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    To my children,

This book is about what we inherit, and what we choose to pass on.It's about fathers who fail, fathers who try, and the quiet courage it takes to break a cycle rather than repeat it.

Every page of this story carries the same hope I carry for you:that you grow up knowing you are loved, that you are not bound by the mistakes of those who came before you, and that even in a broken world, you can choose compassion over power, and mercy over fear.

If this story teaches anything, I hope it teaches this:legacy isn't what we conquer. It's what we protect.

You are my greatest creation, my reason to keep going,and the future I believe in.

—Dad
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Chapter I  
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The Empress  

"Find her!" the voice of a Vhankilla echoed down the dark hall, rough and determined. I remained still, holding my hand over my mouth, trying to calm my breath. The Khanstephs were close, and I knew the entire city of Lushahiem was hunting me. How could I have been so careless? I knew this day was coming, that my life was at risk, but now my delay had cost lives—those of the guards sworn to protect me. They were all gone, their bodies falling in an instant as the 1st Legion stormed my tower, killing anything in their path. Their matte white armor reflected no light, making them phantoms in the night. I should have acted sooner. By the time they reached my quarters, I had barely enough time to flee. Like the tears that slid silently down my cheeks, I had slid out the window and down the ancient stone walls that had caged me for years.

"She must have gone this way," I heard a Khansteph shout from the end of the hall. The direction he pointed led straight to the stables—my planned escape route. I cursed under my breath, my heart racing. I needed a new plan, and fast. Left, toward the kitchens. From there, I could circle back. I straightened from behind the cold marble statue I’d been using as cover, quickly peeking around the corner to assess my surroundings. The hall was dimly lit by Rementhium lamps, their flickering light barely enough to pierce the gloom. 

I had prepared for this my whole life, but now that the moment had come, I felt the weight of it—felt the shadow of what I might lose. My father was gone. And soon, they would come for me.

I began to move, but the sharp click of footsteps approaching made me freeze. Panic surged through my veins. Ducking back behind the statue, I waited.

"If she escapes, Eli..." The voice of Sahannah, a name whispered with fear and respect across the empire, drifted toward me from the shadows.

"This whole empire is on lockdown," Eli’s cold voice responded. "There’s no way she could escape." He was closer now. My heart pounded so loudly in my chest I thought they might hear it. "Even if she did, this is my land now. The whole country would be after her. Where could she possibly hide?"

A dry laugh, mocking and self-assured. He was right. Once I left Lushahiem, my chances of finding refuge were slim. But there were still a few Omni sympathizers scattered throughout the land. If I could reach Inilyus, perhaps one of them could help me. The hope was faint, but it was all I had. 

The pair passed by the statue without noticing me. Eli was the one person standing between me and my rightful throne. After my father's death, Eli had taken all of the power and all of the control that should have been mine. At twenty, I could take back what was mine by Divine Right, but Eli knew this and would never let me live long enough to challenge him.

As soon as their footsteps receded, I moved again, my heart racing, heading toward the kitchens. The marble floor was smooth beneath my feet, the cold creeping up my body. I reached the wide doors of the kitchen and slipped inside, relieved to find it empty. The room was lit only by the dull orange embers of a fire, casting eerie shadows across the stone walls.

I glanced around for supplies. The shelves were stocked with dried goods and baskets of vegetables. Taking what I could, I stuffed bread and fruits into my pack. It was hard to know when I’d eat next, but I needed to keep moving. As I reached for more provisions, I heard the familiar scrape of armored boots just outside the door.

I ducked behind a stack of potato sacks, praying not to be found. A Khansteph entered the kitchen, his armor clinking softly as he searched the room. Through a small opening between the sacks, I could see his silhouette, illuminated by the embers of the stove. His posture was tense, his movements agitated, as if he knew I was close but couldn’t place me. His shadow fell long across the floor.

"Thrak..." I whispered, recognizing him.

His head snapped toward my hiding place, and I saw his face relax. He stepped forward, slowly.

"Empress... Is that you?" His voice was low, urgent.

I emerged from the pile of sacks, standing cautiously. Thrak had been my watchman for as long as I could remember, a silent protector bound by oath. But even he could only help me so much.

"What are you doing?" he asked, his voice a mix of confusion and worry as he helped me to my feet.

"They’ll kill me if they find me, Thrak. You know that."

His brow furrowed. "What about the sympathizers?"

"I have to reach Inilyus. If anyone survived the purge, they’ll be there." I glanced nervously at the door. The sound of approaching footsteps quickened my heartbeat again. I grabbed his hand briefly. "Thank you, Thrak."

He shook his head but said nothing. He knew what I had to do. "Then go. Now."

As he stepped away from the door, I darted through the side entrance into the cool night air. Behind me, I heard the soldiers barging in.

"Where is she?" Eli’s voice cut through the kitchen like a blade. I pressed myself flat against the outer wall, holding my breath.

"Vhankilla Eli..." Thrak’s voice trembled slightly. My heart ached for him. There was no way this would end well for him.

"Where. Is. She?" Eli’s words were sharp, the fury barely contained. I heard the heavy thud of boots and Sahannah’s soft chuckle.

"You let her escape, didn’t you?" Eli’s voice darkened.

I clenched my fists, waiting for the moment to run. Thrak would buy me time, but not much. He was loyal, but he was no match for Eli’s wrath.

"She’s the rightful ruler of Nantrium," Thrak’s voice rang out, defiant. "Who are you?"

