
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Royal Muscle : Althea, The Titan

        

        
        
          The Royal Muscle, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Krish

        

        
          Published by Krish, 2025.

        

    


Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your favorite ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

All characters in this book are at least 18 years old.

Copyright 2025 Krish


THE ROYAL MUSCLE

ALTHEA, THE TITAN



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One: The Heiress and the Haze
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The Kingdom of Nordessa lay cloaked in snow and legacy.

From the towering northern cliffs to the glacial rivers threading the pine-dark forests, the land breathed cold and might. The kingdom was known not only for its trade in silver and pelts, but for its rigid traditions. Among its many stoneholds and distant villages, stories passed through hearthfire smoke—of unbroken bloodlines, noble duels, and heirs forged not only by birthright, but by discipline. In the heart of the realm stood Castle Northeld, a mountainous fortress of grey stone and stained-glass windows overlooking the fjords. Within it lived the royal family: Queen Mother Anvarelle, regal and calculating; King Hadric Greffein, stern with a soldier’s soul; Prince Leif, quiet and watchful at fourteen; and the heir apparent—Princess Althea Greffein, who on this day turned sixteen.

Princess Althea stood before the great stained mirror in her antechamber, unmoving as three royal tailors adjusted the beaded neckline of her ceremonial velvet gown. The heavy fabric felt like a gilded cage against her skin, the countless pearls at the collar digging in faintly. She bore her lineage not in meek obedience, but in the tilt of her jaw and the way her eyes—clear and cutting as the frozen sea—tracked every movement around her.

“Highness, please lift your arms,” murmured one of the seamstresses, her voice barely a whisper against the rustle of silk.

Althea obeyed, the rich velvet pulling tight across her shoulders, then lowered them quickly, sighing. “If I raise them one more time, I’ll sprout wings. Are we nearly done?”

The tailors chuckled nervously, unused to her sharp tongue, their hands fluttering over the intricate embroidery. One nodded. “Just a final adjustment to the hem, Your Grace.”

“Good,” Althea replied, her gaze drifting toward the frosted window. Beyond the panes, the northern sky was already dimming to bruised purples and blues. Her fingers twitched against her sides, eager for something beyond this stifling ceremony, beyond these ancient walls. She yearned for the raw, unpredictable pulse of Nordessa. Something she’d only ever heard whispers of, not the scripted elegance of court.

It was her coronation eve: the ceremonial introduction to the court and kingdom as their future queen. Pages and poets had rehearsed their verses until their voices were hoarse, grand ballads had been commissioned for the bards, and the Grand Cathedral had been dusted down to its ancient ossuaries. But Althea wanted none of it. Not because she didn’t love her kingdom, but because she loved it too much to rule in ignorance. She wanted to know its heartbeat, not just its crown. She wanted to feel it’s true pulse, not just observe it from behind a gilded window.



Althea’s boldness caused quiet friction within the family. Queen Anvarelle, ever the tactician, pressed her to memorize obscure diplomacy codes and pore over wedding prospects, often lecturing her on the delicate art of alliances. King Hadric, meanwhile, took her to the war room daily, forcing her to rehearse strategies from historical battles, his gruff voice demanding precision. Neither understood her profound restlessness, her craving for authentic experience. Her younger brother Leif Greffein, however, observed everything in silence from the edges of their gilded world. His subtle intelligence and aptitude for observation, often masked by a quiet demeanor, would later prove critical. For now, he simply followed her around the castle with quiet awe and growing suspicion, a shadow drawn by her rebellious spirit.

That evening, beneath a sky streaked with the ethereal dance of aurora, the castle's Grand Hall blazed with gold. Crystal chandeliers hung like frozen webs, casting glittering light onto the polished marble floors. Nobles from every corner of Nordessa gathered in rustling brocade and shaggy bearskin cloaks, their murmurs a low hum that filled the vast space.

Althea descended the main staircase with precise elegance, each step a practiced grace. Her hair, usually unbound, was braided in intricate coils pinned with sapphires that caught the light. Her gown, though heavy, moved as she willed it to—deliberately, defying its weight. She did not smile. She surveyed the sea of faces, her gaze sharp and assessing. She saw the expectant stares, the veiled judgments, the calculated smiles.

