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      Starsfall was once sacred. Then, the gods abandoned it, and us, to the mercy of a man who had none.

      My father.

      The priests say it was necessary. That the gods were merciful. Clever. Brilliant. That they saved Starsfall and Larksbind from the curse of magic and stopped the war that had turned into a feast of fire and flesh. From the blight that made our rivers run red with the blood of youth and choked our skies with smoke from the pyres that never stopped burning.

      But it’s what men don’t say that tells the real story.

      They don’t speak of the way silence settled like ash after the gods turned away, or how my father stepped into that silence. How he shaped himself into the image of a savior, but there were always fractures in the mask—hairline cracks where his cruelty leaked through.

      They don’t say that binding the magic in Starsfall smothered the kingdom’s heartbeat, or that even the gods could not unmake it. For even they don’t hold that power. So the priests don’t tell tales of sorcery that is more than mere destruction. More than spells and storms and fire. That is power born from pain, woven into the land and its blood.

      They say the binding was a sacrifice.

      But it wasn’t made by them.

      It was mine.

      Made without my consent, breathed into me the moment I was born—for when the gods bound Starsfall’s magic, they bound me with it. Because the curse they feared wasn’t the land’s fury or a king’s wrath. It was his daughter’s.

      What lives in me is old and patient. Made of darkness and death. Power that remembers. Magic that seethes and rebels and waits. That doesn’t forget the sound of screaming. That seeks the light—that hunts for it through the small hours of the night—to destroy it.

      They say the gods locked Starsfall’s magic away in a contest whose rules are written in blood. That the Reaping is the cost of peace. A sacred rite. The priests whisper that the gods found a way to contain two monsters who might ruin the world. My father, with his craving for power and his eternal quest for more. His child, with her magic that could destroy all the gods had created. But what they really did was put a blade in my father’s hand and called it mercy.

      Each year, ten men from Larksbind enter the Reaping. Ten lives offered like prayer, like tribute. They hope to win my hand in battle, and with it, the magic bound inside my blood. If I marry a man from Larksbind, the power returns to them. Peace, they say. Balance. But if a man from Starsfall wins my heart and earns redemption through love, our kingdom’s magic stays with us.

      And that makes my father hungry. A man who would bleed the world dry to have magic on his side.

      The gods must have thought a balance had been found. That mortals would rise to meet the trials of combat or the heart. That someone would survive long enough to reach me, and that mortals would, somehow, learn compassion through suffering. Perhaps they even thought that my father’s hunger would burn itself out.

      But he is not the kind of man who fades with time. He is the kind that rots deeper.

      Over the years, he’s made certain no suitor survives the Reaping and none comes close to claiming me.

      He’s twisted the trials until they’re nothing but slaughter. Changed the rules, the terrain, the odds. Turned them into a show of blood and fear. The people cheer. The priests bless the carnage. No one remembers it was meant to be anything else.

      And each year, the outcome is the same.

      I remain unmarried.

      Unclaimed.

      And with every failed Reaping, my father comes closer to claiming what should never be his.

      Because long ago, he made another bargain. One hidden in the fine print of gods and law, a deal no one speaks of.

      If no man reaches me before my twenty-fifth name day, the magic bound in the Reaping reverts to him. Not to the kingdom. Not to the land. Not to me.

      Him.

      So he waits. And bleeds them all dry.

      Until only I remain. A crown with no court. A throne with no allies. A girl with no choices left but one.

      Or so they say.
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      There’s only one thing left to do.

      Run.

      I’ve served a sentence I never earned, locked in a palace I was never meant to survive. I won’t stay for another Reaping—won’t watch ten strangers die trying to win my hand like it’s a prize the gods tossed into a pit.

      Escape is the only path left. There’s no honor in this. No bravery. Just the raw, aching will to live. If I had more courage, maybe it would let me face what’s coming. But hope left me long ago and all that remains is the hollow where it used to be.

      Let the gods be angry. Let them come.

      I’m done being theirs.

      My only way is out. Cowardice is all that’s left. I’ve lived in the shadows of my father’s palace too long, enduring nights that coil black around their halls like a curse we never learned how to lift. Torches flicker in their sconces, burning brightly and pretending the darkness isn’t winning. Marble floors gleam beneath them, polished and proud, but I know the truth. These halls have held me long enough for the rot breathing through the stone to make my throat close off. The palace’s stench feeds on all the things we pretend aren’t there.

      Columns rise like false idols—ornate, gilded, triumphant—bearing witness to centuries of blood and silence. Even the paintings along the walls are liars, dripping with color and glory, depicting victories that were never clean. My gaze snags on them as I pass. They do not look back. None of them ever do.

      The shadows cover me as I creep with the caution of a creature used to being hunted. I’ve rehearsed every step, every pause, every breath. But when I slip past two guards slumped in drunken laughter, a new fear twists in my gut. Maybe it won’t be precision that saves me, but luck. Maybe it never was about being good. Maybe it was always about timing and prayers whispered to gods who stopped listening long ago.

      The palace watches. Its hunger gnaws at my back as I press myself into an alcove. The guards’ laughter grows louder, then fades as they wait for their relief. The shift will change soon, and for the briefest moment, the corridor will be mine—emptied of bodies, filled with only cold opulence and the sound of my own heartbeat.

      That’s when I’ll move.

      When I’ll run.

      A hidden passage lies just beyond the royal wing, a secret kept by a trusted few, by those my father says are loyal enough to know of the escape his family will take in times of war. Or rebellion. Tonight it’s both. My war. My rebellion. My father never thought I’d dare.

      But I have earned this escape.

      Earned it with silence. With obedience. With all the days I did not scream.

      I will survive this.

      More than that. I will escape this place—and never again endure captivity and its smothering protection.

      The bell tolls. The guards stir. A burst of movement as they peel themselves from the walls, muttering and swaying as they stumble toward the barracks. I imagine they’ll be thinking of wine. Of firelit celebrations. Of the feast the Reaping promises and maybe even the men from Larksbind who will die to appease the gods.

      They don’t see me.

      I’ll let them chase their hunger. Mine is older. Keener. Mine has fangs.

      I move—through the doorway like a shadow unmoored, into a stairwell that spirals downward into silence. My hand trembles as I ease the door closed behind me, careful not to let the wood betray me with a slam. One sound—too sharp, too loud—would be enough to shatter the silence and my safety. So I creep through the dark, my breath slow, my heart beating like it knows what’s coming.

