curling into fists.

“Fuck you.”

His smirk grew wider. “You wish.”

I slapped him across the face. Hard. His cheek stung from the impact, and I watched as red bloomed across it. He stared at me, then smirked again. “Is that the best you’ve got?”

I clenched my fist, ready to hit him again when he caught my wrist. I froze, staring down at where his fingers encircled my arm. His grip was strong, yet gentle. I couldn’t pull away.

I looked up at him, confused. Why wasn’t he angry? Why wasn’t he yelling at me?

“Let go of me,” I demanded.

“No.”

I struggled, trying to break free, but he wouldn’t release me.

“Let go.” I repeated.

He shook his head, refusing to loosen his hold.

His other hand reached out, brushing against my cheek. He cupped my face, lifting my chin so I could meet his gaze. “Stop blaming yourself for your father’s sins, Liora. Not everything that happens in the world is your fault.”

I sniffled, trying to hold back my tears. He pulled me closer, letting go of my wrists and embracing me. My body tingled at his warmth.

He smelled faintly of mint. It reminded me of summer afternoons. I wrapped my arms around his waist and buried my head against his chest, tears pouring out of my eyes.

His shirt soaked through, the damp fabric sticking against my cheek, and I gasped softly.

His heart pounded loudly, thrumming against my ears. He rested his chin against my hair and placed his hand on my back, stroking my spine gently. He whispered softly against my ear, soothing words. They were meaningless, but comforting. They made me feel safe, cared for. Wanted.

But then his scent enveloped me, filling me up. My own skin became hyper aware, and the place between my thighs burned with need.

This wasn’t supposed to happen. This wasn’t right. I couldn’t allow it. I had to push him away, escape his embrace, run away from the pull of his darkness. But it felt good. So damn good.

I was weak. Weak and selfish. I gave up fighting the urge and simply sank deeper into his arms, savoring his warmth.

When he finally lifted my chin and stared deep into my eyes, I thought that maybe this time his gaze might kill me.

He dipped his head down, our lips almost touching. “May I kiss you?”
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Kaelus




Everything happened for a reason.

I had been taught that from the moment I was born.

They said the gods blessed us for being born to serve the crown and protect the kingdom. But sometimes I wondered if this was really what the gods wanted.

When Liora looked at me, it felt like she could see through me. She seemed to know who I really was. And it was scary. Because it meant I’d have to betray the very oath I had sworn.

And maybe for a brief moment, that brief glimpse of her, I couldn’t help but feel like she was more of a prisoner than I was.

I watched as her eyelashes fluttered and she bit her bottom lip, considering my request. My hand slid around her neck, holding her in place. My other hand slid around her waist, pulling her body flush against mine.

Her breasts were soft, yielding, against my chest. I could feel her heartbeat thundering beneath them. Her skin was smooth and warm and so damn tempting.

Her pupils dilated as I leaned closer, our lips brushing together. A soft gasp escaped her, and I smiled.

“May I?” I murmured again.

She swallowed hard, her breath catching in her throat. “Yes.” She closed her eyes.

My mouth met hers, and I tasted the sweetness of her lips, the flavor of her breath. I groaned softly as she pressed closer, deepening our kiss.

My hand slid from her neck down to cup one of her breasts, squeezing gently. She moaned against my lips, arching into my touch. I kissed her hungrily, my tongue slipping past her parted lips.

Her hands found their way to my shoulders, gripping tightly. Her nails dug into my flesh, making me hiss in pleasure.

I lifted her up, carrying her toward the bed and setting her down upon it. She looked beautiful lying there, her hair tousled, her cheeks flushed. I ran my fingers through it, tugging lightly.

“Tell me what you want,” I demanded with a low voice.

She shook her head, her gaze dropping to my chest. “You.”

My heart skipped a beat at her words. I knew she wanted me. I could feel it. But the truth is that I needed to hear her say it.

“Me? What do you mean?”

She pulled back, blushing deeply. “I want you to take me.”

Her blush spread across her chest, flushing her skin. My mouth watered at the sight of it, and I licked my lips, eager to taste her.

I leaned forward, pressing my lips against hers once more. She opened her mouth, allowing me access. My tongue slid between her teeth, exploring every inch of her mouth. Her tongue darted out to meet mine, and I sucked on it hungrily.

My fingers trailed up her inner thigh, caressing her soft skin. I broke off the kiss and began kissing along her neck, tasting her sweet flesh. My hand slipped under her dress, grazing over the fabric of her undergarments. She moaned softly, arching into my touch.

I pulled away from her and began unbuttoning my shirt. She watched me with wide eyes, her hands trembling slightly. I smiled, amused by her reaction.

“Don’t worry,” I assured her. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

She nodded once. Her breathing became shallow, her chest rising and falling rapidly. I continued undoing my buttons, revealing more skin. She bit her lip nervously as I removed my shirt completely. I stopped, grinning wickedly.

“What’s the matter? Never seen a naked man before?”

She blushed furiously, shaking her head. “No… I mean, well… yes, but…”

I chuckled at her flustered response. She was adorable when she was flustered. I leaned forward again, kissing her deeply. My tongue danced across hers, drawing out a moan from her throat.

My hand moved to undo the strings of her dress. Her breath hitched, and she whimpered softly against my mouth. Her arms wrapped around my neck, pulling me closer.

My fingers worked deftly, untying the laces that held her dress together. Once free, I pushed it down over her shoulders, exposing her breasts to me.

I dipped my head down, taking one of her nipples between my teeth. I tugged gently, causing her to cry out in pleasure. My hand slid down between her legs, rubbing against her dampened underwear. She arched into my touch, grinding herself against my palm.

“Oh god…” she moaned, panting heavily.

I grinned against her skin. “You like that?”

“Yes…”

I bit down harder, making her gasp. Her eyes rolled back in ecstasy as I sucked on her nipple. My hand continued to rub her, the fabric of her underwear providing additional stimulation. I could feel her getting wetter and wetter.

After a few moments, I pulled away from her, releasing her nipple from my mouth. I stood up, letting my pants fall to the floor. I stepped out of them and kicked them aside.

Then I climbed onto the bed, crawling towards her. She stared up at me with lust filled eyes.

“Spread your legs,” I commanded.

She obeyed immediately, parting her thighs. I hooked my fingers under the waistband of her underwear and slowly slid them down over her hips. She raised herself slightly, allowing me to slide them completely off. As soon as they were gone, I knelt between her legs, inhaling deeply.

Her scent filled my nostrils, filling my senses. It was intoxicating. I wanted more.

I lowered my head between her thighs, running my tongue along her glistening slit. Her hips bucked involuntarily, pushing herself against me. I looked up and saw her staring down at me, her face flushed. Her expression was full of desire and need.

“Holy…” She breathed, her chest heaving.

I grinned wickedly, continuing to explore her with my mouth. She moaned loudly as my tongue circled her sweet spot. I pushed a finger into her soaked opening, eliciting another moan.

Her nails raked across the sheets as I slid another finger inside her, stretching her open.

“Oh gods…”

I grinned, watching as her entire body shook violently. Her muscles tightened around my fingers, pulling them deeper. I sucked on her clit, causing her to arch her back and scream.

She was close. So very close.

But I wasn’t done with her yet.

I pulled away from her folds and moved up her body, pressing myself against her. I claimed her mouth hungrily, letting her taste herself on me. She gasped as my shaft pressed against her core, and I broke the kiss, resting my forehead against hers.

“Are you sure about this?” I asked.

She nodded once, her breath hot against my lips. “Yes… Please…”

I pulled back, positioning myself at her entrance.

“Just relax,” I whispered, guiding myself inside of her.

Her walls pulsed around my shaft, and I groaned loudly. I held myself still, savoring the moment before finally beginning to move within her.

Slowly, I thrust forward. She moaned softly, her hands reaching for my shoulders. Her nails dug into my skin as I sank deep inside her warm depths.

“Does it hurt?” I asked.

“N-No,” she whimpered. “It feels…”

She trailed off, unable to continue speaking as I fucked her harder. Her body trembled with each powerful thrust, her muscles squeezing me tightly.

“Good… Oh… Fuck…”

I leaned in and kissed her deeply, taking control of her mouth. Her hands roamed down my sides and cupped my buttocks, squeezing firmly. We both moaned at the same time.

“Kaelus…” she murmured, breaking the kiss.

“I know.”

I reached down between us, touching her sweet spot. She moaned loudly as I started stroking her.

“Does that feel good?”

“Yes,” she whispered hoarsely.

She bucked her hips and I continued fucking her slowly and steadily, refusing to speed up. I wanted to tease her. Torment her.

She began to rock against me faster, rubbing herself against my fingers. Her pussy clenched around my shaft, squeezing me. I grunted, biting back a groan of pleasure.

Her movements increased, matching the rhythm of my thrusts. I buried my face in her neck, nibbling lightly on her collarbone.

“Kaelus…”

“Fuck… Liora…”

Her walls clenched, trying to hold on to me. She trembled under my touch as she grew closer and closer to her climax.

“That’s it, love,” I whispered encouragingly, still teasing her sweet spot. “Come for me.”

She screamed, her entire body shaking uncontrollably. My cock swelled, and I pumped harder into her.

“Fuck…” I groaned.

I exploded inside of her, filling her up. My entire body quivered, my head spinning from the force of my orgasm.

After what seemed like an eternity, I finally collapsed atop her. My arms gave out and I collapsed on top of her, breathing heavily.

Her legs wrapped around my waist as I laid on her and caught my breath, our bodies still intertwined. After a moment, I rolled off, my cock slipping out of her. I rolled onto my back, gazing up at the ceiling.

My heart pounded in my ears, its pace gradually slowing. I turned to look at her, giving her a grin.

She returned the smile, then closed her eyes, resting her head on my shoulder. We lay like that for several minutes, recovering.

Finally, I broke the silence.

“Was that okay?” I asked, hoping she didn’t regret what happened.

She opened her eyes again and stared at me with a confused expression. Then she laughed, which confused me even more.

“I guess I’ll delay my inevitable assassination for a while longer.” She chuckled, running her fingers along my chest.

“So, you liked it then?”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” she said coyly.

I raised an eyebrow. “Then why did you scream my name?”

Liora blushed and bit her lip. “I didn’t. It was more of a… a whimper.”

“A whimper.” I nodded, trying not to laugh. “Right. And why did you claw my back and hips like a wild cat?”

She blinked, and looked away, her cheeks flaming red.

“I guess I got carried away,” she muttered, her voice so soft and husky I could barely hear her.

“I guess you did.”

Her head fell against my shoulder again, her eyes fluttering closed. She sighed softly, a hint of contentment upon her lips. Her fingers stroked my chest gently, her touch calming.

We stayed like that for a while, enjoying the afterglow. Neither one of us said anything, afraid to ruin the mood. After a few moments, I felt her breathing steady, her chest rising and falling rhythmically.

She was asleep.

I watched her sleep for several minutes, admiring how beautiful she looked. Her hair lay spread across her pillow, framing her face perfectly. Her cheeks were rosy, and her lips slightly parted.

She was peaceful. Innocent. Fragile. That’s when I realized I could never bring myself to do what King Eon wanted.

Because she reminded me too much of myself.

And if anyone deserved death, it was me.
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Liora




Swear to the gods, fate is a damned curse with a crown.

I knew this would happen, yet I allowed myself to become vulnerable.

To fall in love.

What else could explain the tightness in my chest whenever he entered the room? The way my skin prickled with anticipation as his fingertips brushed against mine? The way I craved his touch. His kiss.

I had no choice but to accept that I was falling for him. And it scared the hell out of me.

Maybe not everything terrifying was meant to be avoided. Maybe we could find a way to save each other. Maybe we could make something work between us.

Maybe…

I sighed heavily and ran my hands through my hair, pushing it back off my face. I’d been sitting at my dressing table for Gods know how long, trying to decide what to wear to the wedding feast.

