
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE

QUEEN

OF

SCARRED HEARTS

Kelly Washington

Reclaimed Souls Series

Book Two

[image: image]


All Text Copyright © 2013 by KA Shire

Cover and Cover Design Copyright © 2014 James T. Egan (www.bookflydesign.com)

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. 

www.kellywashington.com

kellywashwrites@gmail.com

Author’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

Summary: Caught between the opposing rulers of Izkirka and Aschalle, Rahda struggles to decide on who she wants to be, with Prince Roland as the Lady Sevradan or with her mentor Avos, as his prized disciple. Secrets and lies follow her as she leaves the palace only to unearth deeper mysteries about her past while meeting someone who threatens her feelings for the dark prince. Roland knows who he wants: Rahda, but she fights him at every turn. She doesn’t trust him, but once she discovers his future plans, he fears he’ll lose her forever. As a battle brews internally between them, the continent is on the brink of war, and all will be lost if Rahda refuses to help. Then, just when things cannot get worse, a royal celebration changes everything, forcing Rahda and Roland to confront their past and their future. 

[1. Fiction. 2. Fantasy—Fiction. 3. Science Fiction—Fiction. 4. Romance—Fiction. 5. Deities—Fiction. 6. Alternate Earth—Fiction.]
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The Queen of Scarred Hearts is the second installment in the four-volume epic journey of Rahda and Roland in a heart-pounding blend of romance, fantasy, science fiction, and adventure—perfect for fans of Kushiel’s Dart, Cruel Beauty, Graceling, and Sea of Shadows.

Caught in a web between the opposing rulers of Izkirka and Aschalle, Rahda struggles to accept her newfound title as Lady Sevradan while reconciling her former life as a prized disciple and assassin. 

Before she can come to terms with the new arrangement, once-buried secrets and a renewed threat sends her fleeing the palace. As she wades ever deeper in royal and political intrigue, and as a royal coup simmers just beneath the surface, Rahda's not sure who is friend or foe.

But with Roland, things are never quite so simple as the tension between them flares white-hot and out of control, even as Rahda is suspicious of the darkness hiding in the depths of his eyes. However, once she discovers what Roland has kept hidden, she is forced to confront the future, her true feelings, and whether or not her scarred prince has a place in her life, and in her heart. 

The Queen of Scarred Hearts, the second installment in the Reclaimed Souls Series, will have readers asking themselves, "Who Owns Your Heart?”

This novel is 53,000 words and is the second volume in a four-volume serial. This novel ends in a cliffhanger.
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For Christian, who owns my heart.
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“She is the daughter of lava, never content, never idle, never satisfied. My daughter desires freedom, yet she is bound to the continent in a way that not even I could foresee.”

Fernley Sevradan
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Slants of weak, gray sunlight filter between the curtains in my room. In front of the pink, petal-hued walls, the regally plush furniture, and the ornate Goddess paintings, dust moats dance through the beams as my eyes adjust from passing an eventful, but strange night. 

Morning has advanced without you, Rahda.

A flood of thoughts slam into me.

Last night, before I slipped into a dream-filled sleep, Roland asked me to marry him.

“Asked” isn’t precisely the correct word. 

He “told” a crowded room full of politicos and royal members that he was engaged to the Lady Rahda Sevradan Plesti.

Me.

Roland said we could “make it real.” The man deserves a good slap to the head for using me like that. And, furthermore, he shouldn’t know of my maternal name, Sevradan. No one should, or, at least they shouldn’t connect the name with me, a palace interloper who also happens to be a biochemical scientist.

This isn’t strictly true. I also kill people for my mentor, Avos.

While I am the lone hold out, though due to circumstances beyond my control, the Sevradan women have all been priestesses.

And being a priestess during Roland’s father’s reign—even his grandfather’s reign—was not something to advertise lightly. Even now, it’s dangerous.

My mother, Fernley Sevradan, was a high priestess. The highest ranking scholar on the continent. All scholars answered to her and her alone.

The gut-wrenching truth, however, is that I don’t know if she’s alive, or dead. Deep down, within my soul, I should know the answer.

But I don’t.