      The stairs are uneven and ancient, half-carved into the stone like an afterthought. I descend them without doubt, each footfall an echo in my bones, before I break into a sprint at the courtyard, veering along the east wing where the manicured beds run beneath the palace windows. More gardens unfold ahead, their flowers all groomed and beautiful and drowning in moonlight. I tear through them, the scent of jasmine thick in the air, a cruel perfume meant to mask the stench of what festers beneath.

      Even now, even as I flee its grasp, the palace shadows cling, a reminder that freedom will never be mine. Not truly. Not while the cursed magic coils inside me, waiting.

      The grate to a supply tunnel eases back onto its hinges as a passing cloud erases my shadow. Left. Right. Clear. The cover settles on the cobbles, and I drop into the crawl, my hands and knees scraping in dust. Emerging onto the paved streets of Threnos, the capital’s air hits me like a blade. Cold. Damp. Free.

      I blink too long. I shouldn’t have stopped to stare. Starsfall’s capital is a jewel in the dark, its spires catching torchlight, its narrow alleys gleaming with secrets. But awe is a luxury for someone not being hunted.

      I run.

      My boots pound the stone. My cloak flies behind me, catching wind and trailing shadows. Streets blur around me. I cut into alleys toward the celebrations, praying my memory hasn’t failed me. Threnos’s veins wind and tangle, and I am a drop of blood trying not to clot.

      A swell of music rises ahead—lutes and laughter and drums echoing off stone. I push toward it, toward the central square where the Reaping crowds gather, their joy oblivious to the price behind it.

      The scent of roasting meat and spilled wine thickens. Voices slur in song. My pace slows, just enough for me to tug my hood lower and slip into the tide of bodies, letting their revelry swallow me whole.

      Dancers twirl in silks that shimmer with every spin. Men lift tankards in toasts to death and destiny. No one sees me—not really. They see another girl in velvet, flushed from drink or song or sin.

      I keep walking. Head low. Hood up. Heart pounding. I weave through the brightly colored cloaks, pretending to dance and sing along with travelers, drifting toward the bread ovens’ gate, the workmen’s entrance the city forgets.

      Let them think I’m just another reveler come to watch the gods play with lives.

      Let them believe I’m free.

      The guards at the gatehouse are distracted by the women clinging to them, each trying to secure a husband by sunrise. The girls ply their charms and flutter their lashes—and I seize my chance, slipping past them, and finally stepping outside the capital of Starsfall.

      My body begs to celebrate.

      To run and laugh.

      To breathe in the wild air of freedom.

      I do not give in. Instead, I make myself walk steadily toward the trees that border Threnos. Their trunks are only meters away. All that is left is for me to hold my nerve and slip past them.

      The wood swallows me whole and I sink into shadow. The glimmer from Threnos fades behind me, and the night presses close. Branches creak. Leaves whisper. The quiet should comfort me. It doesn’t. It wraps too tight, too still, like smoke around a dying flame. The shadows shift.

      My boots sink into moss. I take one more step⁠—

      A hand wraps around my throat and pain explodes through my side as I slam into a tree, hard enough to rattle bone. The guard doesn’t let go, not even when I kick out. His weight pins me against the bark like I belong there, and I take a moment to collect myself.

      There’s no screaming. Or begging.

      Just a girl saving her strength. Assessing his weaknesses.

      The air reeks of sweat and sour wine. He leans in, breathing hot and heavy against my cheek. I turn my head, but he laughs as his hands drift downwards, brushing my cloak aside. His fingers reach for my hips, where my coin bag should be.

      “What’ve we got here?”

      He rocks back on his heels.

      He acts like I’m cornered. Like I’m prey.

      The fool hasn’t recognized me. Hasn’t found the blade strapped to my other thigh. He doesn’t know I trained beneath Mallen, Commander of the Royal Guard, whose drills carved steel into my bones. Be swift. Be silent. Use your weight. Strike before mercy becomes a mistake.

      He’s too drunk to notice me move.

      Too slow to stop what’s coming.

      I twist. Drop. Strike.

      His body hits the bracken, and blood spills onto ground that has soaked up worse. The earth drinks it down, unconcerned.

      There’s no time to waste breath on guilt.

      But the noise will draw attention. It always does.

      And my father ensures Starsfall is full of men in borrowed armor who like the taste of fear. Thugs turned into legal knives with no leash. Men who are paid too little to feed their children, so find other ways to earn gold.

      I bolt deeper into the night, ducking under branches, racing into the darkness to widen the distance between us. The ground is slick, the underbrush dense. Twigs catch at my cloak and roots try to snag my ankles, but I’m small and quick. I dart around trunks and duck under limbs. Any guards who the commotion might attract will be larger—slower through the tight growth—but their strides are longer and they’ll plow through everything in their way.

      In a straight chase, they’d win. But Mallen taught me not to play fair.

      His training reverberates through every movement, through every turn and breath. He was ruthless. He taught me to fight, to endure, to survive. I’d have been caught already without him. He made me strong enough to escape.

      Strong enough to survive my father’s moods.

      And this, this is nothing compared to that.

      My chest aches, my legs burn, but I keep going.

      The terrain is rough, the forest thick, and the moonlight barely touches the path ahead. And then its silver lights a ridge ahead, and I know I’ll reach the clearing in a few more meters.

      My heart pounds.

      I’m going to make it.

      The clearing opens before me. My stomach clenches.

      It’s quiet. Too quiet.

      The horses are tied, just where they should be. But the air is wrong. Still. Expectant.

      Anya should be here. My maid. My almost friend. We weren’t close. Not really. Anya was too kind, too soft, and I could never trust her enough to hold her closer than I absolutely needed to. We shared small secrets in the dark sometimes—two girls caught in a gilded cage—but there were walls between us. She served me. Obeyed me. Feared me a little. And I never told her no. She should be waiting—smiling, laughing, eager to know the joy of freedom.

      But there’s only the sound of hooves shifting and leaves whispering.

      My fingers drop to my blade as I creep forward, every sense screaming. The horses are uneasy, snorting, stamping the damp earth. I start forward, ready to calm them, but something stops me.

      Something primal.

      This is too easy, too exposed.

      Too wrong.

      A trap.

      I spin, narrowly avoiding the sword thrust at my neck. My blade catches moonlight as I draw it and drop low, throwing up an arm to deflect. My body pivots instinctively, moving just as I was taught. Mallen drilled these moves into my bones.

      Strike. Balance. Move.

      It’s almost like dancing—if dancing demanded both blood and surrender.

      A man steps from shadow, cloaked and hooded, a soldier’s stillness in his stance and mail glinting at his wrist. My dagger flashes, clashing against a sword. He’s fast. Too fast. He parries every blow with ease.

