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  Sepharia


“Hear ye! Hear ye! 
By order of the High King of Human and Fae and the Royal palace, every being with even a drop of human blood is ordered to turn themselves to the Royal palace for interrogation and temporary detainment until further notice. 
In the case of non-compliance, strict actions will be taken.”
My hands shook as I read the royal commandment over and over again. I was glued to the spot, unable to move or take any immediate action, even though I knew that danger loomed just outside my door. 
“You need to run, Sepharia,” my mother whispered, jolting me back to reality.
“Mother, I-”
“Sepharia, there is no time. They will be here any minute and take you away. Just run and hide, okay?” my mother exclaimed, grabbing me by my shoulders. 
I nodded. 
She was right. As soon as a knock would sound on the door, there would be no chance of running away. I would be taken away, a prisoner with no crime to redeem for. 
“But what about you and Dad?” I asked as my mother shoved a satchel in my hand with some essentials for the road.
“Don’t worry about us … just go,” my dad replied, entering our small living room. 
I looked at them. Memories of my life flooded my mind, but I knew that there was no time to ponder right now. 
“All right,” I said, swinging the satchel on my shoulder, bracing myself for the long and uncertain journey. Tears filled my eyes, but I knew that I could not cry. 
“Come here,” my dad said as he pulled me in for a tight hug. “Take care of yourself and run as far as you can. No matter what happens, don’t turn back.”
“Yes, Dad,” I replied, my voice breaking. 
“Don’t cry, my child. You are extremely brave. I have never seen a warrior as skilled as you,” he said as he kissed the top of my head. 
Mother watched us, her face solemn but loving, before pulling me to herself.
I inhaled their familiar, soothing scents, wondering when—or even if—I would ever be this close to them again. I wanted to hold them close to me forever, but I was helpless, and so were they. 
She proceeded to kiss the top of my head and my cheeks as tears began streaming down her face. But she didn’t want to let me see her growing vulnerable, so she pushed me away toward the back door. 
“Go now. Go!” 
I stumbled as I stepped outside, then turned to look at their faces one last time. 
“I will be back, I promise. I will be back,” I said loudly, and they nodded, signaling me to leave. I quickly turned around, no longer able to see them and started to run for my life. 
Out in the back was a small piece of land where we grew vegetables. It was guarded by our old, feeble fence. I quickly jumped it in one go, and then I was in the forest. 

      ***I ran over every twig, every broken branch, not stopping once. The mud stuck to my shoes and made it difficult to land safely each time I jumped around, but I knew that I couldn’t stop. 
I had no idea how long I had been running for, although it seemed like forever. Once I had reached the deeper part of the forest where the thick leafage made it impossible for the sun to reach me, I stopped to catch my breath. 
I stood with my back against the wide bark of an old tree, sweat dripping from my forehead onto the muddy forest ground. However, I knew that I could not stay here long; at any moment, someone could jump out and all would end. 
I started to walk again, a little slower this time so that I could conserve my energy in case of any unforeseen circumstances. There were no sounds except for the occasional mating calls of the birds that befell my ears. I was completely alone. 
Making my way through the trees, I began to think about all that had happened: how I had to leave my parents behind, how I was now headed to some place directionless and clueless, but what stood out in my mind were my childhood years. 
All those times I had suffered at the hands of Fae for not being a pure-blood. They treated me with disgust and always discriminated against me. Growing up, my life was a living hell. 
I had been forced into the dark forest alone at night to find my way back. I had been pushed to climb insurmountable heights and lift weight more than my own. 
I remember this one time when I was locked in a chest while all around the children of Fae laughed at me. They knew that I could not use any charms to unlock myself, and yet they left me locked in there for the whole night. 
It was terrible, to say the least. By morning, I had no voice or energy left in me from shouting and begging to be let out the entire night. My father, who had searched the entire village, had eventually found me. I had severe tremors in my body and was bedridden for an entire week, traumatized beyond measure. 
However, once I had regained my strength, I swore to never find myself in such a vulnerable and pathetic position again. I had decided to be discrete and work on my own strengths.
And so, I began my training. I worked on my strength day and night. I climbed each tree and carried weight that I could not before. Each time I would return home with fresh bruises and wounds. 
Many of them never healed completely, but the pain was nothing compared to what I carried within me. It was a desire to be seen; I denied their superiority over me and refused to appear weak.
I slowly started getting better at all the tasks. I began to hunt and carry the prizes home. Sometimes the animals’ weight would make me stagger and fall, especially when I hunted a deer or something larger, but I never asked for help.
Slowly, I picked on techniques of foot placement and balance. Hunting helped with precision as well. I became a good marksman. At home, I started to practice my sword fighting with my dad, but as I slowly refined other skills, I decided to go out. I knew I was not being as discrete as I should have been, but to practice, I had to go out. 
At first, I had thought that I could be easily defeated. But I soon realized that sword fighting, like many other defense protocols, is not only about waving a piece of metal in the air. I understood that all the other skills I had been learning would enhance my attack and defense strategies. 
Over the years, I established a name for myself and even began participating in competitions to earn extra money for bread at home. However, in all of this, I lacked in one area growing up: real friendships.
I was lost in thought when I realized that the sun had begun to go down. Suddenly, I heard a twig snap, and I knew that someone else was nearby. Hunting had ingrained this in me; I was always on alert. My ears could pick up on the slightest of movements.
Right now, no matter how much I tried to convince myself everything was fine and that I had imagined the sound, I knew I was not alone in the forest. And just then, an arrow flew by me, piercing the air before landing on the tree to my right. It was so close to my eyes that I could see all the little intricate bumps and scratches on the metallic surface. 
I backed away immediately, turning to run when I heard the roar of a crowd. Not only was I no longer alone, but I had been found by a whole company. A sudden sense of fear gripped me.
I began to run faster, my heart drumming in my chest as loud calls and screams of men echoed behind me. I refused to stop, and at a sharp right corner, I galloped and jumped, making it seem like I was still running.
But in reality, I snuck behind a huge rock formation, waiting, hoping that the men would run straight ahead and lose me so that I could climb a tree until I could think of a better plan.
I stood there with my eyes closed, breathing deeply. They could be anyone, this deep in the forest, no one knew one another.  Had they been sent by the king to hunt me? 
And it was precisely at this moment, as I was lost in thought, that the enemy struck.