As usual, I never listen long enough to the hidden voice embedded deep within our hearts, a voice that resides behind a chamber door that leads to the heartbeat of Mother Earth—the Goddess.

Due to my own unforgivable actions, again, most of which were beyond my control when the barbarian king kidnapped me, which foisted me on my current path, I lost the key to that chamber door a long time ago.

I bow my head to say a prayer for Fernley Sevradan.

Blood of mine, peace gathers in strength; To honor your grace, in whatever it bringeth.

Tarry not in releasing a pure soul; Lift high so the Goddess may again become whole.

Last night, being in a room full of people who knew my true name brought forth the ghosts of my past.

Of my dead brother, Pareu. His unsuccessful, though no less heroic, attempts to protect me.

Of my parents, who were helpless when the Rexus King—Roland’s father—and his army kidnapped me at the age of thirteen.

Of Avos, Aschalle’s leader and my mentor for the last twelve years. The man who tried to burn it into me that hating, and destroying, Roland—by extension of my hatred for his father’s actions—was a noble cause.

A noble cause I no longer plan to participate in.

Avos was never aware of my true feelings for the dark prince. He never knew that, as a young girl of thirteen, I fell head over heels for the prince who showed me kindness when he didn’t have to.

An affection that, over the years, translated into adult feelings of lust, desire, and, yesterday, into two heated make out sessions.

But I can never forget how Roland was the one who ultimately saved me from his barbarian father’s army. I don’t know how or why, but it was because of Roland that Avos took me under his wing and turned me into one of his disciples. 

A disciple of death, revenge, and whatever else Avos wanted.

And Avos wanted Roland dead. He still wants him dead.

I’ve never questioned my mentor. Not until now.

My mind returns to the assassin’s lipstick that I left in my trouser’s pocket last night. 

You did decide, after all, Rahda, that you wouldn’t use it on Roland.

That’s when I remember I left the trousers, and subsequently the lipstick, in Roland’s suite last night after he disrobed me.

The lower parts of me heat up at the memory; the way he stared at me, like a man starving, his dark eyes consuming me, before he abruptly left me hanging there, naked, panting, needing a release.

I shake my head and smile. That doesn’t mean I won’t consider using the assassin’s lipstick if he does that again.

I’m more excited about using The Pale Waters in other experiments, even if it means burning down more labs.

To see Roland’s flawless face last night was completely worth the risk in experimenting with the volatile, though innocent looking, stones.

Though, innocent they are not. 

The Pale Waters are rumored to be the rarest, the most powerful elements on the continent, and after what I experienced and witnessed last night, I’m inclined to believe it.

I’m not done with you yet, Feeble Princess. Nor am I done with using your precious stones.

Shifting in the bed, I sit up but instantly regret it. 

My head swims from last night’s champagne and my side, just below my right breast, aches from where Cat—Roland’s chief of staff—carved into me using my own damn dagger.

After Roland left me hanging last night, Cat came in to pick up the pieces.

I let her pierce my skin as her fingers tantalized that heated, sensitive part of me, shattering me into a million fragments of myself.

I wanted Roland, but I couldn’t deny Cat’s affect on me.

She made me feel like an energetic ball of gorgeousness as she brought me to climax while carving her home planet’s symbol for “beautiful” into my skin.

Goddess, it was deliriously decadent. I imagine her fingers dipping again and again into my sensitive core, and my body involuntarily heats up.

Calm down, Rahda.

Her actions, and my acceptance of it, are damning and problematic, but beautiful, in a possessive sort of way.

I peel back the sheets to inspect Cat’s carving—her marking. 

Blood dots the inside of the creamy, silk sheets. The silicone gel she applied over the marking broke apart at some point during the night. The hardened pieces are scattered next to my rear. 

My hip has irregular, dimpled impressions, so I must have slept on the pieces once they broke.

The skin below my right breast is swollen and red, but the raised marks—which will eventually sink into my skin like an engraving—are succinctly clear and blood free. The area throbs and tingles, but it doesn’t hurt. 

I shake my head. I was incredibly stupid last night. 

If Roland is correct and if Cat intends to perform a reclaiming ritual, technically she will own a small part of my soul until my death. 

Which is exactly what I’ve avoided my entire life.