There was a heavy silence, followed by the unmistakable sound of a struggle. Thrak was brave, but I knew he wouldn’t last. I forced myself to move, creeping from shadow to shadow, careful to avoid the patrols. Every step took me closer to the outer gates, and closer to freedom.

My heart pounded as I slipped past a group of guards. The cold night air burned in my lungs as I ran. There was no time for hesitation, no room for error. This was my one chance. I dashed across the open courtyard, my legs screaming for relief as I reached the edge of the city.

I glanced back, hearing Eli’s voice booming from the distance, and saw the glimmer of torches chasing after me. But I wouldn’t stop. Not yet. Not until I was free.

I turned and ran into the night, the fate of the empire on my shoulders, and only the Divine Power to guide me.

“Na hymtrial,” I whispered to the night. In peace. But peace felt like a distant dream.
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The Prince  

I placed my hands on the stone banister of the balcony, staring out over the dense forests of Navia. From the castle walls to the distant, bustling town of Nasteria, the land stretched far and wide, rich with life and growth. One day, this land would be mine, but that knowledge was more burden than comfort. The weight of that future pressed on me like the humid air of the forest. I took a deep breath and tried, once again, to focus on the Divine Power. I needed its guidance, its clarity, but my mind was too full. Too heavy. Thoughts of the trials to come—the ones that would determine if I was worthy to inherit the title of Valta Riomni—clouded my mind.

KNOCK, KNOCK.  

"Young Tailor," a familiar voice called from behind the door.  

I sighed, letting go of the thin thread of concentration I’d managed to grasp. "Yes?" I responded, stepping away from the banister and moving toward the door.  

When I opened it, Lady Bhlayke stood there, her golden eyes warm and soothing. "It’s time," she said with a gentle smile.  

"Lady Bhlayke?" I looked at her, momentarily confused.  

"Your father is back," she said, her smile deepening. "Everyone is gathering in the grand hall."  

I blinked. "Father? But he wasn’t supposed to return for another three cycles." I felt a sudden jolt of nervous energy. My father, Radcliffe, was rarely home these days. Auxington had become his battlefield, his obsession, and I saw him only during brief respites between his campaigns.  

"He thought it best to return early," she explained, stepping aside slightly. "The Empire is sending a diplomat."  

I stared at her in disbelief. "A diplomat? From the Empire?" I couldn’t hide my shock. In the eighteen years of war between Hyltoria and Navia, the two sides had never sat down for a peaceful meeting. Hyltoria was ruled by Eli, the man who had taken my father’s place as the head of the old Empire, and the man my uncles often called a "true snake." I had heard stories about Eli from both Uncle Xathan and Uncle Hymchiel—how he thrived in the chaos of Talvanofa’s rebellion, how he maneuvered himself into power while everyone else fought for survival.  

"Yes, Young Tailor," Lady Bhlayke said softly, her gaze steady and understanding. "These are troubling times."  

Her golden eyes seemed to see into my very soul, as if she could feel my confusion and turmoil as her own. "But it will be alright."  

I bit my lip, trying to hold back the emotions welling up inside me. I had grown used to my father being away, fighting in a war I barely understood. Every birthday since I was twelve, I’d hoped he would return home, and each year I was left disappointed.  

"I know," she said, placing a hand on my shoulder. "He’s missed so much of your life."  

A tear slid down my cheek before I could stop it. "He doesn’t care," I whispered, my voice shaking. "He’s always gone."  

Lady Bhlayke’s expression softened even further, and she brushed the dark hair from my face with a gentle hand. "Your father is torn between two worlds," she said quietly, her voice a soothing balm. "Both worlds demand much from him. He has to make decisions that we can never fully understand. But I promise you, Tailor, he does love you. He loves you more than you know."  

I looked away, ashamed of my tears. "It doesn’t feel like it," I muttered, wiping my face with the back of my hand.  

"One day, you will understand," she said, leaning down to kiss my forehead. "And when you do, you’ll see the choices your father had to make."  

I sniffled and nodded, grateful for her comforting words, even if they didn’t take away the sting in my heart. "Thank you, Lady Bhlayke."  

She smiled again, her warmth radiating from her like sunlight. "Now come. We must prepare for your father’s return and the arrival of our esteemed guest."  

"Yes, Lady Bhlayke," I said, feeling steadier. I took a deep breath, pushing the emotions down. I would face my father, no matter how much distance there was between us.  

We left my room and walked down the long, echoing corridors of the castle, the Rementhium lamps casting a soft glow on the stone walls. I couldn’t help but glance at the portraits that hung along the hallway, depictions of my father and uncles in battle, their faces resolute, their weapons drawn. One painting, in particular, always caught my eye—the Battle of Auxington. My father, at the front of the line, his sword raised high as he led the charge.  

"Are you alright?" Lady Bhlayke’s voice brought me out of my thoughts as we passed a portrait of my mother.  

I hesitated, my heart tightening. My mother’s face was frozen in time in that painting, her soft features and warm smile forever out of reach. I had never known her, not really. She had died giving birth to me, and her absence was a wound that never healed. A part of me, a selfish part, believed it was my fault. I had killed her, taken her from my father. Maybe that was why he was never home—because he couldn’t bear to be reminded of the woman I had taken from him.  

"I feel lost, Lady Bhlayke," I finally admitted, my voice quiet.  

She nodded, her golden eyes full of understanding. "I remember a summer when you were eight years old," she said softly. "We went sailing past the Rising Sun Islands, remember?"  

I nodded. "Yes."  

"Do you remember the storm that came out of nowhere that night?"  

