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PROLOGUE

They called him the Ash Prince long before they called him anything else.

Not when he was born—soft and red-faced and furious at the cold air like any infant. Not when the palace still smelled of beeswax and roses, when the stained-glass windows threw jewels across marble floors and laughter drifted through halls without fear.

No.

That name came later.

It came the night the candles died without a breath of wind… and the queen leaned over her son’s cradle.

She was smiling. She looked tired in the gentle way mothers did, hair loose from its pins, eyes warm with the kind of love that made a world feel safe. Her hand reached down, slow and careful, knuckles brushing the silk blanket as the baby kicked and squealed.

The prince—too small to know danger, too young to understand why servants flinched—reached back.

His fingers curled around hers.

For one heartbeat, nothing happened.

For one heartbeat, the court only watched, hushed with awe.

Then the queen’s skin began to gray at the point of contact.

It wasn’t a burn. Not flame, not heat, not smoke. It was as if her flesh forgot what it was made of. The color drained away, leaving a brittle, pale shadow of skin beneath her rings. Her smile faltered.

“My love—?”

She tried to pull away.

The prince clung.

Because he was a child. Because she was warmth. Because affection was the simplest instinct in the world.

And the curse answered closeness like it had been waiting for permission.

The queen’s fingers crumbled.

Not torn. Not cut. Not snapped.

Turned to ash so fine it lifted into the air like gray pollen and dusted the baby’s cheeks. The queen’s breath hitched, a strangled sound that turned into a scream as her hand vanished to the wrist.

Servants lurched forward. Priests shouted prayers that cracked under panic. Someone knocked over a silver basin and water spilled across the floor, rippling like a thing alive.

The king surged to the cradle with his guards, but even he stopped short—because the queen’s arm was dissolving, the fracture line crawling up her forearm as though the curse had teeth.

The prince shrieked, not from malice, but terror. His tiny fists beat the air, flinging ash into the lamplight. He didn’t understand why his mother’s face twisted, why her scent turned sharp and strange, why everyone suddenly feared his touch like it was death itself.

The queen fell to her knees.

Her remaining hand pressed to her son’s cheek without thinking, and for a heartbeat, it seemed she’d made a choice—pain for comfort, fear for love.

Then her palm began to gray too.

She jerked it away in horror, sobbing as her own skin betrayed her.

“Don’t…” she rasped, and her voice sounded wrong, like it had scraped over embers. “Don’t blame him.”

The king stood frozen, the crown on his head suddenly too heavy, the room too small. He looked at the ash drifting in the candlelight. Looked at the servants gagging and coughing. Looked at the child wailing in his cradle like any child would.

And then he did what kings did when faced with a thing they could not control.

He made it a problem to contain.

“Take him,” he ordered, voice iron. “Now.”

They ripped the prince from the cradle with gloved hands and holy cloth, swaddling him in layers of silk and warded linen so no skin would meet his. He thrashed, screaming for his mother, his cries tearing through the chamber until even the stone seemed to wince.

The queen reached after him with a stump of an arm, eyes wild with grief.

“Wait—please—!”

But the curse did not care for pleading.

It climbed.

Ash crept up her sleeve, turning skin brittle beneath embroidered lace. It swallowed flesh in quiet, merciless hunger. The air around her tasted scorched, as though lightning had struck inside her veins.

The physicians rushed in, faces pale. They pressed poultices and poured elixirs that steamed against her skin. They tried to bind the creeping ruin with silk cords and prayers, but the curse only laughed in silence.

The queen’s breath came shallow now, each exhale dusted gray.

Still, she fought to sit up.

Still, she sought the king’s eyes.

And in the moment before her voice failed entirely, she whispered one thing—soft as ash and just as fragile.

“Don’t let them make him a monster.”

Her lashes fluttered.

Her gaze held on the doorway where they’d taken her child.

Then her lips parted, and her final breath left her throat like smoke.

The palace fell silent.

For three long seconds no one moved—because the queen’s body did not bleed, did not collapse, did not decay.

It simply… broke.

Her shoulder turned to dust. Her ribs followed. Her throat. Her face.

The woman who had been beloved by the realm became a pale heap on the nursery floor, a crown of ash where her head had been.

The king stared at what remained.

And something inside him hardened so sharply it might have been a blade.

That was the night the first law was spoken over the prince’s name:

Do not touch him.

They sealed the nursery. Then the wing. Then the corridor leading to it, bricking doors and painting over archways until the palace pretended it had always been built that way—clean stone, unbroken halls, no locked-off poison inside.

But curses don’t respect stone.

They seep under cracks like cold air. They nest in whispers and breed in fear. They wait patiently for desperation to loosen the world’s grip.

Years passed.

The prince grew taller behind walls and wards and silence. A ghost in his own home. A boy who learned to flinch from affection and turn his face away when someone spoke kindly, because kindness led to longing… and longing led to mistakes.

The kingdom pretended he did not exist.

Until the borderlands began to vanish.

Not burned. Not slaughtered. Not raided.

Vanished.

Villages went quiet overnight. Fields became gray wastelands scattered with honeycomb-shaped hollows, as though the earth itself had been eaten from within. Smoke rose without flame. Livestock refused to cross certain roads, balking and screaming and snapping their ropes to flee.

When men returned from scouting trips, they came back with ash dusting their tongues and fear in their eyes.

They spoke of shadows that moved like swarms.

They spoke of sweetness in the air right before everything died.

They spoke of a thing that wanted the prince’s curse—wanted it like hunger.

The king could no longer pretend he had no son.

So he did what kings did when they needed a weapon.

He unsealed the wing.

He sent soldiers into the south corridor with their hands wrapped and their hearts hardened. He sent priests carrying iron and holy salt. He sent chains forged in runes that glowed like dying stars.

And when they dragged the prince into the torchlight for the first time in years, the court did not see a boy.

They saw a disaster wrapped in black velvet.

His eyes were the color of old gold, bright as firelight and just as dangerous. His hair fell into his face like a shadow. And his hands—

His hands were bare.