No loyalties. 

No allegiances. 

No bonding. 

And certainly no branding. 

It’s possible she doesn’t intend to take ownership; perhaps she carved into me because she could, because she wanted to teach me a lesson.

A ball of unease sits high in my stomach.

This isn’t the worst situation I’ve ever woken up to, but it might qualify as one of the most interesting.

I’ve never woken up “sort of” engaged to a prince while simultaneously worried about someone—a half-human, no less—claiming a part of my soul. 

All the while lying underneath a massive, and, in my opinion, gaudy, painting of the Goddess.

Turning, I take another look at the painting of the armor-clad Creator and her stallion.

Immediately, the back of my neck tingles. 

The painting is different.

The stallion is no longer white, but tinted metallic charcoal, like the color of Roland’s suit from last night, and the water is no longer silver, but brackish. The reflection is distorted, as if it can’t quite get the details accurate.

The Goddess is still wearing armor, but it’s silver, not black.

However, the background has not changed. The mountains burn as if they are being eaten by the mouth of hell; smoke spirals upwards, masking round spots of fire—torches—being carried by beasts. I didn’t see the beasts yesterday, but I also didn’t study the background.

Her horse still seems to dance around thin, bubbling rivers of lava that pour into the brackish water.

Either I’m losing my mind, or the painting changed. 

And not just in terms of colors, but symbolically. As if the painting is meant to impart meaning.

Roland’s words from last night worm their way back in my mind.

“Listen to your soul.” 

“Time is running out.”

“You have no idea what you achieved tonight.”

As he said these things to me, a hint of darkness stained his eyes, his demeanor, his entire being last night. 

What ensnares him? 

What holds him hostage? 

Why is time running out? 

Is it about Lord Jaucey’s desire to put his own daughter on the throne? 

I have to assume that that’s a possibility.

Why does he think I’m capable of fixing it?

As I think about Roland’s statements, and the altered Goddess painting, nothing adds up. 

If I’m not here to make Roland’s scars melt away, which I now realize was a ruse to get me into the palace, then what’s the true reason for his summons?

What does Roland know about my family? It’s obvious he knows I do not hail from a class zero family, so why hasn’t he used the information against me? 

Actually, he used it against me when he brought with him a “Sevradan heiress” to greet the royals.

Why has Roland, the most powerful ruler on the continent, drawn me into a political-intrigue scheme?

Doesn’t he realize I’m adept at running my own schemes, too? I may have decided not to kill Prince Roland Rexus, but that doesn’t mean I can’t play my own games.

Yesterday, when I first entered his suite, there was a fat folder with my name on it. I bet whatever he has on me will be in that folder.

I smile as I get out of bed. It should be easy enough to confiscate it.
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I dress in the same fashion as I did yesterday: black trousers, a black tank top, and my black lace-up boots, and, after retrieving the penlight from my bag as well as the prototype from the nightstand, I make my way to Roland’s apartment.

Other than a few servicebots, who swivel to look at me when I get on the lift to go up to Roland’s floor, I encounter no one along the way.

Silently, I try Roland’s apartment doorknob, and it turns effortlessly in my hand. I push it so the door opens only a few inches, then I close my eyes, and listen. 

Truly listen.

I slow my heart rate. I still my breathing. I allow my mind to remember the apartment from last night.

I recall the location of the windows, the dark, thick curtains.

The chairs, two of them, with an elegant glass table between them. 

A crackling fireplace. The thin, orange glow. 

The earthy scent of charcoal mixed with the heady aroma of warm cinnamon.

The satin sheets. The regal bed.

Cat hovering over me, seducing me.

My heart rate picks up and I have to will myself to calm down.

Thinking about Cat, and her skilled fingers, is not helping me right now.

I have to start all over.

Slow the heart rate.

Stop breathing.

I remember the glow from the bedroom corner lamp when, as I put the prototype up to Roland’s face, his scars faded before my eyes.

The jovial tone of his voice as he joked about turning into a cuttlefish.

My mind finds the bathroom without a mirror. Roland’s displeasure in seeing his own reflection.

What I see is his entrancing, green eyes.