It should have been simple enough; choose a dress, put it on, go downstairs, eat, drink, mingle. But nothing ever seemed simple anymore. Not since I started dreaming about the future. Not since I met Kaelus.

My mind wandered to the night before. The way he held me, kissed me, made love to me. I blushed slightly at the memory. My body still tingled from the after effects of his touch.

His mouth felt so good on me…

I shook my head, clearing my thoughts.

Stop it, Liora. You must focus.

I only had a little while left to get ready. I needed to hurry up.

I grabbed the first dress I saw and threw it on. It was a dark red gown with gold accents curling along the bodice and sleeves like flame. It suited me well.

Katriona wasn’t here to do my hair. So, I brushed my hair quickly and pulled it into a loose bun. A few strands fell out, framing my face.

I stepped back to admire myself in the mirror.

I looked good. Better than normal. Maybe even pretty.

That’s when Kaelus entered the room. He paused when he saw me, his eyes roaming over my body. His gaze lingered a little too long on certain places.

“Is something wrong?” I asked self-consciously, running a hand down my dress.

He swallowed hard, his jaw clenched. “You look beautiful.”

“Shut up.”

He grinned, taking a step towards me. “No, I mean it. You really are beautiful.”

He ran his fingers through my hair, and I shivered, biting my bottom lip. My pulse quickened and my breathing grew shallow as he stroked my cheek.

“Do you want to know what else I think?”

“No.”

He cupped my chin, tilting my head up. “Yes you do.”

He pressed his lips to mine, capturing my mouth in a passionate kiss. My heart skipped a beat as his tongue brushed against mine. His grip tightened around my hips, holding me close.

I melted into his embrace, wrapping my arms around his neck. His hands trailed lower, grazing my bottom. I shivered at the contact.

“Kaelus…”

“I love the way you moan my name,” he purred, kissing my throat.

“Stop teasing me.”

“If you insist.”

He broke away from me, releasing his grip. I staggered slightly, catching myself against the table. I stared at him incredulously.

“What the hell was that for?” I demanded.

“I needed to kiss you,” he said simply.

I narrowed my eyes. “Why?”

“Because I wanted to.”

“Is that all?”

He shrugged. “That’s enough for now.”

He took a step back, putting some distance between us.

“You’re going to make me late,” I complained.

He grinned wickedly, running his fingers through his hair. “Then you’d better get a move on.”

I glared at him for several seconds, trying to think of something clever to say. But my mind was too foggy. So I settled for glaring.

It worked. He laughed loudly and turned on his heel, heading toward the door.

“See you downstairs,” he called out over his shoulder, exiting the room.

I watched him go, sighing heavily. He was so infuriating sometimes. And yet… I couldn’t deny that I enjoyed his company. And he didn’t scare me anymore. Not like he used to.

That was probably the scariest part of it all.

“Fate is a damned curse,” I muttered under my breath as he disappeared through the doorway.

I turned back to face my reflection in the mirror, straightening my dress. I needed to compose myself. It wouldn’t do well to show up at the feast flustered and disheveled.

I smiled, pleased with my appearance. Then I frowned. Something was missing. Something important.

My pendant.

I had to wear it all the time. But it was gone.

Damn it.

I searched through my jewelry box frantically. It wasn’t there. Think, Liora. Where could it have gone?

I tore through the bedroom next, throwing pillows off the bed, digging through drawers. Nothing. I checked every nook and cranny. Still nothing.

Maybe Kaelus took it. Maybe he put it somewhere safe.

I quickly ran down the hall, heading for his room. I knocked on the door, but no answer came. I pushed open the door, peering inside.

His room was empty. The bed was made, and his belongings were neatly organized. Everything was clean and tidy.

I closed the door behind me, stepping into his bedroom. The room was much bigger than mine.

The ceiling was high, and the windows were large, letting in lots of natural light. It felt oddly familiar, like I had been here before.

It must have been because of his scent. His scent reminded me of something, but I couldn’t place what.

In front of the window, sat a massive mahogany desk. It was covered with papers, maps and scrolls. I picked up one of the scrolls, unrolling it. It was a map of our kingdom, showing the borders.

I’d already memorized this particular one ages ago. Master Corrin insisted on it.

I sighed and set it aside. I wasn’t here to learn geography. I was here to find my necklace. But I was drawn to him. Like a moth to flame. I wanted to know what he was interested in. What drove him to be the man he was.

I picked up another parchment, studying it closely. This one was a letter from King Eon. The name made me roll my eyes. The usurper.




To my son, Kaelus,

You are not to bring the girl back to the capital.

You are to keep up appearances until the purpose is served. Once the alliance is secured and the people satisfied, you will see to it that she is put to death.

Let it be done quietly, cleanly, without question.

Should you falter in this duty, remember: I raised you from the gutter. I can send you back to it.

The truth must die with her. If it is ever spoken, your name will burn beside hers.

Do not try my patience again.

War approaches. I will not allow sentiment to poison my bloodline.

—Eon, King of Prysal




I stared at the letter for a long time. The words blurred together, becoming meaningless shapes. My hands trembled slightly as I reread it. Over and over again. Until finally, I understood.

Kaelus was never going to let me live. He’d always planned on killing me. I’d just been fooling myself into thinking otherwise.

How could I have been so stupid?

I breathed deeply, trying to calm myself. I needed to think. To plan. But my thoughts were running wild.

My heart pounded loudly in my ears. My palms were sweaty. My chest ached. I felt sick to my stomach. I dropped the letter and sat down heavily on the bed.

A slow, burning pressure was building in my chest. Like my ribs couldn’t hold it anymore. I curled forward, elbows on my knees, fingers tangled in my hair. I couldn’t breathe. My shoulders shook, and for a moment, I wasn’t in the room anymore. I was twelve again, watching fire devour everything I loved.

Tears blurred my vision. One slipped down, then another. They fell faster than I could wipe them away. I squeezed my eyes shut tight, fighting against the images flashing through my head.

I looked down at my hands.

My fingertips tingled, and not in the way they usually did when the magic called. I wasn’t wearing my pendant, and my powers were trying to get out.

A faint glow flickered across my palm. “Gods help me.”

I blinked, but it stayed. Gold, tinged with red. My powers had never manifested like this before.

“No…”

All I could think about was how the man I was falling in love with would kill me.

He’d lied to me. Every word was a lie. Every touch, every kiss, every look, a lie. He had betrayed me. Betrayed my trust. Betrayed my heart.

I should’ve known better. I should’ve listened to my instincts. I shouldn’t have let him into my life. I shouldn’t have let him into my heart.

My tears turned to anger, burning through me like fire. I felt heat spread across my body. A fire ignited within me, growing stronger, wilder, hotter.

“No,” I whispered. “No, no, no—”

That’s when I realized I’d seen this before. I dreamed of this exact moment on my wedding night. This was my destiny. This was how I’d die.
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Kaelus




The wedding had begun.

Trumpets blared and cheers filled the courtyard as perfumed nobles strolled in, all dressed in finery. Liora was nowhere to be seen, however.

I frowned, scanning the crowd again. Surely she couldn’t have gotten lost in this short amount of time. She was probably just running late. I tried to ignore the twinge of disappointment that ran through me.

Lord Rowan and his bride made their way down the aisle together. Her gown was elegant, her hair piled high on her head. They were both smiling brightly. But I couldn’t care less. Where was my bride?

I glanced back towards the door leading inside the palace. Maybe she was waiting for someone to escort her down. Maybe she was nervous. Maybe she wanted to surprise me. Or maybe she was afraid. I knew that feeling. It was easy to feel small and powerless in such a large gathering.

My chest tightened slightly.

I wasn’t sure if I liked that idea. I didn’t like thinking of her being scared or worried. I wanted her to feel safe. And happy.

But mostly, I just wanted her here. With me.

I turned my gaze back to the aisle. I didn’t want to seem like some lovesick fool, waiting impatiently for his bride. I didn’t want her to think of me as weak or needy or pathetic.

I didn’t want her to fear me.

I shifted uncomfortably, wishing I could wipe the sweat from my palms. Why did my hands always get so clammy when I was nervous?

Music echoed around us as Lord Rowan and his bride reached the end of the aisle. Lord Rowan turned to face the priest, taking her hand in his. I watched as the two exchanged vows, smiling widely. For all the pomp and extravagance around them, they looked genuinely happy, as if the ceremony belonged only to them.

The moment shattered in an instant.

As soon as the priests pronounced Lord Rowan and his bride married, an arrow flew out of the crowd, landing square in Lord Rowan’s back. The man stumbled forward, crying out in pain.

I stared in shock, unable to move. My brain couldn’t process what had just happened. Rowan collapsed to the ground, clutching at his side as blood poured through his fingers. His bride shrieked and dropped beside him, pulling his head into her lap, screaming his name.

My cousin was dying.

“Help!” she shouted desperately, tears streaming down her face. “Please!”

The guests started screaming, running in every direction. Panic spread through the crowd like wildfire. People pushed and shoved each other, trying to get away from the chaos.

I stood frozen for half a second, mind racing, eyes scanning the crowd for the source of the shot. That was when the guards moved.

Three of them surged in from the edges of the dais, weapons drawn, shouting orders. One grabbed my arm.

“My prince—we have to move—now!”

They started pulling me toward the corridor that led out of the great hall, shielding me with their bodies.

“Fall back!” another shouted. “Protect the heir!”

“No—” I tore my arm free. “Not without Liora.”

“My lord—”

“I said not without her!”

My body finally snapped into action. I sprinted towards the doors of the palace. People were already pouring through them, fleeing the courtyard.

All I could think about was getting to Liora. To make sure she was okay. To keep her safe.

I rushed past the guards and servants, shoving aside anyone who tried to slow me down.

“Move!” I shouted, barreling through a group of kitchen staff. “Let me pass!”

The doors slammed shut behind me, sealing off the courtyard from the rest of the palace. People continued to pour through, but it wasn’t nearly fast enough. The hallway was packed full of panicked people.

“Liora!” I yelled, searching frantically for any sign of her. “Liora, where are you?”

My heart pounded rapidly as I scanned the castle.

Her chambers were upstairs, on the second floor. I hurried towards the stairwell.

Whoever assassinated Rowan, surely wanted Liora dead as well. And if they were successful…

A lump formed in my throat, threatening to choke me. The thought made me feel sick to my stomach. If anything happened to her, I’d never forgive myself. I should’ve kept her by my side. Protected her.

I cursed loudly, pushing past the last of the crowd. The stairs loomed ahead. I took them two at a time.

Finally, I reached her room. I yanked open the door, peering inside.

“Liora?!”

She wasn’t here. The room was empty. Her clothes and personal items lay strewn around the room. But Liora herself was nowhere to be found.

I turned back towards the hallway, preparing to head downstairs to find her. And then it hit me: something smelled wrong. There was an acrid, burnt smell in the air. My nose wrinkled. It smelled like the inside of a forge or the charred remnants of a log.

I sniffed again, trying to determine the source. It was coming from the hallway. I followed my nose and was led to my own room.

There was smoke coming from under my door. My breath caught in my throat. She had to be there.

“Liora!” I started to bang on the door loudly.

There was no answer. I grabbed the knob and twisted it. It didn’t budge. It was stuck. I threw my weight against it, but still, the door wouldn’t give out.

“Liora!” I tried again.

I pushed myself away from the wall, propelling myself forward. I slammed into the door. It shuddered, but remained in place. I tried again, using more force this time. Again, the door held.

“Fuck!” I growled.

I braced myself and threw my weight forward, hitting the wooden door hard enough to dent it inward. It finally gave way. Smoke billowed out into the hallway, burning my lungs and eyes.

“Liora!” I gasped, coughing violently.

I covered my face with my sleeve and stepped through the doorway. The entire room was bathed in flames.