No gloves. No bindings.

As if he’d stopped caring whether the world survived his touch.

The hall held its breath.

The prince lifted his gaze, slow, deliberate.

Then he smiled.

It wasn’t a kindness.

It wasn’t warmth.

It was the curved edge of something sharp.

“Father,” he said softly, voice smooth as smoke.

And the air tasted, suddenly, like ash…

…and honey.


CHAPTER 1

The Girl Who Could Touch Fire

They brought her to the palace at dawn, when the sky was still bruised purple and the frost on the stone steps looked like crushed glass.

Liora Vale had walked behind the royal carriage for three miles with her hands bound in front of her—not because she was dangerous, but because the men escorting her needed to believe she was. Needed the comfort of rope and ritual, of blame and punishment shaped into something they could hold.

Her wrists ached. The cord was rough, too tight, and every jolt of the carriage wheels sent a bite of pain through her arms.

She didn’t complain.

Complaining never saved anyone.

The palace rose ahead like a carved mountain, black against the paling sky. Towers stabbed upward. Banners hung limp in the cold. The gates were open, but there was no welcome in it—only the silent judgment of guards lined in perfect rows.

Every eye followed her as she stepped through.

Not because she was beautiful.

Not because she was important.

Because she smelled like honey.

She knew they could smell it. She saw it in the way nostrils flared, the way one soldier’s expression twisted as if the scent offended him. She had scrubbed her skin raw before they left, tried to wash it away with lye and river water until her knuckles bled. The sweetness clung anyway, stubborn as a curse.

Because it wasn’t perfume.

It was magic.

And magic in this kingdom was a crime unless it belonged to the crown.

They led her across the courtyard, past fountains frozen solid, past statues of kings with their stone mouths set in permanent disapproval. Her boots slipped once on the ice; a guard yanked her upright by the rope before she could fall.

“Careful,” he muttered, not kind. “You break your neck and I’ll have to explain it.”

Liora swallowed her reply.

She kept walking.

Inside, the palace was warmer—but it wasn’t comfort. The air smelled of smoke and spice and polished wood, layered over something older. Something like old stone and old secrets.

Servants moved like ghosts, heads bowed, eyes lowered. No one spoke above a whisper.

A woman in gray met them at the entrance hall.

She wasn’t a servant. Not with her posture. Not with the way the guards straightened when they saw her.

Her hair was silver-white and braided tight against her skull. Her face was sharp, carved from years of unflinching duty. She looked Liora over like she was measuring a blade.

“This one?” the woman asked.

“Yes, Lady Edrin,” the escort captain said. “Found in the hives beyond Rookmere. With the… signs.”

Lady Edrin’s gaze lingered on Liora’s hands, on the faint amber stain beneath her nails that no scrubbing removed. Then she stepped closer and lifted Liora’s chin with two fingers—bare skin to bare skin, fearless.

Liora’s breath hitched.

Nothing happened.

No ash. No crumbling. No scream.

Lady Edrin studied her reaction, as if she’d been hoping for fear.

“Untie her,” she ordered.

The captain hesitated. “My lady—”

“Untie. Her.”

The rope fell away.

Blood rushed back into Liora’s fingers in painful waves. She flexed them slowly, keeping her face still, refusing to show relief.

Lady Edrin didn’t care about her discomfort. She turned sharply, cloak sweeping behind her.

“Follow.”

They didn’t take Liora deeper into the palace where light filtered through tall windows and courtiers strolled under painted ceilings.

They took her down.

Down a narrow stairwell hidden behind a tapestry. Down corridors where the walls sweated cold and the air grew sharp. Down so far the torches burned with a faint green tint, like the flame itself had learned to be afraid.

The guards stopped at a doorway of black iron.

No handle.

No keyhole.

Only runes carved into the frame—silver symbols that glowed faintly when Liora stepped closer.

Lady Edrin placed her palm against the door.

The runes brightened.

The iron groaned like a waking beast and slid open.

Cold rolled out like breath.

Not the crisp cold of winter.

Something deeper. Older.

As if the air beyond had been sealed away from warmth for years.

Lady Edrin looked over her shoulder, expression unreadable.

“You will do exactly what you are told,” she said. “You will speak only when asked. You will not approach him unless commanded.”

Liora’s throat tightened.

“Who?” she managed.

Lady Edrin’s mouth barely moved.

“The prince.”

Liora had heard stories.

Everyone had.

The Ash Prince was a whispered warning mothers used to frighten children into obedience. Touch him and you died. Look at him too long and you went mad. He ate souls. He drank blood. He slept in a wing filled with bones.

Different villages told different versions, but they all ended the same way.

He was not meant to be loved.

Liora stepped through the doorway anyway, because she didn’t have the luxury of refusing.

The chamber beyond was… wrong.

It wasn’t a dungeon, not exactly. The stone walls were smooth, the floor polished clean. A bed sat in the far corner, sheets dark, untouched. A table. A chair. A shelf lined with books.

A room fit for a prisoner who was still royalty.

And the air…

The air tasted faintly sweet.

Honey.

But underneath it was the dry, bitter edge of ash.

Liora’s pulse began to race.

At the center of the room, a figure stood with his back to her.

Tall.

Still.

Black hair falling over the collar of an embroidered coat that looked expensive enough to buy a village.

His hands were bare at his sides.

No gloves. No wrappings.

No fear.

Lady Edrin’s voice cut the silence like a blade.

“Your Highness.”

The figure turned.

And Liora forgot how to breathe.

His eyes were gold.

Not the warm brown-gold of sunlight or wheat, but the metallic gleam of molten coin. Sharp. Watchful. Inhuman in their intensity. He looked her over with the slow precision of a man deciding whether something should live.

His face was too beautiful in a way that made it dangerous—high cheekbones, a mouth that looked like it didn’t smile often, and when it did, it would probably mean trouble.

He said nothing.