Memory directs me into his office, where the huge map of Izkirka covers an entire wall. In here, in the office, there is a folder with my name on it.

Mentally, my feet silently travel over thick carpets, into each room within Roland’s apartment, and I know that it is empty. Roland is not within.

Foolproof, no, but more times than not I’m correct.

I slip inside, turn the handle, and close the door so that it doesn’t make a sound.

The orange glow from the fireplace flickers and it casts a light and shadow dance over the furniture. As I make my way through his apartment, my steps are quick and soundless, and after walking through each room—the living room, the bedroom, the bathroom, and the office—I confirm that I am totally alone.

I switch on the penlight and a faint red tint flushes the room.

The first thing I do is look for my clothes from last night, and I smell them before I spot them in a basket in Roland’s bathroom, presumably for a servicebot to pick them up and clean them.

As I lift the garments, the thick and unwelcoming scent of smoke, which was the aftermath of experimenting with The Pale Waters, fills my nostrils. 

I shake my head but I also smile. No wonder Roland was in a hurry to remove my clothes. He wanted the soiled raiments to be as far away from him as possible.

My fingers dig through the pockets and an audible sigh of relief escapes my lips as touch the lipstick tube. The poisonous contents of this item are a secret best left undiscovered. 

If Roland found it, and had it analyzed, it might ruin everything.

Though, after rethinking the thought, who would analyze it? The lipstick was Dorni’s creation and her methods are so good, and so secretive, that I seriously doubt anyone would give the lipstick a second glance.

I deposit the tube into my trousers’ pocket and go in search of my dagger.

It’s not on the side table, which was where Cat placed it last night, and the drawer beneath the table is empty.

I stifle a groan of irritation.

As I continue my inspection, I find and open other drawers, but all are empty.

What’s the point of drawers if Roland places nothing inside them?

Yesterday, I remember being impressed with the lack of clutter within Roland’s apartments. Now I’m wishing otherwise.

Yes, his apartment is clutter-free, but it’s more than that. It’s almost nearly empty. 

Of everything.

Didn’t he recently return from a trip abroad? Is that why it’s empty?

I open his wardrobe and find the normal items: clothing, fabriskin cloaks, boots.

On shelves I discover bins filled with loose money, compasses, penlights, matches, and several pocket-sized language translation books. Nothing to get excited about, but it at least illustrates that Roland might have actually been on a trip.

Other bins contain medicinal jars, most of which are empty, as well as rolled bandage wraps, scissors, and a tube of headache cream.

The jars are oily as I touch them, and odorless.

I can’t afford to linger, so I leave the wardrobe, and enter Roland’s office.

It’s a small space with a round table stacked with paperwork. The table contains no chairs. My impression is that, when in this room, he prefers not to become comfortable, but there are signs he often occupies the space.

The strip of carpet against the far wall—the same wall with the map—is incredibly threadbare.

Likely, he walks back and forth over this spot. A lot.

I point the penlight at the map. It’s not just Izkirka, but the entire continent.

The map is hand-drawn in black and white—no colors—and labeled. The continent, which was formed from a massive mountain range shaped like an oblong, backward S, has two recognized sectors: Izkirka and Aschalle, which are located in the opposite valleys of the backward S. 

The majority of citizens live in one of the two valleys. Those who do not reside in Izkirka or Aschalle live in the mountains, scattered with small pockets of citizens.

As I focus on named places, it’s easy to identify the palace, the old city of Aschalle, as well as Hades Rocks, which is located at the southern most part of the continent, but I also spot Widow’s Lane, which surprises me since I got the impression that Roland didn’t know much about it, as well as the locations for every royal member and politico within the city.

Jaucey’s name is bolded and underlined at a residence several miles east of Izkirka. He lives in one of the mansions built on the lower end of the mountain range known as the Royal Alcove.

Below Jaucey’s name, and in smaller font, is the word “Elwyn.”

The name of his daughter, or the name of his mansion? Either is a possibility.

Northeast and southwest of the palace are the twin peaks of the mountain range, Kaes Run and Gaes Tower, named after two mythical brothers. 

I grew up hearing about the origins of those twin peaks.

