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Chapter One
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Adelina’s heart pounded.

The royal archives smelled of dust and secrets. Dim torchlight flickered across rows of ancient tomes, their gilded spines whispering promises of forbidden knowledge. She had no business being here. Which, frankly, made it all the more fun.

She ran a finger along the cracked leather covers, scanning hurriedly. It had to be here. The book. The one they’d tried to bury.

A shuffle of footsteps. A shadow stretching long against the stone wall.

Shit.

She grabbed the tome, tucking it against her chest, and pivoted toward the nearest exit. Silent, swift—almost free.

A low voice stopped her cold.

“Stealing from the fae court? Brave. Or just stupid?”

Adelina’s grip tightened on the book. Her pulse hammered, but she didn’t turn. Not yet. 

Slowly, she faced him, chin lifted. He leaned casually against a pillar, all dark grace and infuriating arrogance. Midnight hair. Sharp cheekbones. A smirk that could topple empires.

Damn him.

“I prefer ‘resourceful,’” she said lightly. “And technically, I’m borrowing.”

Dinal tilted his head, eyes glinting. “That so? I must have missed the part where you filled out a request form.”

Her lips curled. “Paperwork’s never been my strong suit.”

He stepped closer. Too close. Heat rolled off him, a dangerous promise. “You shouldn’t be here.”

Neither should you. She swallowed the words, shifting her grip on the book. “And yet, here we are.”

Another step. Another inch stolen. He was all shadows and heat, silk and menace. She refused to back down.

His gaze dropped to her lips.

Her breath hitched. A mistake. His smirk deepened, as if he heard it, felt it—knew exactly what he did to her.

Bastard.

“Hand it over,” he murmured.

She licked her lips, watching his gaze flick lower. “Make me.”

The air snapped tight.

Dinal’s smirk disappeared. A muscle ticked in his jaw. He moved—fast, fluid, predatory. Before she could react, her back hit the cold stone wall, his body caging hers in.

Heat. Electricity. A game she wasn’t sure she wanted to win.

“Careful, little thief,” he murmured. “I might take that as an invitation.”

Her fingers clenched around the book. “And if it was?”

His hand brushed her cheek, the faintest touch—a whisper of wickedness.

Her pulse roared.

And then he kissed her.

Hard.

Heat shot through her like a lightning strike. His lips were firm, unyielding, coaxing her mouth open with a hunger that set fire to her bones.

This was a mistake. A delicious, toe-curling, world-ending mistake.

And gods, she wanted more.

Adelina should have pushed him away.

Instead, she melted into the fire, her body betraying her. Dinal kissed like he fought—ruthless, calculated, completely in control. His hands didn’t roam; they didn’t need to. His mouth alone unraveled her.

Her fingers curled into his shirt, pulling him closer. A mistake. A declaration. A damn invitation.

His tongue teased against hers, slow, coaxing. Too good. Too much.

And then—he pulled back.

Adelina barely stifled a curse, blinking up at him. His lips were red. Smug. Dangerous. Her own tingled, betraying the fact that she’d kissed him back. Hard.

Bastard.

Dinal tilted his head, studying her like she was some curious little puzzle. His voice, when it came, was dark silk. “If I knew stopping a thief would be this fun, I’d have done it sooner.”

Her breath came fast. “I’ll be sure to steal more often.”

His slow smile could have melted steel. “Careful. I might start to think you like being caught.”

Adelina scowled and shoved him back—or tried. He barely moved.

Infuriating.

His hands lifted in surrender, though his smirk never faded. “You’ve had your fun, little thief. Now, hand over the book.”

She scoffed. “Not a chance.”

“Didn’t think so.”

She expected him to grab it. Instead, he grabbed her wrist, spun her, and pinned her against the stone pillar in one fluid motion.

Fast. Too fast.

His breath brushed her ear. “You don’t even know what you’ve stolen, do you?”

Adelina swallowed hard, ignoring the shiver that skated down her spine. “Does it matter?”

His grip tightened—just for a second. “It does when the entire fae court will want your head for it.”

Her stomach clenched. She’d suspected as much. But hearing him say it?

That was a whole new level of trouble.

Slowly, she turned her head, meeting his gaze. His face was closer than it should have been. The shadows made his eyes darker, sharper, more dangerous.

