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Lyara: The Sorceress of the Crystal Forest

No longer a girl hiding her gift, Lyara steps into the Forbidden Realm marked by betrayal and hunted by her own people. Her emerald eyes burn brighter with each secret she can no longer bury, and her power answers her call with a hunger that mirrors her own. Freedom tempts her, desire consumes her, and the choice she made to follow Kael will bind her to a war she cannot yet see. Lyara is no longer running, she is becoming.

Kael: The Fallen Prince

Storm-grey eyes, a blade never far from his hand, and a reputation whispered in both fear and awe, Kael is as dangerous as the land he rules. Born to violence, raised to conquer, he has learned to wear restraint like armor. But restraint fractures when Lyara is near. His desire for her is possession as much as salvation, and he will break every oath, spill every drop of blood, to claim what the forest itself has already chosen.

Selwyn: The Rival

Fair-haired, sharp-tongued, and smiling like a knife still wet, Selwyn is cousin to Kael, and his greatest threat. Ambition is his lifeblood, loyalty a mask he dons only to discard when it suits him. Where Kael commands with shadow and fire, Selwyn weaves with charm and poison. He sees Lyara not only as temptation, but as the weapon that could shatter his cousin. And in his hands, desire is more dangerous than hate.

Mira: The Silent Confidante

Still trapped in Ashen Vale, Mira carries the weight of Lyara’s secret like a blade hidden beneath her ribs. Quiet, clever, and underestimated by every elder who dismisses her as a seamstress’s daughter, she remains Lyara’s tether to the life she left behind. But Mira knows that survival demands sacrifice, and her loyalty will be tested in ways that could either save Lyara or destroy her.
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​Prologue
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Selwyn had never trusted silence.

Not in the halls of the Forbidden Realm, not in the company of men who smiled too easily, and certainly not within the walls of his cousin’s crumbling fortress. Silence meant plotting. Silence meant knives tucked into boots and words sharpened behind teeth.

Tonight, the great chamber was quiet save for the groan of firewood and the low hum of a harp played somewhere in the shadows. Selwyn lounged in the high-backed chair that had once belonged to his uncle and let the hush stretch. The longer his men waited for him to speak, the more they revealed with their eyes. Fear. Restlessness. Hunger.

“Kael thinks he has returned a prince,” Selwyn said at last, voice smooth as poured wine. He lifted the goblet in his hand, studied the red swirl, then set it down untouched. “But he has returned with something far more dangerous than a crown.”

A murmur rippled through the gathered lords. One, a pale man with scars across his cheek, dared to ask, “The girl?”

Selwyn smiled. Not warm. Not kind. A smile meant to draw blood. “The sorceress.”

He rose, the fire painting his fair hair gold and his eyes sharp as glass. Selwyn moved to the window, where the night pressed close, iron trees cloaked in frost, stars blurred by the thin veil of mist that never lifted. Beyond those woods, he knew, Kael walked with her. A witch. A creature forbidden by oath and tradition.

“They whisper her name as though it were a prayer,” Selwyn continued. “Lyara. They say she bled light into the Crystal Forest. They say Kael himself shielded her, sword in hand, like some knight out of a child’s tale.” His lips curled. “You know what I hear in such stories? Weakness.”

He turned back, gaze sweeping over his court. Cloaks shifted, boots scraped against stone. None met his stare for long. They never did.

“Kael does not bring a prize home. He brings ruin. A witch is never a lover. A witch is a weapon. And my dear cousin...” Selwyn leaned against the table, fingers drumming once, twice, three times. “He has always been too quick to mistake desire for destiny.”

A few of the lords smirked at that, though carefully. Selwyn allowed it. He wanted them to laugh at Kael, but only when he decided it was safe.

The pale-scarred lord cleared his throat. “If Kael parades a witch into the Wards, the Courts will split. Some will kneel to spectacle.”

“Spectacle is cheap,” Selwyn said. “Fear is not.”