Lady Edrin stepped aside, presenting Liora like an offering.

“This is the girl from Rookmere,” she said. “The one the seers marked as… compatible.”

Compatible.

Liora didn’t like the way that word crawled under her skin.

The prince’s gaze drifted to her hands.

The faint amber stains.

The rawness around her knuckles where she’d scrubbed too hard.

His eyes narrowed, just slightly, like he could taste her magic without needing to touch her.

Then, finally, he spoke.

His voice was low. Smooth.

And threaded with something that made the hair on Liora’s arms lift.

“You smell like summer,” he murmured.

Liora swallowed.

She forced herself to lift her chin, even though every instinct screamed to lower her eyes.

“I’m not here by choice,” she said.

The prince’s mouth curved.

Not kind.

Not cruel.

Just… interested.

“Neither am I,” he replied.

Lady Edrin’s jaw tightened. “Your Highness, we need to proceed.”

The prince didn’t look at her.

He kept staring at Liora like he’d found something he’d been starving for.

“Proceed,” he echoed lazily. Then his gaze dropped to Liora’s throat, where her pulse fluttered.

“You brought me a cure.”

Liora’s blood went cold.

“A cure?” she whispered.

The prince took one slow step forward.

The air changed, thickening with power. The torches flickered.

Liora’s heart slammed against her ribs.

Lady Edrin spoke quickly, as if trying to keep control of the moment.

“She carries hive-magic. The same magic that once tempered ashfire in the old legends. If there is any chance of stabilizing your… condition, it lies with her.”

Condition.

Curse.

Weapon.

Whatever name they dressed it in, it was still a death sentence.

The prince’s gaze finally lifted back to her eyes.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

Liora hesitated.

Names had power.

Her mother used to tell her that when the world still felt safe. Don’t give your true name away to anyone with hungry eyes. Don’t let the wrong kind of magic wrap itself around you.

But refusing a prince was a different kind of danger.

“Liora,” she said.

The prince repeated it softly, like tasting it.

“Liora.”

Then he held out his hand.

Palm up.

Bare.

Every story she’d ever heard screamed through her mind.

Don’t touch. Don’t touch. Don’t—

Lady Edrin’s voice was a hiss beside her.

“Do it.”

Liora stared at his hand.

At the faint dusting of gray around his fingers, like ash that never fully washed away.

At the gold signet ring on his right hand, blackened at the edges, as though the metal itself had been scorched.

Her lungs felt too tight.

If she touched him, she might die.

If she didn’t…

She didn’t want to find out what happened when a cursed prince was denied the thing he’d been promised.

So Liora stepped forward.

Slowly.

She lifted her hand.

Her fingers trembled as they hovered inches above his skin.

The prince didn’t move.

He just watched her—silent, intent, patient as a predator.

Liora’s palm met his.

For one heartbeat, nothing happened.

For one heartbeat, the room held still.

Then the curse surged.

Ash streaked up his wrist like wildfire, racing toward her skin—

And instead of devouring her…

It stopped.

Right at the point of contact.

The ash shimmered.

Faltered.

And something golden bloomed between their hands like sunlight through smoke.

Honey-warm magic flooded Liora’s veins, so sudden it stole her breath. It didn’t burn. It didn’t hurt.

It felt like being wrapped in heat after years of cold.

The prince’s eyes widened—just a fraction, a crack in his control.

His fingers tightened around hers.

Not gentle.

Not painful.

Possessive.

As if the moment he realized she could touch him, he decided she was no longer a stranger.

She was his.

The torches flared bright, then dimmed.

Silence slammed back into the room.

Liora’s heart hammered.

She looked down at their joined hands.

She was alive.

The prince was still intact.

No ash. No death.

No screaming.

Lady Edrin exhaled like she’d been holding her breath for years.

The prince didn’t let go.

His gaze stayed locked on Liora like he could barely believe she was real.

And when he spoke, his voice was darker now—rougher, threaded with something hungry.

“Again,” he said.

Liora’s throat went dry.

“What?”

His thumb brushed the inside of her wrist, right over the vein.

Her pulse jumped violently.

“Touch me again,” the prince whispered.

Then he leaned in close enough that she could smell him—smoke and winter and something sweet trapped under the ash.

And he murmured, like a promise and a threat tangled together:

“Because if you’re the only thing in this world that doesn’t turn to dust in my hands…”

His golden eyes flicked to her mouth.

“I won’t be letting you go.”


CHAPTER 2

What the Curse Keeps

Liora tried to pull her hand back.

Not because she wanted to—because her body had already betrayed her in the smallest, most treacherous ways. Her breath came too fast. Her skin felt too warm where his fingers held her. Her magic hummed under her ribs like a hive waking up.

But because staying still felt like stepping into a snare.

The prince didn’t allow it.

His grip wasn’t brutal. It didn’t hurt. That somehow made it worse—because it wasn’t panic holding her.

It was certainty.

Like the moment her palm met his, he’d decided the world belonged to him again… and she was part of the claim.

Lady Edrin cleared her throat, sharp and disapproving.

“Your Highness,” she said, “that is enough for now.”

The prince didn’t blink. His gaze remained fixed on Liora’s face, as if her voice was a far-off sound he didn’t care to recognize.

His thumb traced the inside of her wrist again—slow, deliberate—finding the place her pulse leapt and pressing there like he wanted to feel how alive she was.

Liora hated the way it made her shiver.

Hated even more that he noticed.

His mouth curved, faintly.

Not a smile.

A warning.


“Enough,” he echoed, voice soft as smoke. “You mean you’ve seen what you came to see.”


Lady Edrin’s eyes flashed. “I mean the bond—if there is one—must be monitored. We don’t understand—”

“We understand one thing,” the prince cut in, finally glancing at the older woman. The temperature in the room seemed to drop with that look. “I can touch her.”

He turned his hand over, still holding Liora, palm to palm. Their joined fingers looked wrong in the torchlight—too intimate for strangers, too natural for something forbidden.