  
  Rayland


My company never settled in one place for long periods. It had been a usual day of passing through the forest, and we were thinking of securing some resources when we heard someone nearby. 
The sound of feet on the forest floor was like music to our ears. It could be anyone, and we needed to see what we could get from them. The men had been restless as we hadn't secured any means and resources lately. 
It had been like this ever since I first ran away from the house at sixteen. I was a young, naive boy with no idea how to survive on the road, but when this company of men, whom people call the bandits, had taken me under their wing, I learned to survive.
Each day was a challenge, especially in comparison to my childhood, which had been comfortable and predictable. But slowly, I learned to adapt to my surroundings and the innumerable changes it brought with it. Nothing was permanent here, except for change.
Slowly, I climbed the ladder, and now at just the age of twenty-four, I was the leader of this revolutionary bandit group. I was proud of myself and these men I could now call my own. 
However, with the recent upheaval in the kingdom, it had become increasingly more difficult to secure a living for ourselves. So, as soon as we heard that faint snap of a twig, everyone got to their feet. There was no way we would let this one get out of our hands.
Our target seemed to be quite skilled as it was hard to catch up with it. For some time, I could not even point to any details that could indicate whether they were a man or a woman, and then, she had made a mistake.
She took a right turn, and I saw the laces of her dress trail behind her in the air. I could not help but smile at the wrong move as I signaled my men to keep running ahead while I slowly and carefully inched closer to where the girl was hiding.
I could hear her ragged breath. She seemed to be calming down; she must have thought that she had gotten rid of us. But with one swift step, I was behind her. 
As soon as she turned around, I placed my hand on her lips to stop her from shouting, and then I hit her head. She immediately fell in my arms, and I laid her down on the floor.
Then, I whistled. It was a signal whistle known by every man in our company to regroup. Soon, everyone was by my side, looking at our victim.
The girl was unquestionably beautiful. She had sharp eyebrows and long lashes. Her full lips added a bit of innocence to her face, a contrast. I averted my gaze from her face.
“What we gonna do about this?” my right hand, Poppy, asked.
“Well, we shall wait and see,” I replied. “But what if she doesn't have anything on her?” Poppy asked. “We could be wastin’ our time.”
“Let's wait for a little while, and then we shall leave,” I replied. Something inside me was against leaving this girl here alone, but I could not even bring myself to accept these sentiments. 
“Should we take her hostage, eh?” Boxon, another man from our group, asked.
“We shall camp here. There is a stream nearby, and I think this deep in the forest, hunting would be easier,” I said to the company. 
They nodded in agreement and got to work. By the time they were done, the sun had already begun to set. Soon, it would be dark, and then all the wild animals would come out to hunt. 
I was lost in thought, staring at the roaring fire, when I suddenly felt something poke in my neck. I knew that something was up. 
“Don’t turn or I will slice this throat of yours,” a girl’s voice spoke up. 
So our captive was not someone ordinary; she had skillfully managed to secure a dagger and slip past everyone unnoticed to get to me. 
I chuckled at the challenge.
“You think this is funny?” the girl pressed the dagger more firmly against my throat. 
“Rayland!” Poppy called out, moving toward us, but I signaled him and everyone else to stop. It was my challenge—my pleasure—and I had no desire to share it with anyone. 
I had to be swift because I could not trust her. She would stab me if she got the chance. And so, I quickly rotated on my feet and hit her wrist hard with the side of my hand, making her lose her balance. 
However, she instantly regained it and was on alert. It almost seemed as if she was not expecting this from me. 
She moved her body to the back and her right foot ahead, then jumped, her left foot landing on my chest to shove me backward. 
This was new. No one had ever taken me off guard as she did. I braced myself and pulled out my sword. Now, I had the upper hand, or so I thought before the girl seamlessly moved out of the way. 
She continued to defend herself and attack me every chance she got, moving back and forth continuously. I was slowly getting frustrated. Where had she learned to fight like that? 
I needed something to regain an advantage, and so I began to corner her between the two tree barks behind her. I knew she could not move any further back as her steps faltered. So with one high sweep, I brought my sword to her neck. If I had not stopped myself, she would have been beheaded. 
Her eyes widened in shock, and without a second to lose, I stepped forward and quickly twisted her arm, making the dagger fall to the ground. She moaned as I used all my force and tried to wriggle herself free. 
“End this madness,” I hissed. 
“You think winning an unfair fight proves something?” she hissed back. 
“An unfair fight?” I raised my eyebrows. 
“Yes, where you have it all and I fight with this,” she tilted her head toward the dagger on the ground.
“If you are such a good fighter then this should not have mattered,” I said in a challenging tone. 
She grunted and hit her knee hard on my crotch. For a moment, all I could see was darkness as my vision blurred, and I staggered back. 
She was about to attack when I landed a punch to her gut which threw her on the ground. 
“Alright, that’s enough,” Poppy said, coming in between us.
Boxon and Poppy picked her up and tied her hands before making her sit on a rock while I picked up her dagger and moved closer, still furious at how she had treated me.
“You think you are a very good fighter?” I spat out, inching my face closer to hers. 
“I don’t think so. I am,” she laughed defiantly. 
I could not understand the audacity of this girl. She knew she could be killed at any instant, yet she could not refrain from being snarky. 
“And why is that, princess?” I ask, lifting her chin up with the tip of the dagger.
She looked directly into my eyes and replied, “Because I was named one by the Royal Palace at the mere age of fourteen when I won a competition against the best swords of the Kingdom and defeated the high councilor’s son.”
I was too dumbstruck to speak. I could not believe that I had met her before. It was so long ago, and she did not realize who I was, and I planned on keeping it that way too. 
I moved back. 
“What are you doing here in the woods? Who are you running from?” I asked her again. 
“No one,” she replied shortly.
“Listen to me; either you talk, or we leave you here to be a feast for the wild animals,” I warned her. 
She contemplated this for a moment, then sighed. I could not understand the meaning behind her actions, but then she began speaking. 
“The palace has issued a warning for all the mixed-bloods to be detained until further notice. Many have already been taken away, and nobody knows when or if they will return. It could be a massacre, too, where the Royal Palace gets rid of all mixed-bloods once and for all.”
I could not believe how messed up things had gotten back in the kingdom. It was high time to put a stop to this madness or thousands would be dead without any fault or reason. 
“We need to move quickly back to the quarters. There is no time; we need to work out a plan,” I said to my men. The girl passed me a curious, confused look, which I ignored. She did not need to know anything more than what she already did. 
My men began to pack up our things. They could sense the urgency in my tone and asked no questions. I turned to the girl, who was still trying to find a way to escape.
“You are coming with us,” I said to her with a smirk. 






