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​Chapter One – A Thorn in the Dark

The night market of Vaelith smelled of rain-damp silk and secrets.

Lanterns burned with violet flame, their light turning the mist into bruised ribbons. Merchants cried the virtues of starfruit wine and knives forged from moonstone; gamblers hunched over dice that glowed faintly blue with every throw. Elara kept her hood low, boots whispering over wet cobblestones, a single thought thudding in her chest: don’t be followed.

She had promised herself she would never come back here. Not to the market. Not to the city at all. Yet the letter in her pocket pulsed like a living thing, its wax seal still unbroken and stamped with the sigil she’d sworn never to touch again—the crescent crown of House Neryth.

Her mother’s house.

The handwriting was unmistakable in its sweeping loops:

One drop of your blood will wake the crown.

Elara gritted her teeth. Three years in the countryside hadn’t dulled the memory of her mother’s last night: whispers of rebellion, blood smeared across the palace steps. And then the silence, broken only by the rumor of a child who vanished into smoke.

Her.

She pulled her cloak tighter and ducked between two stalls, ignoring the murmur of dice players and the hiss of frying spiced eels. The deeper she went, the thicker the fog coiled, muffling the bell tower’s distant toll.

And then—footsteps, soft and measured. Not the scurrying of a drunk or the shuffle of a merchant. A hunter’s stride.

Elara’s hand slipped toward the dagger at her belt.

“Little late for a princess to be playing spy.”

The voice came from the shadows of a half-collapsed arch. A drawl—rich as obsidian, smooth as sin.

Elara pivoted, dagger flashing in the violet light.

The man leaning against the arch looked carved from the night itself. Tall. Broad-shouldered. Rain beaded on his black hair and slid along the edge of a silver half-mask that concealed the upper planes of his face. The mask caught the lanternlight like a crescent moon. The lower half—high cheekbones, a mouth curved in lazy disdain—was more than enough to steal a breath.

“I’m no princess,” she said, her voice steadier than her pulse.

“Mm.” His gaze flicked—unmistakably—to the ring hidden by her glove. The band, a relic she had tried and failed to discard, warmed as though aware of the scrutiny. “You wear a crown’s sigil on your finger and think no one notices?”

Her heart stuttered. She’d left the ring in a locked box. That very morning, it had reappeared on her hand when she woke.

“I think,” she countered, sliding the dagger an inch closer to his throat, “you should mind your own business.”

A dark chuckle. “My business is everyone’s business. Especially thieves with royal blood.”

The way he said royal—like a curse—raised the hairs on her neck.

“Careful,” she said and stepped forward until the blade almost grazed his collar. “I’ve cut men for less.”

He moved with startling speed—one moment a lazy silhouette, the next a blur. He caught her wrist, twisted, and the dagger clattered to the cobblestones. He didn’t hurt her; his grip was firm but not cruel. Warm, though the night air bit cold.

“Impressive,” he murmured. “But clumsy.”

Elara met his eyes. Smoke-grey, almost silver, ringed with a darkness that hinted at storms yet to break. She felt her magic—long buried—stir like a restless tide.

“Release me,” she demanded.

Instead, he leaned closer. “Tell me, princess—why carry a letter sealed in dead queen’s wax?”

Her breath caught. How could he know?

“Because it was sent to me,” she said, and hated the tremor in her voice.

He smiled—slow, dangerous. “Then perhaps we share an interest.”

Before she could answer, a bell tolled midnight. Its echo rolled through the market like distant thunder. Merchants shuttered their stalls; gamblers melted into doorways. The stranger tilted his head as if listening to something she could not hear.

“Run home,” he said softly. “The city is less forgiving after the twelfth bell.”

“And if I don’t?”

He bent until his lips hovered a whisper from her ear. Rain and steel scented the air between them. “Then you’ll answer to me.”

The words coiled like a promise and a threat.

The crowd surged suddenly—lanterns bobbing, a horse rearing somewhere in the dark—and he was gone. One heartbeat he stood before her; the next only mist remained.

Elara’s pulse thundered. She retrieved her dagger with shaking fingers.