"Yes," I said again, the memory vivid in my mind.  

"What did your father tell you that night?" she asked, her voice gentle.  

"He said we had to face the storm head-on," I replied, my voice growing stronger as I remembered his words. "He said that if we turned back, the storm would capsize us."  

Lady Bhlayke smiled, a soft, proud smile. "This is your storm now, Tailor. You can’t outrun it. You must face it, just as your father taught you. And remember, we will all be here to guide you. But much like your father, you will have to make your own decisions. You will have to shoulder the weight of those choices."  

I nodded, feeling the truth in her words. I had always known that one day, I would have to stand on my own, to make decisions not just for myself, but for those who followed me. That day was coming soon.  

We reached the entrance to the grand hall, and Lady Bhlayke placed a hand on the back of my head, pulling me in for another kiss on the forehead. "Thank you, Lady Bhlayke," I whispered.  

"You're ready for this, Tailor," she said softly.  

"Will Kautter be here tonight?" I asked, glancing toward the door.  

"Yes," she replied with a small smile. "Everyone will be here tonight."  

"Everyone?" I repeated, my voice tinged with disbelief. "Even Uncle Hymchiel and Xathan?"  

"Yes," she said, her tone serious now. "This war won’t end anytime soon, and preparations must be made."  

I swallowed hard, nodding. "Yes, Lady Bhlayke."  

As we entered the grand hall, I was struck by the sheer number of people gathered inside. The room was alive with energy, the air buzzing with conversation and anticipation. It felt like the entire kingdom of Navia was present.  

On one side of the hall, the elites from Vourcrest stood tall and proud, their fine clothing a testament to their wealth and status. Plantation owners from Garah mingled among them, their normally gruff demeanor softened by the grandeur of the evening. And then there were the people of Nasteria, the working class, standing shoulder to shoulder with the elites as equals, at least for tonight.  

Lady Bhlayke had been right—everyone was here.  

In the center of the hall, my uncles Hymchiel and Xathan stood together, quietly giving orders and overseeing the preparations. They were war-hardened men, yet their presence here felt more significant than any battle. They commanded the room with the same authority they did on the battlefield, and I felt a surge of pride just watching them.  

But there was something else, something strange and unsettling in the air. A presence I couldn’t place. It was faint but growing stronger, like a low tremor in the Divine Power. The sensation was almost suffocating, as if the air itself was thick with unseen tension. I couldn’t shake the feeling that something—or someone—was coming.  

"Tailor?"  

I turned at the sound of my name, and Kautter, Lady Bhlayke’s son, stood before me. His gray eyes, so similar to his mother’s, gleamed with curiosity.  

"Kautter," I said, offering a small smile despite the tension in my chest.  

He returned the smile, though his eyes seemed distracted as he took in the scene around us. "Your father is back," he said simply, as if that explained everything.  

"Yeah," I replied, though my mind was still spinning with the strange sensation in the air.  

Kautter noticed my unease and raised an eyebrow. "Something wrong?"  

"I don’t know," I admitted, my gaze shifting to the grand doors at the far end of the hall. The presence was getting stronger, almost overwhelming.  

Before I could say anything more, Uncle Hymchiel’s voice cut through the din. "You two!"  

Kautter and I turned to face him, both of us snapping to attention like two boys caught misbehaving.  

"Yes, Omni?" we said in unison, as if we were back in our childhood days, answering a command from our uncles.  

"Get to work!" Uncle Xathan chimed in with a grin, waving us toward the tables.  

Kautter chuckled and gave me a light shove. "Come on, let’s get this place ready before they arrive."  

The grand hall was filled with stargazing blue and deep yellow banners hanging from the stone walls. A polished wooden dance floor gleamed in the center of the room, while long tables lined the perimeter. Tonight was supposed to be a night of peace, a night of diplomacy—but the weight of the war still hung heavily in the air.
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The Shepherd  

I sat at the long table near the front of the grand hall, my hands folded neatly in my lap, my eyes flicking between the door and the people gathered around. The presence in the room had only grown stronger, almost unbearable now. It was like a steady pulse, a thrum of power that resonated in my chest, pulling at me in a way I couldn’t describe. It wasn’t the Divine Power—at least, not in the way I had ever felt it before. This was something else. Something deeper, more ancient, as if the very air in the room was alive with it.

Kautter sat beside me, his gray eyes scanning the hall with the same quiet wariness I felt. He hadn’t said much since we arrived, but I could tell he sensed it too, this strange energy that seemed to fill the space between us. His fingers drummed lightly on the table, a nervous habit I’d seen in him since we were kids, but tonight it felt more like a warning, like he was waiting for something to happen.  

The hall was quieter now, the hum of conversation dying down as people took their seats and settled into a tense stillness. The elites from Vourcrest, the plantation owners from Garah, the working class of Nasteria—they all sat together, eyes fixed on the grand doors at the far end of the hall, waiting. Waiting for my father. Waiting for Radcliffe.  

My uncles, Hymchiel and Xathan, stood near the front of the room, their eyes sharp and watchful, their expressions unreadable. They were men who had seen more battles than I could count, who had stood by my father’s side through every victory and defeat, and yet even they seemed uneasy tonight. I couldn’t blame them. The war had been dragging on for years, and now, for the first time, we were expecting a diplomat from Hyltoria. Peace was a distant hope, but tonight felt like the beginning of something—whether it was an end to the war or the start of something worse, I didn’t know.