“If that’s true,” she murmured, “then why haven’t you turned me in?”

A flicker of something unreadable crossed his face. Gone in an instant.

His fingers dragged down her wrist. A slow, deliberate touch. “Maybe I have other plans.”

Her pulse jumped.

He leaned in. Not touching her, not quite—but enough for his heat to curl around her. Enough for her breath to catch.

Adelina forced a smirk. “If you wanted another kiss, Dinal, all you had to do was ask.”

His smirk mirrored hers. “Oh, sweetheart. If I kiss you again, it won’t be something you walk away from.”

A threat. A promise. A wicked temptation.

And gods, she wanted to find out which. But not now.

With a sharp twist and a well-placed knee—one Dinal clearly hadn’t been expecting—Adelina wrenched free, spun on her heel, and bolted into the shadows, vanishing into the labyrinth of the city before he could stop her.
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Adelina was out of breath by the time she hit the street.

She hadn’t stolen just any book. She’d stolen something dangerous. And now, someone—or many someones—wanted her dead for it.

Not exactly new. Just... inconvenient.

She darted down a side alley, ducking behind a market stall. The book burned in her arms like a ticking bomb.

Footsteps.

Shit.

She flattened against the stone wall, silent, still. Someone passed by the alley entrance, scanning. Looking.

A cold, slithering sensation coiled around her spine. She knew that kind of presence. Not human. Not fae. Something worse.

A hand clamped over her mouth.

Adelina reacted instantly—elbow back, knee up. But the grip was iron-strong, lightning-fast.

Dinal.

“Shh,” he murmured against her ear. His grip loosened, but only slightly.

Adelina’s heart hammered. “Do you make a habit of sneaking up on women?” she hissed.

His lips tilted. “Only the ones who make a habit of stealing.”

She shoved him. He let her go. Barely.

“Let me guess,” she muttered. “You followed me.”

Dinal’s gaze flicked toward the street. Serious now. Focused. “I wasn’t the only one.”

Adelina stilled.

“Who?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he grabbed her wrist and pulled her deeper into the alley.

She dug in her heels. “I don’t—”

“Not now,” he said sharply. “Run.”

Adelina ran.

Cobblestone streets blurred beneath her feet, the night air sharp in her lungs. She darted through narrow alleys, weaving past market stalls and drunken revelers, the book clutched tight against her chest.

Behind her, footsteps.

Too heavy. Too steady. Not Dinal.

Something worse.

She cursed under her breath and pushed harder, ducking through a low archway. The city of Dalinor sprawled before her—twisting alleys, glowing lanterns, the distant shimmer of the fae palace towers. No straight paths. No safe havens.

A flicker of movement. A shadow shifting where it shouldn’t.

She felt the attack before it landed—dark magic, curling through the air like smoke.

Adelina hit the ground just as something slammed into the stone where she’d stood. Shards flew. A blast of unnatural cold skittered up her spine.

Shit.

She rolled, scrambling to her feet. A figure loomed ahead. Tall. Hooded. Magic coiled around its fingers, pulsing violet in the darkness.

Not human. Not fae. Something in between.

The hood lifted just enough to reveal an unnatural grin.

“Give it up, little thief.” The voice slithered, wrong. “You’ve stolen from the wrong people.”

Adelina exhaled slowly. Steadied herself. And then—

She threw the book.

Not at him. Past him. Into the crowded street beyond.

The figure moved on instinct—whipping around to track its path. That was all she needed.

Adelina turned and ran like hell.

She didn’t stop until she reached the lower docks, where the air smelled of salt and secrets. She pressed a hand to her ribs, catching her breath, her mind racing.

The book. She had no idea what it contained. But people were willing to kill for it.

And one of those people was likely Dinal.

As if summoned by the thought, a low chuckle drifted from the shadows.

Adelina whirled, dagger already drawn.

Dinal leaned lazily against a wooden post, arms crossed, looking thoroughly unimpressed. “Throwing away your prize already? I expected more.”

Her pulse spiked. How in the gods’ name had he found her?

She scowled. “I expected you to be a lot further behind.”

He grinned. “I don’t play fair.”

Adelina took a slow step back. He noticed. His gaze flickered—just a twitch.
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