      I grit my teeth and strike again. He dodges, shifting his weight, his blade moving like water. It gleams under the moonlight, and he forces me back. He advances in silence, methodical, relentless. I duck a wide slash and counter low, feinting right and spinning left. My blade catches the edge of his sleeve—just cloth, no flesh.

      He grunts, annoyed now. I press my advantage. A quick jab. A pivot. He blocks, but I can see he’s testing me, not fighting to win.

      And gods, that angers me.

      I lunge again, this time not pulling back. My dagger arcs for his side. He twists, faster than thought, and the clash of metal rings loud enough to wake the trees. His blade turns mine aside and traps it. One flick of his wrist and my weapon is ripped from my hand, sent spinning into the grass.

      I twist and drive my fist into his ribs. Hard.

      Steel kisses my neck. Just enough to make me stop. To hold me. Not enough to harm. We stand, both breathing hard. My gaze fixes on roped and scarred forearms, their cadence too familiar to deny. And I know those sword strokes. I’ve spent my life parrying them.

      “Princess,” he growls.

      I sigh, shoulders slumping. “Mallen.”

      The Commander of the Royal Guards stands before me, amused. Taller than me by more than a head, all sharp angles and disciplined lines, in road-dark leathers and mail. Dark hair pushed back, jaw rough with stubble, a faint bruise shadowing his cheekbone. Starsfall green marks his shoulder and catches the light when he shifts. His eyes stay steady and measuring while his mouth tips into a small smirk. It is the look of a man who has caught me misbehaving again, and I loathe it. That look. The one that reminds me how much more experienced he is than me, even though he’s only a few years older.

      “You can sit and we can talk, Azhara. Or I can carry you back over my shoulder and let your father decide what’s reasonable.”

      Flashes light up my vision, and I lock my eyes on his. His don’t blink. Don’t blur. Don’t even flicker. I know better than to test him.

      He’s always protected me. But he’s never been afraid to teach me a lesson, either.

      And he’s never hesitated to spill blood.

      “Fine,” I grit.

      He nods, stepping back without hesitation, and gestures toward a fallen tree. I move slowly, keeping my eyes on him as he sheathes his sword—not with arrogance, but with the casual confidence of someone who knows he doesn’t need it.

      “You could’ve let me go.”

      He waits until I’m seated before joining me, his tone even. “You brought this on yourself. I’ve spent the evening killing to keep you safe.”

      Of course he did. Death follows me as it burns through my veins. It coils behind every step I take, lingers in my shadow, staining everything I touch. Even locked away, even sealed by the gods themselves, the magic inside me hungers. And people die. Whether I will it or not.

      “Where’s Anya?” I ask as I sit.

      Mallen doesn’t answer.

      “Where is she?”

      “Taken care of, Princess,” Mallen says.

      My breath hitches. Those words could mean anything from banishment to execution.

      “What have you done?” I ask.

      He exhales slowly, the way he does when calculating risk.

      “I didn’t lay a hand on her. I would have captured her, but a group of thieves got to her first. I assume they were targeting the celebrations—looking for coin, distraction, chaos. I made sure they won’t bother anyone again. Let’s hope it won’t take any more sacrifices to keep you safe.”

      Maybe things are better this way. Maybe the gods were right to bind me. Because even shackled, my magic leaves bodies in its wake. And I don’t flinch. Not like I should. Not like Anya would have. Her death doesn’t hollow me out. It just confirms what I’ve always suspected: I was born wrong. A weapon pretending to be a girl.

      His logic is always convenient. Cold. Effective. He’s a blade honed for strategy, not sentiment—it’s why my father made him Commander so young. He doesn’t hesitate. He never does. And that’s what terrifies me most—that somewhere in me, I’m glad he didn’t.

      But something about this feels...off?

      “Why?” I press.

      A flicker crosses his face—not quite regret, but something less carved in steel.

      “Because it matters to you,” he says simply.

      His body shifts, muscles relaxing, and he leans just enough for his shoulder to brush mine. It’s nothing like his presence during training—there’s no force behind it, only weight and warmth. But it unsettles me more than his judgment ever has. I start to shake. He notices.

      Without comment, he places his hand gently over mine, steadying it on my thigh.

      “Azhara,” he says quietly. “Why did you run?”

      Those green eyes—they’ve always been sharp, unyielding, the kind that makes men fall silent in his presence. But now they’re unreadable in a different way. Still intense. Still dangerous. But no longer aimed like a weapon. More like a question.

      “I can’t bear another Reaping,” I whisper. “They’re going to die. Again. It’s cruel. It’s pointless. I don’t know how else to end it.”

      He doesn’t speak right away. When he does, his voice is steady, not unkind.

      “It’s ten men a year. Men with no ties to Starsfall. It keeps Larksbind in check, and the rest of us safe. Peace comes with a cost.”

      I shake my head against him. Against the firm, solid frame I’ve leaned on too many times to count.

      “I don’t want it. I don’t want to be the prize two countries fight over.”

      His chest rises with a quiet laugh. It’s low and dry, more breath than sound. His arms wrap around me slowly, like they have all the times I’ve needed his calm before. Like he’s offering something instead of taking it. And I don’t know what it is. Comfort, perhaps. Or loyalty. Or something far more dangerous.

      “Your father doesn’t need you to control Larksbind,” he murmurs. “And you won’t be marrying anyone who isn’t worthy.”

      I pull back, just enough to see his face. I’m confused. He’s always respected the tributes, more than anyone in the palace. Yet here he is, dismissing them with uncharacteristic ease. He even narrows his eyes as he looks down at me and his lips part, his mouth curving down like he’s trying to swallow the words he knows he shouldn’t say.

      “If the Reaping doesn’t kill them, I will,” he says. “I won’t let you be forced into an arrangement you despise.”

      Relief washes through me. The emotion doesn’t make sense because Mallen has always kept me safe, but it steadies the heat rising through me. Or maybe it makes it worse. And now he’s brushing another loose strand of hair from my cheek and tucking it behind my ear with an unexpectedly gentle touch.

      “Will you stop it?” I ask softly. “For me?”

      His gaze meets mine, and there’s something in his eyes I’ve never seen before. It’s too potent to ignore, but I don’t know how to name it. It isn’t disappointment. It isn’t envy or anger. And it isn’t hunger. It’s more resolute. Fiercer. Like Mallen’s just been handed the reason he’s been searching for.

      Waiting for.