The presence in the room grew stronger still, and I shifted in my seat, glancing again at the grand doors. Any moment now. Any moment my father would walk through those doors, and everything would change.  

I took a deep breath, trying to focus, trying to steady myself. I was sixteen now, no longer a child. I had been trained in the ways of the Divine Power, schooled in the histories of Navia and Hyltoria, prepared for the day when I would take my place beside my father as Valta Riomni. But none of that training had prepared me for this. For the weight of the power pressing down on me, for the tension in the air, for the uncertainty of what was to come.

And then, the doors swung open.

The room stood as one. Every head turned, every eye fixed on the figure that stepped through the doorway, the figure that commanded the attention of the entire room with nothing more than his presence. My father.

Radcliffe, the Shepherd of Navia, strode into the hall with the confidence of a man who had faced death and come out the other side. His long black cloak billowed behind him as he walked, his armor gleaming in the light of the Rementhium lamps. His face was calm, almost serene, but his eyes—those piercing blue eyes that I had inherited—were hard, unyielding. They swept over the room, taking in every detail, every face, every possible threat. 

Behind him, my uncle Xathan, as always, followed like a shadow. His presence was a constant reminder of the war, of the battles fought and won, and of the battles yet to come. Together, they were a force to be reckoned with, and as they made their way to the front of the room, the air seemed to shift around them, the weight of their power pressing down on everyone in the hall.

Radcliffe reached the front of the room, and for a moment, he stood there in silence, his eyes scanning the crowd. The room was so still, so quiet, that I could hear my own heartbeat in my ears. 

And then, he spoke.

"People of Navia," he began, his voice steady, clear, but with an undercurrent of something heavier—something grim. "We stand here today on the precipice of change. A change that has been long in coming, but one that we must be prepared for. The war with Hyltoria has dragged on for nearly two decades, and while we have held strong, the cost has been great."

His eyes swept across the room, lingering on the faces of the elites, the plantation owners, the workers. "We have all suffered. We have all lost something—someone—to this war. But despite our losses, we have persevered. We have survived. And now, we have the opportunity to bring an end to this conflict."

There was a murmur of surprise at his words. An end to the war? My heart skipped a beat, and I glanced at Kautter, who looked just as shocked as I felt.

Radcliffe continued. "The Empire of Hyltoria has sent a diplomat to meet with us. They wish to discuss the possibility of peace. Of negotiations. This diplomat will arrive within the next few days, and we must be prepared to receive them."

There was a ripple of uncertainty through the crowd. Peace? With Hyltoria? After all these years? 

"But make no mistake," Radcliffe said, his voice firm. "We will not be fooled by false promises. We will not be deceived by the words of a snake. Eli may claim to seek peace, but we know better. We know what kind of man he is. We know the lengths he will go to in order to maintain his control over Hyltoria—and now, he seeks to extend that control to Navia."

The murmurs grew louder, the tension in the room rising.

Radcliffe raised a hand, silencing the room. "We will meet with this diplomat. We will listen to what they have to say. But we will not be swayed. Navia is strong, and we will continue to fight for our freedom, for our land, for our people. We will not bow to the Empire. Not now. Not ever."

The room erupted into applause, a thunderous sound that echoed off the stone walls. I could feel the weight of my father’s words settling in my chest, the conviction in his voice resonating through me. This was why he was the Shepherd. This was why people followed him, why they believed in him. He wasn’t just a leader—he was a symbol. A symbol of resistance, of hope, of strength.

As the applause died down, Radcliffe turned to face the front of the room once more. "Now," he said, "we must prepare. Auxington is still under siege, and we cannot afford to let our guard down. Xathan and I have returned from the front lines to ensure that we are ready for whatever may come. The battle may not be over, but we will not falter."

He stepped down from the platform, and as he did, the room began to buzz with activity once more. People returned to their conversations, their minds already turning to the tasks ahead. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off, that the presence I had felt earlier was still there, lurking in the shadows, waiting for the right moment to reveal itself.

Kautter nudged me, breaking me out of my thoughts. "You alright?" he asked, his gray eyes searching mine.

"Yeah," I said, though my voice sounded distant even to my own ears. "Just... thinking."

"About what?"

I hesitated, glancing around the room before lowering my voice. "Do you feel that?"

"Feel what?" Kautter asked, his brow furrowing.

"That presence. It’s been here since we got to the hall. It feels... off."

Kautter frowned, glancing around as if trying to sense what I was talking about. "I don’t know, Tailor. Maybe you’re just nervous. It’s not every day your father comes back from a war and announces peace talks with the Empire."

"Yeah, maybe," I muttered, though I wasn’t convinced. There was something more to this, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

Before I could say anything more, Radcliffe approached our table, his presence commanding attention even among the bustle of the hall. He looked at me, his expression softening just slightly.

"Tailor," he said, his voice lower now, just for me. "How are you holding up?"

I met his gaze, feeling a surge of conflicting emotions. Part of me wanted to lash out, to tell him how much I hated that he was always gone, always fighting a war that never seemed to end. But another part of me—the part that had grown up watching him lead, watching him fight—understood. He was doing what he thought was right, what he believed was necessary for Navia.  

"I’m fine, Father," I said, keeping my voice steady.

Radcliffe studied me for a moment, then nodded. "Good. We have much to discuss. But first, you and Kautter should prepare yourselves. The diplomat will be arriving soon, and I want you both to be ready."

I nodded, though my heart was still racing. "Yes, Father."