As far as mythical legends go, Kaes and Gaes were young brothers and giant stone supernals who constantly bickered over ownership of the mountain range as it began to erupt.

As centuries passed, and as the mountain range grew, they still could not come to an agreement, so they asked the Goddess to decide for them. 

The Goddess listened to their plight with interest, and found it difficult to give the mountain range to just one of the brothers, for it would be seen as an insult to the brother who did not receive a gift from the Goddess. 

If one brother had been nicer than the other, then it would have been an easy decision. While neither was outright bad, both brothers were equally stubborn and selfish, so the Goddess did what she thought was fair.

She ordered the mountain range to grow into and around both brothers, thus locking them in place on the inner curved sides of the backward S.

And for hundreds of thousands of years, the brothers have been on opposites sides of the mountain, facing each other, with each having equal ownership of his own side.

It’s said that on a quiet day, if you listen long enough, you can hear them bickering about whatever ails them at the moment.

As a child, my family lived in a small house north of Izkirka, near the Kaes Run side of the mountain range.

I wonder if... 

I go in close and hold my breath.

My face is inches away as my penlight catches the name Plesti in small, capitalized letters. The ink is old, as if it has been written there for years, and it’s right over top of where I grew up.

How long has Roland known about me? My family? Was he tracking us?

Or was this his father’s doing? Did the barbarian king use this map to plot the locations of the families he planned to destroy?

Roland’s words come back to me: “I know things that you don’t know about your own family. After tonight I’ll tell you what I know.”

I take a sudden step backwards and bump into the table.

The topmost folder falls off and the documents inside of it scatter out.

I point the light toward it and see a picture.

A picture of a family.

My family.

It’s the same image that I’ve carried with me for the last twelve years.
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My body shakes as four smiling faces peer back at me, including my own youthful, toothy grin. 

As I look closer, I realize it isn’t the exact same photo. The poses are slightly different. This one was snapped a second before, or a second after, the one I own. That fact aside, how is it that Roland came to own this particular photo?

I pick it up, step back, and when my back hits the wall, I slide down into a sitting position.

The edges of the photograph are wrinkled, as if it has been handled many times.

Whose fingers have touched it? Whose eyes have looked upon it?

Possessiveness washes over me and a sense of violation stabs me deep in the gut.

No one but me should be able to observe my family in happier times.

Before tragedy knocked on our door.

Before I became the person I am today.

A tear glides down my cheek and it lands on my brother in the picture.

I trace a finger over his face. His skin is red, but it isn’t from the red penlight. I remember that he had a sunburn that day. 

He loved being outside, exploring, as if the world was his for the taking. 

Pareu’s hair was darker than mine, a shade my father called midnight black, and so curly and so unruly that, as a child, for I was five years younger than my brother, I thought his head served as a nest for baby birds.

A small laugh catches in the back of my throat.

It might have been wishful thinking on my part because I remember really wanting a baby bird for a pet. The birds hadn’t disappeared yet.

I probably wanted to prove to Pareu, or maybe to my parents, that I was capable of taking care of something. That I was a grown up.

Well, Rahda, you grew up all right, just not in the way you thought would happen.

“I’m sorry, Pareu,” I whisper. I’m sorry you died. I’m sorry our family was torn apart. I’m sorry for turning my back on our family.

Studying my parents’ faces, I’m struck now by their intelligent eyes. Even then, as a child, they were like wise trees. 

As the photo was taken, the one that I own has my father looking upon my mother, whereas this one has both of them looking at the camera. 

It’s like their eyes follow me. It’s unsettling and comforting at the same time.

I’m drawn to my mother. As a thirteen-year-old girl, she was ageless to me at the time. Yet now, as I summon her image from a mental storage box filled with half-remembered memories, and compare it to the picture I hold in my hands, I realize the images conflict. 

It’s not that she’s a different person. Not in the least. The way I remember her, and the way she looks in the photos, are not the same. Considering I carry my photo with me everywhere, I wonder why I’ve never thought of this before.

In the photo, she’s smiling and she looks happy.

In contrast, in my mind she was stagnate, chained to her beliefs, yet ethereal and magical, which is a strange combination.