“Behold,” called the Herald, his voice ringing through the marbled air, echoing off the high vaulted ceilings. “Her Highness Althea of House Greffein, Firstborn of the North, Flame of Northeld, and Heiress of the Glacial Throne.”

A hush had settled over the Grand Hall, so absolute and thick with anticipation, it seemed to swallow breath. The air shimmered faintly with the heat of a hundred torches, but Princess Althea felt cold beneath her gown—cold and alert.

Her eyes scanned the crowd. Courtiers wrapped in fox and silk. Nobles and Dignitaries arranged like chess pieces. Generals in ornamental plate. Not one of them would have noticed the way her hand trembled at her side, or the breath she took—slow, precise, like before a strike. She stood with her hands folded, her spine straight, and her chin held high.

She had been meant to recite the speech prepared by the royal scribes. A list of obligations and empty reassurances, polished until it no longer resembled language, just obedience.

But as the Herald's echo faded into the vaulted stone, Althea stepped forward and let the parchment fall from her fingers like ash.

“My people,” she began. Her voice wasn’t loud. But it cut.

The chamber stilled even further—chairs creaked under tightened spines, a cough was stifled midway. She watched their eyes shift: confusion, concern, and then—curiosity.

“I thank you for your presence. I am not yet your queen.”

A ripple of unease, like wind through a frozen orchard. “I am your student. And I intend to earn my place not by tradition, but by understanding. Of the land. Of you. I will not be a statue behind castle walls.”

Her gaze flicked to her parents—Anvarelle's jaw tightened ever so slightly. Her father’s knuckles whitened on the pommel of his ceremonial blade.

“I will be your sword and your witness.”

She paused. The silence was complete.

“That is my vow.”

No applause. No fanfare. Just stunned faces—some masked in decorum, others naked in awe. Some gasped audibly, their faces etched with shock. And from behind a marble column, her brother Leif, grinning wide and silent as snowfall.



The household staff noticed the change in the young princess. Whispers fluttered like trapped birds behind tapestries and in hushed kitchen corners—Althea’s increasingly frequent midnight absences, the way she returned flushed and breathless, and her clothes subtly different. 

Althea had taken to riding like a fish to water. She was always seen going to her favourite steed, Hroda or coming from the stables. Her personal maid, Rhiessa, once caught a glimpse of angry, purpling bruises on the princess’s inner thighs while drawing her bath—marks of physical exertion rather than malice—but said nothing aloud, her face carefully blank. In hushed voices, the castle’s inner circle speculated about where she went and why she was returning not only more defiant, but physically stronger, faster. A new current was running through the ancient stones of Northeld.

The ceremony had continued, its grandiosity somewhat deflated, for Althea had already stolen its breath and shifted its focus. But the guests dismissed the social faux pas as just an outcome of her youthful exuberance and rebelliousness. People still walked up to her offering greeting and adulations as she sat at the Royal Table. Queen Anvarelle and King Hadric could be seen nodding and gesturing at guests through the whole banquet.



Later that night, when the snow had stopped falling and the castle had settled into the quiet hum of its vast sleeping chambers, Althea slipped from her own room. She moved through it like a ghost in leather. She was no longer in velvet, but in practical, dark riding leathers that blended with the moonlit shadows. She carried only a thick wool cloak, a small, heavy coin pouch, and the unyielding fire of rebellion in her chest. Her boots made almost no sound on the worn stone as she navigated the servant corridors, down the damp, moss-worn steps behind the armory, and out into the hidden stables. A single mare waited in her stall, sleek and swift — Hroda waited in the stables, already saddled, her black eyes glinting like dark stars. Althea brushed her muzzle once, silently.

No guards stood watch. No handmaidens bustled.

Only the beckoning darkness and the distant glow of the city.

She rode under the pale moonlight through a side gate which was rarely used by other people, a rusty latch groaning faintly as she secured it behind her. She knew the schedules of the dwindling night patrols. She had bribed the old, half-blind stablehand weeks ago, sweetening his palm with enough silver to ensure his convenient deafness. This wasn’t an impulse. It was meticulous strategy, honed by months of restless planning.

By midnight, Althea was in Kaldr’s Hollow, the northeastern district of the capital, where rough-hewn stone met melting snow and city life pulsed with a raw, almost violent energy, like a forge at full blaze. The air here was thick with the scent of woodsmoke, cheap ale, and unwashed bodies, a stark contrast to the clean, crisp air of the castle. She kept her hood low and her posture loose, observing. Here, she was no longer a princess—just a pale girl with sharp eyes, too many questions, and an unspoken hunger.