“I haven’t touched anyone without killing them since I was a child,” he said, and there was no pity in his voice. Only fact. Like he’d stopped expecting sympathy years ago. “And yet she stands here breathing.”

Liora forced herself to speak. “I didn’t… do anything.”

His attention snapped back to her.

“Liar,” he murmured, almost gently.

The word didn’t sting as much as it should have. It slid across her skin like a blade dipped in honey—dangerous, but sweet enough to make her lean closer even while her instincts screamed.

His gaze moved down her throat, to the spot just beneath her ear.

“You’re humming,” he said.

Liora went still.

She hadn’t realized she was. The sound was tiny, buried in her chest—an unconscious vibration she used when she was frightened, a habit left over from childhood, when she’d crouched in the loft above the hives with her mother and listened to the bees drone like living comfort.

The prince watched her like he could hear the memory in it.

Lady Edrin stepped forward. “Your Highness. Release her.”

The prince’s hand tightened one last time.

Then he let go.

Liora’s fingers tingled as if she’d touched lightning instead of skin. She clutched her own hand, trying to ground herself, trying to pretend she wasn’t still full of that golden warmth.

The prince didn’t move away.

He just stood there in the center of the room as if it belonged to him—shoulders back, posture loose, beautiful in the cruel way storms were beautiful from a distance.

His bare hands hung at his sides like weapons that didn’t need steel.

Lady Edrin turned to Liora. “You will not address him unless spoken to. You will not approach him without permission. And you will not—under any circumstance—attempt to flee.”

“I didn’t come here to flee,” Liora said before she could stop herself.

Lady Edrin looked unimpressed. “No. You came here because you were dragged.”

Liora’s jaw clenched.

The prince spoke again, voice low enough that it threaded through the argument like a dark ribbon.

“She won’t run.”

Lady Edrin’s gaze cut to him. “You don’t know that.”

His eyes sharpened.

“Oh,” he said, almost amused. “I know desperation when I see it.”

Liora’s stomach twisted. She didn’t like being read so easily.

The prince’s gaze drifted over her face again—slow, measuring. Not lecherous. Not polite.

Possessive.

Like he was memorizing the shape of the only thing in his world that didn’t crumble.

“You have nowhere safe to go,” he murmured.

Liora’s voice came out thinner than she wanted. “You don’t know anything about me.”

The prince’s eyes brightened, a dangerous flicker of interest.

“Then tell me,” he said.

Lady Edrin moved between them like a wall. “That will be enough. Guards.”

The soldiers at the door shifted.

Liora’s skin prickled. For a moment she imagined them grabbing her again, hauling her back up the stairs, tossing her into a cell where no one would hear her scream.

But Lady Edrin’s order wasn’t for Liora.

It was for the prince.

Two guards stepped into the room, hands wrapped in thick gloves and holy cloth. Their eyes were downcast, fearful. They looked like men approaching a cliff edge.

One of them carried something heavy.

An iron collar.

Runes glimmered faintly along its rim.

Liora’s breath caught.

The prince watched it come toward him without changing expression.

Only his eyes shifted—gold turning colder, older.

“Must we do this performance again?” he asked Lady Edrin, voice quiet.

“Yes,” she said, unflinching. “Until the king decides otherwise.”

For the first time, something flickered across the prince’s face—an emotion sharp enough to crack his control.

Not fear.

Rage.

It was gone a heartbeat later, smoothed into calm that felt practiced.

“Very well,” he said.

The guards approached like men walking into a grave.

Liora stood frozen, unable to look away as the collar was raised toward the prince’s throat.

He didn’t flinch.

He didn’t resist.

He let them place it around his neck like he’d done it a hundred times, as if obedience was the only language the palace had ever taught him.

The runes on the iron brightened.

A faint hiss filled the chamber.

The air tightened.

Liora felt something in her chest pull taut, like a string drawn too hard.

The prince’s eyes slid to her, and she realized—with a cold shock—that the collar wasn’t only for him.

It was responding to her magic, too.

To the warmth that still lived in her palm.

Lady Edrin saw Liora’s reaction.

Her gaze sharpened. “You feel it.”

Liora swallowed. “I—yes.”

“That confirms what we feared,” Lady Edrin said, voice clipped. “Your magic and his curse are… interacting.”

The prince’s mouth twitched, humorless. “Listen to how she says it,” he drawled. “Like we’re two beasts being tested for breeding.”

Lady Edrin ignored him. “We will need to conduct a series of controlled exposures. Contact, distance, duration. If you truly temper his ashfire, we must understand the limits.”

Liora’s throat tightened. “You mean you want to use me.”

Lady Edrin didn’t deny it. “We want to save the kingdom.”

“And him?” Liora asked, surprising herself with the question.

Lady Edrin’s silence lasted a fraction too long.

The prince laughed under his breath—one low sound that held no joy.

“That answers you,” he murmured.

Something hard settled in Liora’s chest.

The cold truth was simple: if she failed to help, she’d be thrown away.

If she succeeded, she’d become property.

Lady Edrin stepped closer until she was near enough that Liora could smell ink and herbs on her sleeves.

“You will be housed in the eastern servants’ wing,” Lady Edrin said. “You will be fed. You will be clothed. You will have access to bathing water and a healer if needed.”

It sounded like kindness.

It was a list of accommodations offered to a useful tool.

Liora lifted her chin. “And if I refuse?”

Lady Edrin looked at her as if she were a child asking why the sun rose.

“Then we will send you back to Rookmere,” she said. “To the village that already suspects you. To the priests who call hive-magic a blight. To the pyres they build when they don’t understand something.”

Liora’s blood went cold.

She didn’t doubt it. She’d seen the way people looked at her when honey clung to her skin and bees gathered to her hair like worship. She’d heard the whispers behind her back.

Witch. Curse-girl. Devil’s sweetling.

She’d always known the world didn’t have room for someone like her.

The palace simply had better walls.

Lady Edrin turned her back. “Come. The king will want to see you before midday.”