The letter in her pocket grew hot. She drew it out. The wax seal, once intact, now bore a crack as though from unseen hands. She pried it open.

The parchment shimmered with a faint blue glow. Her mother’s hand again:

Find the crown before the Shadow Prince does.

A gust of wind snuffed the nearest lantern. Darkness dropped like a curtain.

Elara sprinted through the twisting alleys toward the modest inn where she had rented a single room. Rain slicked the stones; once, she nearly slipped. She forced herself not to look behind her.

Inside the inn’s narrow hallway, she pressed her back to the door, chest heaving. The letter lay open on the bed, glowing faintly like a captured star.

Shadow Prince.

The name curled in her mind like smoke. Every whispered bedtime tale came flooding back—of the bastard heir who had turned from the light of the gods; the general who commanded shadows as soldiers. Mothers frightened children with his legend.

She swallowed hard. The man in the mask—his silver eyes. The way the market seemed to bend around him.

Her fingers found the ring, pulsing warm against her skin.

Sleep came fitfully. Dreams of violet fire and a crown of onyx chased her until the first bell of dawn. When she rose, the ring had etched a faint crescent into her skin.

The letter’s final words glowed brighter:

Before the Shadow Prince does.

Elara wrapped her cloak tight, the city’s morning bells still distant. Whatever game her dead mother had begun, the first move had already been played.

And somewhere in the mist-veiled city, a masked man with smoke-grey eyes was waiting.

__________________________________________________________________________

​

​Chapter Two – Ashes of Dawn

The city of Vaelith woke like a restless dragon—slow, steaming, hungry.

From the attic window of the Emberlane Inn, Elara watched the first threads of sunlight crawl across the crooked rooftops. Below, the night market’s remnants smoldered: scraps of violet lantern flame, puddles that mirrored the copper sky. The bells of the High Cathedral tolled first light, each peal shivering through the damp air like a warning.

She had slept little. The letter lay open on the narrow table, its words still faintly aglow:

Find the crown before the Shadow Prince does.

The script had dimmed during the night, but the warning lingered, a heartbeat beneath her own. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw smoke-grey eyes and a half-mask gleaming in lanternlight.

Elara rubbed the crescent mark the ring had burned into her skin. It no longer hurt, but warmth pulsed from it like a quiet heartbeat—an unasked-for tether to her mother’s bloodline. To the life she had fled.

A knock rattled the door.

She snatched the letter, slid it beneath her cloak, and drew her dagger.

“Who is it?”

“Breakfast,” came the innkeeper’s gruff voice. “And a message.”

Elara hesitated, then eased the door open. Mistress Hanrick stood there, a squat woman with arms like rolling pins and a tray balanced on one hip. The smell of warm bread and honeyed porridge filled the room.

“A boy dropped this off,” the innkeeper said, setting the tray down. She held out a scrap of parchment. “No name.”

Elara’s stomach tightened. She accepted the note. A single line of elegant script curled across it:

You left without saying goodbye.

No seal. No signature. But she knew the handwriting now.

Her pulse stumbled. The Shadow Prince.



She left the inn soon after, cloak pulled tight against the morning drizzle. The city above the market stirred with life—fishmongers unloading silver-scaled catches, children chasing each other through steam from bread ovens. But every glance over her shoulder brought only ordinary bustle.

You left without saying goodbye.

Why follow her? Why warn her? Or was it a threat?

The letter from her mother burned in her pocket like a second heart.

She wound through the labyrinth of narrow streets until the skyline opened into the Scholar’s Square. Marble columns framed an ancient fountain where a statue of the goddess Ilyra poured eternal water from an alabaster urn. The air here tasted of ink and dust. Scribes set up their stalls, parchment fluttering in the breeze.

Elara had come for answers.

Master Kirin, the scholar-priest who had once served as her mother’s tutor, had grown older and thinner since she’d last seen him. But his eyes, sharp and owlish, widened when she pushed back her hood.

“By the gods, child. We thought you lost.”

“Not lost,” Elara said. “Hiding.”

Kirin ushered her into his cramped study, walls stacked floor to ceiling with scrolls and codices. The scent of old vellum wrapped around her like incense.