Heat washed over me, making me squint. Flames engulfed the curtains, carpet, chairs, tables and bed, licking the walls and ceilings. Sparks flew past me, catching on my clothes. Then I saw her. She was lying on the floor, unmoving.

“Liora!”

I dashed to her side and scooped her into my arms. Her face was covered in soot. Her eyes were closed and her chest didn’t rise and fall.

“Liora.”

Please don’t be dead. Please…

I lifted her into my arms and ran out of the room. Her hair was singed. Her skin was scorched. She smelled like burnt leather.

“Stay with me, my love.”

Chaos surrounded us. Screaming and yelling filled the air, along with thick, black smoke. I glanced up and saw that the ceiling was engulfed in flames. It looked like the entire building would fall.

I cradled Liora close, trying desperately to shield her from the commotion. I weaved between the panicked crowds, pushing my way through the sea of chaos. The doors loomed ahead. We were almost there.

“Watch out!” someone shouted behind us.

There was a loud crash followed by a thump.

I turned just in time to see a massive chunk of burning wood crashing towards us. It struck the ground in front of me, sending up a spray of debris. I spun away, covering Liora’s head as embers rained down on us.

I risked a glance back and saw that the massive stone section of the ceiling had fallen, blocking our path to the exit. Flames licked at the edges of the crack, sending ripples of heat rolling across the floor.

Fuck. We were trapped.

If we couldn’t escape, the whole palace would collapse. There would be no survivors.

I glanced around frantically. I needed a way out.

Think, Kaelus, think!

The fire was spreading quickly through the palace, consuming everything it touched. If I didn’t find an escape route soon, we’d all be doomed.

My mind raced, trying to remember any details about this wing of the palace. The most likely to be saved areas were the cellar and a small prayer garden behind the training quarters. But the fire was advancing much faster than I could run.

Then I saw a familiar face amongst the chaos, looking directly at me.

“Mother?”

I blinked and focused on the woman. Her face was cloaked in darkness, obscured by shadows. “Mother,” I whispered again.

She was smiling sadly, but her eyes were cold. Then she turned away.

“Wait!”

I rushed after her, ignoring the heat. The flames licked at my heels, threatening to devour us. But I didn’t care. I had to get to her.

I dashed down a long hallway that stretched before me. I didn’t know where it led, only that it was the opposite direction. I had to find my mother. She was my only hope.

“Please stop!”

The fire was everywhere now, engulfing everything around me. But I pushed forward. I couldn’t stop. I needed to see her one last time.

" Mother!”

I turned the corner, following her down another corridor. This time she paused, glancing over her shoulder at me. Her eyes found mine through the smoke, but there was no warmth in them. No recognition. Only the faint trace of a sad smile, as if she already knew how this would end.

Then, slowly, she turned and walked through a narrow archway I hadn’t noticed before, disappearing into the smoke without a sound.

I hesitated for only a moment. Then I ran after her.

The archway led to a stairwell tucked behind a crumbling support beam. The steps were warped and blackened, but they held. I pushed forward, coughing, eyes burning, until I reached a side corridor that opened into the old prayer garden.

Vines tangled through the broken stonework, but the wall at the back had cracked just enough to let in a sliver of light. It was enough.

I tightened my grip on Liora and didn’t pause. The garden was overrun with weeds and vines, but the cracked stones beneath my boots still held. I followed the curve of the wall, searching for anything that looked like salvation.

Then I saw it—a breach in the far corner, where time and fire had torn through the old foundation. Beyond it, I could see daylight.

I slipped through the gap, careful not to let the jagged edges catch her. My footing faltered, but I kept going. The weight in my arms felt heavier by the second, and still I held her as though she were the only thing keeping me grounded.

Because she was.

The fire was spreading quickly, creeping toward the courtyard. Soon it would consume the whole castle and burn all evidence of this day.

I had to get us out of here before more trouble came our way.

I turned my head and saw them. Three riders, clad in black and silver, galloping toward me. One of them dismounted before the horse had even stopped moving. It was Edran, my second-in-command, his face smeared with soot, his eyes wide with something dangerously close to panic.

“My Prince—” He caught me by the arm before I collapsed. “You’re alive. Thank the gods. We thought—” He looked down and saw her.

“What’s happening? Who attacked us?”

“Southern clans, sire. They’re declaring war.”

War…

I couldn’t breathe.

Fire swept across my vision, devouring everything in its path. Debris fell around us, raining down on our heads.

Someone shoved me forward, forcing me to keep moving. I stumbled, clutching Liora to my chest.

I looked down at her. Her face was peaceful, her eyelashes resting against her cheeks. She looked so small and fragile in my arms.

“I won’t let you die,” I whispered. “I promise.”

She stirred slightly. I leaned forward and kissed her forehead softly.

“Hang on.”
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To live is to be tormented.

That’s what my mother used to tell me. When I asked why she never smiled anymore. Why she stayed locked away in her room. Why she kept herself hidden from the world.

She said that it was because life was full of pain and suffering. That we were all born into it, and we’d die with it. That’s what she believed. That’s what she lived by.

And now, she was gone. She left me alone to deal with the pain, the suffering, the heartache. To deal with the emptiness that threatened to swallow me whole.

I tried to open my eyes, but they felt heavy, like weights held them shut. I struggled for a moment before finally managing to crack them open enough to see where I was.

I saw white. A blurry figure hovered above me, but I couldn’t make out who it was or what it meant. I blinked rapidly, trying to clear my vision. Slowly, the image began to sharpen. I recognized the face.

“Kaelus,” I croaked, my voice raspy.

He smiled down at me. “Liora.”

I tried to sit up, but a wave of nausea swept over me. My head spun wildly, and my stomach churned violently. I gagged, fighting the urge to vomit.

Kaelus grabbed hold of me, helping me stay upright. He placed his hand on my forehead, brushing back my hair.

“Thank the gods, you’re alive,” he murmured. “I thought I’d lost you.”

I looked at him in disgust. I didn’t want him touching me. I pushed his hand away, ignoring the ache in my chest.

“How dare you,” I said hoarsely.

His brow furrowed. “What?”

“How dare you touch me!” I spat. “After everything you’ve done! After you lied to me! You betrayed me!”

He blinked in surprise. “I don’t understand—”

“I saw the letter!” I cried, tears streaming down my cheeks. “I know everything! I know you were planning on killing me!”

His mouth opened and closed like a fish, but no words came out.

I wiped at my eyes angrily, smearing my makeup. “You’re nothing but a damned liar!”

“Liora…”

“Don’t say my name! Don’t you fucking dare!”

“I swear I’m telling the truth, I would never—”

“Stop! Stop lying to me!” I screamed, fists balled. I wanted him to stop. I wanted him to leave. I couldn’t bear the thought of him here, talking to me, touching me, looking at me. “Here I am. Go ahead and kill me already. Get it over with.”

“I’m not going to kill you,” he said softly.

“Why not?” I demanded. “Why spare me? What do you care about me? I’m just another pawn in your twisted game!”

“Because I love you!” he cried.

I scoffed. “What kind of fool do you take me for?”

“I swear it!” he pleaded. “I swear it by the gods.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“I never wanted to hurt you.”

I glared at him. “Then why did you lie?”

He sighed heavily. “Because I didn’t know you then. I didn’t know you like I do now.”

“How could you possibly know anything about me?” I asked bitterly.

“Because you’re my wife.”

I shook my head. “No. I’m your prisoner.”

He leaned closer, cupping my chin gently. “No, you’re not. You never were.”

I jerked away from his touch. “Stop it!” I shouted. “Just stop it!”

His face fell. He stared at me sadly, his eyes shining with unshed tears. He reached for me again. I flinched away.

“Please,” he whispered, “let me explain.”

I remained silent, refusing to meet his gaze. My lungs were burning, my heart hammering in my chest. I felt sick. I wanted to run away. To disappear forever.

I realized I didn’t know where I was, or even how I’d gotten here. All I remembered was fire. Smoke. Flames. Everything was on fire. The palace. The wedding guests.

The screams…

“It wasn’t me who wanted to kill you,” he finally said.

I glanced at him warily.

“The king gave me an order. A direct order to kill you,” he said quietly. “He wanted it to be discreet. He wanted me to make it seem like an accident. So that no one would suspect him. And so that the prophecy wouldn’t come true.”

I looked up at him sharply. “I thought you didn’t believe in prophecies and visions.”

He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter if I believe it or not. The king believes it, and so does everyone else. That’s why he wants you dead.”

“But why? Why after all this time?”

“Because he’s afraid of you. Of what you represent. Of what you could do if you wanted to.”

“And what do I represent?”

He smiled faintly. “Hope.”

I stared at him in shock. “What?”

“You are the hope for our people. You’re proof that the bloodborn aren’t gone. That the ancient magic still exists within them. You represent the possibility that maybe we aren’t doomed after all.”

I shook my head. “You’re talking nonsense.”

He chuckled lightly. “No, I’m not.”

“Yes, you are. I’m nothing special. My visions aren’t even that strong.”

“You saw the fire.”

He was right. I had seen the fire. It came to me in a dream, warning me of the danger. But I didn’t know what to do. How could I save everyone? How could I prevent such destruction?

I shivered involuntarily. “I started the fire.”

“What do you mean?”

“I started the fire. When I saw the letter from the king, I was angry. I lost control. My pendant was nowhere to be found, and I didn’t know how to stop it. I was so upset, I couldn’t focus on anything else. The flames just spread faster and faster until they consumed everything. That’s why the palace burned down.”

He stood silent for a moment, thinking over my words carefully. Finally, he spoke, his voice barely above a whisper.

“You saved us.”

I shook my head vehemently. “What are you talking about?”

“Lord Rowan was assassinated, Liora,” he explained gently. “The Southern Clans sent a warning that they were declaring war.”

I gasped, covering my mouth with both hands. “War? How?”

“They attacked during the wedding. They snuck into the courtyard and shot arrows at Rowan, killing him instantly.”

My eyes widened in horror. “No…”

“If you were there, Liora, they’d take you away.”

I shuddered. “I don’t understand. Why would the Southern Clans attack? Why now? Why not sooner?”

He shrugged. “The mercenaries who attacked us earlier… They also wore the insignia of the Southern Clans. They clearly want you.”

I took a deep breath. Everything was spinning around me. My head throbbed painfully. My stomach churned violently. I felt sick.

“Are you okay?” he asked worriedly.

“I think I’m going to throw up.”

He chuckled softly. “Take deep breaths. Try not to think about it.”

I nodded weakly. I closed my eyes and concentrated on breathing slowly, trying to calm my racing heart. After a few minutes, I felt better. I opened my eyes again.

“We’re at a safehouse in the woods,” Kaelus explained. “Edran and his men are here guarding us. We need to return back to the Kingdom.”

My blood ran cold. “The Kingdom?”

“The Kingdom needs us.”

I shook my head vigorously. “Are you insane? Eon will kill me the moment we get there!”

He smiled grimly. “No, he won’t. He’ll see that you’re useful.”

I scoffed. “Useful for what?”

“For winning this war.”

“I don’t want to win his war,” I said defiantly. “For all I care, he can rot in hell.”

He sighed heavily. “Look, Liora, I know you hate him, and I don’t blame you. But right now, we need each other. We both have something the other wants. You want your freedom; he wants peace.”

I stared at him incredulously. “I don’t trust you. Not after what you did.”

He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I wasn’t going to do it. I saved you, remember? I could’ve left you in the flames.”

“What made you change your mind?”

“You changed my mind.” He paused for a second before continuing.

“When you patched me up after the ambush, when you saved my life, when you kissed me for the first time. You showed me that there is something more to life than being a puppet for the king… I didn’t want to lose you.”

I let out a long breath. “I don’t know what to believe in anymore.”

I found myself wanting to believe him. I wanted to believe that he cared for me. That he wanted to protect me. That he would never hurt me.