A low, guttural roar of laughter and the clinking of tankards drew her to a tavern called The Wolf’s Den. Inside, it was a cavern of warmth and noise, reeking gloriously of sweat, stale ale, and roasted meat. Firelight flickered off the animated faces of burly sailors, grizzled hunters, and raucous musicians. The air vibrated with a raw vitality she’d never experienced. She found a stool near the bar, nursing a lukewarm cider, letting the cacophony wash over her, simply listening and observing.

That’s when she met Kael—a lean dancer with quick, intelligent eyes, calloused palms, and a mischievous, easy smile. He’d spotted her first, his gaze cutting through the haze of the room.

“You’re new,” he said, his voice a low, gravelly melody over the din. He leaned against the bar, his elbow almost touching hers. “Too upright for a wharf girl. Too clean for a thief.”

“I’m neither,” Althea replied, meeting his gaze directly. “And I can outdrink you.”

Kael’s smile widened, a flash of white in the dim light. “Perhaps. But you’d look prettier trying.”



Kael, intrigued and amused by her defiance, quickly became her informal escort in the Hollow, his easy charm opening doors. He kept her secrets with a surprising loyalty, showing her corners of the capital hidden even from nobles, places where the real work of Nordessa happened. Through him, she met Mira, a blacksmith’s daughter with sinewy strength, a wild, hearty laugh, and a quiet intensity in her dark eyes. Mira taught her the names of tools and the feel of honest labor. Then there was Ilva, a scarred, taciturn woman who ran brutal underground brawls in the dockside tunnels. Ilva’s eyes, though wary, held an ancient wisdom. They became her first circle outside the palace, her first taste of unfiltered strength, raw honesty, and a sense of belonging she’d never known.

One night, Ilva brought her to a hidden chamber beneath a sprawling brewery—a crude, damp gym lit by flickering lanterns. It smelled of yeast and damp earth, but also iron. Sacks of grain were piled high for weights, rough-hewn stone slabs served for deadlifts, and rusting iron rods were balanced precariously on overturned barrels.

“This is how we get strong,” Ilva said, her voice rough, as she hoisted a massive sack onto her shoulders with practiced ease. “No titles. No bloodlines. Only strength you earn with your own sweat.”

Althea, her breath catching at the sight, asked questions. Endless questions. Then, trembling with anticipation, she tried. The weight of the smallest sack crushed her at first. Her breath left her chest in a ragged gasp. Her arms trembled uncontrollably, and a sharp pain lanced through her shoulders. But even as the ache spread, her eyes blazed with a fierce, unwavering hunger. This was real. This was power.

She came back. Again and again. In secret. With more questions. With an insatiable hunger for the burn, for the feeling of resistance, for the promise of transformation.



Back at the castle, the days passed in a strange, precarious balance. Formal court meetings and suffocating etiquette lessons by day. Thrilling, liberating rides into town and grueling underground training sessions by night. The fatigue was immense, the secrecy a constant weight, but the changes in her body, however subtle, fueled her resolve. Until one day, her secret was almost irrevocably exposed—not by a guard, but by the keen eyes of the court apothecary.

Lady Svana was a woman of indeterminate age, wrapped in moss-colored robes that seemed to rustle with invisible life, and smelling of crushed mint, rich earth, and a faint, acrid smoke. Officially she was the Royal Court’s Apothecary, and she had been observing Althea for weeks, noting the faint, almost imperceptible shift in her posture, the new set of her jaw, and then, the tell-tale bruising on her knuckles. One afternoon, Svana called Althea to the castle’s sun-drenched garden conservatory, a place usually reserved for quiet contemplation.

“I know what you do,” Svana said, her voice low and even, as she carefully arranged fragrant herbs on a drying rack. “And I know you need help.”

Althea didn’t deny it, her gaze fixed on the apothecary’s calm, knowing eyes. Svana simply extended a small, intricately carved wooden tin. It held a pungent, dark green paste. “Rub it into your joints after training. It will burn at first. Then it will heal. Quickly.”

“What’s in it?” Althea asked, her voice hushed.