      Like he’s falling apart and holding on and he doesn’t know which will prevail.

      “That depends,” he says, his voice low and sure, without threat. “On what it is that you choose to do next.”
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      He lowers his head, and for a moment, I can’t read him. My breath burns, caught in my chest.

      There’s a quiet fierceness in the way he looks at me—unflinching, unguarded. I don’t understand it. I don’t know what he’s asking. After all these years, I should. But my thoughts have scattered like leaves in a storm, and my heart beats so loudly I swear he must hear it. My pulse flurries fast enough that my body turns light and all I can think about is how breathless I am.

      I press my lips together⁠—

      And then he kisses me.

      It’s not sweet. Not slow. One hand anchors me while the other cradles the back of my head as Mallen grips my hair as though their strands might slip through his fingers. His mouth moves over mine and I’m startled. It’s everything, but I don’t know what I’m doing. Gods, I don’t even know how to breathe.

      My lips part out of instinct, not certainty, and I mimic him—clumsy, breathless, burning.

      This isn’t how I imagined my first kiss.

      I imagined warmth. Certainty. A sense of readiness. Too many times I’d half-dreamed it would be Mallen, but now I’m swept away in him. By him. I’ve stepped off the edge of a sheer cliff face and I haven’t figured out if I’m falling or flying.

      His teeth graze my bottom lip and I flinch. His tongue brushes mine and I taste him—smoke and winter spice and something I can’t name. Something older. Something born before fire had a name. He is too much. Too close. And I can’t keep up.

      He pulls back slowly, like he’s loath to end it. His forehead rests against mine and for too many racing heartbeats, neither of us moves. I don’t want him to move.

      I am shaking. Not from fear. Not from cold.

      His voice is soft as he whispers, “Azhara. Have me instead.”

      My mouth falls open. My arms and legs seem heavy, barely responding. The world sounds muffled. His words don’t make sense at first. They ring like a bell that hasn’t finished echoing.

      My breath catches. Mallen—protector, shadow, constant. He’s never touched me like this before, never hinted.

      “I…” My words tangle.

      I didn’t see this coming.

      Not from him. Not like this. Not now.

      He tenses, bracing. My hesitation is a storm he’s already preparing for.

      Mallen’s expression falters. “I’ve wanted you for years,” he says. “I’ve stood at your side, kept guard when you slept, and learned the shape of your silences and the weight of your courage. You’ve never been a duty. Just a choice I made a thousand times over. But if this isn’t what you want—say so.”

      His arms don’t tighten, but they hold firm while his gaze rakes over me like he’s searching for a sign. For some proof I won’t vanish. I’m not sure I’m built for this kind of tenderness, and one more breath from him might scatter me like dust. I’ve stepped into a moment too delicate to survive, and Mallen just stares at me, like he’s waiting for just one word from me and he’ll give me the world and all the stars.

      I am small and trembling and unmoored.

      And still—I don’t want to run.

      Because just like that, the world tilted. I could say no. I could walk away.

      I could stay.

      Or keep falling and let him catch me.

      I reach for him, desperate for an anchor. His tunic bunches between my fingers and I’m half-tempted to cling to it. But my mind is pulling me in every direction. Duty. Magic. The Reaping. The man from Larksbind I’m meant to marry when they win. The peace that union would promise. The kingdom I’m meant to protect.

      All of it feels brittle now. Distant. Like a future meant for someone else.

      “We can’t,” I whisper.

      He lifts my chin, carefully—never demanding, only asking. My eyes meet his and I see the ache he’s been carrying. The devotion he’s hidden behind distance. He’s only four years older than me, but that’s not what sets him apart. It’s the grief in him. The depth of his restraint. He never speaks of the wound; he only keeps watch over what it made of him.

      “Why not?” he asks. “You can choose a man from Starsfall.”

      “It would mean war,” I breathe.

      He gives a small, rueful smile. “Wars have been fought for less, Azhara. I’ve killed for you before. And I would burn a thousand kingdoms if they tried to take you from me.”

      I swallow hard. There’s no fire in his voice. No posturing. Just quiet certainty. It chills me more than if he’d shouted.

      My gaze traces the sharp lines of his face—the scars, the strength. The dark hair that makes him seem more menacing than he is, and the emerald eyes that pierce my thoughts. The way he moves like he was forged to endure and overcome. He’s beautiful in a way that almost frightens me. Lethal in the way he holds it all back.

      He’s been my antagonist, my protector, my shadow, and my shield. I never thought he could be anything more. Never thought he’d want anything more. But now that possibility hangs in the air between us like lightning waiting to strike, like snowdrops daring to rise from the frozen earth.

      “Why tell me now?”

      “You ran. I thought I had more time. I didn’t realize how close I was to losing you.”

      “You don’t love me,” I say, because I need to hear it.

      His brows knit, a crease of disbelief drawing across his forehead. “You truly haven’t seen it?”

      I glance away. “You’ve mocked me more often than I can remember. You hate the parades and formal receptions where you’re forced to smile at my side. And let’s not forget all the times you told me I wasn’t strong enough. That I was soft.”

      “You were,” he says, not unkindly. “I needed you to survive.”

      A breath leaves me.

      His hand curls around my fingers. It dwarfs my hand, as his frame dwarfs mine. “I pushed you to make you harder. Stronger. Not to break you. Because I wanted you to endure.”

      I don’t know what to say. I’m left sorting through memories that seem different now that he’s told me this truth. And gods, I believe him. Because Mallen never acts without a reason. Now, what was cold and calculated has also become an act of devotion, and all those mornings he made me spar in frostbitten dawns take on an entirely different meaning.

      “I didn’t know,” I murmur.

      He leans in, presses his lips to my cheek with aching reverence. His fingers thread through my hair and a quiet sound escapes me. A whimper. Gods, it’s small and helpless.

      “You deserve to feel,” he says. “More than duty. More than fear. I’ve never used or held your wants or wishes against you. I would die before I let anyone else try.”

      I try to turn away again, but he doesn’t let me. Not with force. Just the press of his gaze. Just the steady warmth of his hand on the small of my back.

      “Azhara. You must have known. The way I watched you. The way I never stopped watching.”

      I shake my head, too overwhelmed to speak.

      And then he says it again, quieter than before. “Do you care for me?”

      The words root me in place. His voice is low, and dark with a different kind of danger—the danger of being seen. Of being known.

      Every path is a risk. Every decision comes with consequence.

      And in a life of never having choices, I don’t know how to handle having one.