Liora’s stomach dropped. “The king?”

“Yes,” Lady Edrin said. “You are now a matter of royal interest.”

Liora stared at the iron collar circling the prince’s throat.

Royal interest.

Like a new kind of sentence.

She stepped toward the door, numb, and then the prince spoke again—soft, close.

“Liora.”

Her name sounded different on his tongue than it had any right to.

She stopped without meaning to.

The prince’s eyes held hers across the room, gold and unreadable.

“You should be careful,” he murmured.

Liora’s pulse stuttered. “Careful of what?”

His gaze flicked to Lady Edrin’s back, to the guards, to the runes glowing faintly on the iron collar.

Then back to her.

“Of believing anyone here wants to save you,” he said.

Something in his voice—something like bitter truth—pressed itself beneath her skin.

Liora forced herself to keep breathing.

“And you?” she asked, quietly. “What do you want?”

The prince’s attention dropped to her hands.

To the place she’d touched him.

A slow, hungry stillness settled over him, as if the question had opened a door he’d been waiting outside of for years.

“I want to know what you taste like without fear in your mouth,” he said softly.

Liora froze.

Heat crawled up her throat. Not from desire—yet—but from shock, from the audacity of it, from the intimacy of a stranger saying something that sounded too much like a vow.

Lady Edrin spun. “Enough.”

The prince didn’t blink. “I’m only being honest.”

“Honesty is a luxury,” Lady Edrin snapped. “And you have not earned it.”

The prince’s smile this time was sharper. “Neither have you.”

Lady Edrin’s eyes flashed, but she didn’t argue. She turned on her heel, cloak snapping, and the guards ushered Liora out.

As the iron door groaned shut behind her, Liora caught one last look at the prince.

He stood alone in the torchlit chamber, collar glowing faintly against his throat.

And he was watching her like he could still feel her hand.

Like the warmth she’d left on his skin had become a hunger.

The corridor outside was colder.

The stairs upward seemed longer.

The palace above felt less like a home and more like a throat swallowing her whole.

Lady Edrin led her through hidden halls, past servants who pretended not to stare, past a chapel where candles burned before a statue with its hands broken off.

Liora’s mind kept snagging on the prince’s words.

I won’t be letting you go.

Be careful.

No one here wants to save you.

When they finally reached the eastern wing, Lady Edrin stopped outside a plain wooden door.

“This room is yours,” she said. “You will not leave this corridor without escort. A maid will bring you breakfast and appropriate clothing.”

Liora stared at the door.

It looked ordinary. Harmless.

But it might as well have been another iron gate.

Lady Edrin’s gaze pinned her.

“One more thing,” she said.

Liora’s shoulders tensed. “What.”

Lady Edrin’s voice lowered, just slightly—enough to feel like a confession.

“The prince is not the only danger in this palace.”

Before Liora could ask what she meant, Lady Edrin turned and walked away, boots striking stone in a steady rhythm that sounded too much like counting down.

Liora pushed into the room.

It was small but clean. A narrow bed with fresh linens. A washbasin. A wardrobe. A single window overlooking the courtyard.

She crossed to the window, pressing her forehead to the cold glass.

Below, the palace moved like a living thing—guards changing shifts, servants rushing, a carriage arriving with banners she didn’t recognize.

Somewhere deep beneath her feet, a cursed prince stood behind iron and runes, wearing a collar like a crown made of punishment.

And she was the only person in his world who could touch him without turning to dust.

Liora lifted her palm, studying it.

The skin looked normal.

But when she focused, she could still feel that golden warmth lingering there, faint as sunlight caught in honey.

A knock sounded at the door.

Liora turned, tense.

A young maid entered with a tray. Bread. Stew. Tea.

And a folded gown the color of warm amber.

The maid didn’t meet her eyes.

She set everything down quickly and backed away like Liora might bite.

But before she left, she whispered, barely audible—

“They say if he touches you, you’ll belong to him.”

Then she fled.

Liora’s breath caught.

She stared at the closed door, heart pounding.

Belong.

The word tasted like fear.

Like fate.

And like something else she didn’t want to name yet.

Outside, somewhere in the palace, bells began to ring—slow and heavy, calling court to order.


Calling her to be seen.


Liora looked down at the amber gown.

Then, without understanding why, she found herself wondering what the prince would look like in daylight.

And what it would feel like… if she touched his face instead of his hand.

The thought hit her like a slap.

She jerked back from it.

But it was too late.

The hunger had already answered.

Not his.

Hers.


CHAPTER 3

Court of Sweet Threats

The amber gown felt heavier than it looked.

Not in fabric—silk should have been light, soft, forgiving—but in meaning. In the way it clung to Liora’s skin like it had been chosen for her long before she ever stepped through the palace gates.

It smelled faintly of beeswax and crushed flowers.

It smelled like her.

She stared at it draped over the chair, then at her own hands, still reddened from rope burn, still marked with that stubborn golden stain beneath her nails. She could scrub until she bled again and it would remain, a quiet proof that the world had decided what she was.

Outside her window, the courtyard stirred with purpose. Courtiers in dark cloaks moved in clusters, their voices muffled by the glass, their laughter thin as brittle paper. Soldiers shifted at their posts. A carriage rolled beneath the archway with its wheels wrapped in iron—security for a kingdom that looked polished on the surface and terrified underneath.

The bells continued their slow call.

Not urgent.

Not panicked.

Commanding.

Liora forced herself away from the window and ate because she knew what hunger did to the body. It made you weaker. It made you careless. It made you bargain away pieces of yourself you couldn’t afford to lose.

The stew was rich with pepper and onions. The bread was still warm in the center. The tea tasted of lemon and something medicinal that reminded her of her mother’s tinctures.

Mother.

The thought landed like a stone in her chest.

She swallowed it down and dressed.

The gown slid over her shoulders like a sunbeam caught and stitched into cloth. It fitted her waist without cinching too tightly, the skirt falling in smooth, controlled folds. Not the wild style of village women. Not the practical cut of someone who worked near hives and carried water and climbed fences.