He flicked his fingers. A servant ghosted forward carrying a narrow coffer of blackwood. Selwyn opened it with a click that sounded, in the hush, like a verdict. Inside lay three tokens upon velvet: an iron bell-tongue, a shard of frosted crystal, and a length of midnight ribbon, singed along one edge.

“Gifts,” Selwyn murmured. “From friends who listen where Kael forgets to look.”

He lifted the ribbon, letting it trail over his knuckles. It was nothing, cloth, smoke, a memory that had learned to keep quiet yet heat ghosted his skin as if the fabric remembered a throat it had once circled. The thought pleased him more than it should have.

“Lyara,” he said softly, tasting the name. “A sorceress who confuses ruin with freedom. Kael will call it destiny because he lacks imagination. I will call it leverage.”

“You mean to take her,” the scarred lord said, not quite able to keep the awe from his voice.

Selwyn smiled again, slow. “I mean to offer her a choice she cannot refuse, and a consequence she cannot forgive.”

He let the ribbon fall and touched the bell-tongue. “This came from the salt road. The bells sang a storm where there was none. Someone taught the wind to obey.” His eyes found the crystal. “And this broken from a ravine that should not have opened. The forest bent.” He tapped the table lightly, once for each token. “Sound. Stone. Silk. She is not a rumor. She is pressure. Applied correctly, pressure becomes power.”

One of the younger lords shifted, eager. “We strike his escort at Kettle Gate?”

“No.” Selwyn’s voice cooled. “Kael expects blades on the road. He does not expect a door to swing open in a room he trusts.”

He moved to the fire and fed it with a sliver of resin; the smoke sweetened, the flames leaned toward him like wolves courting the hand that fed them. “Send word to the Keeper of the Lean Tide. Remind him of the winter his son survived because I did not close my purse. He will leave the temple’s side door unbarred for one night. We do not need to cross the realm to touch what Kael thinks is his. We only need a hinge.”

“The girl is guarded,” someone warned.

“By men who believe the heroic hour belongs to them.” Selwyn’s gaze did not waver. “But heroines do not ask permission of hours. They take them.”

He reached again for the ribbon as if unable to help himself. The cloth whispered over his fingers. He imagined it pressed against Lyara’s pulse, dark against pale skin, a mark that said I see you where Kael only wanted her. He had never envied his cousin’s taste; he did now, and the envy tasted like appetite.

“Kael will touch her like a soldier takes a city,” he said, voice almost amused. “Banners and fire. Noise. Promises shouted over the din. Effective, if you value ruin.”

“And you?” The question was a dare.

Selwyn folded the ribbon into his palm, heat banked behind a courteous expression. “I prefer what remains standing in the morning.”

He closed the coffer and the chamber exhaled, men relaxing because a lid had shut on whatever they were not brave enough to name. Selwyn let them, generous as a saint.

“Summon Vey,” he said. “The runner sees roads where other eyes see walls. Put a rumor in Ashen Vale, something small and true enough to grow teeth. Make the elders wonder whether their Silent Confidante has a louder tongue than they believed. Fear breeds bargains.”

“And Kael?” the scarred lord pressed.

Selwyn’s smile sharpened. “Kael will do what he always does. Bleed for what he desires. I will do what I always do.” He lifted his goblet at last, sipped, and found the wine perfectly obedient. “Make desire kneel.”

Vey arrived before the resin burned down, wrapped in road-gray, eyes bright with the sort of intelligence that learned to eat before it was offered a plate. She bowed as if the movement were a weapon she could afford to use only once.

“You sent for me,” she said.

“I did,” Selwyn answered, and motioned her closer to the coffer. “Tell me what the Teeth whispered while my cousin played at legend.”

Vey’s glance flicked over the velvet, lingered on the crystal shard, the singed ribbon, then returned to his face. “They whispered that the forest has opinions. And that it expressed them, for her.”

“How devout,” Selwyn murmured.

