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The journey had scoured Sir Kael down to his very bones. The dust of dead lands was ground into the seams of his boots, the leather of his gauntlets cracked from heat and cold, and the hope in his heart had dwindled to a single, fragile ember. He was the last envoy of a dying kingdom, a land choked by a horrific silence. A curse that leached the life from the living, turning vibrant flesh to weeping, porous stone, silencing laughter, love, and life, one soul at a time. His final, desperate gamble lay here, in this mythical grotto, home to a fey queen said to hold power over the very essence of existence.

The entrance was a crack in the world, a wound in a desolate mountain pass that exhaled a breath of cold, still air. Inside, the passage opened into a vast, silent cathedral of stone and crystal. The silence was the first thing that struck him; it was absolute, a heavy blanket that smothered sound and thought. Jagged, dark rock soared into a darkness so complete it felt infinite, but the heart of the cavern was illuminated.

There, she sat.

She was enthroned on a jagged seat of raw, luminous amethyst that pulsed with a soft, internal violet light, as if it were breathing. Queen Lyra. Her hair was a fall of liquid platinum, a stark, brilliant river against the alabaster of her skin, which seemed to absorb the violet light and give it back with a soft luminescence of its own. Her ears, longer and more gracefully pointed than any legend had described, peaked through her flowing locks, adorned with delicate gems that were not merely set, but seemed to be drops of living, captured light.

Her body was an altar to sin and sovereignty. She wore next to nothing, and the effect was not one of vulnerability, but of absolute, untouchable power. A web of intricately wrought gold chains and whispers of deep purple silk snaked around her slender torso. The silk cupped the heavy undersides of her full, round breasts, leaving their pale, perfect upper slopes and rosy, hardened peaks bare to the cool air. The chains crisscrossed over her flat, taut stomach, drawing his eyes down to where a single, thin strand of gold disappeared into the soft, platinum curls at the juncture of her thighs.

She was leaned back on the throne, one leg slightly raised, the pose one of casual, regal indolence. It afforded him a view of a long, elegant leg, the thigh full and toned, the calf tapering gracefully to a delicate ankle. The skin there was flawless, inviting a touch he knew would be suicide. Her hips were a perfect, graceful flare from a narrow waist, and the sheer globes of her backside, framed by the thinnest of silken thongs, rested upon the crystal throne as if born from it. Kael’s breath caught in his throat. This was beauty as a weapon, a declaration that she was above all mortal concerns of modesty or shame.

With a clang of metal that felt like a sacrilege in the profound silence, Kael dropped to one knee. He forced his eyes to the crystalline floor, a polished surface of black obsidian that perfectly reflected the Queen’s violet-lit form. To look upon her directly felt like a blasphemy.

“Queen Lyra,” he began, his voice hoarse and cracked from disuse. “I am Sir Kael. My land perishes. A plague of stone takes my people. I have journeyed to the end of my hope to beg for your aid. Whatever price you ask, my king will pay it.”

A low, musical hum filled the air, a sound less heard and more felt in the bones of his skull. It was her amusement. “Your king has nothing I desire, little knight. His gold is dross to me, and his armies are but dust waiting for a wind.”

Her voice was like honey and winter frost. Kael risked a glance upward. Her violet eyes, pupils like dark, deep pools, were fixed on him, holding an ancient, knowing light. Her full lips were curved into a faint, knowing smirk. He felt a hot, mortifying blush creep up his neck, a mix of shame at his own powerlessness and an unwilling, primal flicker of arousal.
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