As he turned to walk away, I couldn’t help but feel the weight of his words pressing down on me. This was more than just a meeting with a diplomat. This was a test. A test of everything I had been trained for, everything I had been preparing for. And I wasn’t sure I was ready.

Kautter clapped me on the back, grinning. "Come on, Tailor. This is it. This is our chance."

"Yeah," I said, forcing a smile. "Our chance."

But in the back of my mind, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was coming—something bigger than peace talks, something darker than war. And whatever it was, it was already here.
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The Diplomat

I stood by the far wall of the grand hall, just outside the main circle of celebrations, watching as people laughed, drank, and danced under the brilliant stargazing blue and yellow banners that hung from the stone walls. The entire space was alive with energy, the clinking of glasses, the rustle of fine clothes, and the low hum of voices creating a background symphony that, on any other night, would have brought a sense of calm to the room. But tonight, despite the outward display of joy, there was an undercurrent of tension that even the loudest laughter couldn’t hide. Auxington. The war. The diplomat from Hyltoria. Everything was building toward something, and no one seemed to know what that something was.

I leaned against one of the tall marble columns, my fingers absentmindedly tracing the cool surface as I scanned the crowd. Kautter was off somewhere with Beth, the two of them probably stealing a moment alone before the night’s serious business began. I couldn’t blame them—if I had someone like Beth, I’d want to escape the weight of all this, too. But as much as I wanted to find some kind of distraction, I couldn’t tear my mind away from the thought of the war, the diplomat, and the role I’d have to play in it all.

"Tailor," a voice called out from beside me, pulling me from my thoughts. I turned to see Bhlayke approaching, her golden eyes soft and warm as always. She wore a simple yet elegant blue dress, and as she moved, the light from the chandeliers seemed to catch in her hair, giving her an almost ethereal glow.

"Lady Bhlayke," I said, offering a small smile. "I didn’t expect to see you away from all the excitement."

Bhlayke smiled back, though it didn’t quite reach her eyes. "There’s plenty of excitement to go around, Tailor. But I thought you might need a break from it all. You seem... distant."

I sighed, glancing back at the crowd. "I’m just thinking. About everything. The war. The diplomat. What comes next."

She studied me for a moment, her expression thoughtful. "It’s a lot to carry, especially at your age. But you’re not alone, Tailor. You have your father. Kautter. Your uncles. And me."

"I know." I shifted, unsure of how to explain the weight I was feeling. "It’s just... it feels like something’s coming. Like this isn’t just about a peace talk. There’s something more to it, but I can’t figure out what."

Bhlayke nodded, her gaze drifting to the crowd. "You’re not wrong. Your father feels it too, though he won’t say it out loud. He’s always been good at hiding his fears, especially from you."

I frowned. "My father’s not afraid of anything."

She smiled softly, her eyes filled with a wisdom that came from years of watching the world change. "Even the strongest men fear something, Tailor. Your father has seen things most of us couldn’t even imagine, and he carries the weight of every decision he’s ever made. Just because he doesn’t show it doesn’t mean he’s not affected by it."

I nodded, feeling a strange sense of comfort in her words. "Do you think he regrets it? The war, I mean."

Bhlayke was quiet for a moment, considering her answer. "I think your father understands that there are some things worth fighting for, even if it means sacrificing a part of yourself along the way. But that doesn’t mean he’s without regret. No one is."

I looked down at the floor, my thoughts racing. The war had been going on for as long as I could remember, and I’d grown up with stories of my father’s battles, his victories, and his losses. But hearing Bhlayke talk about it in this way made it feel different, more real. My father wasn’t just a legend or a hero—he was a man, a man who had made impossible choices and lived with the consequences every day.

"Your time is coming, Tailor," Bhlayke said, her voice gentle. "You’ll have to make your own choices soon enough. But don’t forget that you have people who love you and who will help you carry the burden."

I looked up at her, grateful for her words. "Thank you, Lady Bhlayke."

She smiled again and placed a hand on my shoulder. "Anytime, Tailor. Now, why don’t you go enjoy the celebration? Your father will be here soon."

With that, she turned and made her way back into the crowd, leaving me alone with my thoughts once more. I watched her go, feeling the weight on my shoulders lighten just a little. But even as I tried to shake off the heaviness in my chest, the presence I’d felt earlier still lingered, hanging over the hall like a storm cloud.

I spotted Kautter and Beth across the room, the two of them standing close together near one of the large windows that overlooked the gardens. Kautter was tall and lean, his gray eyes sharp and thoughtful, while Beth—beautiful, with her dark curls and kind smile—stood beside him, her hand resting lightly on his arm. They looked happy, like they were in their own little world, untouched by the war and the worries that plagued the rest of us.

I decided to join them, making my way through the throng of people with as much grace as I could manage. As I approached, Kautter looked up and smiled, waving me over.

"Tailor," he said, his voice warm. "I was wondering where you’d disappeared to."

I shrugged, offering a small smile. "Just needed some air."

Beth smiled at me, her green eyes sparkling. "It’s a lot, isn’t it? All of this."

"Yeah," I admitted, glancing around the room. "It’s overwhelming."

Kautter nodded, his expression growing more serious. "Especially with the diplomat coming. It’s strange, isn’t it? After all these years of fighting, suddenly we’re talking about peace."

I frowned, crossing my arms over my chest. "Do you think it’s real? The peace, I mean?"

Beth tilted her head, her expression thoughtful. "It’s hard to say. Eli’s... well, he’s not exactly trustworthy. But maybe there’s a chance. People are tired of war. They want something different."