Lady Svana gave a slight, enigmatic smile. “Things the kingdom has forgotten. Recipes from the old ways, before everything was written in dusty ledgers. But not magic, Highness. Just... chemistry.”

The paste smelled of crushed pine, wet clay, and something darker—bitter and ancient. Althea dipped two fingers into the tin, coating them in the thick, moss-colored balm. The moment it touched her skin, it burned. Not like fire—like waking up. Heat coiled up her wrist, spreading through tendons and joints like lightning through copper.

She gasped but didn’t stop. Her jaw tightened. She rubbed it in deeper.

Across from her, Svana watched. Not with fear. With fascination.

“You felt that,” the apothecary murmured. “Good. That means your body listens.”

It worked. Amazingly. Her deep soreness faded within hours instead of days. Her pumps—the swelling of her muscles after exertion—grew tighter, more defined. Her arms began to show faint, blue veins when flexed, like subtle tributaries on a map. Her thighs began to thicken, becoming solid columns of nascent power. Her strength seemed to double with each passing week. The physical changes, no longer subtle, became undeniably thrilling. 



Lady Svana, ever the meticulous spymaster, found herself observing Althea with a new, unsettling fascination even amidst the relentless court intrigue. While her loyalty to Althea was absolute, a quiet suspicion had begun to bloom in her mind. She had served generations of Greffeins, tending to their wounds and ailments with her potent ointments and tinctures. But none, not a single one, had consumed her salves with such fierce intent, such a desperate hunger for physical transformation as Althea.

Svana meticulously documented the effects in a coded journal, a small, leather-bound book hidden beneath a loose floorboard in her hidden apothecary. It was filled with strange symbols and botanical drawings, charting Althea's unprecedented growth. What, Svana quietly wondered, was Althea truly becoming? What monstrous or magnificent force was she unwittingly helping to unleash upon the realm?

The whispers began subtly, a rustle of silk and hushed tones in the opulent corridors of the palace, but they grew with each passing week. Princess Althea, after her initial, rather awkward introduction to courtly society, became a subject of pervasive, polite speculation.

"Have you noticed?" Lady Clarice murmured to Lord Fenwick during a lull in a state dinner. "The Princess is... changed."

Fenwick, ever observant, nodded slowly, swirling the wine in his goblet. "Indeed. She's remarkably diligent in her courtly duties, attending every council, reviewing every petition with surprising acumen. But the social evenings? She is mostly absent."

This was the core of the court's quiet fascination. Althea was present for the work of the Crown, often seen poring over ledgers with the chamberlain or debating strategy with military commanders. Yet, the lavish balls, the intimate soirées, the casual promenades where nobles truly forged alliances and gossiped, saw little of her. Her seat at the high table often remained conspicuously empty after the formal meal.

"It's more than just her presence," chimed in Sir Melan, his eyes darting conspiratorially. "Her appearance, too. There's a... small change." He gestured vaguely, unable to pinpoint it precisely. Others nodded, glancing discreetly towards the empty space where Althea usually sat when she did grace the evening with her presence. They remembered the softer, more conventionally feminine princess from her youth, before the years of exile and the grim necessity of war had etched themselves upon her. Now, there was a new kind of intensity about her, a formidable stillness, and indeed, a physical shift that defied easy categorization, leaving them to wonder just what had truly happened to the Princess Althea.



In the deepest shadows of the castle cellar, amidst the forgotten barrels and ancient dust, Althea trained alone, the raw iron cold against her skin. Trying to copy what she had seen at Ilva’s metal workshop, Althea had recreated a crude exercise area with random heavy objects and tools. She tried to copy the training movements as best as she could. All by her lonesome, she grunted, wheezed and huffed through the motions.

Until one evening, she was not alone. Thalen Vire first appeared in the doorway of her makeshift gym during a grueling squat session.

He was a senior royal advisor, tall, slender, with impossibly blond hair, and eyes the color of ice—cold and calculating. He had a formidable background in military strategy and an almost supernatural talent for political maneuvering. He said nothing the first time. Only watched, his expression unreadable, a flicker of something unidentifiable in his pale gaze. Then, as silently as he arrived, he left.

The next night, he returned. Althea was lifting a heavy stone slab, grunting with effort, sweat stinging her eyes. He stood in the same doorway, a silent sentinel, and this time, he spoke a single word, clear and sharp against the muffled thud of her breathing:

"Impressive."