This was court clothing.

A costume.

A warning.

Someone knocked once—firm, impatient—and the door opened before Liora could answer.

Lady Edrin stepped in as if the room belonged to her too, eyes scanning with swift precision. She took in Liora’s gown, her braided hair, the way she stood straighter than fear wanted her to.

“Good,” Lady Edrin said, as if praise pained her. “You’ll do.”

Liora’s hands curled at her sides. “Do for what?”

Lady Edrin’s gaze flicked to Liora’s mouth. “For being looked at.”

A chill slid down Liora’s spine.

She followed Lady Edrin through the corridors, past tapestries depicting wars and dragons and saints with swords raised. Past arched windows glazed with frost. Past servants who bowed so quickly their movements looked rehearsed.

The palace was louder now, filled with the low murmur of court waking fully. Somewhere a harp played a delicate melody that didn’t belong to any real joy. Somewhere someone laughed in a way that sounded like knives tapping together.

As they neared the grand hall, the air changed.

It grew thick with perfume and heat and too many bodies packed into one space. Liora could smell lavender and wine, sweat hidden beneath expensive oils, the sharp sting of incense burned to cleanse the room of sins it had no intention of giving up.

Lady Edrin stopped just before the doors.

Two guards stood there with halberds crossed, their armor polished so bright it caught the torchlight like a mirror. Their eyes slid to Liora, then away, quick as shame.

Lady Edrin leaned close enough that Liora felt her breath.

“Listen carefully,” she murmured. “You will kneel. You will not speak unless addressed. You will not touch anything—anyone—unless instructed.”

Liora’s jaw tightened. “They want me to perform.”

“They want to see if you are real,” Lady Edrin corrected. “If you’re a miracle. Or a problem.”

“And if I’m a problem?”

Lady Edrin’s expression didn’t change. “Then you won’t be a problem for long.”

The doors swung open.

Sound poured over Liora like a wave.

The grand hall stretched impossibly wide, lined with pillars carved into twisting vines and winged beasts. Chandeliers hung overhead, each one a riot of crystal and candlelight. The throne sat at the far end on a dais of dark stone, backed by a massive stained-glass window depicting a crown wreathed in flames.

Courtiers filled the room like a living tapestry—velvet cloaks, jeweled collars, silk gloves. Faces sharpened by politics and boredom. Smiles that didn’t touch the eyes.

Liora stepped forward, and heads turned.

She felt it—attention snapping to her like a hook. The hush was subtle, but it spread anyway, rippling through the crowd as whispers climbed from mouth to mouth.

That’s her.

The hive-girl.

The one from the borderlands.

The one who can touch—

Lady Edrin guided her down the center aisle as though escorting a bride to an altar.

At the dais, the king sat with his crown on.

He looked older than the portraits. Grayer at the temples, the lines around his mouth carved deep from years of control. His eyes were hard, a storm trapped behind polished glass.

Beside him stood a woman in black velvet with a necklace of rubies like drops of blood. A queen? No—too young to have birthed the prince, too poised in a way that spoke of ambition rather than mourning.

The king lifted one hand.

The hall fell silent.

Lady Edrin bowed low.

Liora hesitated a fraction, then forced her knees to bend. The stone was cold through the fabric. Her pulse drummed in her throat as if it wanted to shout for her.

The king’s gaze settled on her.

Not curious.

Appraising.

“You are Liora Vale,” he said.

It wasn’t a question.

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

A faint stir moved through the crowd at her voice, like they hadn’t expected her to sound human.

“You were discovered within the forbidden hives of Rookmere,” the king continued. “Trespassing on crown land.”

Liora’s mouth went dry. “I wasn’t trespassing. My mother’s—”

Lady Edrin’s hand touched her shoulder. A warning.

Liora bit off the rest of her sentence until it tasted like blood.

The king watched her, expression unreadable. “You carry a rare strain of magic. Ancient. Unstable. Dangerous when left unbound.”

He let that hang in the air.

Liora swallowed. “I’ve never harmed anyone.”

“Not yet,” the king said calmly.

A murmur rolled through the court—soft agreement, soft fear.

The woman in black velvet leaned toward the king and whispered something. He didn’t look away from Liora.

“Our kingdom suffers,” he said. “The borderlands vanish. Villages fall silent overnight. Our people turn to dust in their beds. And the only lead we have comes from old legends.”

Legends.

Liora’s skin prickled.

The king lifted his hand again, and a page in dark livery hurried forward carrying a velvet cloth. Beneath it was something long and gleaming.

An iron rod.

Or a scepter.

No—when the cloth was pulled away, Liora saw the truth: a staff carved from pale wood and wrapped with silver vines. Honeycomb patterns were etched into the metal, and at the top sat a stone the color of amber caught mid-glow.

The staff thrummed faintly, like it recognized her.

The court breathed as one.

“That belonged to the first Queen of the Hives,” the king said. “A relic from the age before ashfire. Before my bloodline was cursed.”


At the word cursed, something tightened in the room. The courtiers glanced at one another, careful and hungry, like gossip was food.


Liora’s heart stumbled.

The king stood.

Even with age, he moved like power belonged to his bones. He stepped down from the dais, the entire hall holding its breath as he approached Liora where she knelt.

He stopped a few feet away.

Close enough for her to see the faint tremor in his jaw—controlled, restrained, the sign of a man who slept poorly and trusted no one.

“You will assist my son,” he said.

Liora lifted her chin, and in that moment she forgot fear long enough for anger to flare.

“Does he want my help?” she asked softly.

Gasps. A sharp intake. A hissed warning from someone near the front.

Lady Edrin stiffened like she’d been struck.

The king’s eyes narrowed.

Then, slowly, his mouth curved.

It wasn’t humor.

It was calculation.

“You’ll find,” the king said, “that what my son wants is irrelevant.”

The words settled into Liora’s stomach like a weight.