"That’s true," Kautter added. "But I don’t think Eli will give up his power that easily. He’s too ambitious. Too dangerous."

I nodded, my mind racing with everything that could go wrong. "Do you think my father will agree to it? To peace?"

Kautter hesitated, glancing at Beth before answering. "Your father wants what’s best for Navia. If he thinks peace is possible, he’ll consider it. But he won’t be fooled by Eli. None of us will."

"Your father is smart, Tailor," Beth said, her voice gentle. "He’ll do what’s right for all of us."

I wanted to believe them, but the presence in the room—the strange feeling that something was about to happen—kept gnawing at me. I couldn’t shake the sense that things were about to change, and not in a good way.

Before I could say anything more, the doors at the far end of the hall swung open again, and the room fell silent.

Everyone turned to look as the diplomat finally arrived.

The figure that stepped through the door was a woman, tall and regal, her dark hair pulled back in an intricate braid. She wore the finest clothes I had ever seen, a flowing gown of deep red and gold, and as she moved, the light caught the fabric, making her seem to shimmer like fire.

Eudora the First, the rightful heir to the Hyltorian throne.

The moment she entered the room, I felt the presence shift, the tension in the air thickening as her power brushed against mine. She was like a force of nature, her presence commanding attention, and as she walked toward the front of the room, all eyes were on her.

I couldn’t tear my gaze away. There was something about her, something that made my heart race in my chest, something that made me feel both drawn to her and wary of her at the same time.

As she reached the front of the hall, my father stood to greet her, his expression calm and unreadable. The two of them locked eyes for a moment, the weight of their shared history hanging between them like a heavy curtain.

"Eudora," my father said, his voice low but steady. "Welcome to Navia."

She inclined her head, her gaze never leaving his. "Radcliffe. It’s been a long time."

My father nodded, and for a brief moment, I thought I saw a flicker of something in his eyes—regret, maybe, or something deeper. But then it was gone, replaced by the same calm mask he always wore.

"Let’s discuss what you came here for," Radcliffe said, gesturing for her to join him at the head table. "We have much to talk about."

Eudora’s eyes flicked to me for a split second, her expression unreadable, before she turned and followed my father to the table. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding, my heart pounding in my chest. Whatever was about to happen, it had just begun. As the hall settled back into a quiet murmur of activity, I found myself staring after Eudora, my mind racing with questions. What was her real purpose here? Could we trust her? Could we trust Eli? One thing was certain: nothing would be the same after tonight.And I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that.
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Chapter V  
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The Empress and The Prince

The room was smaller than I had expected, especially considering the reputation of Radcliffe, the so-called Shepherd of Men. I had imagined something grander, more befitting the man who had rebelled against Hyltoria and built a new nation. Yet here I was, seated in a study that felt too intimate for the weight of the conversation we were about to have. Books lined the shelves from floor to ceiling, many of them old and worn from years of use. A heavy oak desk sat in the center, and behind it, Radcliffe’s stern figure loomed like a mountain, his blue eyes sharp as they regarded me.

And then there was the boy—Tailor. He sat next to me, watching everything with wide eyes, trying his best to appear calm and collected. He couldn’t have been more than sixteen, and I could tell immediately that he was out of his depth. His black hair fell messily across his forehead, and he fidgeted with his hands, glancing between his father and me as though waiting for some signal of how to behave.

I ignored him for the moment, turning my attention to Radcliffe. "You know why I’ve come," I said, my voice steady, though inside, I felt a flicker of apprehension. The years had not been kind to me, not with Eli and his Vhankillas hunting me down at every turn. But now, I had finally reached the age where I could claim what was rightfully mine. I was no longer a scared child fleeing from the Empire—I was Eudora the First, the true heir to the Hyltorian throne. And I would not be denied.

Radcliffe leaned back in his chair, folding his arms over his chest. His gaze never wavered from mine. "You’ve come to ask for protection."

"Yes," I replied without hesitation. "Eli has hunted me my entire life. I’ve barely been able to stay ahead of him. And now that I’ve turned twenty, he knows I can challenge him for the throne. I need your help if I’m going to survive long enough to do that."

Radcliffe was silent for a long moment, his gaze weighing me, as if trying to decide whether I was worth the risk. It wasn’t surprising. For all the talk of him being a hero, Radcliffe had always been pragmatic. He wouldn’t commit to anything unless he saw a clear benefit.

"You know what you’re asking," he said finally, his voice low and even. "If I protect you, it means war. Not just a war in Auxington over the Rementheium, but a full-scale conflict that could tear both our nations apart."

I met his gaze without flinching. "The war is already here. Eli won’t stop until he controls everything. If you don’t help me, he’ll come for you next. I’m your best chance to stop him."

Radcliffe’s eyes narrowed, and I could see the wheels turning in his mind. He was calculating, always thinking ten steps ahead. That much, I knew from the stories. But I couldn’t afford to wait while he weighed the risks. My life was at stake, and I needed his answer now.

"You have the Divine Right to rule Hyltoria," Radcliffe said slowly. "But claiming that right and holding onto it are two very different things. You’re asking me to commit my resources, my soldiers, and my people to a war that could last for years."

"I’m not asking you to fight for me," I said, leaning forward slightly. "I’m asking for your protection. I’ll take back the throne myself. I just need time to gather the support I need. If you protect me until then, I’ll guarantee peace between Navia and Hyltoria once I’m in power."

Radcliffe’s lips pressed into a thin line, and I could see that he wasn’t convinced. He leaned forward slightly, resting his elbows on the desk. "And what guarantee do I have that you’ll succeed? If I risk my people for you, I need to know that it’s worth it."