      “I don’t know if I’m allowed,” I say. “I’m supposed to marry someone from Larksbind. I don’t know if I’m brave enough to want what will hurt this many people.”

      “You are,” he says, without hesitation. “You know you can choose.”

      I wish I knew which one he meant.

      My throat tightens. “You serve my father.”

      “I serve you,” he answers, leaving no room for argument. Or doubt. “Always you. Only you.”

      He kisses me again—not hard, not wild. Just slow. And devastating.

      And I let myself fall.

      “Was that better?” he rasps as he breaks the kiss, and the words scrape over me like a knife sheathed in silk.

      Mallen takes my chin, fingers firm but reverent, guiding my face back to his. He smiles like a man with the sun in his hands, like this moment is everything he’s ever wanted. His gaze drinks me in slowly, possessively, savoring the effect he has on me.

      There’s no need to rush when you own the hourglass.

      “You’re serious?” I whisper. “What about my magic? We can’t. It’s too dangerous to release. Even the gods⁠—”

      He inclines his head, not in challenge but acknowledgment. Calm. Grounded. His gaze holds a storm, but it’s not fury I sense. I cannot name this emotion, only feel it, like a thunderstorm running along the edges of my skin.

      “The only force that could turn me from this path,” he says, voice low and deliberate, “is you. Am I without hope?”

      I shake my head, wordless.

      His eyes search mine, fierce and vulnerable. As if he’s bracing for impact and hoping, quietly, that I’ll spare him.

      “You’re in every breath I take,” he says. “You’re not a need, Azhara. You’re not even a want. You’re a truth. A foundation I build my soul around.” His voice softens. “I only hope I haven’t failed in showing you.”

      His fingers graze my sternum, featherlight. A question, not a claim.

      “I see no proof your magic is any more dangerous than your father’s,” he continues. “And if it truly is, I will face it. I don’t think your magic is wicked. I think it simply is. And I would far rather bear the consequences of having you than I would have you bear any man, any army, or any fate that tries to cage you.”

      I blink up at him, speechless.

      “I wasn’t expecting this,” I whisper.

      “You expected to run,” he says, almost playful. “You still can try, but we both know your father won’t let you get very far. And if you stay, I won’t trap you. I’ll walk beside you, step for step, as long as you’ll have me. Until you decide otherwise.”

      I believe him.

      Not just because of his words. Because of the way he waits. The way he gives me time to decide. The way he needs me to know it’s still my choice.

      “Let me earn a future with you,” he says. “I can’t stop the Reaping this year—but I promise you, next year, there will be none. Let me show you what you can have. Let me prove myself. Let yourself feel.”

      And this is what I want.

      It isn’t perfect, but Mallen isn’t asking for that.

      He’s asking for a chance. He’s asking for me to listen to the part of me that still dreams, even after everything. The part that wants more than duty or survival. The part that wants him.

      I nod.

      He exhales a breath like it hurt him to hold onto it, and smiles. The kiss he gives me next is not to conquer—it’s to remember. Gentle at first and then more. Enough to make me believe I’m standing on the edge of oblivion, and all I know is the possibility of him. His fingertips press into me as if he’s been desperate for this and only now dares to take what he wants. And gods, I want this too.

      “No others,” he says, and there’s an edge to it. Jealousy. “I won’t stand in your way if you don’t want me, but I won’t watch as you let someone else win your heart.”

      I nod again, more slowly. It’s a truth—or promise—we both share, even if we don’t yet have the shape of it.

      “I don’t want to go back,” I whisper, my voice barely more than ash.

      He tilts his head, that wolfish pity softening his fierce eyes.

      “Starsfall is your home. Threnos’s walls and the palace keep you safe. Now is not the time to challenge your father.”

      I hate that he’s right. Hate it with the kind of bone-deep fury that feels like grief. Because I want to fight back or run until the sky splits open and something changes—but there’s nowhere left to go. Not really. My father is always ten steps ahead, and this time, I’m too tired to pretend I can outpace him. The truth tastes like rust and ruin, and I swallow it down like a blade.

      Mallen’s gaze is soft again, almost fragile. Almost tender. It disorients me. Mallen commands through fire and steel but he’s softening, and the brush of his thumb beneath my eye nearly undoes me. It destroys me more than any cruel word ever could.

      “What will you tell him?” I ask.

      “The best lies lean on truth. I’ll tell your father that Anya colluded with Moonsrise to kidnap you—and that I found and returned you. The bodies fit the story. It’ll be enough to stop another war.”

      Moonsrise has been pressing our shores for months. Raids in the north, ships sighted off estuaries, envoys with smiles too sharp to be peace. It won’t escape my father that this tale makes Mallen the hero. But maybe that’s what Starsfall needs. A hero who isn’t hungry for power but fights to protect it. Perhaps that’s what I need too.

      Mallen’s hand lingers as he helps me to my feet, and I realize it’s because I won’t let it go. We mount our horses in silence, and I catch myself wishing I could stay here. With him. But wishes do not come true in Starsfall, and so we ride back to Threnos. To my father’s palace.

      And for once, I know I won’t be alone.

      At the main road, he guides my gelding beside his, keeping pace with me without taking control. We ride in silence until the gatehouse looms, and then he nods once and says, “Lower your hood.”

      I obey.

      My hood falls, and our hoofbeats carry into the press of bodies. A few faces turn, then more, a hush widening like a ring on water. Laughter thins. The fiddles lose their measure as recognition takes hold. Gasps ripple through the crowd as faces turn toward us. Mallen rides with his back straight, his hand brushing my leg only to steady me. To anyone watching, the Commander of the Royal Guard is delivering a princess home. They wouldn’t guess that he touches me with both possession and wordless worry.

      The palace rises like a dream ahead—torchlit, golden, far too beautiful for the ache it hides. Its walls are perfection. Its doors are locked from within.

      A gilded cage.

      My throat tightens. I’ve never felt more trapped.

      “You’re safe now,” Mallen says, just loud enough for the guards to hear.

      The irony is sharp enough to draw blood. He’s playing his part, while I play mine, letting tears fall. They think I’m crying from relief. They don’t understand I’m mourning.

      “Let’s get you home,” he murmurs. Then he slaps my horse’s flank, and it surges forward. I don’t have time to protest.

      We gallop through the torch-lit streets, past shuttered stalls and lantern smoke, through the palace gates, up the marble steps. Sentries snap to attention. Stableboys scatter. We take the marble steps at a climb. Mallen dismounts first. He doesn’t ask if I want help. Instead, he lifts me from the saddle like I’m fragile and precious, not because I’m weak, but because he’s careful.