She forced herself to breathe around it.

The king gestured. “Bring him.”

The crowd shifted instantly, excitement prickling under their manners. Liora felt it in the way bodies angled toward the left archway, how faces sharpened with expectation.

A side door opened.

Two guards entered first, gloved hands gripping chains made of black iron. The chain links were thick, engraved with runes that glimmered faintly under the chandeliers.

And then the prince stepped into the hall.

The world tilted.

He didn’t walk like a prisoner.

He walked like a storm allowed indoors.

Black coat fitted to his frame, embroidered with gold thread that caught candlelight with every movement. His collar was high, shadowing his throat. His hair fell loose, dark and unruly, refusing the neatness the court demanded. His bare hands were visible.

No gloves.

No wrappings.

But the iron collar was there, encircling his neck like a shackle dressed up as jewelry. The runes on it pulsed dull and angry, as if even restraint resented him.

The hall went quiet in a different way.

Fear, this time.

Even the boldest courtiers who watched Liora like prey leaned subtly back when the prince passed.

His golden eyes swept the room, bored and sharp, and when his gaze found Liora kneeling in amber—

Something changed.

Not softness.

Not relief.

Recognition.

Heat flickered behind his eyes like an ember catching air.

He stopped at the foot of the dais, chain held loosely behind him by the guards as if anyone truly believed they could keep him still.

The king looked down at him. “Come forward.”

The prince’s gaze remained on Liora.

He didn’t move.

The king’s voice hardened. “I said—”

“I heard you,” the prince replied, voice smooth as smoke. “I’m deciding whether I care.”

A wave of shock rolled through the hall.

The king stepped closer. “You will not embarrass me.”

The prince finally turned his head—slowly—to look at his father.

And Liora felt it, the way the air thinned between them. The kind of tension that didn’t belong to one argument, but a lifetime.

“Embarrass you?” the prince murmured. “You chained me like an animal and paraded me in front of your court. That ship sailed years ago.”

The queen-consort—or whatever she was—stiffened visibly. Her fingers tightened around the edge of the throne.

The king’s face remained stone, but something in his eyes sharpened.

“Enough,” he snapped. “We’re here for a purpose.”

The prince’s attention slid back to Liora as if the king had become background noise again.

“You dressed her like honey,” he said, almost conversational. “How thoughtful.”

Liora’s cheeks heated despite herself.

Lady Edrin’s expression turned flint. “Your Highness, please.”

The prince took one step down from the dais.

A second.

He stopped beside Liora.

He didn’t touch her. Not yet.

But his presence filled her space, smoke and winter and something darker beneath—something that made her blood feel too warm in her veins.

His gaze flicked over her face, taking her in with slow precision.

“They made you kneel,” he murmured, like it offended him on her behalf.

Liora swallowed. “They made you wear that.”

His mouth curved faintly. “Fair.”

The king’s voice snapped through the hall. “Liora Vale. Rise.”

Liora forced her knees to straighten. The stone had numbed her legs, but she didn’t wobble. She stood tall, because pride was one of the only things she still owned.

The prince watched her stand as though he approved.

The king lifted the staff from the velvet cloth. The amber stone at its top glowed brighter the closer it came to Liora.

A murmur swelled like bees waking.

“This staff was used to bind and temper volatile magic,” the king said. “It was forged for hive-blood. Its purpose is restraint.”

Restraint.

The word sounded like chains.

The king extended the staff toward Liora, not offering it—presenting it, as if it were both gift and leash.

“Touch it,” he commanded.

Liora hesitated.

The staff called to her in a way that made her palms itch.

But she didn’t want to be bound.

Not by relic. Not by king. Not by court.

She lifted her hand anyway, because refusal would end in fire.

Her fingers brushed the cool silver vines.

Heat surged up her arm.

Not painful—alive. Golden light rippled through the etched honeycomb patterns, racing toward the amber stone.

The staff sang.

Not aloud, but in her bones. A vibration that made her teeth hum. The court gasped.

The king’s gaze sharpened with satisfaction.

“Now,” he said. “Touch my son.”

Liora went still.

The prince, beside her, didn’t move.

But his attention sharpened so sharply it felt like a hand closing around her throat.

The hall leaned inward.

Everyone wanted to see it.

Everyone wanted proof.

Liora’s heartbeat slammed too loud.

She looked at the prince’s bare hand, hanging at his side, deceptively relaxed. The faint ash dusting his knuckles. The scar-like gray at the base of his thumb, as if the curse lived there and liked it.

She remembered the underground chamber.

The warmth.

The way the ash had stopped—faltered—when it touched her skin.

She looked up into his eyes.

Gold. Hungry. Patient.

He didn’t plead.

He didn’t reassure.

He simply waited, like he already knew she’d do it.

Because what other choice did she have?

Liora lifted her hand.

The court’s breath caught as one.

Her fingers hovered inches from his skin—

And then the prince moved first.

He took her hand in his.

Not gently.

Not harshly.

Claiming.

The moment their palms met, the air pulsed.

Ash rose in a faint spiral from his skin like smoke that had learned to breathe. It curled around their joined hands, hungry, searching.

Liora’s hive-magic answered.

Gold bloomed.

Honey-light spilled between their fingers, warm and thick and shining like summer trapped inside stone.

The ash shuddered.

It didn’t vanish.

It didn’t consume.


It bent.


Like a beast lowering its head.

A collective shiver moved through the crowd.

Someone whispered a prayer.

Someone else whispered her name like it was a curse.

The king exhaled slowly, satisfaction sliding over his features.

“That’s it,” he murmured. “That’s the proof.”

Liora’s breath came shallow.

Her magic surged too strong, too fast. It wanted to pour into the prince like water into dry ground. It wanted to fill every hollow the curse had carved into him.

The prince’s fingers tightened around hers.

His eyes darkened at the edges, gold turning deeper.

For one heartbeat—one dangerous, intimate breath—Liora felt something slip between them.

Not just magic.