But even if he didn’t want to kill me, the king would. He’d send someone else. Someone who would be ruthless. Someone who wouldn’t hesitate. Someone who would do whatever it took to ensure the prophecy never came true.

“The King will try to kill me regardless of whether I help or not. He will try again and again and won’t stop until he succeeds.”

Kaelus nodded solemnly. “I can keep you safe, Liora.”

I laughed bitterly. “How? What are you going to do? Abandon the crown? Abandon your family? For what? For me?”

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. I could see the conflict in his eyes. I could sense the turmoil in his soul.

He smiled faintly and brushed a lock of hair away from my forehead. “When I was a child, all I wanted was to prove myself worthy of the crown. To show my father I deserved to inherit the kingdom after he passed. I worked hard, trained day and night, and studied endlessly. I did everything possible to gain his approval. But no matter what I did, it was never enough. This was my chance to prove myself to him.”

He paused, glancing down at me.

“Then I realized that it wasn’t about proving myself to him. That it never was. It was always about earning my own worth. Finding my own path.”

“And what path are you finding now?”

“The path I was meant to follow all along.” He placed a gentle hand on my cheek. “The one that leads me to you.”

My heartbeat raced and I held my breath. Could it be possible? Could he really care for me? And if he did, how far would he go to prove it?

I stared into his dark blue eyes, searching for something else. A sign that he was telling the truth. Something that would convince me that he’d truly changed. That he truly cared for me. That he would never hurt me. That this wasn’t a trick.

“Prove it,” I said softly. “Prove to me that I can trust you. That you will protect me.”

His lips parted as if he wanted to reply. His hand tightened slightly, his thumb stroking my cheek. “I swear to you. By my life. On the old and the new gods, and on the gods of our ancestors, I will do everything I can to keep you safe. I swear I will not let anyone hurt you.”

I believed every word he said. It terrified me. But at the same time, it comforted me.

The threat of death loomed over my head, yet I felt relieved. If what he said was true, I didn’t have to worry about surviving on my own. I wasn’t alone. Not anymore. And whatever happened from here, I’d face it head-on. With him by my side.

Deep down, in the secret depths of my heart, I felt it. A flicker of warmth.

Hope.

A fierce desire to survive. To survive whatever trials were thrown our way. To survive because of him. To stand by his side, and watch the kingdoms burn.

Together.
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Morning broke in muted gray.

We had been riding for hours. Through woods, over narrow bridges, across terrain so rough the horses nearly lost their footing. But this time, we were ready. Guards rode ahead and behind, flanking us on all sides. The carriage itself was reinforced, the windows shuttered. Every precaution had been taken.

Yet I could not shake the feeling that we were being watched.

I glanced at my wife. She sat beside me on a cushioned bench, chin propped on her palm, gazing absently out the window.

“How much longer?” she asked.

“Until what?”

She sighed exasperatedly. “Until the Kingdom.”

“Not long.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Feels like forever.”

“Is it not to your liking, milady?” I joked.

She narrowed her eyes. “Very amusing.”

I bit back a grin. I couldn’t deny it; seeing her riled up got under my skin. There was something about that fiery spirit, those piercing eyes, those full, luscious lips. She could drive a man to madness, and then she’d probably walk away from the whole damn thing.

“So,” Liora mused. “What are we going to do when we reach the castle?”

“Survive.”

Her brows creased in annoyance. “That’s it? You’re not gonna elaborate?”

“Not yet,” I answered.

She crossed her legs, and I couldn’t help but notice the exposed expanse of flesh above her ankle. A slim strip of bare skin. My mouth went dry.

She frowned. “Care to explain why?”

“Because I can’t predict the future. Unlike you.”

She pursed her lips. “Right. Because I have that all-powerful gift of prophecy. That makes it so simple for us to see where things might go wrong.”

“Yes.”

“Even if it means risking our lives?”

I nodded.

“And that’s okay with you? Just fine and dandy.”

My gaze fell to her legs, which she’d crossed the other way. Another sliver of bare flesh peeked out from under her dress, and a rush of desire raced down my spine.

“Just so long as you’re able to live,” I said quietly.

“I doubt Eon is going to give up trying to kill me. I can’t sit around and wait until someone comes along who wants to carry out his dirty work. He will never stop. Not unless I stop him first.”

“You can’t do anything against the king.”

She shrugged. “Watch me.”

The look on her face. Her beautiful, sassy, fearless look. It turned me on like nothing else. I wanted her, and I knew it, and she knew it. She knew it before I even opened my mouth.

And yet I couldn’t act on my urges. Not yet.

Because before we could enjoy any pleasure, before we could touch each other, before we could feel the release, I needed her trust. It would take time, patience, and determination. It wouldn’t happen overnight.

So for now, I’d control myself. I’d keep my distance. Until she was ready.

And if she was never ready, if I lost this battle, I wouldn’t go down without a fight.

“Will I be safe once we get there?” she asked.

I held her gaze. “Yes.”

She smiled slightly, looking more beautiful than ever. Her amber eyes shone bright, her cheeks flushed pink. “I know that tone.”

“What tone?”

“The one you use when you don’t want to tell me something you think I don’t want to hear.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What exactly do you want me to say?”

“Something reassuring.”

I smiled wickedly. “How about this? If anyone tries to harm you, I’ll rip their arms off. Tear their spine from their body. Decapitate them. Chop them into little bits. Set their bloody remains on fire. Even if it’s my own father.”

Her face lit up in surprise. She swallowed hard, glancing away shyly.

A giggle.

“Very comforting,” she replied drily.

We’d barely left the cover of the trees when the stone walls of the City came into view. I’d seen them countless times before, but this time, it felt different.

War banners lined the streets, flapping in the breeze. Men marched alongside the ramparts, shoulders stiff, weapons strapped to their backs. And yet, the place was eerily quiet. No voices carrying over the wind. No children running through the alleys. Nothing moved save the guards stationed throughout the city. No one walked the streets, save the King’s soldiers.

“This doesn’t look good,” Liora said worriedly.

“No. No it doesn’t.”

The air felt heavy. Deadly. Expectant.

I instinctively reached for her hand. Her small fingers closed around mine. The warmth of her touch calmed me.

We didn’t look at each other, only stared ahead. She kept her chin high and straight.

Guards surrounded us as we passed. Some eyed us suspiciously, others nodded in greeting. A few even saluted. But none of them stopped us. None of them dared question our presence.

As we approached the palace gates, I noticed two figures standing side-by-side. The King and the Queen. Both wore grim expressions.

Eon scowled when he saw me.

“Wait here.” I said to Liora.

She nodded once, squeezing my hand gently. I gave her a reassuring smile before releasing her.

The carriage door swung open. I stepped outside.

“Greetings, Your Majesty,” I called, bowing low. “It is an honor to be home again.”

Eon’s expression remained impassive.

“Rise, my son,” he said quietly. “Rise and look at me.”

I obeyed, meeting his gaze squarely.

“Have you anything to say to me?”

“Many things, Your Majesty,” I replied calmly.

His jaw clenched tight, he regarded me with cold eyes. I couldn’t help feeling anxious. Everything seemed out of place. Nothing fit together right.

“Where is she? Where’s the bloodborn girl?”

My chest tightened painfully. I forced a smile. “Liora is inside.”

“Let her out.”

I hesitated. Then I spoke, though I hated myself for it. “I will.”

I opened the carriage and gently guided Liora out into the sunlight. She did not protest. She only stared straight ahead, blinking slowly, her face devoid of emotion.

Eon stepped forward. His long shadow stretched over the cobblestones.

“Bloodborn,” he rasped. “Face me.”

Liora stood perfectly still, clutching the handle of the door with one white-knuckled hand. I let go of her waist and slid my palm down her arm until our fingers touched. She didn’t turn toward me, but I felt the faintest pressure in return.

Eon stepped closer, the heels of his boots sharp against the cobblestone. His eyes fixed on her as if trying to see something beyond her skin. “You look composed. Too composed, considering the circumstances.”

Liora didn’t answer. Her silence only seemed to provoke him.

“You saw it before it happened.”

Liora’s face remained still, but I could feel the tension in her shoulders.

“You dreamt of the fire,” he continued. “And then, as if summoned by your visions, the palace burned. My nephew was murdered during his own wedding. "

He stepped closer, his voice lowering even more. “The Southern Clans declared war that same night. And you, daughter of a known conspirator, happened to be at the center of it all.”

I took a deep breath. That certainly explained the anger in his tone.

“She didn’t know,” I said quickly. “She warned me. She tried to stop it—”

He cut me off with a glare.

“I remember her mother well. She sat in my court with a smile on her lips and treason in her heart. She begged for pardon, then passed secrets across our borders while I fed her from my table.”

He turned back to Liora.

“And now her daughter walks in her shadow. With visions. With bloodborn fire. With enemies crawling through my walls. You expect me to believe this is chance?”

“Is that why you ordered my death, you coward?” Liora asked.

The Silver Queen sucked in a sharp breath. The guards shifted uneasily. Eon didn’t flinch.

“You dare call me a coward?”

“Yes, I do.”

Eon’s nostrils flared. “You are an invader. An intruder. You set foot in this kingdom as a criminal. At best, a spy.”

He clenched his fist. “Worst, a curse to us all. Someone who destroys lives and brings nothing but pain.”

“Father, if I may—” I began, but Eon interrupted.

“Do not call me that,” he snapped.

I felt my heart sink. But I didn’t blink. I kept my gaze steady. “Your Majesty—”

" You disobeyed me. Ignored my orders.” His lip curled. “You defied the laws of gods and men.” He turned fully to me now, his voice cold and final. “You are no son of mine. From this day forward, you are stripped of your title. You are no heir to this throne.”

I staggered back a step. “You can’t.”

“I can. And I have.”

“I’m your only heir.”

“Blood means nothing when loyalty is gone.”

He turned to Liora. His eyes flashed with an emotion I couldn’t read. “Take both of them to the dungeons. They are to be held prisoner until further notice. "

The words barely left his mouth before the guards moved. One reached for Liora’s arm, another toward mine.

I acted without thinking.

My fist collided with the first guard’s jaw, sending him stumbling backward into the carriage. The second guard stepped forward and I struck again, catching him clean in the gut. He gasped and dropped to one knee.

“Take your hands off her,” I growled.

A third guard had already drawn his blade and pressed it to my throat before I could move again. I froze, breathing hard, fists still clenched.

“Stand down, Prince,” the guard warned. “Before someone gets hurt.”

Four more guards surrounded me, including my trusted man Edran, blocking me from Liora. My mind reeled, struggling for something else to say, but nothing came.

I could feel Eon’s eyes boring holes into me, judging, condemning, casting suspicion. It made me sick.

In an instant, Liora was being hauled away. She didn’t fight. Instead, she glanced back and caught my gaze, her expression filled with understanding and sadness. She knew this was going to happen, and yet she’d given herself up willingly.

The guards started dragging me away, too. I didn’t make eye contact with Eon or the Queen, nor with any of the spectators lining the edges of the square. I had no desire to see their expressions of contempt.

Instead I’d do what I do best.

Kill. Every. Last. One. Of. Them.
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The cell was cold, but when he came in, it felt like a thousand flames burning the insides of my skin.

“Kaelus,” I whispered.

Four guards escorted him into my cell. They gave each other nervous looks before shuffling backward through the bars and out of sight. Kaelus turned toward me, his face pained.

I ran up and launched into his arms, unable to contain my relief.

He wrapped me in a tight embrace, burying his face in my hair. We stayed like that for a moment, holding each other desperately, clinging together for dear life. I breathed him in, letting the scent of his body wash over me.

I could feel his heart pounding beneath my fingertips. I wondered if he could feel mine, racing faster than ever before.

His lips brushed the top of my head. “This is all my fault. I’m so sorry.”

I pulled away slightly so I could meet his gaze. “It’s not your fault, it’s—”

He cut me off. “I should’ve known this was going to happen. I shouldn’t have brought you here. I’m so sorry.”