Althea dropped the slab with a clang that echoed in the cellar, turning to face him, her chest heaving. "Do you plan to report me, Advisor?" she demanded, her voice tight with fury and exhaustion.

Thalen’s cold eyes softened almost imperceptibly, a faint, knowing smile playing on his lips. "No, Highness. I plan to help."



Thalen’s interest was not just political calculation, though that was certainly a part of it. In Althea, he saw an ambition that mirrored his own, a physical will as unyielding as his intellect, and a fire that promised to burn down old traditions. He began to bring her books—dense tomes on human anatomy, ancient swordplay techniques, and intricate war histories that spoke of strategy and conquest. He would stand over her during lifts, his posture precise, spotting her form, adjusting her grip with a detached but focused intensity. They began to train together in secret, forging not only a bond of trust but a slow-burning, unspoken tension that hummed beneath the surface of their shared ambition.

By the month’s end, Althea’s body had already begun a startling metamorphosis. The first defined veins trailed her forearms like delicate blue rivers. Her back muscles had the beginnings of the broad, powerful shape of wings. She kept it all hidden beneath voluminous robes and heavy shawls, but she knew. Every flex, every ache, every new line of muscle was a testament.

She was changing. And Thalen’s interference was rapidly looking like something that was very obviously the difference maker.

She changed. Not into the queen her parents envisioned.

Into something more. Something entirely her own.
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Chapter Two: Of Flesh and Iron
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The light in Castle Northeld changed with the seasons, each shift painting the ancient stones anew. Come spring, it would filter down through the tall lancet windows like soft-spun gold, falling in luminous bands across the polished flagstone floors and bringing a fleeting warmth to the fortress’s cold, ancient bones. But spring was still a distant dream, clinging to the northern horizon. The snow outside had merely softened at the edges, a grudging thaw. It still clung to the ramparts like pale silk, hung heavy in the pine boughs, and hissed beneath the hooves of the king’s patrols as they circled the castle grounds. The air, even indoors, held the bite of lingering winter.

Inside, however, a different kind of transformation was blooming, an internal spring that defied the calendar.

Althea rose before the dawn bell. Always before. The pre-dawn chill no longer bothered her; she welcomed it, the sharp bite invigorating her, a stark contrast to the stifling warmth of her royal chambers. She had already sworn her personal maid, Rhiessa to absolute secrecy. “The future of your queen depends on it”, she had sternly threatened, with a covered and stifled laugh. The maid had merely nodded frantically in growing fear and dread.

She slid out of bed with a practiced stillness, every movement precise, a silent dance of self-awareness. Her body was heavier now, not with languor or sluggishness, but with a new density—a fresh, aching, glorious strength that hummed beneath her skin. Her thighs, once slender, pressed firm and solid against her sleeping trousers, hinting at the power coiled beneath. Her shoulders had begun to taper, a distinct triangle forming between her powerful traps and the graceful curve of her neck, subtly reshaping her silhouette.

She stood at the full-length mirror, bare-shouldered and barefoot, the faint light from the frosted window just enough. She flexed just slightly, watching with clinical fascination as the muscles rippled beneath her skin, defined by subtle shadows and the first faint tracery of veins. A thrill, deep and primal, settled in her gut. This was real. This was hers.

Then she dressed in silence, in the dark: simple, unadorned leather breeches that hugged her strengthening legs, a loose linen tunic, and a thick, dark cloak that concealed her broadening frame. She slipped through her chamber’s rarely used side door, down the narrow, spiraling servant hall, past the faded tapestry of someone named Queen Eirwyn the   Just—a regal figure forever frozen in silk, utterly unlike the force Althea was becoming. She moved silently into the deep, echoing bowels of the keep.



The old wine cellar had long since been cleared of its original contents, its shelves empty save for dust and cobwebs. It was Thalen Vire who had seen its potential, who had suggested its conversion. Under his precise guidance, Althea had acquired her weights—heavy iron slabs crafted by her friend in Kaldr’s Hollow, smuggled in beneath crates of salted fish, resistance bands ingeniously disguised as drawcords for castle siege engines, and crude sandbags wrapped in canvas, filled with grit from the stable yard.