  
  Sepharia


Iwas frustrated beyond measure. How could this leader of bandits outsmart me in combat? I wanted to break his neck and wipe that stupid smirk off his face. 
We had been traveling for more than a day now, and it was getting more and more frustrating to be with all these men. I continuously cursed myself for being so stupid and getting caught like this. 
I had no idea where we were headed or who these men were and what was their purpose roaming so deep in the woods, but so far, all had been respectful in their own way. No one had touched me inappropriately or passed disrespectful comments. 
However, the leader of the bandits—whom they called Rayland—was a constant pain. He was full of himself just because he had a handsome face with a nice, muscular body. And somehow, he was well-trained as well. 
We had passed many spots where we could have set up camp for the night, but Rayland refused. He wanted to travel further ahead and cover as much distance as we could. 
I had barely eaten anything all day long and I knew that I would soon lose strength. I needed to do something before these bandits got to know about my weakness as a human. 
“Can we eat now?” I called out. 
“Not yet,” Rayland answered without paying any attention. 
His behavior angered me more. 
“Listen, I am not taking another step without eating something. If you want to kill me, then get done with it, but if you want to keep me alive, feed me!” I exclaimed, rooting myself to the spot and refusing to move ahead.
The whole company of men stopped, clearly not expecting me to behave this way. Rayland had stopped, too. He slowly turned toward me with a piercing gaze.
I refused to back down. I was not some scared little girl, not anymore. If he wanted to intimidate me, he needed to work harder than that. 
“You should learn to keep your mouth closed, princess,” Rayland, hissed, leaning closer to my face. 
His breath fanned my face, but I refused to back down. I jutted my chin out and craned my neck up to stare directly into his eyes. 
“And you should learn to take care of your men,” I spat out. 
Suddenly, his expression changed. I realized that I had hit a nerve because his eyes turned cold, and he clenched his jaw. For a moment, I felt a shiver run down my spine at how intensely he was looking at me, but then he moved back.
“Fine—let’s rest here for a bit. But after that, we are moving again,” Rayland announced and then walked off into the woods. 
“What is with him?” I muttered under my breath.
“You questioned his leadership. He is quite particular about it,” a man whom Rayland had been calling Poppy answered me. 
I might have felt guilty if he were not so unpleasant. I still could not understand what was wrong with Rayland. I had crossed a limit, but what limit? I thought to myself. They were taking me as a captive along with them. 
After a while, Rayland returned. “Shall we go if you all have rested enough??”
I rolled my eyes and got up. There was no point in replying to his snarky remark. The men began to assemble everything and put out the fire. 
“Rayland, you should eat something, too,” Poppy said, extending a chicken breast to him. 
Rayland refused. 
“I’m not asking. I’m telling you. Now eat.” Poppy shoved the piece in Rayland’s hand. 
We began walking again and did not stop until the sun had begun to rise. I was beyond exhausted, and I knew that by the next time we would stop, I would be dead asleep.
“We have arrived,” Rayland announced, primarily to me since everybody else knew about their lodges. I thanked the heavens in my heart at this and desperately started scanning the place for a bed. 
“You, girl!” Rayland barked. “You will sleep here.”
It was a makeshift bed made of flour and vegetable sacks, but anything would have seemed inviting at the moment. I could not wait to lie down and rest as my legs were all fired up. I knew that I would be asleep as soon as I lay my head down, but that would not be the best decision, since I did not know any of the men. So I forced myself to wait for all of them to fall asleep first, fighting off my own drowsiness. But eventually, I drifted off with the waves of slumber.

