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For the girls who were told to stay quiet.

May you learn how to burn.
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“Power is never given. It is taken.”
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Chapter 1: The Night Elara Valemont Was Taken 
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Elara Valemont had learned, from a very young age, that nothing truly bad was allowed to happen to her.

There were rules for danger. It arrived days in advance, wrapped in briefings and schedules. It wore uniforms. It followed protocol. Even fear, in her world, was curated—measured, anticipated, managed by people who assured her that everything was under control.

That was why the sound of the gate tearing apart didn’t register as danger at first.

It sounded industrial. Violent in a way that didn’t belong here. Like something breaking that had never been meant to be touched.

She turned just as headlights cut across the courtyard, white and blinding, washing the stone in chaos. Someone shouted her name. 

Someone else barked orders. The guards moved, but not with urgency—more with habit, the fatal confidence of men who had never needed to be fast.

Gunfire followed.

Not wild. Not panicking. Clean, deliberate cracks that echoed against the palace walls like punctuation marks. Elara froze, her mind lagging behind her body, heels useless on polished stone. She smelled burning metal before she understood what it was.

Hands caught her from behind.

Not desperate. Not sloppy.

Efficient.

A palm sealed over her mouth, pressure exact—enough to silence her without crushing her jaw. She kicked, felt her heel connect with something solid, heard a grunt, but the grip didn’t loosen. Her body was lifted, the ground leaving her so suddenly her stomach lurched.

The world collapsed into motion and noise and the inside of her own skull screaming.

Then darkness swallowed her.

She hit metal hard, shoulder first. Pain flared sharp and immediate. The door slammed shut. The lock followed. The vehicle surged forward.

Elara dragged in a breath that tasted like oil and cold steel. Her pulse thundered in her ears, each beat louder than the last. She forced herself upright, fingers scraping along the wall until she found a corner to brace against.

“This is a mistake,” she said, voice shaking but controlled. “You don’t want—”

The light came on.

The woman sitting across from her wasn’t rushed.

That was the worst part.

She sat relaxed, one arm draped across the back of the seat, a handgun resting against her thigh like it belonged there. Dark hair pulled tight. Sharp features carved into stillness. Her eyes moved over Elara slowly—not weighing value, but condition. 

Like someone inspecting porcelain for cracks.

“This isn’t a mistake,” the woman said. Her voice was low, unhurried. “It’s overdue.”

Elara’s throat tightened. “If you think taking me gives you leverage—”

“It doesn’t,” the woman interrupted. “That’s why I did it.”

The vehicle swerved. Elara slammed into the wall again, breath tearing out of her lungs. 

The woman didn’t shift an inch.

She leaned forward instead.

Close enough that Elara caught the scent of leather and something faintly metallic beneath it.

“You’ve been protected your entire life,” the woman said. “Layers of people making decisions so you never had to. Tonight, those layers came off.”

Elara swallowed. “What do you want?”

The woman studied her face—her rigid posture, the tremor she was failing to hide, the discipline cracking under pressure.

“I want to see who you are,” she said at last, “when no one is left to tell you what to be.”

The light snapped off.

The darkness didn’t just hide the world—it erased it. The palace wasn’t a place anymore; it was a memory already beginning to rot.

The van accelerated, the city peeling away from them in a blur Elara couldn’t see but could feel in the pitch of the engine.

Something inside her gave way—not loudly, not cleanly—but enough to let fear seep into places it had never reached before.

The palace, with its gold and rules and rehearsed safety, felt unreal now.

Like a lie she had lived in too long.

And whatever waited ahead felt awake.

Watching.
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Chapter 2: The First Night
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Elara didn’t know how long the drive lasted.

Time had always been measured for her—announced in briefings, divided into ceremonies, scheduled down to the minute. 

Now it stretched shapeless and crude, marked only by the engine’s growl and the hard turns that slammed her shoulder into metal.

When the van stopped, it did so without ceremony.

The door opened.

Cold air rushed in first—wet, unfiltered, carrying the smell of concrete and rust. Not the polished chill of palace marble. This air felt used.

Hands dragged her out.

She fought harder this time, twisting violently, nails digging into fabric. Someone’s grip tightened. A sharp strike hit the back of her knee and she dropped, gravel shredding her palms as she was hauled forward.

Her dress tore.

The sound was small.

It felt enormous.

No one said a word.

That silence was worse than shouting.

She was pushed through a doorway. Another door. Another lock. The air shifted—less wind, more stillness. She stumbled forward and hit concrete with both knees.

The door shut.

The sound of the lock sliding into place was soft. Controlled. Final.

Elara scrambled up immediately and threw her body against it. Nothing. No handle. No weakness in the metal. She hit it again, harder. The vibration ran up her arms and into her teeth.

She stopped.

The room was smaller than she’d expected.

Concrete floor. One narrow window high on the wall. A thin mattress in the corner. A metal chair. No mirror.

No reflection.