The rough-hewn stone walls of the cellar were still damp with old cold, perpetually sweating. The air hung heavy, smelling of ancient earth and the sharp, metallic tang of new iron. Yet, to Althea, this dank, hidden space was no longer merely a cellar. It was her sanctuary, her forge.

She trained in relentless circuits. Squats that burned her glutes and hamstrings. Deadlifts that strained her entire frame, pulling strength from the deepest reserves of her core. Overhead presses that sculpted her shoulders. Powerful pulls that carved new lines into her back. Everything Thalen taught her, every technique, every principle of hypertrophy, she absorbed with the ravenous hunger of wildfire to dry grass. He had trained soldiers once, legendary warriors for King Hadric’s campaigns. Now, with an unspoken understanding, he trained her.

He arrived not long after she began her warm-ups, a silent shadow detaching itself from the deeper gloom of the corridor. Althea was already several sets deep into her routine, the rhythmic thud of her weighted squats echoing in the cavernous space.

"You're two sets ahead of schedule, Your Grace," Thalen said, his voice flat, devoid of surprise, as he set down a leather satchel and unrolled his parchment notes. "You're insatiable."

Althea finished her current set of pull-ups, her muscles screaming, before dropping silently to the floor. Her voice, though slightly breathless, came deep and even, edged with a playful defiance. "And you, Advisor, are late."

Thalen offered no apology, only a slight tilt of his head. "A minor prince needed advice on treaty language. I told him you were more important." His tone was dry, but his pale eyes held a flicker of something close to admiration, and a deeper, nascent emotion that Althea was just beginning to discern.

Althea smirked, a quick, almost imperceptible twitch of her lips. Thalen, as always, did not smirk. Yet the understanding between them deepened, a bond forged in sweat and shared purpose. They began the main session without further talk, the quiet punctuated only by the clang of iron, the straining of muscle, and their synced breaths. He adjusted her stances with a cool, professional touch that still sent a subtle tingle down her spine. He counted her tempo, pushed her for more reps. When she faltered—a rare occurrence now, her stamina growing exponentially—he waited, his gaze unwavering, for her to rise again, to push past the pain.

And she always did that. Pushed past her pain and her limits.

Even in the silence, beneath the sweat and the strain, the air between them buzzed, taut with unspoken understanding and a slow-burning tension that was both intellectual and something far more primal.

After their final, gruelling set, they sat together on an overturned, heavy wooden barrel, the only seating in the room. Steam rose faintly from Althea’s skin, a testament to her exertion.

Althea wiped sweat from her brow with the back of her hand, her movements economical, her gaze distant, fixed on a single, dripping patch of moss on the far wall. She said quietly, her voice tinged with a deep, almost spiritual ambition, “I want to be stronger.”

“You will be,” Thalen replied, his voice equally quiet, a statement of fact.

“Not just to fight,” she clarified, turning her sea-colored eyes to meet his. Her gaze was intense, seeking something beyond mere physical prowess. “Not just to swing a sword or lift a stone. To lead. To truly lead Nordessa, I need to build from the inside out. My body, my mind, my will. All one unbreakable thing.”

Thalen’s cold expression softened, just slightly, a rare hint of warmth in his analytical gaze. He understood her, deeper than her own parents. “You’re already doing that, Highness. You are becoming a force to reckon with.”

She didn’t reply, but the fierce, resolute look in her eyes, the set of her powerful jaw, spoke volumes more than words ever could. It was a vow to herself, a promise of the warrior of myth she was destined to become.



Breakfasts at Castle Northeld were formal but not flamboyant, a quiet, structured affair. The royal family dined together every morning when not otherwise occupied by foreign dignitaries or pressing matters of state. Today, the Queen Anvarelle was seated first, her posture as upright as a bowstring, sipping a delicate black tea infused with obscure herbs from Lady Svana’s conservatory. Her movements were graceful, her mind, Althea knew, already calculating the day’s political chessboard. The King Hadric, seated across from her, was engrossed in a thick, wax-sealed missive, his brows furrowed in a perpetual state of military concern.

Prince Leif sat to Althea’s right, quietly eating smoked fish and oatcakes, observing everything with his watchful, intelligent eyes. He kept glancing at her arms, where even beneath the long sleeves of her gown, the nascent definition was evident.

“Did you split another sleeve?” he asked under his breath, a mischievous glint in his eye.