      ***When I woke up, it was evening, and by the looks of it, the company had eaten and then slept again. So I was the only one awake. I had an amazing chance to run away.
I glanced around, looking for my satchel, but it was nowhere to be found. I went around carefully, overstepping all the men sleeping on the floor, but there was no sign of it.
With no other choice, I grabbed another bag lying around in the makeshift kitchen and hurriedly filled it with food that was scattered on the counter. Then, I placed the bag carefully in a place where I could grab it before running off into the forest.
I turned to make sure the men were still asleep, but then I saw something sparkle from the corner of my eye. It was only a faint glimmer, but still curiosity took the best of me. 
Silently, I moved back into the room and opened the cupboard. There was nothing except for old worn-out clothes and some pieces of wood and metal. 
But just as I was about to close the door, I saw the faint shine of something again. This time I knew there was something hidden beneath, maybe it was a weapon which would be quite useful in the woods. I carefully rummaged through the stuff and pulled out the shiny piece.
I could not believe what I had in my hands. It was a crown made with magic and metal. I recognized the embellishments on it: it belonged to the Royal Palace. 
Something was terribly wrong with this place, but before I could shove it back and leave, I felt someone’s warm breath graze the back of my neck. I froze on the spot, certain I would die today. 
“You should not be snooping around, princess,” Rayland whispered in my ear. 
I was trapped between the cupboard and my captivator, his hard chest stopping me from moving even an inch, making it harder for me to breathe.
“If you make any mistakes, you will be dead in a second,” he whispered, moving even closer to me.
“Rayland, I—” 
“You what, huh?” he said as he pressed my own dagger into my lower back.
“Did you steal it?” I asked with a shaky voice. 
“What?” he asked, taken aback.
“No, I mean—never mind,” I replied.
In one swift motion, he grabbed my hand and turned me around, this time placing the dagger on my neck. 
“Let me go,” I whispered as he pressed the dagger into my skin.
“You have a lot of nerves, don't you?” He smirked.
I did not like the way he was reacting. But to stop the situation from escalating any further, I bit down on my growing anger.
“So you still won’t have a fair fight? What are you so scared of?” I said, gritting my teeth. 
His jaw twitched. “There can never be a fair fight between us, princess.”
“Why? Because you are so scared of losing to a human?” I blurted out before I could have stopped myself.
Anger flashed in his eyes. “You think all of these have been unfair? You know what? I will show you what's unfair.”
Suddenly, a curling mist engulfed us, and everything around me grew dark. But it was not as if the sun had gone down. The dagger and Rayland were gone too. Helplessly, I turned round and round on my spot, trying to make sense of my surroundings.
“Rayland?” I called out, trying to stop my voice from shaking.
Before I could properly adapt to the sudden shift, I felt something move behind me. I stepped out of place as his sword slashed the air.
“You need to stop this madness,” I bellowed.
“Why, princess?” he called out from somewhere nearby. 
“I want to have a fair fight! Not this nonsense,” I cried out as I felt the powdery mist around me curl against my cheek.
I suddenly realized that it was Rayland. He had not submerged us into darkness, he was darkness himself. 
Rayland was a Fae, and I had been stupid enough to share my frustration about the kingdom and the royal orders with him. He must have been working for them, and now he would bring me back to the kingdom where I would be locked up—or worse.
Suddenly an arm snaked around my waist, and I collided with something firm and hard.
“Rayland,” I stammered.
“If you say my name one more time, you will be in big trouble,” he whispered close to my ear.
I tried to back away but his firm grip did not let me budge. Instead, he pulled me closer even more. My breath hitched as I placed my hand on his chest to support myself.
“What is your name?” he whispered, his lips close to mine.
I opened my mouth but then closed it again, feeling too nervous and vulnerable.
“Tell me, princess,” he said, nudging my waist with his hand. “I can see your lips moving,” he continued.
“Sepharia.” My voice was barely audible.
“What a unique name,” he commented and then added, “So, Sepharia, do you still feel like fighting me?”
I nodded my head involuntarily as my heart drummed in my chest.
“I don't think so. I can see your lips quivering,” he said.
I thanked the heavens for the darkness around me because I was sure that color had risen to my cheeks.
“Are you blushing, Sepharia?” Rayland teased.
I suddenly jerked my body, making him lose his grip, but before I could step back, he pulled me towards him and pressed his lips against mine.
Something changed. It was not just a kiss. It felt like a confirmation; as if I belonged to him, and he belonged to me. 
And although it made no sense because so far I had been trying to free myself from his captivity. I had been looking for a chance so that I could attain my freedom. 
Now, I felt a throbbing compulsion to be near him. Something pulled me to him and before I knew it my lips started to move in sync with his on their own accord as if I had no control over them.
I seemed to be losing myself in a blissful abyss where nothing mattered as all thoughts vanished from my mind. 
Rayland pressed himself against me harder and started to kiss me with a passion that was unknown to me. Something violent and chaotic stirred within me, and part of me wanted him to never stop touching me.
One of his hands lingered down my back and onto my hips, groping them tightly, while his other traveled up into my hair, pulling it to the side to expose my bare neck. 
The next thing I felt in that utter darkness were lips on my throat, sucking hard, and I could not help the moan that had slipped out. 
Rayland chuckled against my neck and continued to bite hard. He was breathless; it almost felt as if he wanted to consume me. He pulled my hair a little more until my back arched, and then he turned me around.
I made no attempts to free myself. It was futile; the desire was too strong, it almost felt like I wanted him inside of me. I had never felt this way about anyone. Every inch of skin he touched felt like it was on fire. 
Suddenly, he pulled my dress off me, caressing my thighs with his long fingers. I shivered under his touch, and he kissed the back of my neck to further enhance the feeling. 
“Rayland,” I gasped. 
“Sepharia,” he whispered in my ear. 
I let out a moan as my name rolled off his tongue. Leaving my hair, he pulled at the strings on the front of my shirt, exposing my heaving breasts.
“Heavens! You are beautiful,” he said, his voice grew raspier. 
“You—you can see me?” I tried to speak up, but my voice was nothing more than a faint whisper. 
“I can see everything, darling,” he grunted before grabbing my left breast and pinching my hard nipple.
I let out another loud moan. It was too much. But he did not stop; I could now feel his length rub against my thigh, and even in this complete darkness, I knew that he was quite big. 
I could think of nothing other than getting closer to him, and so I arched my back, rubbing my hips against him.
This time he let out a loud grunt and spanked me hard, making me yelp in pleasure. 
“Don't tease me,” he whispered in my ear and then began to nibble on my ear lobe.
Before I could respond, I felt something poking at my entrance. I could feel my wetness coat his tip as it continued to rub there, threatening to enter me at any moment. 
He caressed my breasts, grabbing the right one in the palm of his hand while the other rubbed against his forearm. He supported my entire weight while he slowly entered me.
“Rayland,” I moaned loudly again. 
And he slipped his entire length inside me in one thrust. 
I threw my head back on his shoulder as he wrapped his other hand around my waist. I was bent in an odd way in half as he continued to move in and out of me. 
My legs failed to support me as the pleasure was too intense, but thankfully, his strong arms held me tight. No one had ever touched me like this; no had ever seen me like this. Moans and gasps continued to spill out of my mouth, making Rayland go harder inside me.
“Oh, the faces you are making, darling,” he grunted, making my wetness drip down my thighs.
He increased his pace and continued to thrust inside of me for what seemed like an eternity. With each stroke, the pleasure seemed to grow more and more, until it was almost blinding. 
After a while, though, his strokes became too fast for me. He then bent his face forward and bit the side of my exposed neck, making my entire body quiver in his arms as waves of pleasure flooded my senses. 
My muscles tightened around his long, thick shaft, and that was when Rayland pushed in one last time and exploded all inside of me, coating my insides. I could feel our juices mixing together as I almost slipped to the ground. But he held on tight.
At that moment I realized that Rayland Hunterworth was my mate. 