He spoke with such tenderness. It made me feel weak inside. A strange kind of weakness. Not like being locked up in chains. Not like being helpless. But rather like being enveloped in warmth and safety. It terrified me. And it excited me.

“How much time do we have?” I asked breathlessly.

“He can’t kill us yet. He’s still got his little problem with the Southern Clans.”

I frowned. “You’re the only heir left. Lord Rowan is dead. He can’t execute you. If he does, the country will fall into chaos.”

Kaelus gave me a wry smile. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t change the fact that he’ll find a way around it. As long as he wants us gone, he’ll keep looking for a reason. Or an opportunity.”

I let out a sigh, feeling dejected.

“But don’t worry,” Kaelus said, cupping my chin and lifting my face to meet his. “We’ll get out of here. And when we do, we’ll show them exactly what we’re made of.”

Then he pressed his lips to mine.

It was a slow, gentle kiss. One of relief, of understanding, and regret.

Of promise.

When he broke the kiss, he leaned down and rested his forehead against mine. I let out a shaky breath, keeping my eyes shut. My heart threatened to burst out of my chest.

“So, what’s the plan?” I asked in a whisper.

He kissed the top of my head before straightening up.

“First things first,” he said quietly. “We need to find a way to get out of here.”

I looked down at the lock on the door. They were thick and sturdy, forged with iron and lined with thick runes.

“We’ll have to destroy them.” He said.

“That might not be easy,” I remarked. “They look pretty sturdy.”

“Step Aside.”

I moved back as Kaelus rolled his shoulders and sized up the door like it had personally offended him.

He took a breath, then slammed his foot against the iron just beside the lock. The impact echoed down the stone corridor. The door didn’t budge.

He cursed under his breath and tried again, this time with more force. A loud clang rang out, but still, nothing.

I winced. “You’re going to break your foot.”

Eventually, he gave up, panting heavily. “They’re not budging.”

I sat on the small, stone bed. “I could use my powers.”

He sat down beside me. “Can you melt the iron?”

“I’ve never tried before.”

“It’s to risky. What if you create an explosion instead?” He stood and brushed his hair away from his face. “No. There’s got to be another way.”

“Let’s keep thinking. I’ll try as a last resort.”

We sat side by side, silently thinking of what to do. I leaned against the wall, resting my head on his shoulder. His arm circled around me, pulling me close. I let my eyes drift shut, enjoying the warmth and security of his presence.

I was curious about the prophecy, but I didn’t want to ruin the moment. So I kept silent, even though the question burned on my tongue. What did it mean? What was my role in all this? What was his? What would happen if we succeeded? Or failed? So many questions, and yet, I couldn’t bring myself to ask a single one.

Finally, he spoke. “You look troubled.”

“Do I?” I asked, feigning surprise. “I suppose I am.”

“What’s on your mind?”

I hesitated, unsure how to answer. I didn’t want him to think I was being stupid or naive, but I needed to know what he thought. And I couldn’t lie. Not to him. I swallowed hard, and forced myself to speak. “The Southern Clans. What’s their purpose in this?”

“They have strong beliefs. Many believe the Bloodborn are natural leaders, and have a rightful claim to the throne. They want you to sit on that throne.”

“So they’re willing to start a war over it?”

He shrugged. “Their people have suffered greatly from my father’s rule. The Southern Clans were once prosperous, but now they’re destitute. So yes, I believe they’d go to war over it.”

“What about you? Where do you stand?”

He took my hand and lifted it to his lips, brushing them against my knuckles. “With you, Liora.”

I tried to speak, but the words stuck in my throat. Instead, I met his gaze, those intense gray eyes, the stubble on his jaw, those pouty lips.

“We’ll kill them all,” he murmured.

“How? We don’t have a weapon.”

“Yes,” he said softly. “We do.”

I frowned. “And what would that be?”

His lips curled. “You.”

My breath caught. A shiver ran through me. A mix of fear and anticipation. His hand found my waist, wrapping around my ribcage.

“I can’t burn the walls down,” I whispered. “They’re made of stone.”

He smiled. “True. But you can burn them.”

He reached out and cupped my cheek. My heart skipped a beat. “Are you suggesting I burn every person who comes within five feet of me?”

He flashed his signature smirk. “If that’s what it takes. That’s what you’re best at, right?”

I couldn’t deny the logic behind his words. And yet…

“That would require a lot of effort,” I said quietly. “Not to mention a considerable amount of risk. Even if we survive their first wave, which I’m assuming won’t be long after, there’s no guarantee we’ll make it through the second.”

He gazed into my eyes, searching. And when he spoke again, his voice was husky.

“You’re a bloodborn. Your father—”

“An abomination,” I finished. “A monster. A freak. I’ve heard it all before.”

“No,” he corrected. “He was the power behind the throne. Without your line, rulers wouldn’t have lasted as long, nor ruled as well, and those ancient realms are now barren wastelands. There’d be no cities, no towns, no villages. Just barren rock.”

I shot him a glare. “My point stands. I’m powerful, but I’m not invincible. I can’t rely on power alone.”

“And you won’t. You’ll have me.”

He placed a gentle kiss on the corner of my mouth, sending shivers down my spine. I swallowed hard. He pulled back slowly and stared down at me, his eyes clouded with desire.

My heart fluttered and my breath came short. My skin tingled everywhere he touched me. And as his fingers moved to my neck, tracing the curve of my jaw, I knew there was no going back.

His fingers trailed along the inside of my wrist. They burned my skin wherever they touched. “I don’t trust the Southern Clans. But I trust you.”

My heart fluttered wildly in my chest. “Why?”

He leaned forward until our noses nearly brushed together. “Because I love you.”

“Kaelus,” I breathed. My chest tightened with emotion. Tears threatened to spill down my cheeks. “I love you too.”

His eyes were filled with warmth and tenderness, and a hint of sadness. I felt my heart ache at the sight of it. He smiled sadly and kissed me gently, his lips soft and warm. “I know.”

He held my gaze for a long time before finally looking away.

“We’ve got work to do.” He said, standing up and stretching. “We need to get out of here as soon as possible.”

I nodded once. “Fine. Let’s do this.”

Kaelus grinned. “That’s my girl.”
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When I thought about the things I’d done in my life, most of them had been motivated by anger or hate. Or revenge.

Never love. Never tenderness. Never compassion.

Until now.

As I looked into her eyes, all I could feel was an overwhelming need to protect her. To keep her safe. To shield her from harm.

To keep her alive.

I couldn’t bear the thought of losing her. Not now. Not ever. Not after everything we’d been through. Not after all we’d done for each other.

And so I kissed her again. And again. Until neither of us could breathe anymore.

Then I pulled away and rested my forehead against hers, breathing deeply, trying to regain control of my senses.

Her eyes fluttered open. She met my gaze. A small smile crept across her lips. “We’ll make it, Kaelus.”

I nodded once. “I know.”

She reached up and placed a hand on my chest, over my heart. It beat steadily beneath her touch. I felt the warmth of her fingers seep into me, filling me with strength.

I held her against my chest for hours, stroking her hair and kissing her forehead. I savored every second with her, knowing this could very well be the last night I ever spent with her.

Because if we died tomorrow, I wanted to go out happy and satisfied. And I knew she’d feel the same.

When we finally fell asleep, wrapped tightly together beneath the thin blanket, we were woken by a low rumble. The ground trembled beneath us, jolting us awake.

Liora stirred, her eyelids heavy and confused.

“What’s that?” she mumbled.

“Sounded like an explosion.”

A second boom rang out, this time louder and closer, shaking the walls. Liora clung to my arm, clinging to me. It rolled across the stones, rattling them. Dust rained from the ceiling. Chunks of stone fell off the edges of the cell bars.

My instincts screamed danger. Dread weighed heavy in my stomach. “Damn.”

“What’s going on?”

“Either the prison is caving in on itself,” I grumbled, “or someone’s attacking the fortress.”

“The Southern Clans?”

“Maybe,” I agreed. “Or maybe it’s something else entirely.”

“Well, either way, we should probably try to get out of here while the commotion continues.”

“Yes. Yes, we should.”

I climbed off the bed, pulling Liora with me. We stood side-by-side.

“Liora. Can you use your fire to break the locks?”

She paused for a second, thinking. Her face paled. “I can’t.”

I frowned. “Why not?”

“Because if I do, there’s a good chance I’ll burn myself,” she explained. “Or you.”

“You have to try.”

“Kaelus, I can’t—”

I cupped her cheek, forcing her to look at me. “Sweetheart,” I murmured. “Use. Your. Fire.”

Liora hesitated. The walls trembled once more. Chunks of mortar shook loose from the ceiling. The bars rumbled. Light flickered and sputtered. “Fine. But don’t blame me if you lose an arm or something.”

I smiled despite the fear coursing through me.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

Her eyes narrowed. “Step back.”

I moved away, giving her room.

She raised her hands, bringing them together slowly. They glowed orange, burning, flickering. Fire spouted between her fingertips, dancing along her skin.

She concentrated hard, sweat glistening on her brow. I held my breath, hoping, praying to all the gods that nothing bad would happen.

“You can do it, Liora,” I encouraged. “Stay focused. You got this. Breathe.”

It was a simple mantra, but it seemed to work.

She let out a long exhale. The flames grew larger, brighter, and hotter. They licked her flesh without burning. She was getting better at controlling it.

Slowly, methodically, Liora started heating up the metal locks, taking her time, choosing her spots carefully. Steam hissed. The locks crackled and smoked.

After a few minutes, Liora snapped her head back and let out a gasp, startling me. She was covered in sweat, panting, straining.

“Are you okay?”

“Yes. It’s… it’s just a lot to maintain. "

“You’re doing great. Just a bit more. Hang on.”

The noise outside intensified. Screams echoed through the corridor. Guards were nowhere to be seen, bells clanging madly.

I started to kick the cell door, shaking the bars, trying to weaken the hinges. It rattled loudly. Liora kept her focus, ignoring the noise around her, focusing only on her fire.

Then finally, after what felt like hours of strain, the runes began to crackle. The iron glowed red, then white-hot, hissing like it had been plunged into flame.

The locks gave way with a sharp pop and a heavy thud, dropping to the floor in a plume of smoke.

I turned to her just in time to catch her.

Liora slumped forward onto her knees, her hands trembling, sweat beading along her hairline. Her chest heaved with ragged breaths, and her eyes were barely open, flickering like candles on the verge of dying out.

“Hey,” I knelt beside her, cupping her face. “Liora, stay with me.”

Her lips moved, but no sound came. Her lashes fluttered once, twice, then drooped shut.

I caught her before she hit the floor, pulling her into my arms. Her skin burned hot, her pulse wild beneath my fingers.

She’d given everything she had.

I held her tighter, whispering, “You did it. Gods, you did it.”

She gave me a wry smile. Her skin glistened with sweat and her hair stuck to her forehead.

“Are you all right?”

She closed her eyes and leaned forward, resting her head on my chest. I could feel her heart beating wildly beneath my touch. She wrapped her arms around me, hugging me tight. I returned the embrace, pulling her close.

“I’m okay,” she replied breathlessly. “I’m just tired.”

“I know,” I murmured. “We’ll rest soon enough.”

Suddenly, the door leading down to the prison creaked open, breaking our moment.

Footsteps echoed down the corridor, heading straight for our cell. I placed a finger over my lips, signaling for her to remain silent.

I was expecting guards or jailors or even Eon himself.

But instead, a pack of armored warriors stepped into view, their faces masked, their armor marked with the sigils of the Southern Clans.

Their boots hit the stone in perfect rhythm, blades drawn, eyes sharp. They moved with precision, like wolves trained for war.

And at their head walked a woman.

Tall, muscular, wearing heavy boots and thick leathers. She had short, auburn hair, and skin stained by dirt and soot. At her side was a massive axe.