      I let him and bury my face in his neck to hide from any gawking nobles. Courtiers have spilled from the east gallery, drawn by the clatter and the feast still roaring in the royal wing. Silk and jewels crowd the balustrades, eyes bright with news. Mallen doesn’t care. He sets me on my feet and keeps a hand at my back as he takes me in through the colonnade, along the north passage, past guard posts and tapestries and the map room, cutting straight to my father’s rooms.

      Inside the royal chambers, my father stands from his chaise. His expression twists in offense, not concern, as we interrupt his dinner with the high-ranking lords.

      “My King,” Mallen says with a bow.

      “My daughter appears to be a burden.”

      “The princess was nearly taken tonight,” Mallen replies evenly.

      I gaze at the murals and friezes adorning the royal chambers, letting my thoughts drift to the myths they depict. The stories of heroes and villains, of monsters and men, and of great battles and romances that tore the world apart. At the men who were worthy of Starsfall’s greatest honor, who were brave enough that the crown bent for them, offering not just gratitude, but reverence. A gift my father has never learned to give.

      He paces, presumably thinking of treaties, borders, and optics. Mallen receives no thanks as my father pours wine, his silence a verdict. His thoughts are not on me. They never are. I’ve lived here too long to foster such foolish delusions.

      “Is she intact?” he asks finally.

      “Unharmed, Your Highness.”

      It’s a clinical term. A transactional concern that ought to make me flinch. Instead, it leaves me feeling nothing. That’s what I am to my father. A commodity. A prize to be claimed. A bauble to dangle in front of kingdoms like Moonsrise and Mistsong and even Rivenmere.

      The nobles fidget and I wonder if they’re surprised by his callousness. I don’t move. Let them see the truth. Let them know I’m not the adored daughter he makes me pretend to be.

      “Azhara’s had enough for one night,” Mallen says quietly. “She could use rest.”

      My father blinks and then recovers, plastering on a smile. “Of course. You’ve had quite the ordeal. Come, dear girl—anything you need, just say the word.”

      He takes my hands like this is a fatherly gesture. We both know it’s theater. I play along before excusing myself. As I slip away, my father and Mallen remain to speak—behind closed doors, where politics matter more than people.

      I’m gone before the men notice I’ve stopped listening.

      Before I can ruin my father’s reputation, like I almost did the moment I was born. When the magic flared in me like a star exploding—blinding, beautiful, fatal. The gods bound it before it could destroy both the kingdom and its queen. But the ash of what burned stayed inside me, and its shadow never left. And neither did the bodies.
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      The palace guards escorting me to my rooms are as silent as specters, but I hear their relief when the door shuts behind me. They didn’t speak a word the entire walk. They didn’t need to. No one wants to witness a princess fall apart.

      I don’t cry. Not yet. I bite it back like poison on my tongue. I’m still swallowing it down when the servant girl enters—new, young, her voice trembling. It’s the sound of her that shatters me. The way her auburn hair cascades over her shoulders.

      She isn’t Anya. She’ll never be Anya.

      And Anya is dead.

      My heart claws for denial, insisting it’s a mistake. But my head knows better. Starsfall is not a place that lets weakness survive, and Anya was never meant for this life. She was too naïve. Too easily manipulated. And I made her a target just by being close to her. My grief isn’t clean—it curdles into guilt, bitter and thick, because she died for me. Because I was careless. And I should have known better.

      Because my magic brings death, even when it is caged.

      The girl introduces herself. Her name escapes me. She smiles as she offers a kind word; I return a glare so sharp it could draw blood. She stammers something about a bath and flees and I barely notice her go.

      The magic inside me is rising again—hot and cold at once, pressing against my ribs. It ought to be dormant but it isn’t. It’s a darkness that doesn’t belong here. It never did, because it came from somewhere far darker than even the depths of my father’s ambitions.

      My fingers trace the carvings on the table edge as I lean toward the ornate mirror and stare at the girl looking back at me. She’s tired. So very tired. Her cheeks are hollowed, mouth pinched, as if every word she’s swallowed has left a scar. There’s a tremble in her hands she can’t disguise, and her hazel eyes—once sharp, once shining—are now rimmed with exhaustion, dulled like glass buried too long in sand.

      And somehow, I’m touching my lips. Absent. Thoughtless. Remembering the way his mouth met mine—how soft it was, and how hard it turned when I didn’t pull away. The heat. The shock. The terrifying sweetness of being wanted.

      Or maybe I kissed him. I can’t remember quite how every kiss with him happened. Only that some of it was gentle. Some of it was not.

      It was a reckoning. It was a mess.

      A knock comes, followed by the servant’s timid voice. “Your bath, Princess.”

      She leads me through the torchlit halls, chattering about herbs and salts and how everything’s been drawn fresh for me. The guards flank us without comment. It is only three turns and one stair from my rooms, a short way that feels longer tonight. The unease sits too heavy for the simple ritual of a bath in the royal pools, and I know that even the warm waters of the royal pools cannot wash away the ruin of me.

      We reach the bathhouse and the guards take their stations outside. Jailors, not protectors. Inside, the water steams like fog over glass. The scent of lavender and bitterwood curls through the air, earthy and calming. Light flickers across marble and shadow. The space is beautiful—ancient, serene, intimate—but I know none of its peace.

      The servant girl helps me undress, her hands trembling. I lift my chin and unclasp the cloak myself, draping it over her arms. “I’ll manage from here.”

      She opens her mouth, uncertain.

      “Go,” I say, gentler. “I need to be alone.”

      I keep the distance on purpose. Father plants eyes everywhere, and kindness can be mistaken for trust.

      She bows and hesitates. “As you wish, Princess.”

      But she doesn’t make it to the door before a low, unmistakable voice speaks. “I’ll stay.”

      I turn—slowly—and there he is, framed in the archway like some carved sentinel from legend. Sword at his hip, and the night caught in the hollows of his face.

      Mallen.

      For a moment, I don’t speak. The torches hiss. The steam curls between us.

      “I didn’t summon you.”

      He steps forward, his expression unreadable. “Your father insisted someone guard you after the attack from Moonsrise. I wasn’t about to entrust that to the palace watch.” He glances over his shoulder at the servant still frozen behind him. “Leave us.”

      Her gaze darts between us, unsure. But this time, she obeys.

      Now it’s only us.

      Mallen closes the door behind her and remains there, upright and distant, as if chained by his own restraint. His presence pulls at me like gravity, though he keeps his distance as if one more step might shatter his control.