A sensation like standing too close to a cliff and realizing the drop wasn’t empty.

It was waiting.

The prince leaned in, close enough that only she could hear him.

“You feel it too,” he whispered.

Liora swallowed, throat tight. “Feel what?”

His thumb stroked across her knuckles, slow, deliberate.

“Where the curse ends,” he murmured. “And where you begin.”

A tremor ran through her.

The staff in her other hand glowed brighter, reacting to the surge between them. The amber stone flared like a captured sunrise.

Lady Edrin stepped forward, voice edged with urgency. “Your Majesty, we should stop—”

“Not yet,” the king said.

The prince’s gaze didn’t leave Liora’s face.

“Do you know what you just did?” he asked softly.

Liora’s voice barely worked. “I… touched you.”

His mouth hovered near her ear, and the heat of his breath slid along her skin like a promise.

“You didn’t just touch me,” he murmured. “You fed me.”

Liora’s stomach dropped.

Fed—

The word struck something primal in her magic. The hive inside her stirred, restless, eager. Her skin prickled as if invisible wings brushed her veins.

She tried to pull back.

The prince didn’t let her.

Not fully.

He loosened his grip only enough to make it feel like a choice while keeping her tethered to him.

The king’s voice rang out across the hall. “Behold.”

Courtiers stared. Some with awe. Some with envy. Some with the sharp, ugly hunger of people who saw opportunity in anything alive.

“The curse is not absolute,” the king declared. “It can be tempered. Controlled. Harnessed.”

Harnessed.

Liora’s stomach turned.

The prince’s jaw tightened, a flicker of something lethal crossing his face. He didn’t look away from Liora, but his voice dipped low, meant for her alone.

“He’s going to use you,” he said. “To tame me.”

Liora’s fingers curled around the staff. “And you?”

The prince’s eyes held hers, gold and unblinking.

“I’m going to use you,” he murmured back, honest as a knife. “To break him.”

Liora’s breath caught.

The staff pulsed once in her hand, bright and hot, like it approved of the thought.

Then—without warning—a shriek tore through the hall.

Not a person.

Something smaller.

Sharp enough to make everyone flinch.

A courtier near the front stumbled backward, swatting at their neck. Their skin had gone gray in a blotch the size of a coin, spreading outward like mold.

Ash.

Panic rippled.

The prince’s grip snapped tight around Liora’s hand again, and she felt his curse surge—wild, defensive—like a beast sensing threat.

The gray blotch on the courtier’s throat bloomed wider.

Their eyes rolled back.

Their mouth opened.

And ash poured out.

The hall erupted.

Screams. Shouts. Guards rushing. Courtiers shoving each other aside, velvet and jewels turning into frantic bodies.

Liora’s heart slammed in terror.

The king shouted orders, voice cutting through the chaos, but fear didn’t listen to crowns.

Lady Edrin grabbed Liora’s arm. “Stay close to me—”

But the prince moved faster.

He stepped in front of Liora like a shield, one hand still gripping hers, the other raised toward the collapsing courtier as if he could command the ash itself.

The air tasted suddenly sweet.

Too sweet.

Honey and rot.

The chandeliers flickered.

Candles guttered.

And Liora felt it—something unseen, something vast, crawling through the hall like a swarm finding cracks to pour through.

The prince’s eyes narrowed, gold turning molten.

“It’s here,” he murmured.

Liora’s throat went tight. “What is?”

His gaze swept the shadows between pillars, the dark corners where torchlight didn’t fully reach.

“The thing that’s been eating your villages,” he said softly. “The thing that wants my curse.”

A sound like a thousand wings filled the hall.

Not bees.

Something darker.

Something hungry enough to make honey taste like bait.

The prince tightened his hold on Liora’s hand and leaned close, his mouth near her ear, voice low and lethal.

“Don’t let go,” he whispered.

Then the shadows moved—

And the court learned, all at once, that the prince’s curse was not the worst monster in the palace.


CHAPTER 4

The Swarm in the Walls

The first thing Liora noticed wasn’t the screaming.

It was the smell.

Honey—thick and golden and warm—spilling into the air like it had been poured from a cracked jar.

And beneath it… rot.

A sweetness gone wrong. A sweetness left too long in the sun until it curdled into something that made the back of her throat tighten.

The court was chaos. Velvet and jewels turned to panicked bodies, shoving and tripping and clawing at one another to get away from the ash that crawled across the coughing courtier’s throat.


That man—no, that body—was still upright, twitching like it couldn’t decide if it was alive or already dead. Gray spread across his neck in branching patterns, like veins made of dust. His mouth hung open, and ash poured out in steady, choking streams.


Someone tried to grab him.

The instant their hand touched his sleeve, their fingers blackened.

Not blood.

Not burn.


Just… drying.


Crumbling.

Turning to powder.

The woman who touched him screamed and stumbled back, clutching her hand to her chest as if pressure could keep it from falling apart.

The scream was swallowed by the roar of the hall.

“Back!” guards shouted, shoving courtiers away with halberd shafts. “Back—move!”

The chandeliers overhead flickered violently, candles stuttering as if a wind blew through the room.

But there was no wind.

Only that sound.

Like wings.

Not the gentle humming of bees that Liora had known her whole life, but something faster. Frantic. Wrong. It filled the hall the way smoke filled lungs.

The prince stepped in front of her like instinct had shaped him into a blade.


His hand still held hers—hard enough to anchor her, hard enough to say mine without speaking the word. The iron collar at his throat pulsed with angry light, runes flaring as if restraining him suddenly required effort.


He lifted his free hand, palm toward the coughing courtier.

For a heartbeat, Liora thought he meant to end it quickly—ash him, erase him, mercy through destruction.

But the prince didn’t move like he was killing.

He moved like he was listening.

His golden eyes narrowed, tracking something Liora couldn’t see.

“Stay behind me,” he murmured.

Liora swallowed, breath coming thin. “What is it?”

His voice dropped, the same tone he’d used underground—quiet and dangerous.
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