She seemed familiar to me, though I couldn’t recall exactly where I’d seen her before. Regardless, it didn’t matter. If she was a threat, I’d kill her anyway.

Her eyes narrowed as soon as she saw us. “There they are,” she spat. “Seize him.”








  
  
  Chapter 17

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




Liora




My lashes fluttered, but light stung. Everything around me pulsed like a fading dream. I couldn’t piece together what had happened. Where were we?

The air smelled of ash and old stone, heavy with smoke and something sharper beneath it—blood, maybe, or fire left too long to smolder. I tried to lift my head, but the effort sent a wave of nausea rolling through me, my limbs weak and uncooperative, as though they no longer belonged to me.

There was warmth beneath me, steady and real, and I realized slowly that I was being held, cradled. Strong hands clutched my arms. Large hands. Male.

And then I heard it.

A voice, sharp and cold, cutting through the haze like a blade drawn too quickly.

“Seize him.”

The words brought me fully to consciousness in an instant.

My eyelids sprang open, vision blurry. Kaelus crouched beneath me, arm outstretched in a feeble attempt to shield me from harm. Four soldiers clad in bright silver steel surrounded him.

Pain flared in my skull, threatening to knock me unconscious. I fought back a whimper.

“Kaelus.”

“Let go of me,” he snarled. “I swear by the gods, if you hurt her, I’ll rip you limb from bloody limb.”

I blinked, once, then again, trying to clear my vision as my heart jolted hard in my chest. I looked at the woman, who was now striding into my line of sight.

I stared, breath catching in my throat.

No.

It couldn’t be.

I hadn’t seen her since I was a child.

After years of wondering, doubting, doubting myself, fearing I had misremembered everything…

“Mother.”

The word came out dry and croaky. Thick smoke filled my nostrils, laced with the bitter tang of scorched metal and ancient rocks.

And then my eyes cleared.

“My Liora.” She knelt and reached out, her hands cool against my burning cheeks. Tears welled in my eyes.

“Gods…” My voice failed, cracking midway. I hadn’t heard that voice in years, and yet it still had the power to break me down.

I bit back a sob and wrapped my arms around her neck, pressing my face against the soft skin of her throat. She held me tightly, one hand in my hair, the other curled around my back as if to protect me from a world that had never once been kind.

It wasn’t until the silence hit that I noticed the shift.

One by one, the soldiers began to kneel.

The ones stationed at the entrance dropped to one knee first, lowering their weapons and bowing their heads in unison. Then the next line followed. And the next. Even the two who had been holding Kaelus bowed low, their armor rattling.

“How… How are you alive? What are you doing here? "

A wide smile formed on her face. She cupped my cheek gently. “It doesn’t matter now. All that matters is that you’re safe. We’re together again.”

“Let go of Kaelus.”

“But he—”

“I said let him go.” I bit out. “Now.”

The soldiers listened instantly. They released their grips and shifted, making sure to step clear of Kaelus. The second the two guards took their hands off him, Kaelus rushed towards me, crouching down beside me and cradling me in his arms.

“Are you okay?” His eyes darted over my face, worry evident in those stormy irises. He cupped my cheek and ran a thumb across my jaw, soothing away some of my fear. “Did they hurt you? Are you injured?”

“No. I’m fine, Kaelus. "

He nodded slowly. “Good.”

“Kaelus, this is my mother. The Lady Raelyn of… the Southern Clans.”

Kaelus looked up at my mother, his brows drawn together, confusion written all over his face. “Your mother? The one who—”

I shook my head. “Not now,” I interrupted. “We’ll talk about it later. "

Raelyn studied him for a long, unblinking moment. Her face, once warm, cooled to something distant. Appraising. Wary. “The son of the pretender,” she said finally. “I suppose I should thank you for not allowing them to kill my daughter, but that doesn’t excuse the other crimes your father has committed. "

Kaelus rose to his full height beside me, his shoulders squaring. “I don’t expect your thanks,” he replied. “What I did had nothing to do with you. It was for her and her alone.”

Raelyn raised an eyebrow. “Interesting words from a man who killed his own brother.”

Kaelus locked eyes with Raelyn, staring back without blinking, his jaw set firm. “Is that what they told you? That I’m the villain in his story?”

Raelyn studied Kaelus for another few moments, before turning to me. “Come on, Liora. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

She held out her hand, palm facing up. “Give me your hand,” she ordered. “We’ll be leaving now.”

“I’m not going anywhere until you explain what’s going on, mother.”

Raelyn sighed heavily. “Liora, we have no time. You need to come with me.”

“Why?”

She smiled warmly at me. “There will be plenty of time to answer those questions. First, though, we need to get you somewhere safe.”

I glanced at Kaelus, who seemed just as perplexed as I was. He helped me to my feet, keeping his arm firmly around me, holding me close. I leaned into his strength, taking comfort in his presence.

“Where are we going?”

“Where you belong,” my mother said simply. “Where you’ve always belonged. With your people.”

“My people?” I breathed out.

My people.

Which meant—

“I’m a princess?”

“No,” she corrected me. “You are a queen.”
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Weeks had passed since the flames, but some part of me still smelled smoke every time I closed my eyes.

Even now, as I walked through the cleaned halls of the palace, with its banners replaced and its stones scrubbed, I swore I could still catch the scent of burning wood, ash, and charred flesh.

Any guards who caught my eye lowered theirs immediately as I passed. Whispers trailed in my wake. My reputation had only grown stronger with each passing day. The traitor prince, the madman who’d helped his enemies invade the castle.

No one knew what to make of me, and with Liora and her mother back and taking the reins, the former bastard hadn’t been high on their list of priorities. After all, I was the son of a disgraced king, no matter my name or title.

Eon had lost the throne, the nobles, the city, and the most important thing of all—his pride. He was presumed to be hiding out in the countryside like a coward. Which, I supposed, was better than letting the lions tear his throat out.

And Liora’s return had made her a goddess among the people, more so than she already had been. Stories had been told for generations about the flaming warrior who would one day return to her rightful place as their leader and protect them from their enemies. The prophecy said she would end the tyranny of the false king, save the lives of all, and bring peace and prosperity back to the realm.

The irony was almost bitter enough to laugh at.

Even now, the commoners cheered her as the crowd rolled through the gates, calling out her name like a battle cry. They cried and wept and rejoiced all at the same time, and it seemed almost poetic that my kingdom would love her more than it had ever loved me.

They had once applauded me, too. Before Father, before the coup, before this endless war my brother had plunged the kingdom into.

People were fickle like that, I supposed.

They gave you their love until someone brighter walked in the room. Until the wind shifted and the story changed. And maybe that was what scared me most now. Not losing the throne or my life, but losing her.

Liora.

What if I was just the man who happened to be there before she became who she was always meant to be? A shadow? A placeholder?

A voice pulled me from my thoughts.

“Kaelus.”

I turned slowly to face the source, my eyes settling on a familiar face. One I hadn’t expected to see here, but one I supposed I should’ve known would come eventually.

Liora.

She stood beneath the archway leading into the throne room, hand pressed against the stone, her eyes locked on mine. Her hair fell past her shoulders, tumbling over the collar of her gown. Her lips were parted slightly. She looked beautiful and regal and completely out of my reach.

“Can we speak?” She motioned towards one of the halls.

“Of course.”

I followed after her silently as she led me to the stairs, watching her skirt rustle, her hips sway side to side, her feet taking the steps elegantly and gracefully. I kept a reasonable distance.

She held herself differently now that she was here. Straight, her shoulders back, her hands clasped in front of her instead of thrown behind her carelessly. Her guards flanked her on either side as well.

We arrived in what I knew was now her bedroom chambers. Everything was rearranged and cleaned. For the best I supposed, considering I hated this room.

Two guards stood on either side of the door. Without a word they opened the wooden frame and let us through. We were finally alone.

Liora let out a sigh once they closed the door.

“Gods, they don’t leave me alone for a second.”

I couldn’t tell if she was speaking rhetorically or if I was supposed to respond, so I nodded my head, deciding it was probably best to stay quiet.

I don’t know what I had been expecting from this conversation. But nothing prepared me for the utter neutrality in her tone, like we were just acquaintances chatting over tea. No lovelorn expressions or sultry voices, just…

“So the coronation is tomorrow morning,” she stated, glancing out of her window. There was nothing to see. It was blacked out and covered with shutters. “Just wanted to make sure you didn’t forget.”

“Right.”

Right.

It was only when Liora turned to face me, her hair falling across her face like liquid gold, that the weight of it settled over me. Because this was it. Once she wore that crown, there would be no place in her life for me.

“I know why you called me in here.”

“You do?”

“Yes,” I replied. “To tell me that our betrothal has ended.”

She blinked. Twice. Then she let out a humorless chuckle and stepped forward, a fist clenching the silky fabric of her dress. “What? "

“Is that not why we’re talking?”

“No!” she cried, marching towards me. “Why would you think such a thing?”

“Because I’m a bastard and you’re a queen. Surely you don’t want your people to see their ruler tied to the shame of their kingdom.”

I met her eyes, forcing the words out flatly. “Your mother already made it clear she doesn’t trust me.”

There. The truth. The words we’d danced around these past few weeks.

Her brows drew together. Her mouth dipped into a small frown. The sunbeams streaming through the windows cast half her face in shadow, shrouding her like a painting come to life. “My mother isn’t a bloodborn,” she snapped. “She doesn’t get to decide who I stand beside.”

I stared at her, stunned. “And what difference does that make? Your blood doesn’t change the fact that I’m still a bastard. My father renounced me. Stripped me of everything. I have nothing to offer you.”

“You are not a bastard anymore, Kaelus.”

“What are you talking about?”

“As the rightful ruler, I have declared you legitimate, whether the lords like it or not. You are no longer a bastard.”

“I…” My tongue turned to lead in my mouth. “You did what?”

“You are the King Consort, Kaelus. Or will be tomorrow, anyway. Why should my husband be a bastard when he holds more power than any of the lords? "

“You really should’ve told me first,” I muttered. “I’ve spent every night thinking you’d cast me aside.”

She glanced up at me, a smile on her pretty pink lips. “I know. I should have. But I needed to make sure I wasn’t choosing out of guilt… or fear. I needed to be sure I wanted you for the right reasons.”

She stepped closer, voice steady. “Besides, didn’t you used to dream of being king?”

I shrugged. “It was once. When I thought I had to. But after everything that’s happened…”

“You’d rather just go and live out the rest of your days in the mountains?” she offered. “You can do whatever you please, Kaelus. Just know that I want you by my side. No one else can compare.”

I swallowed back the sudden lump forming in my throat. God, how could I not love her? With her silken hair tumbling down her back and the warmth of her love shining down upon me like the light of the sun itself, I could see how easily it would be to allow myself to forget everything. To ignore the pain and suffering and pretend everything was perfect.

To have and hold and be held.

“Are you sure?”

She nodded. “I want you, Kaelus. That has never changed.”

“I’m going to need you to prove that.” I smirked slightly.

A soft gasp left her lips. Her eyes widened slightly, but the desire in them was clear as day. A small smirk appeared on her lips. “That can be arranged.”

And then she kissed me.

It took me by surprise, but I quickly relaxed into the kiss. Gods, I’d missed this. Her soft, full lips moved against mine. The taste of her mouth. Her body pressed up against me. Her scent all around me.

She tasted sweeter than anything I’d ever tasted before. Like honey and wine. She pulled away from me after a moment, leaving us both breathless. Her chest heaved as she looked up at me.

“Does that answer your question?”

I leaned forward and brushed my nose against hers. “No,” I whispered. “Not quite.”

Then I grabbed her hips and pushed her backwards, until she fell onto the bed. She let out a squeal of surprise, but didn’t protest as I climbed on top of her, straddling her waist.