Althea cut into her soft-boiled egg without looking up, a faint, almost imperceptible tremor of amusement touching her lips. “Not on purpose, little brother.”

He smirked, nudging her gently with his elbow. “You’re bigger again.” His tone was not critical, but rather tinged with a childish wonder and a growing, silent admiration.

Their mother’s voice, cool and perfectly modulated, floated across the polished table.

“Althea, you’ve developed a... glow of late. And you’re sleeping better, I hope?” Her eyes, sharp as a hawk’s, briefly flickered over Althea’s shoulders.

“Yes, Mother. Quite well.” Althea’s answer was perfectly polite, perfectly vague.

“And you’ve... filled out a touch. A robust look, certainly.” The Queen’s voice held a subtle interrogative note, a hint of suspicion.

Althea met her mother’s gaze directly, her own eyes unwavering. “I’ve taken to regular exercise, Mother. For my health.” She allowed a hint of a demure smile. “Nothing too strenuous, of course.”

“Nothing too intense, I hope,” Queen Anvarelle replied, her voice tightening slightly. “Your shoulders are broader than I remember, Daughter. And your hands...” she paused, her gaze dropping to Althea’s strong, well-defined hands resting on the table.

Althea simply smiled, a genuine, powerful smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. “Health is strength, is it not, Mother? A ruler must be vital.”

The Queen narrowed her eyes, a faint crease appearing between her perfectly plucked brows, but said nothing more. The King, for his part, glanced up from his missive only once, his gaze briefly meeting Althea’s. He gave his daughter the faintest, almost imperceptible nod—a rare sign of his silent approval, a warrior recognizing a kindred spirit.



Throughout the long, structured day, Althea kept to her royal duties with a newfound, almost restless efficiency. She audited ledgers with the elderly, fussy treasurer, her mind racing through the figures. She walked the cold parapets with visiting bannermen from the eastern marches, her stride strong and confident, listening intently to their reports. She conversed with merchants who had brought rare wines across the southern ranges, gleaning subtle intelligence from their gossip. But even as she performed her duties flawlessly, her mind remained in the damp, cool cellar beneath the castle, craving the primal release of physical exertion. She missed the burn. The hum of her pulsing and working body.

That evening, after dinner and the customary court entertainment, she received a quiet visit in her chambers.

Lady Svana entered unannounced, her moss-colored robes rustling softly, bearing a small, intricately carved clay pot. The air in the room filled with the familiar, comforting scent of mint and strange, earthy compounds.

“An update, Your Grace,” the enigmatic healer said, her voice a low murmur, as she placed the pot on the side table. “You may find the formula sharper now. I’ve added a potent extract of hornwort and a stronger distillation of bear garlic. It should draw out inflammation, yes, but also... other effects. More rapid growth. Enhanced recovery.”

Althea took the pot, her fingers brushing Lady Svana’s for a fleeting moment, a spark of shared understanding passing between them. "And the side effects of this new potency?" she asked, her gaze steady.

Svana offered a ghost of a smile, her eyes twinkling with a knowing light. “You know them already, Princess. The potency grows as your body demands more. The transformation accelerates. The lines deepen. Your senses sharpen. Do you want me to stop?”

Althea shook her head, a slow, deliberate movement. Her grip on the clay pot tightened. “Double the dose. I’ll adjust.”

That night, Althea applied the salve alone, in the quiet privacy of her chamber, the moon a sliver outside her window. The sting rolled up her spine like fire through a dry forest, a searing sensation that quickly gave way to deep, pervasive warmth, a tingling thrum beneath her skin that promised rapid repair and even greater growth. She applied it to every inch of her body. Even the most far to reach and private parts of her body.

And she welcomed it. Every burning inch.



Two days later, the castle buzzed with a new arrival: a noble suitor from the wealthy coastal city of Eldrath. His name was Kaedric Stormbrand, the second son of a powerful naval family whose influence swelled with each passing shipping season. Tall, broad-shouldered, and notoriously arrogant, he was renowned for his sword-fighting prowess, a reputation he wasted no time flaunting.

