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Chapter One
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The tea was supposed to be calming.

Elysia wrapped her hands around the warm ceramic mug, inhaling the herbal steam curling into the chilly night air. The scent was deep—honeyed lavender with a hint of something foreign, something musky. Too musky. A prickle ran up her spine, but she brushed it off. The old woman in the apothecary had sworn this blend would help her sleep, and gods knew she needed the rest.

The first sip was smooth, a delicate floral taste coating her tongue. The second burned.

A jolt of heat spread through her limbs, a slow but insistent fire licking at her veins. Her vision blurred, the room around her warping. The wooden walls of her cottage bent and twisted, darkness stretching from the corners like inky tendrils.

Then, the ground disappeared beneath her feet.

She was falling.

The wind howled past her ears, tearing at her hair as she tumbled through endless black. Her scream was lost in the void, her body weightless, spiraling through an abyss that smelled of smoke and something richer—like spiced wine and storm-churned air.

And then—solid ground.

Elysia slammed into it, hard.

The impact stole the breath from her lungs, but instead of cold stone or dirt, she landed on something soft—something alive.

A deep, male grunt vibrated beneath her.

The warmth of a strong body pressed against hers, the scent of leather, firewood, and something intoxicating surrounding her. Dazed, she blinked up, her vision slowly adjusting to the dim glow of flickering torchlight.

Her breath hitched.

The man beneath her was breathtaking in a way that made her body hum with awareness. His long raven hair fanned out across the dark floor, strands catching the faint glimmers of silver light. His jaw was sharp enough to cut, his lips full and slightly parted in a stunned exhale. But it was his eyes that trapped her—the color of liquid obsidian, swirling with faint traces of mist, as if the shadows themselves lived within him.

A prince.

She didn’t know how she knew, but she did. Everything about him—the heavy, jewel-encrusted shoulder guard strapped over his leather tunic, the midnight cloak spilling around them, the quiet authority in his gaze—screamed royalty.

A slow smirk curved his lips. "Well," he drawled, his voice dark and honeyed. "If you wanted me beneath you, little mortal, you only had to ask."

Heat rushed to her cheeks as she scrambled off him, her hands pressing against firm, corded muscle in her desperate attempt to push herself upright. He was hard everywhere, his body built like a warrior’s, sculpted and strong.

A sharp breath left his lips as her thigh brushed against his.

"Careful," he warned, voice dipping to something lower, more dangerous. "Unless you plan to finish what you've started."

Elysia’s pulse thundered.

Her body was still thrumming, as if some invisible force were coiling inside her, twisting low in her belly. The same fire that had spread through her after drinking the tea was still there, licking at her skin, making her hypersensitive to every brush of fabric, every shift of air between them.

Something was wrong.

The prince tilted his head, studying her. His pupils dilated slightly, his nostrils flaring as if he could scent something on her.

His smirk faded.

"Who sent you?" His voice had lost its teasing edge, now laced with suspicion.

"No one sent me!" she shot back, her own frustration rising. "One moment I was drinking tea, and the next—" She gestured wildly around her, finally taking in the towering black stone walls, the high arching ceilings covered in gleaming silver filigree, the torches flickering with eerie blue flames.

She swallowed hard.

"Where am I?"

The prince rose smoothly to his feet, his movements effortless, predatory. He was tall—gods, he was tall. And despite the amused glint in his gaze, there was something lethal coiled beneath his skin, a restrained power that sent a shiver through her bones.

"You’re in the Shadow Court, little mortal," he murmured, stepping closer.

She barely resisted the urge to step back.

"More importantly," his voice lowered to something silk-soft, something lethal, "you’re in my domain. And no one crosses into my domain without a price."

His fingers brushed her jaw—barely a touch, yet it sent a current through her, sharp and electric.

A slow, wicked smile spread across his lips.

"And judging by the way you’re looking at me," he mused, tilting her chin up, "I'd say you already know what I’m thinking."

Her breath hitched.

Oh, she knew.

And that terrified her.
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Elysia should have pulled away.

She should have slapped his hand from her chin, turned, and run as far as her legs could carry her. But Vael’s touch was light, almost teasing, and his midnight gaze held her like an enchantment.

A prince of shadows. A man who could likely kill her with a flick of his wrist.

Yet here he was, standing so close she could feel the heat rolling off his body, close enough that the scent of leather and something darker—something wild—wrapped around her like an invisible tether.

Elysia swallowed, straightened her spine, and forced herself to meet his eyes. “I don’t know how I got here,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt. “But I’m not paying any price for something that wasn’t my doing.”

Vael hummed, the sound low and thoughtful. “That’s the thing about fate, little mortal.” His fingers trailed lightly down the side of her jaw, his thumb brushing the corner of her mouth before he pulled away, leaving behind the ghost of his touch. “It rarely cares what you want.”

The loss of contact should have been a relief. Instead, a strange frustration coiled inside her, tightening her ribs.

Get it together, Elysia.

She forced her mind away from the way his voice curled through her, like smoke and silk, and focused on what mattered. “So, what? You’re just going to keep me here?”

“Perhaps.” He took a slow step back, watching her with an unreadable expression. “Or perhaps I’ll return you to wherever it is you came from. But first, I need to know why the hell you landed in my court.”

She folded her arms. “And how, exactly, do you plan on finding that out?”

Vael’s smirk was sharp. “Interrogation, of course.”

Her stomach flipped, but she refused to let him see her nervousness. “I have nothing to tell you.”

His black eyes gleamed as he stepped away, turning on his heel and heading toward a massive, throne-like chair at the far end of the chamber. The movement of his cloak sent ripples of shadow dancing across the marble floor.

“Then I suppose you’ll be staying a while.”

Elysia cursed under her breath.

She’d been in the Enchanted Realm for no more than five minutes, and she was already a prisoner.

It didn’t take long for Elysia to realize that Vael had no intention of throwing her into a dungeon.

Instead, he kept her within his palace, allowing her to wander the labyrinth of black stone halls, watch the eerie blue-tinted gardens, and sit in the vast library filled with books that whispered when she walked past.

But no matter where she went, she could feel him.

The prince was always near, lingering at the edge of her awareness. Sometimes, she caught glimpses of him—watching from the shadows, a glass of dark wine in hand, his expression unreadable.

Other times, he came too close.

Like now.

Elysia was in the library, pretending to read, when the temperature shifted. The candles flickered, the air thickened. She knew what that meant.

He was here.

She turned her head just as Vael emerged from the dim glow, his obsidian eyes locked onto hers.

“I assume you’ve found something useful,” he mused, nodding toward the book in her lap.

She snapped it shut, ignoring the way her pulse betrayed her. “Not really. Unless you want to hear about mortal herb remedies.”

A corner of his mouth twitched. “Tempting. But no.”

He was closer now, close enough that she had to tilt her chin up to meet his gaze.

Elysia had spent enough time around men to recognize danger when she saw it. But Vael wasn’t dangerous in the way a mortal man was.

No. He was something else entirely.

Something otherworldly.

Something that made her breath hitch and her blood pulse a little too fast.

“You’re awfully quiet tonight,” he murmured.

She exhaled sharply, forcing herself to break the spell of his presence. “Maybe because I’ve been kidnapped and no one’s given me any answers.”
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