      “He’s insisting someone is with you at all times.” He lets the latch click, the sound small in the steaming room. “Your father wants you watched carefully. Too closely for your liking.”

      “Mallen—”

      “I won’t look,” he says, softly. “Not unless you want me to.”

      Only now do I realize how much my ribs ache. How much I needed to exhale. And how much I want to play with fire.

      “You think I’m in danger?” I ask.

      “Always.”

      “From you?”

      His gaze lifts to meet mine, and his eyes are far too bright in the darkness. They glint, as if there’s something wild beneath their emerald color. “If you choose it.”

      It’s a cruel thing, the way my stomach flips at his voice. The way warmth pools where it shouldn’t. Mallen is a man who’s torn men’s lives away. A king’s blade in daylight, and a patient knife in the dark. But he’s also the man who pressed me against him and kissed me like it might be the last thing he ever did.

      And still.

      Still, I want to know how much this means.

      “I don’t want a guard.”

      He doesn’t move. “So bathe. I’ll watch the wall instead.”

      My fingers play with the laces of my tunic as I hesitate. I’ve undressed before him a dozen times before. But it was never like this. Not with this weight between us. Not with the memory of his mouth still lingering on mine.

      I turn slightly, keeping my back to him. My voice is steady now, clipped and cool. “You may stay. But if you look, I’ll know.”

      There’s the faintest sound—perhaps a breath, perhaps a laugh—but he says nothing.

      I want to turn. More than anything I’ve ever known. He’s only standing a few paces behind me, silent as a shadow, so I pretend the heat in my face is from the steam curling over the bath. This should be like any other evening. Routine. Unremarkable.

      I step out of my sandals and trousers, curling my toes at the edge of the pool.

      Think of the steps. Just the steps. Not the man behind you. Not the way my breath tangles in my chest. Just water. Just normal. Not the way I’m pulling at the knots in my hair as I let it fall over my shoulders like armor I never asked for.

      When I finally glance back, Mallen’s gaze is fixed on the torchlit stone—staring at the shimmer where the light hits the wall, as if the answer to every unspoken thought might rise from its surface if he watches long enough.

      The water welcomes me, warm and calm. I pause at the waist, hands drifting to the tie at my hip, the last barrier between this strange new self and the man who’s trying not to watch. I freeze, the water lapping softly at my hips. The tension pulling at me is like a drawn bowstring. Taut. Dangerous. A game I shouldn’t be playing, but that makes it more exciting.

      I take another step deeper into the heat.

      And then I hear something else—his breath catching. Uneven.

      A slow smile tugs at my lips. If this is what it feels like to be wanted, truly wanted, then I understand why people hunger for it. Why they chase it through fire. Why they surrender to its flames, offering their hearts as kindling.

      I draw the knot loose and let the fabric slip from my shoulders. I turn to see it half-floating, half-submerged behind me. Entirely forgotten.

      Mallen doesn’t move. His chest rises and falls, heaving and controlled, like a man fighting a battle he refuses to lose. His hand curls at his sides, white-knuckled. His muscles tense, as if restraint hurts him.

      “Maybe you should turn around,” I mumble.

      The water swallows me as I glide deeper and I close my eyes as heat seeps into my aching muscles. A moan slips from my lips. Not performative—just real. Honest. My fingers rub along my shoulder and neck, chasing away the tension, and for a heartbeat, I forget everything.

      When I open my eyes again, he’s gone.

      Panic flutters in my throat. I’m alone, and Mallen said he wouldn’t leave. Only now do I understand how much I need him. I turn, scanning the mist, and I’m disorientated when I find him standing at the edge of the pool—close now. Watching. Silent.

      I inhale too sharply.

      “Princess,” he says.

      “Mallen.”

      His arms fold across his chest, but not lazily, as though he’s bracing against a storm only he’s caught in. The motion makes his form more severe. Regal. Warrior-like. As if he’s holding himself together through sheer force of will. There’s nothing flirtatious in it. But his eyes—those piercing green eyes that trace the shape of me like a map he’s memorized and can’t stop revisiting—devour every inch of me with a reverence that makes me ache.

      And this game—gods, this game—is a wicked kind of worship, a sacred tension drawn between us like a blade held at the throat of control.

      “I told you. There’s no escaping me.”

      His voice is rough, but the arrogance is tempered now, quieter. A truth, not a threat.

      There’s a difference between being looked at and being seen. And Mallen sees too much.

      I square my shoulders and lift my chin, unwilling to flinch beneath the intensity of it. The corners of my lips curl into a grin I cannot hide as my fingers trace my collarbone. Mallen sees that too, and I realize he’s also waiting. Not to win, but for me to want to play. This is invitation, not conquest. A challenge extended, not forced.

      “A sponge,” I say, extending a hand. “Unless you’d rather I ask one of your soldiers for help.”

      His lips press together. “We both know I’d kill them first.”

      There’s no jest in his voice. But it’s not possessive in the way that once made me hesitate. It’s deeper than that. Protective. Instinctive.

      He strides to a nearby table and returns with a sponge and a vial of oil. Instead of tossing them in, he crouches at the pool’s edge and crooks his finger.

      “Come here.”

      “I can wash myself.”

      “You can,” he agrees. “But you don’t want to.”

      He’s right, and he knows it. I glare at him anyway.

      I swim closer, slower than necessary, just to see the flicker of frustration in his jaw. He’s still Mallen, after all. Still used to obedience. But he waits. His weight shifts a little, but he doesn’t move. His shoulders tighten as his breathing quickens, and my heart races, desperately trying to keep pace with itself.

      I duck under the surface and emerge just in front of him, water streaming down my face. When I wipe it away, his gaze rests on my lips. There’s nothing soft in his eyes now—only heat and want and flame.

      “A kiss,” he says quietly, “for a sponge. Seems fair.”

      “You said you wanted to talk.”

      “I do. But you need this more. I need this more.”

      His voice dips, roughened at the edges, like it’s been dragged over gravel. Not just with want—though that simmers in his gaze—but with something rawer. His eyes search mine, not demanding, but uncertain. Like he’s offering something without knowing if I’ll take it. Like he’s asking for more than a kiss and doesn’t know how to name it.

      I hesitate.

      “You don’t want to?” he asks. But his tone is different this time—gentler, without demand. He watches me closely.

      The game has changed. This is rawer. Harsher. Truer.

      “It wasn’t…” I glance away, humiliated. “Our kiss was…confusing.”

      He doesn’t push. He waits.

      That makes this worse. Harder.