She giggled and squirmed beneath me, trying to free herself, but I didn’t let her go. Instead, I grabbed both her wrists with one hand, pinning them above her head.

I could feel her breath quicken as I brought my other hand up to cup her chin. “Are you going to behave?”

“Never.”

“Good.”
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He seemed to touch me everywhere at once, caressing and kissing and nibbling on all parts of my body. I felt myself sinking deeper and deeper into the mattress, giving in to his masterful hands and cunning kisses.

It felt good to let go of all control and let him take over. To allow myself to enjoy the pleasure without worrying or thinking about anything else.

He began to remove his shirt, revealing a chiseled torso and smooth, hard abs. He tossed the garment to the ground and stared at me with a smug grin.

I couldn’t help but return the smile as he bent his head, pressing his lips against mine again. He ran his tongue along my lower lip, making me shiver. I bit it softly, earning a low growl from deep within his throat.

He broke away from my mouth and moved lower, kissing and sucking on every inch of skin he could reach. When he reached my collarbone, he nipped at it before trailing his teeth lightly across it, sending chills through me.

I bucked my hips upwards, searching for friction, wanting more. He grinned mischievously before lowering himself further, placing more kisses along the swell of my breasts. His hand wandered over my leg, running up and down the inside of my thigh, almost tickling me.

“You make it real hard to be gentle.” He growled in a low voice that only made me even more impatient.

“Well, maybe I don’t want you to be.”

He flashed a grin at that, leaning over my ear to whisper, “You’ll wish you hadn’t said that, sweetheart.”

He grasped my hip, flipping me over until I laid flat on my stomach. He untied the ribbon holding my corset and slowly pulled the laces loose. As soon as the corset was free, he began planting kisses along the exposed skin, stopping right between the cleft of my shoulder blades.

He tugged on the laces once more before throwing the material aside, leaving me completely bare. His hand pressed between my shoulder blades, holding me in place. I squirmed, but he didn’t budge.

“Stay still,” he ordered.

The order had my heart racing, beating wildly in my chest. He gripped the back of my neck, holding it firmly, the slightest pressure telling me he meant business.

“And if I don’t?”

“Then I’ll tie you down.”

Excitement pooled in my belly at the thought. Why did that turn me on so much? Kaelus didn’t wait for a reply, and with each passing second, I grew wetter and more aroused. The grip on my neck tightened and the other hand ran down the length of my spine, giving me chills.

Then I heard the whisper of his pants hit the floor, and all I could focus on was the feeling of him pressing against my entrance.

I gasped and instinctively bucked my hips, wanting to drive him deeper inside me, but his hand remained firmly on the nape of my neck, preventing me from moving.

His fingers trailed down between my legs, and he chuckled lowly. “My pretty girl’s already soaked.”

I couldn’t help but arch my back, pressing myself against him and sighing deeply at the feel of him. “Hurry up.”

Kaelus huffed. “Patience.”

“No.”

His grip tightened and I couldn’t contain the moan that escaped. His other hand slid down to grip my waist, holding me still. “Keep that attitude, and you won’t be coming until dawn.”

My eyes fluttered open and I peered over my shoulder at him, biting my lip. “Do your worst.”

He grinned darkly, leaning forward to kiss my cheek. “Oh, I plan to.”

With one slow thrust, he sheathed himself fully inside me. I cried out and gripped the sheets, panting heavily as he stretched me. My inner muscles clenched around his cock, trying to pull him in deeper.

It took me a moment to adjust to the size of him, but once I did, he began to move inside me. His hips rolled in slow, torturous motions, keeping the friction between us constant. He didn’t go any faster or harder, just kept up the same steady pace.

I groaned in frustration as my orgasm built steadily, yet too slow. The pleasure was there, but the pace was driving me mad. I wanted more.

“Kaelus,” I pleaded. “Faster.”

“Beg.”

“Please.”

He chuckled softly, leaning closer to whisper against my ear, “Is that all you’ve got?”

“Kaelus, please. I need you. Harder, faster. Please.”

His fingers dug into my skin, sending shivers down my spine. “Good girl.”

And then he began to pound into me, each thrust hitting a spot deep inside me that made stars dance before my eyes. I cried out, unable to keep quiet any longer, and buried my face in the pillows, trying to muffle the sounds of my moans.

He moved faster, harder, his hips slamming into mine, creating a loud slapping sound every time they met. The pressure in my belly built rapidly, rising higher and higher until I could barely breathe.

Just when I thought I couldn’t take any more, Kaelus stopped moving altogether. His hands loosened their grip on my hips as he leaned forward to kiss my neck. I gasped at the sudden change of pace, my entire body trembling beneath him.

He pulled out of me and flipped me onto my back. Then he put both of my legs over his shoulders, pushing my knees towards my chest as he climbed on top of me.

“Look at me,” he ordered, staring down at me intensely. “Don’t close your eyes.”

I nodded weakly, my breath coming in short gasps. He slid his cock back inside me, making me moan loudly as he filled me completely.

“Keep looking at me,” he growled, grabbing my chin and forcing me to meet his gaze. “And don’t come until I say so.”

He began moving again, pumping in and out of me in quick, shallow thrusts. He kept his eyes locked on mine, his gaze intense and possessive. I couldn’t look away even if I wanted to.

I felt myself getting close to the edge again, my orgasm threatening to overtake me. I bit my lip hard, fighting the urge to let go. But the way Kaelus was fucking me was making it impossible to hold back.

He increased his pace, thrusting deeper, harder. My legs tightened around him, my toes curling as pleasure washed over me.

“Not yet,” he rasped.

“I can’t…” I moaned, squeezing my eyes shut.

“Open your eyes, sweetheart. Look at me.”

I did as he said, my hands tightening into fists.

And then Kaelus hit a certain spot deep inside me. It sent waves of heat coursing through my veins and sent tingles running up and down my spine. I could feel the familiar tightening in my abdomen, the pressure building, threatening to burst.

I panted heavily, digging my nails into the sheets.

I felt the heat gathering in my core and knew I wouldn’t last long. I lifted my head and our eyes met. “Kaelus…” I moaned his name and he captured my lips with his own.

“You’re doing so well for me, sweetheart.”

“Please… I need…”

He kissed me again. “Need what, my love? What do you need?”

I trembled beneath him. I couldn’t hold on any longer. I was going to explode if he didn’t let me come.

Kaelus kept pumping his cock in and out of me, making my entire body shake. Every inch of me felt like it was on fire. “Tell me what you need,” he repeated. “What do you want me to do?”

I arched my back, digging my nails into his skin.

I was completely lost in pleasure and needed something—anything—to anchor me. “I… I want…”

“Tell me, Liora.”

My whole body quaked beneath him, my heart hammering in my chest. “Please…” I begged. “Please let me come.”

He pressed a kiss against my ear, his breath tickling my skin. “You can come now.”

As soon as the words left his lips, my orgasm crashed over me, drowning me in pleasure. I cried out and arched my back, trying to get closer to him as the waves of ecstasy washed over me.

Kaelus groaned loudly as he continued thrusting, chasing his own release.

“Fuck,” he grunted. “I’m going to come.”

My climax intensified, sending me spiraling into ecstasy as I felt him filling me with his hot seed. He thrust a few more times before collapsing on top of me. We laid there together for a few minutes, both panting heavily.

When we finally caught our breaths, Kaelus pulled out of me and rolled over, pulling me into his arms. He placed soft kisses all over my face and neck while stroking my hair gently.

I felt so loved and safe in that moment that I almost forgot about the coronation. I wanted this moment to last forever. I never wanted to leave his side again.

I rested my head on his chest, listening to the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. It grounded me more than any crown or prophecy ever could. His fingers traced lazy circles along my spine, and for the first time in weeks, I let myself breathe. Really breathe. No threats, no shadows, no masks to wear.

But eventually, Kaelus broke the silence. He brushed a strand of hair from my forehead. “Your coronation’s tomorrow and you need to be rested.”

“Our coronation.”

“Right. Sorry.”

I rolled over and propped myself up on one arm. “That reminds me. I have something for you.”

He raised an eyebrow at that. “Really? And what would that be?”

I reached into the nightstand drawer and pulled out the worn leather book I’d tucked away earlier. He eyed it curiously as I held it out for him. He took it hesitantly, almost afraid of what was inside.

“They’ve found this in the library of the King’s Tower. It belonged to your mother. I thought you should have it.”

Kaelus stared down at the book in his hands. It was old, the pages yellowed with age and the cover faded. The title had been written in gold ink long ago but had faded into little more than shadows of their former glory. He ran his fingers along the spine, tracing the cracked leather binding.

He opened it slowly, carefully turning each page as if he were afraid to damage them. As he read, a smile crept across his face, lighting up his eyes. “This was hers,” he said softly. “My mother’s diary.”

“What’s it say?” Liora asked, leaning closer to read over his shoulder.

“It’s mostly just poems and sketches of flowers and things,” Kaelus replied. “She describes a flower field she used to visit when she was younger.”

“It must be beautiful.”

He nodded absently as he flipped through the pages, taking in the images. “It was.”

“I wish I could see it.”

Kaelus smiled sadly at me before closing the book. “You will someday.”

“You promise?”

He hesitated for a moment before nodding slowly. “Yeah. I promise.”

His words sent a rush of warmth through my body. It was such an odd sensation. Like being wrapped in a blanket fresh from the dryer on a cold winter morning. I felt safe. Secure. Happy.

It was the first time in a long time that I hadn’t felt like everything was crumbling around me. Or like the world was ending.

I leaned forward and kissed him softly, enjoying the feeling of his lips pressed against mine. His hand came up to cup my cheek, stroking it gently.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

I pulled away slightly, meeting his gaze. “For what?”

“For everything.”
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“Are you ready for this?” Liora asked as we walked towards the throne room together. Her arm was linked with mine as we moved through the corridors of the palace, each step bringing us closer to the start of our new lives.

“No,” I admitted truthfully. “But I’ll manage.”

She squeezed my arm reassuringly and flashed me a smile that made my heart skip a beat. “I’m glad you’re here.”

The doors opened wide, and the crowd fell silent as we stepped inside. I felt their stares on us, their curious gazes following our every move. The nobles and lords were all there, dressed in their finest clothes and jewelry. Their eyes lit up when they saw Liora.

At the far end of the hall stood her mother, Lady Raelyn, cloaked in deep crimson, her expression unreadable. But as our eyes met, I caught the faintest shift in her gaze—less suspicion, more calculation.

Maybe even something close to approval. She didn’t smile, of course, but she gave a single nod. Small, but deliberate. It was the closest thing to acceptance I’d ever get from a woman like her. And strangely, it was enough.

Beside her stood the Silver Queen. My step-mother.

Draped in icy silks and adorned with silver rings like talismans, she looked every bit the ghost of my father’s court. She met my gaze coolly, chin lifted high, but I saw it then. Not hostility. Recognition.

Lady Iskara was near her too, standing tall with the northern crest stitched into her shoulder, flanked by her own guards. The two women exchanged a glance.

They hadn’t just helped the Southern Clans. They’d orchestrated the fall of Eon’s crown. They must have planned this for years.

The North had never truly stood behind Eon. Their alliance with the crown was a formality. They had always believed in the bloodborns, even when the rest of the realm had turned against them. And now, they were backing Liora—openly, boldly.

Liora stood tall and proud, her chin raised high. She looked every inch the queen she was destined to be, beautiful and regal. Her auburn hair was braided down her back, decorated with jewels and flowers, and her gown was made of rich velvet and silk. It hugged her curves perfectly, showing off every inch of her slender frame.

People bowed deeply as we passed by, whispering amongst themselves. I couldn’t help but smile at the sight of them. They loved her already. They adored her. They would follow her to the ends of the earth if she asked them to.

We reached the end of the aisle, where a group of priests awaited us. They greeted us warmly before leading us up to the altar. We knelt before them and they placed the crowns on our heads.