Her breath started to thin. She dragged air into her lungs but it felt wrong, insufficient. Her pulse pounded so hard she could hear it echoing in her skull.

She looked down at herself.

Her sleeve was ripped. There was dirt under her nails. Gravel stuck to the fabric at her knees. Her hair had slipped from its pins, strands falling across her face in a way that felt indecent.

She smelled different.

Not perfume. Not silk and starch.

Sweat. Fear. Dust.

For the first time in her life, she felt untended.

The thought cracked something inside her.

“This isn’t real,” she whispered.

The words sounded smaller in the room than they had in her head.

Minutes passed. Or hours.

At some point, the door opened.

Boots stepped inside.

She didn’t look up.

Something plastic crinkled. A bottle touched the floor near her hand. Then something else—a wrapped sandwich.

No voice.

No explanation.

The boots remained there for a moment.

Watching.

Then they left.

The lock slid again.

Elara waited.

Five seconds.

Ten.

She moved suddenly and yanked the door open—

It didn’t move.

Her stomach dropped.

There had been a second lock.

She hadn’t heard it.

Her mistake.

Her chest tightened.

They were watching her patterns. Testing her reactions.

She looked at the food.

The sandwich sat there like an insult.

White bread. Processed meat. Cheap wrapping. The kind of thing she had only ever seen handed to staff during long events.

Her stomach clenched.

She hadn’t eaten since morning.

Her pride rose first.

She would not touch it.

She would not eat something tossed at her like she was an animal.

Minutes passed.

Her body didn’t care about pride.

Her head began to ache. Her mouth felt dry. 

She stared at the water bottle until it blurred.

She crawled toward it slowly, hating herself for every inch.

When she picked it up, her hands were shaking.

She opened it.

The water was lukewarm.

She drank anyway.

Too fast.

It ran down her chin. Onto her collar. She wiped it away angrily, as if someone had seen.

The sandwich came next.

She unwrapped it carefully, as if the act itself humiliated her less that way. The bread stuck slightly to her fingers. The meat smelled overly salted.

She took one bite.

It tasted like nothing.

And yet she swallowed.

Her stomach twisted in gratitude.

Her throat tightened in shame.

Tears came without warning.

Not loud. Not dramatic.

Just silent lines down a face that had never been allowed to collapse.

The first tear felt like betrayal.

The second felt like exposure.

Because princesses were composed.

Princesses were polished.

Princesses did not sit on concrete floors eating wrapped sandwiches in the dark.

She pulled her knees to her chest and 

pressed her forehead against them.

The palace felt distant now.

Not far.

Unreal.

Like a story someone else had told her about herself.

The darkness in the room didn’t just hide the world.

It erased it.

And somewhere beyond the steel door, the woman who had taken her was waiting—not for ransom, not for headlines—

But for the moment Elara stopped being a princess.

And became something else.
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Chapter 3: The Woman in the Doorway
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Elara didn’t hear the lock.

That was intentional.

The door opened so quietly it felt like the room had exhaled her captor into existence. Boots crossed the concrete with measured patience.

Elara didn’t look up.

She wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of immediate acknowledgment.

“You drank all of it.”

The voice was calm. Not pleased. Not disappointed. Merely logged.

Elara’s fingers curled slightly against the mattress. “You left it.”

A pause.

A shift of weight.

“You waited twelve minutes before touching it.”

Her stomach dropped.

She hadn’t realized she’d been timed.

Silence thickened. Not empty—observed.

Elara forced herself to raise her eyes.

The woman stood near the chair again. Same posture. Same controlled stillness. No visible weapon. Which meant it was either concealed—or unnecessary.

“You’re measuring me,” Elara said.

“I measure everything.”

The response came flat.

Elara stood, but too quickly. A wave of dizziness hit her from lack of food and water. 

She masked it poorly. The woman noticed.

Of course she did.

“You’re dehydrated faster than I expected,” the woman said quietly. “Shock burns through reserves.”

“I’m fine,” Elara snapped.

“No,” the woman replied. “You’re adapting.”

The word unsettled her more than insult would have.

Elara brushed dirt from her torn sleeve. The gesture felt absurd in a concrete cell.

“You killed my guards.”

“I removed resistance.”

“They were loyal.”

“They were owned.”

The correction was cut clean.

Elara stiffened. “They chose to protect me.”

“They were raised to.”

The woman stepped closer—not invading, but narrowing distance like a predator who understood pacing.

“You’ve been surrounded by men who would die on command,” she continued. “Did you ever wonder who they were before that command?”

Elara’s throat tightened. She hated that the question landed.

“Loyalty isn’t ownership,” she said, though the words felt thinner now.

The woman crouched slightly, bringing herself closer to eye level without kneeling. It was not a submission. It was an examination.

“Everyone has treated you like porcelain,” she said. “Polished. Guarded. Displayed.”

Her gaze moved over Elara slowly, not leering—evaluating.

“I want to know what happens when porcelain breaks.”