“You should not have returned,” he whispered. “The city is not safe. The king’s council hunts your bloodline still.”

“I received a letter.” She placed her mother’s message on the desk. “In her hand.”

He studied the script, lips moving as he traced the words. A tremor passed through his thin fingers.

“This...this is older than ink. Your mother bound her magic into it.”

Elara told him about the ring that refused to be removed, about the man in the silver mask.

At the mention of a mask, Kirin’s expression shuttered. “The Shadow Prince.”

“So the stories are true?”

“Stories,” he said, voice dry as parchment, “are bones of truth wrapped in rumor. He is the king’s unacknowledged son, born of shadow and betrayal. Some call him savior, others assassin. All agree—he serves no master but his own.”

“And the crown?” she pressed.

Kirin glanced toward the curtained window as though the air itself might be listening. “Legends speak of the Veil Crown, forged to hold the boundary between this realm and the Netherveil. Your mother guarded its location. If the crown falls to one who commands shadow, the veil will tear.”

A chill slid through Elara. “My mother wants me to find it first.”

“Yes,” Kirin said. “But know this—whoever bears the crown is bound to its magic. And bound to the one whose blood completes the sigil.”

Elara frowned. “Meaning?”

Kirin hesitated, then shook his head. “The prophecy is tangled. But it speaks of a union—blood joined with shadow.”

Before she could question him further, the study door slammed open.

Two royal guards filled the threshold, armor gleaming like wet stone.

“By order of the king,” the taller one barked, “Lady Elara Neryth is summoned to the palace at once.”

Elara’s pulse spiked. “I am no lady.”

The guard’s gaze swept her cloak, her dagger, the telltale ring. “The ring says otherwise.”

Kirin stepped forward. “She is under the protection of the Scholar’s Guild—”

“By the king’s command,” the guard cut him off, “she is to come. Now.”

They gave her no chance to protest. One guard seized her arm—not roughly, but with the unyielding grip of someone used to obedience. Kirin’s face drained of color.

“Be careful,” he whispered.



They escorted her through the city’s heart: over the wide marble bridge where the river frothed below, up the grand steps of the Sunspire Palace. Gold banners snapped in the wind. The palace gates, inlaid with black onyx, loomed like the mouth of some waiting beast.

Elara tried to calm her racing thoughts. Why summon me now?

At the palace doors, the guards handed her off to a chamberlain in robes of deep crimson. Without a word he led her through echoing corridors lined with statues of long-dead kings. The scent of incense and old stone pressed close.

Finally they stopped before a pair of obsidian doors etched with silver sigils.

“Enter,” the chamberlain said, and the doors swung inward.

The throne room was vast and cold. Sunlight filtered through high stained glass, painting the marble floor in shards of color. At the dais sat King Maelor, his crown heavy with dark jewels. His eyes—hard as flint—settled on Elara.

Beside him stood a man clad in black armor that caught the light like liquid shadow. A silver half-mask concealed the upper half of his face.

Smoke-grey eyes met hers.

Her breath caught.

The Shadow Prince.

“Lady Elara,” the king said, his voice carrying the weight of command. “You have returned to us at last.”

“I did not—” she began.

He raised a hand. “The realm stands at the brink of war. The old bloodlines must unite if the Veil is to hold. By ancient treaty and your mother’s dying oath, you are bound to wed my son.”

The masked man took a single step forward. The faintest curl of a smile touched his mouth.

Elara’s heart slammed against her ribs.

“Meet your betrothed,” the king declared. “Prince Kael of the Shadow.”

The room spun. She felt the ring on her finger grow hot, pulsing like a living brand. The letter’s warning flared through her mind:

Find the crown before the Shadow Prince does.

Kael inclined his head, a gesture half-mocking, half-claiming. “Seems,” he said softly enough for only her to hear, “you won’t be rid of me after all.”