  
  Rayland


Neither of us knew when we had curled up on the same bed and fallen asleep. When I woke up, darkness was all around me, engulfing me and Sepharia, my mate, my beloved. 
I had never expected to stumble upon my mate like this, but here we were, lying in the misty shadows, completely alone and naked, entangled with each other.
I watched her face as she slept, and I leaned forward to kiss her forehead. A few strands of hair fell over her face, and I brushed away, caressing her soft skin.
She was mine, and I would destroy anything that came in between. My thoughts, my feelings, everything had changed as if my whole perspective had shifted in the span of a day. 
I did not know how to make sense of these feelings that overwhelmed me. Reason and rationale failed me. I knew it made no sense, how I could have gone from finding an enemy in her to loving her but here I was, completely helpless. 
In the moments that we had been together, as I had moved inside her, I had felt like I was one with her, as if our souls had intertwined. 
Even if I tried to question the feelings, or deny them, there was no use. I could feel within my heart how true they were. 
And she was my mate, I vowed to protect her at any cost. She was under distress and running for her life, I needed to fix that. No harm could touch her. My father had reigned for too long, it was time I challenged him and brought the chaos to rest.
I needed to prepare my men. There was no time to lose. Carefully, I pulled my hand from under Sepharia’s head and pulled the covers over her before summoning my shadows and taming them back.
Light filled the room once again and anyone could see inside it. I quickly pulled up my trousers and made my way outside.
“Glad to see you survived. I hope the girl did, too,” Poppy joked before throwing a piece of bread my way.
“Yeah, she did,” I replied, scratching my head and settling on the table.
“So?” Poppy raised his eyebrows.
“What?” I mimicked his reaction.
“What's the news between you and her?” Poppy asked, flipping meat in a makeshift pan.
“Well…” I trailed off for a bit remembering the activities of the previous night.
Poppy nudged my shoulder hard, bringing me back to reality.
“She is my mate,” I told him in a low tone.
“What?” Poppy exclaimed.
“Ssh! Silent, you,” I said, rising from my seat and covering his mouth. “Don't tell anyone about it. You know how vulnerable these matters are, and she is not even Fae,” I hissed.
Poppy nodded. I slowly let him go and immediately grabbed the piece of meat that he had been preparing for him and stuffed it in my mouth.
“Aye! You,” Poppy threw something behind me.
I turned around, and my eyes immediately landed on Sepharia, who was now sitting up under the covers. Even though she had just woken up, words were not enough to describe how breathtakingly beautiful she looked.
“Hello.” I approached her slowly and carefully.
“Hi,” she said, moving away a little.
“It's okay. I won't come close,” I said, and then, looking into her eyes, I added, “unless you want me to.”
Sepharia nodded. 
“Do you want to eat something?” I asked her.
“Yes, I am starving. Where are my clothes though?” she asked, looking around.
I couldn't bite the chuckle that escaped my throat, and Sepharia gave me a sharp look. I composed myself and quickly searched for her clothes.
After getting dressed and eating, Sepharia and I sat on the bed side by side, not looking at one another. A strange awkwardness lingered between us. 
“Sepharia, I—” I began but found myself at a loss for words. She looked at me but did not say anything, letting me continue. 
I ran a hand through my hair and looked away. Then after a moment of silence, I began again. 
“I guess long ago, in some day and age, my father was a good man, and we lived happily together. He kept the balance in the kingdom and was quite just toward his subjects. But after my mother’s death ... he became unrecognizable. He stopped being kind, he became crueler and crueler, not only toward the people but toward his own and only son as well,” I paused. It was getting difficult to revisit the past. 
Sepharia slowly raised her hand and placed it on my shoulder, gently squeezing it. In that moment, I felt a relief that I had not allowed myself to in ages, and so I gathered the strength and continued. 
“He doubled my lessons, which made it easier for him to spend less time with me. I studied and practiced all throughout the week, and soon, I was way ahead of all the children my age. It might seem fascinating to some, the idea of being ahead, but only I know the cost at which it came. If I failed or performed poorly in any way, my father would hit me with his shaft. I still carry those scars with me.”
I stopped because I knew that I was growing vulnerable and that my voice was getting thinner and would soon start breaking. 
“Rayland,” Sepharia whispered. Her voice filled with pain. 
I slowly turned away from her and lifted my shirt, revealing my bare back to her. And immediately, Sepharia let out a loud gasp. I turned back to see the look of horror on her face and instantly began to lower my shirt. 
But she stopped me by gently placing her palm against my scars and caressing them with her fingers. I froze on the spot. No one had touched them, let alone seen them before her.
“I am so sorry,” she said as tears pooled in her eyes, but she did not cry. I could sense that she was holding back and not allowing herself to succumb to any sort of weakness. 
I shook my head lightly and continued, “It is a custom that after the age of thirteen, the young ones among us start channeling and practicing their powers. They start out slow and then slowly learn to harness them completely. However,” I paused as a painful chuckle escaped my throat, “I was only thirteen when my father let the shadows take over my soul. He did not teach me to control anything; he just left me to figure out my powers by myself—or die trying. I never understood what I had done to deserve such treatment, so when I turned sixteen, I ran away. It was a long and tedious journey until the previous leader of this bandit group found me and took me in.”
Sepharia listened carefully to every detail as if she was absorbing everything in her mind. She did not interrupt me once or ask me many questions as she could see how devastating it was for me to recount all the events. 
“What about you?” I asked gently, not intending to pester her. 
“As a mixed-blood, my life was hell,” she said with a sad smile. 
“Can you tell me about it?” I asked, turning my face toward her. 
And so, she told me about how she was bullied and the torture she had endured. She told me how she understood that she needed to help herself as it was necessary for survival. 
My heart ached at the atrocities people had committed against her. This discrimination against the mixed-bloods and humans made my blood boil, and I knew that I needed to bring an end to this madness. 
Then, she showed me the scars that covered her palms and wrists. Scars from when she was forced to climb trees, and lift weights or when she was tied and left in a box overnight. They had faded with time and were almost invisible, but I still traced my fingers over them. 
She shivered under my touch, and I immediately leaned forward and kissed her. Her soft lips felt like solace and peace after all that we had shared, and they held a promise of forever. 
I knew at that moment that I would bring the Heaven and the Earth together if I had to, but I would not let anything happen to my mate.