I opened my mouth to respond, but before I could, Tailor, the boy sitting next to me, spoke up. "I’ll do it."

Both Radcliffe and I turned to look at him in surprise. The boy’s face was flushed, and his hands were clenched into fists as though he was trying to muster all the courage he had. His eyes, though wide with uncertainty, were filled with determination.

"I’ll be her protector," Tailor said, his voice trembling slightly. "If she needs time to gather support, I’ll make sure she gets it. I’ll keep her safe."

I couldn’t help the scoff that escaped my lips. "You?" I looked him up and down, taking in his gangly frame and boyish face. "You’re just a child."

His cheeks flushed with embarrassment, but he didn’t back down. "I’m not a child. I’ve been training for this my whole life. I can protect you."

I turned to Radcliffe, raising an eyebrow. "Is this some kind of joke?"

Radcliffe’s expression remained calm, but there was a flicker of something in his eyes—pride, maybe? "Tailor is my son," he said quietly. "And I trust him with my life."

"That’s wonderful," I said dryly, folding my arms over my chest. "But this isn’t about you. This is about me, and I’m not going to stake my life on a boy who can barely hold a sword."

"I can fight," Tailor said, his voice firming with each word. "I’ve trained with the best. My father, Uncle Xathan, Uncle Hymchiel—they’ve all taught me. I know how to protect someone. And if it means keeping you safe, I’ll do whatever it takes."

I stared at him for a moment, taken aback by the intensity in his voice. He truly believed in what he was saying, and for a moment, I almost admired his conviction. But conviction wouldn’t keep me alive.

"This isn’t a game," I said, my tone hardening. "I’ve been hunted by Vhankillas since I was a child. These aren’t ordinary soldiers—they’re the deadliest warriors in Hyltoria. Do you really think you can stand up to them?"

"I don’t care what they are," Tailor shot back, his jaw clenched. "If they come for you, I’ll stop them. Even if it costs me my life."

I blinked, taken aback by the ferocity in his words. For all his youth and inexperience, there was something in Tailor’s eyes that told me he was serious. He wasn’t just playing at being a hero—he truly believed that he could protect me.

Radcliffe leaned back in his chair, his gaze flicking between the two of us. "Tailor’s right," he said after a moment. "He’s been training for this his whole life. And while he may be young, he has the Divine Power. He can protect you."

I frowned, unsure of what to make of this. On the one hand, I didn’t doubt that Tailor had been trained by some of the best warriors in Navia. But on the other hand, he was still just a boy. How could Radcliffe expect me to trust my life to him?

"And what happens if he fails?" I asked, my voice cold. "What happens if he dies trying to protect me? Will you just send another boy in his place?"

Radcliffe’s expression darkened, and for the first time, I saw a flash of anger in his eyes. "Tailor won’t fail. And he won’t die. Not as long as I have breath in my body."

The room fell into a tense silence, and I could feel the weight of Radcliffe’s words pressing down on me. He wasn’t just offering me his son as a protector—he was staking everything on Tailor. If I refused, I knew it would be an insult to both of them. But if I accepted, I would be putting my life in the hands of a boy I barely knew.

I looked at Tailor again, studying him. His face was set with determination, and though he was young, there was something in his eyes that reminded me of my father—the same quiet strength, the same unshakable resolve.

Maybe, just maybe, he could do it.

"Fine," I said finally, leaning back in my chair. "I’ll accept your protection. But understand this, Tailor—if you fail, it won’t just be your life on the line. It’ll be mine. Do you understand that?"

Tailor nodded, his gaze unwavering. "I understand. And I won’t fail."

Radcliffe rose from his chair, his expression grim. "Then it’s settled. Tailor will be your watcher. From this moment on, he’s responsible for your safety."

I stood, my mind still reeling from the turn this conversation had taken. I had come here expecting to negotiate with Radcliffe, to secure his protection for myself and my claim to the throne. Instead, I was leaving with a boy as my protector.

But as I looked at Tailor, standing tall and resolute beside his father, I couldn’t help but feel a flicker of hope. Maybe he wasn’t just a boy. Maybe, just maybe, he was exactly what I needed.

"Thank you," I said, turning to Radcliffe. "I won’t forget this."

Radcliffe nodded, his gaze solemn. "Neither will I."

I turned to leave, but as I reached the door, I paused, glancing over my shoulder at Tailor. "Don’t make me regret this, boy."

Tailor met my gaze, his eyes burning with resolve. "I won’t."

As I left the study, my mind was still buzzing with uncertainty. I didn’t know if Tailor could truly protect me, or if I had just made a terrible mistake. But one thing was certain—nothing would ever be the same again.

And whether I liked it or not, my fate was now tied to the boy who called himself my protector.
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Chapter VI  
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The Journey 

I sat cross-legged in the center of the room, my hands resting gently on my knees, my breathing slow and steady as I tried to focus on the Divine Power. The room was still, the only sound the faint rustling of the wind through the open window. Outside, the world moved on, but in here, in this quiet space, I tried to silence everything else and connect with the power that had been a part of me since birth. It was a gift, they said. A birthright. But sometimes, it felt more like a burden, especially now, with everything happening so quickly.

I closed my eyes and tried to push away the doubts, the fears, the constant hum of danger that seemed to follow me everywhere. I had come to Navia for protection, but I knew that Radcliffe’s help came with a price. I would be under the watchful eye of Tailor, a boy barely old enough to wield the responsibilities placed upon him. And while I didn’t doubt his sincerity, I doubted his ability to keep me safe from Eli’s wrath.