She was a woman with long gray hair, blue eyes, high cheekbones, thin lips, a long graceful neck, a narrow nose, and dark, arched eyebrows always angled in such a way that one might summarize as “deep in thought.”

Much like how I look now, but instead of gray hair, I have long brown hair.

Otherwise, I am nothing like her. No one wants to become their mother.

Even though she was mute and deaf, I know now that Fernley Sevradan was, and will always be, the most intelligent person I have ever met in my life.

She is—was—the true Sevradan.

A high priestess.

She was revered and respected.

And not once, in the last twelve years, have I tried to find out if she and my father were alive.

There’s no changing the past, Rahda.

Goddess knows I’d love to alter my personal history for a multitude of reasons. 

“But maybe I can alter how I do things from this point forward,” I say out loud.

The bitter voice that lives deep within my soul laughs at me.

Right, the feminine, bitter voice says, a voice that sounds exactly like my own, but harsher. You’ve decided not to kill the one man you are in love with. How magnanimous of you. How wonderful. Surely this is a new chapter in the life of Rahda Sevradan Plesti. Listen to your soul, not your heart. It is not dependable.

Maybe it’s correct. 

Or maybe it’s wrong.

Questioning it is a start, and for right now it has to be good enough.

Setting the photo down, I collect the rest of the documentation that fell on the floor.

The top page is something that might be called a rap sheet.

Name: Rahda Plesti.

Age: twenty-five.

Height and weight: five feet eight; one hundred and forty-five pounds.

Physical description: caucasian, brunette, blue eyes, round face with no visible markings, tattoos, or scars; athletic, attractive, intelligent.

Unique traits: a trained biochemical scientist; known to be deceptive; uses seduction to ensnare opponents; a skilled disassembler who is highly capable with metals and objects to reconstruct them into very different things.

Main weapons: skilled with a dagger and is suspected of using poison on intended targets. 

Confirmed victims: Viktor and Vera Zerlk, royals; Kurop Nilt, royal; Zina Prymt, priestess; Dauc and Ashi Ulp, priest and priestess.

Suspected victims: Omer Lik, politico; Wyna Nimz, politico; Niven Olm, soldier; Riggs Ibim, Patroxi.

I don’t know who Riggs Ibim is, but the rest is true. Furthermore, the list is severely incomplete.

Niven Olm was the first, though it was an accident.

He died several hours after forcing a kiss upon me when I was thirteen. 

At the time, no one knew what happened—and apparently they still don’t even though they correctly suspect me—but now I know that it was because I had accidentally eaten a poisonous plant just before he forced that kiss.

He died. 

I did not.

And that’s how I discovered I was immune to poison, which is why it’s my weapon of choice.

Behind my rap sheet is a dossier of the listed victims, their photos and biographies. I glance briefly at each one, and feel the pressure build within my chest. 

Guilt.

The full weight of my actions stare back at me as I hold the photographs of the individuals I eliminated on Avos’s orders. 

I take the guilt, fold it, and tuck it back inside my chest. Ignoring it isn’t the best solution, but it tends to work for me. I’m a stitched together sort of person. One day, someone will shine a light through me, and they’ll find an infinite amount of cracks.

I close the folder.

Other than the picture of my family, and the rap sheet, there is nothing else that pertains directly to me. When Roland says he knew things about me, and about my family, I know he doesn’t mean what’s inside this folder.

It’s interesting that Roland, while knowing my history, still requested my presence. He admitted as much when he said that summoning me was a ruse to mask his scars.

So what does Roland, the continent’s dark prince, want?

To kill someone for him?

Jaucey and his daughter?

Whatever his motives, Roland is using me, and his offer from last night to make the marriage engagement real certainly compounds things in an already complicated situation.

What makes him any different from Avos?

Avos exploits my skills through obedience.

Roland wants to exploit my skills through love.

“I’ll earn your love the right way. One day you’ll tell me you love me, and on that day, I’ll know that I’ve become the man I am supposed to be.”

What does that even mean? I’m not so naive to presume love doesn’t change people, and most often for the better, but how does declaring one’s love alter the fate of the recipient?

Part of me thinks it’s an element of Roland’s ruse. Lure me in the same way I used to lure my previous victims, and then strike when least expected.
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