  
  Sepharia


It was absolutely intolerable for me to hear about Rayland’s past. The unimaginable torture that he had suffered and then stayed silent about because anything spoken against his father would be treason. 
An instinct pulsated deep within me. I could not help myself from loving Rayland, but it was fascinating to me because I had only heard about it and never seen it happen.
And surely, with the kind of life I had lived, I never thought that I would be one of those who would find their mate in this lifetime. But here I was with the prince, the one true heir to the throne as my mate. 
I had doubts in my mind and more so confusion. It was something that could not be explained through logic, it felt otherworldly and ethereal. 
The animosity that I held for Rayland and the skepticism along with it, all seemed like foreign and distant ideas. I had a semblance of what it felt but in the moment, they seemed wrong. 
It was as if I had known Rayland all my life, there seemed to be unshakable trust in my heart for him and I did not understand how it was even possible. 
Two days prior, I had no feelings toward this leader of the bandits. But now I wanted to twist my dagger deep inside the king’s guts until he begged me to stop, that is how my heart truly felt for Rayland. 
Pacing back and forth in the room, I asked Rayland, “You are talking about this rebellion, but how will it work out? It is no easy thing,” 
“We will have to be very careful. It is going to be a silent attack, no confrontation,” Rayland answered, his eyes following me. 
“Are you sure your group will help us?” I asked, biting my lip.
His eyes lingered on my lip as he said slowly, “Yes, they will.”
I immediately turned away my face. I could feel the heat rise to my cheeks. But when he cleared his throat, I knew that the moment had passed, leaving me with a more intense desire. 
“Alright, gather up, everyone!” Rayland shouted moving to the living room.
I did not even realize when he had walked out of the room, he was so smooth and swift. It was evident that he could tame the shadows and become one with them. 
“What’s up?” Poppy and Boxon said in unison as the rest filled in as well. 
“We are going to war,” Rayland announced. 
There was pin-drop silence as the bandits wondered whether their leader was joking or not. They did not know how to go to war. 
I could see how their eyes waited for Rayland to start laughing, but he did not.
“Are you serious?” Poppy asked. 
“Yes,” Rayland answered. 
“What do ya mean, Hunterworth? How can we go to war? Look at us!” Boxon said, moving to the center of the crowd. 
“Nobody will know. There will be no attack; all I need you to do is keep the castle silent. I will handle the King. He has been on the throne unquestioned for a very long time, and now, he has transgressed all limits. His rule is no longer safe for people, and as the heir to the throne, it is my duty to remind him of that,” Rayland announced. 
The authoritative manner in which he had made the announcement left no room for questions. Everybody was going to follow him. 
“If you have decided it as our leader then we are with you!” the men began to cheer for Rayland. 
I did not know what to do except stand there and look at what was about to happen. Then he turned his head to me and nodded slightly to me for confirmation, and I nodded back. 