I felt the Divine Power stirring within me, a comforting presence that always made me feel more grounded, more in control. I took a deep breath, letting it fill me, guiding me as I focused on the currents of energy that surrounded the world. It was like a vast ocean, unseen but always present, waiting for those who knew how to tap into it. I had been taught to use it, to harness it for strength, wisdom, and guidance. But today, it felt elusive, like something just out of reach.

KNOCK, KNOCK.

I snapped my eyes open, startled by the sudden intrusion. For a moment, I had forgotten where I was, lost in the meditative haze of the Divine Power. The knock came again, more insistent this time.

"Lady Eudora?" Bhlayke’s voice filtered through the thick wooden door, soft but commanding in its own way.

I sighed, rising slowly from the floor and brushing the wrinkles out of my dress. "Come in."

The door creaked open, and Bhlayke stepped inside. Her presence was calm, almost motherly, as she regarded me with those golden eyes that seemed to see right through any facade. I had come to respect her in the short time I’d been here, though she was as much an enigma to me as everyone else in Radcliffe’s court.

"I didn’t mean to interrupt your meditation," she said, stepping closer. "But it’s time."

"Time?" I asked, confused for a moment, my thoughts still tangled in the Divine Power.

"Radcliffe is leaving for Auxington today," she reminded me gently. "He wanted to say farewell before he departs."

I straightened, trying to shake off the fog of my meditation. "Of course. Thank you for reminding me."

Bhlayke offered a small, understanding smile. "I’ll escort you to Tailor. He’s waiting for you in the courtyard."

I nodded, following her out of the room and down the long stone hallway that led to the heart of the castle. The air was cool and crisp, the kind that signaled the change of seasons, but it did little to soothe the unease that had settled in my chest. I had always prided myself on being able to keep my emotions in check, on being composed and calm even in the most dire of circumstances. But something about this place, about the unknown future ahead of me, left me feeling unsettled.

Bhlayke glanced at me as we walked, her steps measured and graceful. "You seem troubled."

"I’m fine," I replied quickly, though I could tell she didn’t believe me.

"It’s alright to feel uncertain," she said, her voice soft but firm. "No one expects you to have all the answers right away."

I didn’t respond. How could I? I had been raised to believe that I needed to have all the answers. That as the rightful heir to Hyltoria, I had to be strong, unyielding, and above all, in control. But the truth was, I wasn’t sure if I was any of those things anymore.

We descended a spiral staircase, the stone steps cool beneath my feet. As we reached the courtyard, I saw Tailor waiting near a carriage, his back to us as he adjusted the reins of the horses. His dark hair blew slightly in the wind, and for a moment, he looked more like a young boy playing at being a man than the protector he had sworn to be. Yet there was a seriousness in the way he moved, a determination that I had come to recognize in the short time I had known him.

"Lady Eudora," Bhlayke said, stopping at the base of the stairs. "I’ll leave you with Tailor. He’ll take you to Radcliffe’s Landing."

I nodded in acknowledgment as Bhlayke turned and walked back up the stairs. Tailor turned when he heard us approach, his face brightening slightly at the sight of me. He looked nervous, though he tried to hide it behind a polite smile.

"Are you ready?" he asked, his voice steady, though I could see the uncertainty in his eyes.

"As ready as I’ll ever be," I replied, walking toward the carriage.

Tailor helped me inside, his hand brushing mine briefly before he climbed in after me. The carriage jerked forward as the horses began their steady trot toward Radcliffe’s Landing, the forest lagoon where Radcliffe’s ship waited.

We sat in silence for a while, the only sound the rhythmic clopping of the horses’ hooves against the stone road. I glanced at Tailor from the corner of my eye, noticing the way he fidgeted with his hands, as though he were trying to figure out what to say.

Finally, I decided to break the silence. "Your father seems like a complicated man."

Tailor looked up, surprised by the statement. He hesitated for a moment before nodding. "He is. I mean... he’s always been that way, I guess."

"You guess?" I asked, curious.

He shifted in his seat, his eyes staring out the window as the trees blurred past. "It’s just that... I don’t know him as well as I should. He’s been away at war for most of my life. Auxington has taken him from me more times than I can count."

The bitterness in his voice was unmistakable, and I couldn’t help but feel a pang of sympathy for him. It wasn’t easy, growing up without a parent. I knew that all too well.

"I’m sorry," I said quietly. "That must have been hard."

Tailor shrugged, though I could see the tension in his shoulders. "It is what it is. My father... he does what he thinks is best for Navia. I understand that. But sometimes I wonder if he even knows me."

I studied him for a moment, trying to read the emotions that flitted across his face. There was something about Tailor—something deeper than the eager young boy I had seen before. He was conflicted, torn between wanting to live up to his father’s expectations and resenting him for the distance that had always existed between them.

"You care about his approval," I said, more a statement than a question.

Tailor’s jaw clenched slightly, and he nodded. "I want to make him proud. But sometimes... I don’t even know if I can. He’s this... legend. Everyone looks up to him, sees him as the savior of Navia. How am I supposed to measure up to that?"

I didn’t know what to say. I had never been in his position—never had to live in the shadow of a father who was revered as a hero. But I could understand the weight of expectations, of trying to be something more than just yourself.

"Maybe," I said slowly, "it’s not about measuring up to him. Maybe it’s about finding your own path."
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