The words weren’t loud.

They didn’t need to be.

Elara swallowed. Her mouth still tasted faintly of cheap bread and salt.

“I’m not fragile,” she said, though she was painfully aware of the dirt under her nails, the torn fabric, the tremor in her calves.

The woman’s eyes flicked downward briefly—to the gravel embedded in Elara’s knee.

“You are,” she said. “You’ve just never been tested.”

Something hot flared in Elara’s chest. Anger. 

Pride. Something dangerously close to humiliation.

“If this is about power,” Elara said, stepping forward despite the weakness in her legs, “you’re proving nothing.”

“On the contrary,” the woman replied. “You stepped closer.”

Elara froze.

The woman continued calmly, “Your breathing changed when I mentioned ownership. You hold eye contact when you’re angry. You look away when you’re uncertain.”

Elara felt exposed.

Every movement catalogued.

Every reaction filed.

“You’re not here for ransom,” Elara said slowly. “You’re studying me.”

“Yes.”

The honesty hit harder than denial would have.

“Why?” Elara demanded.

The woman stood fully now, restoring the height difference without touching her.

“Because the world has written your script already,” she said. “Princess. Future symbol. 

Safe investment.”

	


Her eyes darkened slightly.

“I want to see if there’s something under that.”

The air felt thinner.

Elara’s composure began to fray—not dramatically, but visibly. The concrete floor was cold through the thin fabric of her dress. 

Her hair clung to her skin. She could feel the grime, the loss of polish.

She hated that the woman could see it too.

“You think I’ll break,” Elara said.

“I think you already are.”

The words landed softly.

That made them worse.

The woman stepped back toward the door.

“You’ll shower tomorrow,” she said. “You’ll be escorted.”

“Like a prisoner.”

“Like an asset.”

The distinction chilled her.

The woman reached the door, then paused.

“The world is already moving on, Elara,” she said without turning. “They’re drafting statements. Writing your tragedy in headlines.”

A beat.

“In here, consequences don’t exist.”

The lock clicked open.

“Only choices do.”

The door shut.

Silence returned, heavier than before.

Elara stood alone in the middle of the room, heart hammering—not from fear alone now, but from something far more destabilizing.

She had been watched.

Measured.

Timed.

And somewhere in that quiet assessment, something inside her had reacted—not with collapse.

But with resistance.

She pressed her hand against the cold concrete wall.

For the first time in her life, she wasn’t being protected.

She was being evaluated.

And she wasn’t sure which was worse.
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Chapter 4: The Escort
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The door opened at dawn.

No warning. No voice.

Elara had barely slept. The concrete had leached warmth from her bones. Her dress was stiff with dust, her hair tangled against her neck. She had stopped trying to smooth it hours ago.

Two men stood in the doorway.

Not guards in uniform. No insignia. Just quiet muscle and blank expressions.

“Up,” one of them said.

She didn’t move immediately.

It wasn't a rebellion.

It was a calculation.

They stepped forward anyway.

Elara rose before they touched her.

Good. She wouldn’t give them that.

Her legs trembled slightly as she followed them into the hallway.

This was the first time she had seen beyond the cell.

The corridor was longer than she expected. 

Industrial. Concrete walls. Overhead pipes. 

The faint hum of machinery somewhere deeper in the structure. No windows.

No outside world.

The air smelled faintly of oil and cold metal.

They turned a corner.

A wider space opened up—high ceiling, steel beams, stacked crates. A warehouse. Or something pretending to be one.

No other prisoners.

No chaos.

No ransom panic.

Just order.

She was alone here.

The realization settled heavily.

Not kidnapped into a crowded criminal den.

Selected.

Escorted.

A metal door at the far end opened.

Steam drifted out.

The escort stopped just outside.

“You have ten minutes,” the man said. “Don’t test that.”

Elara stepped inside.

The room was tiled. Stark. A single showerhead mounted high. A drain in the center. A folded stack of clothing on a metal bench.

No mirror.

She closed the door behind her.

It didn’t lock from her side.

The sound of water filled the space as she turned it on.

Cold at first.

Then warm.

She stood under it fully clothed for three seconds before pulling the torn fabric over her head.

The dress hit the floor like something dead.

Dirt ran down her legs in thin brown lines. 

Gravel fell away from her skin. She scrubbed at her arms harder than necessary, as if she could erase the last twelve hours.

Her hair clung to her face.

She tilted her head back and let the water wash over her closed eyes.

For a moment—just a moment—she almost felt human again.

Then she noticed the camera.

Small. Black. Embedded near the ceiling corner.

Not hidden.

Displayed.

Her stomach dropped.

They were watching this too.

She stepped back immediately, arms crossing over her chest—not modesty, but instinct.

Her dignity wasn’t being taken violently.

It was being documented.

Measured.

Timed.

Ten minutes.

She finished in six.

When she stepped out, she put on the clean clothes without hesitation. Simple black fabric. 
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