______________________________________________________________________________
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Chapter Three – Scene One: The King’s Ultimatum

The throne room was colder than Elara remembered. Marble floors stretched like ice beneath the high vaults, and sunlight through the stained glass painted the space in fractured violet and gold. Banners of House Neryth rippled overhead, a reminder of the mother she had lost and the bloodline she carried. King Maelor’s gaze was a blade. He had not risen from his throne; the weight of his crown seemed to press down on every inch of her. Kael stood beside him, motionless and masked; even in the light his black armor swallowed color. “You have returned to us at last,” the king said, his voice carrying over the marble—each syllable deliberate, sharp as frost.

“I... I did not come back for this,” Elara said, keeping her voice steady despite the tremor in her fingers. “I have no desire to—”

“You have no choice.” The king’s flint-grey eyes locked onto hers, unyielding. “The council has grown restless, and the city trembles at the borders. Your mother’s bloodline holds power that cannot be ignored. You will marry my son.”

Elara’s stomach dropped. “You cannot demand that. I am not—”

“Not a pawn?” the king interrupted, bitter. “You are the last of your line. You have no idea the weight you bear. Your mother understood it. Now it falls to you.”

The words—last of your line—struck deeper than she wanted to admit. Power. Blood. Obligation: a chain she had tried to break for three years. Kael tilted his head slightly; silver-grey eyes under the mask caught the light. There was no warmth there, only observation—and something unreadable. The king’s voice rose again. “By ancient treaty and the oath your mother swore on her deathbed, you are to unite with Prince Kael. This marriage will secure the realm and protect the Veil from tearing.”

Elara’s mind scrambled. The Veil. The crown. The letter. The ring—everything collided into a single, impossible thought: I am trapped. “I will not—” she began, but Kael’s hand moved subtly, a slight shift of weight that reminded her he was present. He made no move to stop her from speaking, yet his presence felt like a tether.

“You will,” the king said flatly. “Refusal is not an option. The laws of the realm bind you, and the blood of Neryth is a prize the kingdom cannot afford to waste. If you reject this union...” He paused, letting the threat hang like a blade. “You will leave yourself vulnerable to those who still seek your mother’s downfall.”

Panic rose, hot and immediate. The palace was designed to contain her; guards stood at the edges, silent and watchful. She swallowed and tried to focus. Kael’s gaze, fixed on her beneath the mask, held something that might have been amusement or curiosity; it vanished as quickly as it appeared, leaving only the inscrutable face and the aura of authority.

“You,” the king said, gesturing to Kael, “will explain the duties and expectations of this marriage to Lady Elara. Your compliance ensures the safety of all involved.”

Kael inclined his head; a faint curl of a smile touched his mouth. “Of course,” he murmured, low enough for only Elara to hear. “Though I hope the lessons will be more... mutual than one-sided.”

The words made her pulse skip. He offered no comfort and promised no loyalty, yet there was weight to the suggestion—that whatever came of this union would not be entirely dictated by the king.

Elara’s jaw tightened. “I am not a prize,” she said, louder. “I am not someone to be handed off to secure the ambitions of men.”

The king’s gaze was ice. “You had no choice. The choice was made the moment your mother pledged herself to the crown. You are bound to the prophecy, Lady Elara, and the consequences of defiance are not yours to bear lightly.”

Her vision flickered with memory—the black feather, the glowing letter, her mother’s whispered warning: Trust the shadow and you will bleed. The danger beside her was not only political; it was personal.

“You will have your own chambers,” the king continued, seemingly oblivious to her turmoil. “Your studies, your guidance—Kael will instruct you where necessary. And be warned: every step you take will be watched, every action measured. The realm depends on your obedience.”

Elara’s fingers twitched against the ring; the crescent mark burned faintly beneath her skin. She swallowed. “I... understand.”

The king inclined his head, satisfied. “See that you do. The council awaits your acceptance. Your future—our realm—depends on it.”

Kael shifted, his masked face unreadable, then gestured toward the exit. “Shall we?”

Elara hesitated as the tension in the room coiled around her like a living thing. The moment stretched. She realized the fight had only just begun—not with the king, not with the realm, but with the Shadow Prince at her side. Every instinct told her to resist. Every warning told her to flee. And yet she followed, step by careful step, into the unknown.

––––––––
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​Chapter Three – Scene Two: The Antechamber

The obsidian doors closed with a hush that felt like a warning.