      “I’ve never…” My voice dies in the steam. “I didn’t know what I was supposed to feel. Or do. And I did…feel something…and it was a lot, for a first kiss.”

      His brows lift, barely. Surprise flickers across his features and then something like regret.

      “You’ve never⁠—?”

      I shake my head.

      “Not even those smug little heirs who linger around the palace like vultures?”

      “They saw a throne. Never me.”

      A shadow passes through his gaze. A growl coils beneath his breath. But he reins it in.

      “I would have done it differently,” he says after a pause. “If I’d known.”

      He reaches out, slowly, and I let him touch my cheek. His hand is warm and steady.

      “I would have kissed you like this.”

      His fingers slide into my hair, cradling the back of my head. He doesn’t pull me in—waits, close enough to breathe me in, his forehead nearly resting against mine. My heartbeat stutters. He could take. But he doesn’t.

      So I lean up and he meets me halfway.

      His lips brush against mine, light as air, and I shiver. This time, I catch it. The soft press, the spark, the slow drag of his mouth as he moves in rhythm with mine. It’s not urgent or overwhelming. It’s like a dream I’m only now remembering, and when I open to him, trembling and willing, his tongue finds mine with aching gentleness, coaxing rather than claiming.

      He finally draws back, and I can’t breathe.

      “Better?” he asks.

      I nod, stunned. And then I lean in again, bolder now. This time, I kiss him.

      I’m left panting. Wanting more. Needing more.

      “Did I overwhelm you earlier?” Mallen asks.

      I don’t answer. I let the water swallow half my face instead, my gaze pinned to his, unblinking. He watches too closely. Too carefully. There’s a hunger in his emerald eyes—not just desire, but the more dangerous kind. Possession masked as patience.

      He smiles, slow and deliberate. “You’re not used to being seen, are you?”

      Heat creeps up my neck and over my cheek.

      “Did you think I didn’t see you, Princess?”

      I’ve trained beside Mallen for years, fought against his blade, endured his bruises and taunts. I know the cut of his jaw and the swell of his muscle—not because I admired it, but because I learned how to break past it. Even so, he seems broader than I remembered now the candlelight catches on the breadth of his shoulders. Dark hair damp at his temples, a curl loosening in the steam. His gaze holds mine, steady, as if he has been practicing restraint his whole life. And now, under the flicker of the flame and the veil of steam, the lines blur. I can’t tell if I’m watching him—or if I’ve been seen too clearly, and it’s already too late to look away.

      When I splash him, testing the weight of this new imbalance, he doesn’t flinch. He just laughs. But it’s not joy—it’s calculation. A warning disguised as play. It says he will not be bait. If I want more, I will have to ask.

      “Need help with your hair?” he asks, too casually.

      What he means is: Will you let me touch you? Will you give me that much?

      I want this game to continue, but I’m not ready to explore this. Not yet. Not in the way he wants. Not when the lens I view him through is shifting and I’m dazed by its changing colors.

      I shake my head and reach for the bottle. He sets it in my hand at once and steps back to the edge of the room. The silence that follows is not still. It smolders between us, heat banked under iron, and I let it burn in me too. I comb the tangles from my hair while he keeps his watch.

      “You should return to your chamber.” Mallen turns his back, offering a moment’s privacy.

      I rise from the bath as if it’s nothing.

      As if I feel nothing. As if I don’t want everything.

      It’s only as I dry myself that I remember my tunic is still adrift in the pool, waterlogged and silken where I abandoned it, the weight of it forgotten. I eye it and then glance at Mallen’s turned back. There’s no robe. No shift. No gown. The new attendant never brought them. So I wrap myself in the towel instead, clutching the corners with more dignity than grace.

      “I’ll walk back in this,” I mutter.

      Mallen turns and freezes. His mouth parts slightly, just enough to catch the breath as it stutters past his lips. His eyes turn to midnight, like he’s seeing something precious left too close to danger, like a storm cloud sliding over the sun.

      “No, you won’t,” he says, voice low.

      He shrugs off his cloak without ceremony and drapes it over my shoulders with careful hands. It’s warm, smelling faintly of smoke and steel, and far too large—swallowing me whole. Still, he adjusts the folds so they cover me fully, even tugging at the collar to shield my neck.

      “You could have found something cleaner,” I murmur, my tone caught somewhere between dry and grateful.

      “It wouldn’t be mine,” he says, as though I’ve just given him everything he’s waited for.

      I don’t quite know how to respond. To that. To him.

      “You’re not going anywhere in a towel, Azhara.” His voice is low. A sound catches in his throat. “You’re mine. Not because I own you, but because you’re carved into me. Written in my bones. No one else sees that. No one else ever will.”

      The ferocity in his voice startles me. There’s heat behind it, and command—and a tension that might break me open in the best, or maybe worst, way. My stomach flips, heat curling low and deep, and gods help me, I want to be claimed like that. I want to belong to something. To someone. Maybe even to Mallen.

      Before I can think of what to say, he lifts me into his arms, gentle but firm.

      “Mallen—”

      “You’re tired,” he says. “And I don’t want to argue.”

      His hold is careful, as if he’s taking the weight of me. I rest my head against his shoulder despite myself. Neither of us speaks on the walk back. The silence is soothing. Nothing more needs to be said. There’s peace here. Balance too. And I catch myself before I drift asleep in his arms, certain he’d never let me forget that my guard fell.

      He sets me down at the edge of the bed and steps back immediately, putting distance between us that he doesn’t seem to want but gives me anyway. He crosses to the windows and checks the bar, his gaze on the courtyard instead of me.

      The girl rushes in and helps me dress for bed while Mallen looks away, her hands brisk. I sink into the sheets, exhaustion finally catching up with me.

      “If you need me,” Mallen says from across the room, “I’ll be right here.”

      I open one eye and spot him dragging a blanket onto the small couch in the corner.

      “You’re not serious.”

      “Always,” he replies, easing onto the cushions. “Especially about you.”

      “I don’t need protecting.”

      “Your father said you’re not to be alone. Not when you eat. Or sleep. Not even when you bathe. Always watched, always guarded.”

      He settles into a chair across from the bed and keeps his gaze on the ceiling, like one more word might be the drop that causes the dam to break. As if he’ll say too much if he looks at me, and his collapse will lead to ruin.

      “And I’ll be damned if I let another man into your chambers.”

      I lie back down and pull the covers over my chest, staring up at the ceiling and asking the gods what I’ve done to deserve this. They don’t reply, and all I hear is a sound dangerously close to a low laugh rolling off Mallen’s chest as I shut my eyes and try to sleep.
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