      ***“I still don't think it is a good idea to bring her with us,” Boxon said to Rayland, and I rolled my eyes.
He did not know that I was Rayland’s mate. No one did except for Poppy, who glanced at me to see my reaction.
“Only she can slip inside and open the doors for us. And enough of this, we are at the outskirts of the palace. There is no time for changes now,” Rayland hissed back.
Boxon let out a sigh but nodded. The men were all scattered around in the hedges surrounding the palace grounds.
To say I was nervous would be an understatement. If anyone in the palace found out that I had snuck in and was a mixed-blood, it would be the end for me. I could not even begin to think what they would do to all those they had taken as prisoners.
“The palace guards will leave in five minutes, while the night duty will arrive. You will have to be alone inside in that time, Sepharia. Okay? You won't have much time,” Rayland turned to look into my eyes. 
I nodded. He looked at me as if he wanted to hold me close and never let go, but he could not risk my identity so close to the goal.
“Go,” he said, rubbing a solution on my hands. 
“What’s this,” I asked curiously.
“It is a herb solution that Poppy makes, it will instantly knock the guards out, just make sure to rub it on their face so that they smell it,” he replied.
I nodded my head.
He looked at me for a long second and then whispered close to my ear, “Take care my darling.”
“That was my cue, without waiting, I sprinted across the grounds, not looking back. I trusted his words. There was no time to check if the guards had left, but I nonetheless followed Rayland’s instructions and pushed upon the door to the undercroft, and in a moment, I was inside. 
I waited in the arch of the door, where the shadows were darkest. I knew Rayland was working on enhancing them, but if he were to do more, his presence could easily be detected. 
No sooner, two heavily armed men entered the room and moved to their positions. I immediately pushed my hands to the face of the first guard, who immediately fell to the floor unconscious.
The other guard was shocked for a moment, but then he immediately moved forward to strike me. I shifted to avoid the blow, so he tried again, and this time, he barely missed me, making me lose my balance. 
Before he could split my head open, I scooted down, pulling my dagger from its sheath and plunging it into his thigh. He let out a loud yelp and staggered back. 
Standing up, I kicked him in the chest, making him fall on the ground with a thud, and rubbed my hands on his face. Within a second, he was unconscious as well.
I opened the door slightly and left it ajar; Rayland had strictly instructed me to wait and not stick my head out to see, so I waited. That minute felt like an hour, but eventually, Rayland and Poppy entered the undercroft. 
In under fifteen minutes, all of Rayland’s men had crowded the room. There was no space left at all as everyone bumped into one another. Rayland stood in front of me, shielding me from bumping into anyone.
“Good job,” he whispered with a smirk on his face. 
I looked at him sidelong, unphased, but he moved a bit closer to me. I knew that his men could see us, so I cleared my throat and replied, “Thank you.”
“It was a good idea to bring her along,” Boxon said in a hushed voice, and Rayland gave him a look to shut up. However, the sounds from the feast outside were enough to drown any noise we were making. 
After what felt like an eternity, the voices outside began to quiet down. The dinner ended and soon, the palace would grow deserted. That would be the best time for us to slip outside.
I tried my best to keep my focus on the mission and not on Rayland, who was extremely close to me. I could read in his eyes and the way his gaze was fixated on my lips that we were both thinking about our time together. 
“If you bite your lip one more time, I will lose myself,” he whispered, looking into my eyes.
I rolled my eyes at him immediately looked away. There was no time for us to be thinking about all this. 
“I think it's time,” Poppy said, pressing his ear to the door that, according to Rayland’s rough map of the castle, led into a hallway. 
Slowly, he opened the door and slipped out. 
“There’s no one,” Poppy whispered, jutting his head back into the room. 
One by one, all the men slipped out, leaving Rayland and I alone. Without missing a heartbeat, he pressed his lips on mine, and then he was out. My heart drummed in my chest in response to the spontaneity of his gesture.
“Come on,” he said in a hushed tone, and I followed him into the hallway as well.
We knew then that there would be nothing except for blood. As Rayland’s team of bandits moved through the hallways, every Fae guard and warrior was slain. And soon, all the entryways to the palace were secured. 
By then, the king had been notified and was taken into the throne room with over fifty fae men guarding it. But Rayland had instructed us to focus on something else entirely, and so we moved to the dungeons below. 

      ***RAYLAND
The dungeons were as eerie as I remembered, and I knew that there would be many guards crawling everywhere, so I unleashed my shadows, drowning the place in further darkness.
The palace guards were Fae as well, and even in the darkness, they could fight back a little, but my men knew the darkness of the forests and deserts where no man or Fae had ever survived, so they kept their calm and focused on defeating the enemy. 
Sepharia was by my side, and I could see how skilled she was with her sword. She did not hesitate to strike, but she was not careless, either. She knew exactly how to land her sword so her opponent had no chance of survival. 
I concentrated hard on deepening the shadows and distracting the Fae with misplaced sounds and touches, but then I heard Sepharia yell, “Rayland, duck!”
I complied just in time for her to stab the guard behind me aiming for my neck. I could not believe that Sepharia had just saved my life. If she would not have seen it, I would have been in serious trouble.
Once all the guards were dead, we quickly rushed to the dungeon doors. But before unlocking, Sepharia announced to the prisoners, “Listen up! The heir to the throne, Prince Rayland Hunterworth, has come to your aid. But there are many guards still in the hallways and many more on the way. So, after we unlock these doors, hold tight and stay in the dungeons until further orders. Do as you are told, and lives can be saved or else, you are responsible for your own fate.”
The crowd voiced their agreement, so we unlocked the cell doors. As instructed, the crowd did not cause chaos and slowly filed out of their cells. 
“Don’t step out of the dungeons,” Sepharia announced once more as we moved toward the staircase. “Soon, you will experience a new era,” she added before we all rushed back up. 
Now, only one thing was left that needed to be dealt with, and it was the most important of all: my father. 
As we raided the hallways, my men removed any guards that dared to step in our way until we reached the throne room. A huge group of guards awaited our arrival, and as soon as they saw us approach, they charged. 
There was nothing but the sound of swords clashing and blood spilling. Men yelped and screamed as they were cut open. I hoped all my men were safe, but I knew that it was unrealistic to hope for that; I would lose many of them, and this further spurred me on.
By the time the last of the guards fell to the ground, there was nothing except for blood. Heads of Fae guards rolled on the ground as I stepped toward the door and pushed it open. 
My father sat alone on the throne with an evil smile on his face. He knew he had been defeated, but his ego did not allow him to show any signs of weakness. 
“It’s over,” I announced as I stepped toward him. Sepharia was close behind me. I could feel her presence stronger under the magical walls of the castle. 
The dark shadows curled at my feet as I slowly moved closer and closer. 
“It’s been a while, Son,” my father sneered. 
“A good while,” I corrected him. 
“Is that your mate?” he tilted his head to observe Sepharia. 
“I am,” Sepharia replied boldly. 
A loud gasp echoed as my men got to know who the woman was.  
“Oh, she is quite confident. But she is no Fae,” my father commented in a disgusted tone. 
“It doesn’t matter,” I hissed back.
“Oh, what would you know? You are a runaway, a coward, who chose to turn his back on his kingdom. You don’t know our rules and customs—you know nothing,” my father spat out. 
“I knew them when mother was here, and she would have never approved of your ways and your kingdom,” I replied calmly. 
I knew this would aggravate my father. He bellowed, “Do not speak of your mother!”
“It is over, Father. Abdicate the throne and live a peaceful life in exile,” I said, stopping close to the steps leading up to the seat. 
“Not in my life,” my father shouted and then pulled out his dagger and stabbed himself. Sepharia gasped loudly at his sudden gesture, and for a moment, it was the only sound that echoed in my ear. 
My father was dead, and I was the king. 
Poppy along with some others, quickly rushed to take the late king out. I slowly ascended the steps and sat on the Highchair of ancient magic. 
An unknown energy took hold of my body as I finally pulled back the shadows. I could feel them stronger and smoother. I had control over them like I never had before, making them a powerful weapon. 
“Sepharia, come here,” I called out to her, and she came.
I asked her to sit on the throne beside mine, the one that my mother used to sit in. She seemed confused but did not object. Once we had settled, I heard Poppy’s sound echoing through the chamber. 
“Long live King Rayland Hunterworth!” 
And my men bowed to me. 