Elara pressed her back to the cool marble pillar and willed her breath steady. The throne room’s echoes still rang in her ears—betrothed, the king had said, as if the word were a chain.

Kael lingered a few paces away, the black of his armor swallowing the dim light. Only the silver half-mask caught the flicker of the wall torches, a crescent moon over his eyes.

He waited until the chamberlain’s footsteps faded, then spoke, low and even.

“You hide your temper well.”

Elara’s jaw tightened. “You mistake shock for obedience.”

A faint smile curved his mouth. “Good. I dislike meekness.”

He came closer, each step a measured threat. “For the record, I didn’t request this arrangement either.”

“That makes two of us,” she said, wishing the retort sounded less like a plea.

“Yet here we stand.” His gaze swept her—quick, assessing, a touch too lingering. “Bound by our fathers’ oaths and your mother’s dying wish.”

Her heart stumbled at the mention of her mother. “What do you know of her wishes?”

He stopped within arm’s reach. The faint scent of rain and steel clung to him, disorienting. “Enough to know you were never meant to be a pawn. But a pawn can become a queen... if she survives the board.”

The words prickled like a challenge. Elara forced a brittle smile. “And what does that make you? The king’s shadow or his blade?”

Kael tilted his head, the mask glinting. “Depends who’s asking.”

The room seemed to shrink until only his breath and hers filled the space. He planted a hand against the pillar beside her shoulder—close enough that the leather of his glove brushed her cloak.

“Careful,” she said, though the warning lacked conviction.

His voice lowered to a murmur meant for no ears but hers. “Careful is for those who can afford it.”

A tremor slid through her—not fear exactly, something darker, sharper. “If you think to frighten me—”

“Frighten?” His smoke-grey eyes caught hers, unflinching. “No. I think to understand you. Last night you walked the market like someone searching for trouble. Today you stand in the king’s hall wearing a ring of old magic. Tell me, Elara Neryth... what exactly do you seek?”

She swallowed the truth—the letter, the crown—like a dangerous secret. “Freedom.”

Kael’s mouth curved, not quite a smile. “Then you and I may yet have something in common.”

He pushed away from the pillar but did not step back. “Our fathers would bind us with vows neither of us chose. Let them. Their chains are only as strong as we allow.”

Her pulse quickened. “Are you suggesting alliance?”

“Call it... an understanding.” He reached up, a single gloved finger tracing the air near the crescent mark the ring had burned into her skin. He didn’t touch her—almost worse. “I can be an enemy or an ally, princess. Decide which you prefer.”

The nickname grated and thrilled all at once. “And if I choose neither?”

His gaze darkened, the silver mask catching a flicker of torchlight. “Then you choose war.”

For a heartbeat the chamber held nothing but the thunder of her pulse. She forced herself to look away first.

“Stay out of my way,” she said, though her voice betrayed the tremor she couldn’t suppress.

Kael stepped back at last, the tension loosening like a drawn bowstring. “I would,” he said softly, “if the gods hadn’t already entwined our paths.”

He turned toward the door, cloak whispering against the marble. “Think on what I’ve said, Elara. The crown is not the only prize worth winning.”

Before she could summon a reply, he was gone, leaving only the scent of rain and the uneasy heat of his nearness.

––––––––
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​Chapter Three – Scene Three: The Hidden Warning

Elara’s guest chamber was smaller than she remembered. A narrow bed, a low desk scarred with ink stains, and a single window letting in the weak morning light. She dropped her cloak onto the chair and pressed her palms to the desk’s cool surface, as if touch alone could steady her pulse.

Kael’s words lingered in her ears like smoke curling through a dim room: I can be an enemy or an ally. Decide which you prefer.

The memory twisted in her stomach. He had come close enough that she’d felt the warmth of his armor through her cloak, the faint brush of his glove against her sleeve. And still she could not tell if he was friend, foe, or something in between.

Her gaze fell to the letter on the desk. The wax seal was cracked, its faint blue glow flickering across the script. She reached for it, hesitating, and the glow intensified. The words shimmered, almost as though they were breathing.
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