They handed us both a golden chalice filled with holy water. We each drank from the chalice in turn, blessing the land and our people. As soon as we finished, we rose to our feet once more.

“I hereby anoint you King and Queen of our land. Long may you reign!” They announced, lifting their voices. The crowd cheered, cheering loudly, clapping and yelling.

My heart swelled as I gazed at Liora. At her smiling face. At her joyful expression. At her bright, sparkling eyes. At her soft, beautiful lips. She looked radiant. More beautiful than ever before.

This felt more right than anything else. As if it had always been meant to be. As if I’d been born for this purpose.

“Is it done?” She asked softly.

I pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Almost, sweetheart. Just one last thing.”

Her brow furrowed in confusion, but I merely placed my hand over hers and guided her toward the balcony overlooking the courtyard. We paused at the threshold, and I turned her so that she faced the crowd of nobles and lords waiting below. They all stared up at us expectantly.

I nudged her forward, moving behind her so that I was holding her close against me. She glanced back at me nervously, but I ignored her. Instead, I placed my hands on her hips, pulling her further against my body.

“Look,” I gestured to the mass of people gathered below.

Liora followed my gaze, staring down at them. She let out a sigh as she took in the sight.

“They’re all here for us,” she murmured.

I nodded. “Yes.”

“What are we supposed to do?”

“Just wave, love.”

She frowned at that. “Wave?”

“Yes, wave. Like this.” I swept my hand through the air, miming a wave.

Her eyes lit up in understanding, and she grinned at me. She raised her own hand and waved enthusiastically. The crowd went wild, cheering and shouting. They waved and cheered, clapping and calling out our names.

“This is so strange,” she whispered, staring out at the masses.

“Get used to it. It’s only going to get stranger.”

“Why?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

“I don’t like not knowing,” she huffed.

“I know. But trust me. You’ll love it.”

She smiled shyly and blushed slightly. “I’m sure I will.”

I held out a hand to her, and she hesitated for a second before placing hers into it. She gave me a timid glance as I squeezed her fingers gently.

“You ready?” I asked.

She nodded, a hint of determination in her expression. “Ready.”

“Then let’s show them who we are.”
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I sat in my chambers, staring out the window at the gardens below. A soft breeze blew through the open balcony doors, bringing with it the scent of flowers and earth and sunshine. I inhaled deeply, letting the sweet aroma fill my senses.

My home. My kingdom. The land where I was born and raised.

My heart ached at the thought. So much had changed in such a short period. My entire world had turned upside down, but somehow, I felt better than ever. I was stronger now, more confident. More powerful.

I no longer feared death or pain. I no longer feared anything. Nothing mattered except living each day to the fullest and being happy.

I didn’t need a pendant anymore. I didn’t need to rely on anyone else for protection. I was free. Free to do whatever I wished, whenever I wanted.

“M’lady.”

I glanced over my shoulder at Katriona who stood at the door. “Yes?”

“They are waiting for you.”

I sighed heavily, rising from my seat. “Thank you, Katriona.”

She dipped her head. “Of course, m’lady. Shall I come with you?”

“No need,” I waved her off. “I’ll be fine.”

I walked out the door and into the hallway, making my way towards the throne room where Kaelus waited for me.

I felt his presence before I saw him. He stood by the fireplace, his back turned towards me, his body stiff and unmoving. He wore a black cloak, hiding his face from view. But I knew it was him. I recognized his scent. His aura. It made my heart flutter and my stomach clench.

He was always there for me, watching over me, protecting me. He never left my side, not even when I slept. He kept vigil, guarding me, shielding me from harm.

“Good morning, my love.”

His voice was deep and rich and sent shivers down my spine. It wrapped around me like a warm blanket on a cold winter night. It made me feel safe and secure. Comfortable. At ease.

“Kaelus,” I whispered softly.

He turned to face me, his eyes glowing red in the firelight. He smiled faintly, his lips curling upwards slightly. “Liora.”

I moved closer to him, wrapping my arms around his waist. He hugged me back, pulling me close against his chest. I breathed deeply, inhaling his scent. It was spicy and musky, yet sweet at the same time. It smelled like autumn leaves and sunshine and fresh air and rain.

It reminded me of home.

My head rested against his broad chest as I listened to his heart beating beneath his ribs.

“Are you ready?” he asked quietly.

I nodded silently. “Then let’s go.”

He took my hand in his and led me through the palace until we reached the courtyard where two horses waited. They were saddled and ready to ride, their reins held loosely by stable hands.

“Where are we going?” I asked curiously.

“You’ll see.”

He helped me climb into the saddle of the black horse before hoisting himself up onto the grey one beside me. Then we rode out through the gates and into the countryside beyond.

We traveled along the road for hours, our pace slow but steady. The sun rose high overhead, warming the air around us. Birds sang in the trees above our heads as they flew past. Insects buzzed in the bushes as they darted between flowers. The wind rustled through the grass and leaves and flowers as it blew gently across the fields.

As we neared the edge of the forest, Kaelus signaled for me to stop. He dismounted and tied his horse’s reins to a nearby tree branch. Then he took my hand and led me deeper into the woods.

The ground beneath our feet was soft and mossy. The trees were tall and thick, their branches heavy with green leaves. The air smelled like pine needles and sap and damp soil. It was peaceful and quiet and serene.

After walking for several minutes, Kaelus suddenly stopped. He turned towards me and smiled. “We’re here.”

I glanced around and noticed a small clearing surrounded by bushes and flowers. A stream ran through it, winding its way across the land. Its waters sparkled in the sunlight, reflecting off the rocks and stones lining its banks.

The clearing looked untouched, like time had been too gentle to disturb it. Wildflowers bloomed in every color imaginable, bursting from the earth in tangled beauty.

“This place…” I breathed. “It’s beautiful.”

Kaelus nodded, his expression unusually tender. He reached into his satchel and pulled out a folded piece of parchment. The edges were worn and frayed, like it had been read a hundred times. Maybe it had.

“My mother wrote about this place,” he said quietly. “Said it was where she felt most alive. Where she came to think, to dream. To hide.”

I took the paper from his hand and unfolded it, revealing a sketch of a flower field. It was breathtakingly detailed, each petal perfectly shaded and defined.

Kaelus stepped closer to me and pointed at the drawing. “That’s where we are,” he murmured. “Right there.”

I traced my finger along the line of the river. “Here?” I asked hesitantly.

He nodded, smiling softly. “Yes. There. I promised you I’d bring you someday, remember?”

I stared at him in wonder. “I can’t believe you did it.”

He reached up and caressed my cheek. “Anything for you.”

I felt my face grow warm. “It’s beautiful here. Perfect.”

He leaned in and pressed his lips against mine, kissing me tenderly. When he pulled away, his gaze locked with mine.

“It’s perfect because you’re here.”

I laughed softly. “Charmer.”

He smirked and dropped his gaze to the flowers surrounding us. “I guess you could say I learned from the best.”

“Oh, shut up.”

He chuckled and planted a quick kiss on my forehead. Then he turned his attention to the clearing once more, admiring the scenery.

He began walking ahead of me, disappearing into the dense foliage. I rushed after him, reaching for his hand. As soon as my fingers brushed against his, he stopped. I looked up at him, confused.

“What’s wrong?” I asked worriedly.

“Nothing,” he replied, giving me a reassuring smile.

I frowned at him. “Then why did you stop?”

“Because I want to show you something.”

“Show me what?”

He grinned mischievously before grabbing me by the waist and throwing me over his shoulder. I shrieked in surprise as he carried me deeper into the woods.

“Put me down!” I yelled, pounding on his back with my fists.

He laughed heartily. “No way!”

I glared at him. “Fine. I’ll bite you.”

He shrugged nonchalantly. “Go ahead.”

I bit down hard on his shoulder, sinking my teeth into his flesh. He winced slightly but didn’t stop walking. Instead, he kept moving forward, carrying me effortlessly through the undergrowth.

We came to a halt when we reached a large oak tree. Kaelus set me down gently, placing my feet back on the ground. I glanced around, taking in the scenery.

The trees were tall and majestic, towering high above us. Their leaves were green and lush, their branches thick and sturdy. The sun shone brightly overhead, illuminating everything with its golden rays.

It was beautiful. Picturesque. Perfect.

“This is where I grew up,” Kaelus told me, gesturing to the surrounding woods. “I spent my childhood exploring these forests and playing in the streams.”

“You never mentioned that.”

He chuckled quietly, turning to face me. “I didn’t talk about my past much, did I?”

“No, you didn’t.”

He sighed heavily and ran a hand through his hair. “I suppose I just didn’t want to think about it.”

I frowned slightly, unsure what to say. “I don’t blame you.”

His gaze softened as he looked down at me, his eyes filled with love. “But now,” he continued, “now I don’t have to hide anything from you. I can share everything.”

I leaned against the tree trunk, smiling slightly. “I’d like that.”

He nodded, a hint of sadness flashing across his face. “I know what you’re wondering,” he said after a moment, meeting my eyes once more. “My brother.”

My heart skipped a beat. Torian.

Kaelus saw my reaction and nodded slowly. “I know you’re wondering how he died.”

“I am,” I whispered.

He shook his head, gazing off into the distance. “You knew how cruel he was. Even worse than my father. He was greedy and violent, always searching for ways to make himself richer. Stronger.” He paused, then added softly, “Deadlier.”

I waited, barely breathing. “I found him in one of the lower halls. He’d cornered a servant girl and was… hurting her. She was crying, trying to push him off. He was stronger, and he knew no one would stop him. He always thought he could do whatever he wanted.” His jaw tightened and his brow furrowed. “If I didn’t kill him first…”

“Your scar… was that…”

“Yes.” His tone hardened. “He tried to cut me across my neck. He missed. "

“I’m glad,” I whispered, reaching out to touch his face. He held my hand there, leaning into it slightly.

I remember that night.

The whole castle had whispered of blood and betrayal. Of a prince gone mad. Of a brother slain in cold blood.

Everyone thought he was a monster. Including me.

No one asked what Torian had done. No one cared. Because Torian had been golden. Smiling. Charismatic. He was the heir Eon paraded around like a trophy. Kaelus had always been the shadow trailing behind. The bastard. The disappointment.

And maybe that’s why they never listened.

The king remarried not long after. The Silver Queen. They said he wanted a real heir. One born of noble blood, untainted by scandal or shame. He thought Kaelus unworthy of the crown. But she never gave him one.

I always wondered if she simply wouldn’t.

I brushed my thumb along his cheek. “They were wrong about you.”

“You were the first to see me. To know me.” He closed his eyes briefly. “To believe in me.”

He took hold of my hand and brought it to his lips, kissing the palm. I shivered at the sensation.

“Thank you,” he murmured.

I blinked back tears as I gazed at him. “For what?”

“For saving me.”

He leaned forward and captured my mouth with his own, kissing me deeply. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back fiercely, pouring everything into the embrace.

When he finally pulled away, he rested his forehead against mine and smiled softly. “We should go now.”

“Where to?”

“We have a honeymoon to enjoy,” he teased.

“Really?”

He laughed. “I’m not about to let my time with you be spent sitting in a dusty, old church praying and meditating.”

“What would you rather do?” I asked playfully.

He leaned forward and brushed his lips against mine. “This.”

We kissed again, longer this time. He moaned softly against my mouth, pulling me closer to him. I could feel his arousal growing as he deepened the kiss.

When we broke apart, I was breathless. I stared at him, panting heavily. My heart raced wildly in my chest.

“I love you,” I whispered.

“And I love you.”

We embraced once more before heading back towards the horses. We mounted up and rode away together, disappearing into the trees.

As we galloped across the countryside, I felt happier than ever. I was free. Free to do whatever I wished, whenever I wanted.

I had no crown at that moment. No throne. Just him. Just us. And the promise of a future that finally belonged to me.

With Kaelus by my side.
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