  
  Epilogue

Sepharia


By the next morning, the news of Rayland’s ascension had spread far and wide. It was a new dawn for the kingdom as it was for us. 
I did not remember when I had fallen asleep during the night when Rayland’s men were feasting and celebrating their victory. However, when I woke up, I was in a soft bed with Rayland’s arm around me. 
I am in bed with the king of the kingdom, I thought as a shiver went down my spine. But all thoughts faded as soon as I felt his lips press against the side of my neck. 
“Rayland? Isn’t it too early in the morning?” I asked, craning my neck to the back. 
“It is never too early, my darling,” Rayland whispered as he got on top of me. 
With one swipe of the hand, the front of my dress lay open, exposing my heaving chest. I could see him devour me with just his eyes as he bent down and bit on my collarbone. 
I yelped. 
“Shush, someone will hear you, darling,” he teased me. 
“Rayland,” I moaned his name as I wrapped my leg around his torso, pulling him closer to me. 
“Aren’t you very eager today?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at me. 
“Don’t tease me,” I said as I bit my lip.
Without a word, he bent down and started kissing down my neck to the valley between my breasts while he cupped both of them with his hands. 
I gave into his touch and moaned loudly. He pressed harder. Then slowly, he took his mouth closer to my right nipple and licked it. 
I gasped, arching my back. 
“I need more,” he grunted as he pulled back and got rid of his clothes. For the first time, I saw him completely naked, and it took my breath away. Rayland Hunterworth was my mate. He was mine. 
With one sweep of his hand, he pulled the dress off me. I lay on the bed, completely naked before him. He took his time gazing at me up and down while I writhed in anticipation. 
He pulled my legs apart and gently rubbed me between my thighs, coating his fingers with my juices. I threw my head back and moaned. 
Pulling back, Rayland put his thick tip against me and slightly poked in. My body began to quiver as I grasped the bedsheet in my hands. 
“God! You are so wet,” he closed his eyes and slowly slid in, enjoying every second of it. He was too big, I realized again before he slid out and then slid in again. 
I moaned and gasped as he slowly began to increase his pace 
“Rayland.” My voice shook with pleasure.
“Don’t say my name like that,” he whispered, thumping inside me.
“Rayland,” I involuntarily moaned again. 
He drove right inside of me and started going back and forth at a dangerous speed. He moved closer to my face, pushing himself even deeper than before, cupping my left breast with one hand while the other held my face as he kissed me. 
We stayed in that position, completely lost in the addictive bliss of intimacy, until our juices were leaking out on the bed. And then, his strokes became harder and faster until I climaxed with a scream. 
He immediately lost control as well. Kissing me harder, he drove in one last time and left his mark on me. 
We both struggled to catch our breath, but Rayland did not let go of me, instead pulling me close to him so that I could lay on his chest. For a while, there was no sound, until it was time for breakfast. 
After cleaning ourselves up, we sat together to have our breakfast, and Rayland began to talk. 
“Sepharia, I know that all that has happened in the last few days has been quite unexpected and rushed. However, I still need to ask you this question that has not left my head once.”
“Yes?” I encouraged him to go on, though I grew concerned. 
“Will you marry me?” he asked, gazing deeply into my eyes. 
The question took me by surprise. Marriage had always felt like a distant, impossible dream—something for others, not for someone like me. But now, sitting here beside him, everything had changed.
“I’ve never thought much about marriage,” I admitted honestly. “My life was about survival. But with you… I think I want that. I want us.”
His smile blossomed like the first light of spring. “Then I will wait for the day you’re ready, my queen. When you say yes, I will be the happiest king alive.”
I squeezed his hand, feeling the steady strength of his love.
Later, left alone for a moment, I stepped out onto the balcony. The palace grounds stretched beneath me—vast and full of promise.
I breathed deeply, letting the fresh morning air fill me. The weight of the past was heavy, but the future felt lighter somehow—like a fresh canvas waiting for our colors.
A soft breeze brushed past, and I looked down at my hands, noticing how calm they felt. No sparks, no magic flaring uncontrollably—just peace.
I smiled. Whatever powers I held, whatever the future brought, I knew I would face it with Rayland by my side.
The kingdom was no longer ruled by fear or shadows. It was ours now—to build, to protect, and to fill with hope.
I turned back inside to find Rayland waiting, his eyes bright with the same quiet joy I felt.
We didn’t need words. Our hands met, fingers entwined, a silent vow passing between us.
Together, we would face whatever came next—stronger, united, and free.
For the first time in a long time, I believed in forever.






  
  

The end.
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