He challenged three of the castle’s seasoned knights to sparring matches before breakfast, defeating them all soundly, one after another, with a display of almost theatrical skill. By noon, rumors of his unparalleled swordsmanship spread like wildfire through the castle. By evening, Kaedric made an ill-advised jest in the great hall, his booming voice carrying over the polite murmurs, comparing the royal heirs to "soft songbirds too timid to guard their own nest." His eyes, Althea noted, lingered on her, a dismissive sneer on his lips.

Althea had heard enough. Her own muscles twitched a silent challenge.

The duel was not declared publicly, for such a challenge would be beneath a princess. It was Thalen who arranged it, his genius for subtle manipulation, shining. He whispered to Kaedric’s overly confident manservant over dark ale in a hidden alcove of the castle, laying a trap that the arrogant knight couldn't resist: an anonymous challenger, a "mystery knight" from the North, who sought to test his mettle against the famed Stormbrand.

It took place in the courtyard before dawn, cloaked in mist and the lingering cold. Althea wore a full plate suit—standard Northeld steel, polished to a dull gleam, though the joints strained against her thickening frame, a testament to her rapid growth.

Kaedric grinned when he saw his opponent, a fully armored figure of imposing, though feminine, stature. He clearly anticipated an easy victory, a chance to further inflate his legend.

He was sorely mistaken.

The clang of steel on steel echoed in the predawn quiet. Althea moved with deceptive speed, her enhanced strength allowing her to control the heavy armor with effortless grace. She parried Kaedric’s powerful, practiced blows, her blade deflecting his with a force that surprised him. His initial confidence gave way to confusion, then a dawning horror. She pressed him, her movements relentless, powerful, her attacks delivered with the precision of a trained warrior and the raw, untamed might of her burgeoning body. She felt the exhilarating surge of power, her muscles coiling and striking, her breath coming in even, controlled gasps.

By the time she disarmed him—her blade slicing through his guard, sending his sword clattering to the stone, and then pressing the cold steel against his throat, her own visor close to his—his arrogant grin was long gone. Only wide, disbelieving eyes stared back at her from within his helmet.



Later that week, seeking the contrasting anonymity and the thrill of the city, Althea visited Kaldr’s Hollow, her disguise now even more crucial to mask the not so subtle, and undeniable, changes in her form. Hroda, her trusted steed had lost a step. No doubt from the increased weight of her rider. She found Mira and Kael already in their usual corner of a packed dance hall, their laughter echoing amidst the lively, smoke-filled air and pulsing music. Ilva, usually a quiet presence, was at a nearby table, meticulously sharpening a collection of crude knives.

Althea had long enjoyed the nameless and faceless nature of the Hollow, the freedom from titles and expectations. She’d kept her true identity a secret, letting her friends know her only as "Al." But as her body changed, as her power grew, and as her needs deepened, she knew it was time for a different kind of truth. They were her loyal friends, fierce and unburdened by courtly hypocrisy, and she intended them to be more.

She leaned in conspiratorially, her voice dropping below the din of the music. "There's something you both need to know," she said to Mira and Kael, pulling them closer, her eyes twinkling mischievously. "Something about 'Al' that might explain a few things."

Kael, ever quick-witted, quirked a brow. "More mysterious than your uncanny ability to win every arm-wrestle and disappear before dawn?"

Mira, always intuitive, caught the shift in Althea's demeanor. "Al? What is it? You look like you're about to tell us you're secretly a dragon."

“I might be a lion”, Althea mused and leaned in, the din of the tavern washing over her like surf. Kael was perched on his stool with a swagger that didn’t quite hide his admiration. Mira’s thick forearms were folded across her chest, but her eyes danced. Ilva, nursing a chipped mug of dark ale, said nothing, but her presence anchored the table like a stone altar.

“There’s something you three need to know,” Althea said, her voice dropping.

Kael raised a brow. Mira leaned forward. Ilva didn’t move—but her eyes snapped to attention.

Althea smiled, slow and wolfish, and placed the silver crest on the table. “I’ve lied. Sort of. I’m not just Al.”

The air shifted. Mira blinked. Kael let out a low whistle. Ilva only grunted.

“Well,” Kael said, “shit.”

Althea suppressed a laugh, a powerful, resonant sound that momentarily turned heads. She reached into a hidden pocket in her simple tunic and pulled out a small, intricately carved silver pin, depicting the Northeld crest: a stylized, rearing frost bear. She had worn it under her clothes for months, a small anchor to her other life. She held it out to them.
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