Vey didn’t smile. “You know I care little for creed. I care for roads. Kael took the seam under the river and climbed into the old watch. He’s clever when he remembers to be. But the Teeth are not blind.” She angled her chin at the coffer. “If I were him, I’d run the salt road north when the bells tire of their own song.”

Selwyn appreciated information that arrived dressed as inference. “You left footprints where he would look for them.”

“I left none,” Vey said. “But I left a thought he will pick up if he still uses his eyes.”

“And the girl?”

Vey hesitated a heartbeat too long for it to be indifference. “She shines,” she said flatly. “Not like a saint. Like a blade you don’t notice until it has already cut.”

Selwyn let the ribbon whisper across his knuckles. “Every blade wants a hand.”

“Some hands get cut,” Vey said.

He filed the rebuke under useful. “Here is what I need. A door at the Sanctuary of the Lean Tide will be unbarred within the next two nights. You will put two men there who know the difference between silence and stealth. Their only task is to carry a message she cannot pretend not to hear.”

“What message?”

Selwyn looked into the fire until the flames showed him something that was not there: a woman with green eyes that did not beg, a mouth that did not lie to itself, a will that might, if he pressed carefully, press back. “That she is not the first to mistake chains for crowns.”

Vey waited. He respected people who knew how.

“And that Kael’s hands know only how to hold,” he added. “Mine know how to teach.”

Now Vey did smile thin, unreadable. “You want her to walk to you.”

“I want her to understand why she will.” He turned from the fire. “If Kael arrives at the Wards with a sorceress on his arm and a story in his mouth, the Courts will devour both out of principle. But if she arrives with a decision if she tastes something with me that
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​Chapter 1: Into the Forbidden Realm
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Lyara felt the realm before she saw it.

The air on the far side of the gate carried iron and ash, as if the land had learned to breathe through its teeth. Trees rose in ranks of dark trunks scaled with hoarfrost, their branches low and watchful, and somewhere far off a bell spoke once and swallowed its own echo. Behind them lay the forest that had named her witch. Ahead was the country that made princes out of knives.

“Keep close,” Kael said.

He didn’t look back to see if she obeyed. He never needed to. He set a pace that expected her to keep up and punished hesitation with silence. Lyara matched his stride, cloak tugging at her calves, hands still aching from the power she had refused to call since the ravine. She would not light herself like a beacon here. Not when every shadow already knew her name.

They took a narrow road between the iron-barked trees, a hunter’s path ribbed with frozen roots. Kael moved with the economy of someone who had bled on these stones as a boy and learned which ones would take their payment again. He was all restraint and purpose, the weight of a blade under his cloak, the steady measure of his breath, the quiet that gathered around a man who didn’t waste himself on speeches.

“Your realm smells like winter taught to fight,” Lyara said, because the hush pressed too hard on her chest.

“That’s because it was,” Kael answered. “The Teeth keep out the sentimental.”

“Do they keep out the foolish?”

“For a time,” he said. “Then they eat what remains.”

A drift of frost fell from a low bough and shattered soundlessly at her boots. Lyara thought of Mira’s small room with its thread and laughter, of elders who’d speak the word witch like a prayer for her death, of the bridge that had sung under her weight before breaking. She had chosen. The choice sat under her ribs like a hot stone.

Kael lifted a hand: stop.

Lyara stilled. He tilted his head, listening, and the path seemed to hold its breath with him. Then he pointed two fingers to the right, three heartbeats’ distance, and she saw them: lanterns sliding through the trees like patient eyes, men moving with the slow confidence of those who believed they owned darkness.

“Selwyn’s watchers,” Kael murmured. “Too far for steel. Far too close for noise.”

He touched her forearm brief, certain and led her off the road into a seam between roots where frost had grown thick as scale. He fit there as if the land had been carved to his height. Lyara pressed in beside him, shoulder to chest, and the cold ceded a narrow band of heat where their bodies met.

“Don’t breathe like a bird,” he said, mouth close to her ear.

“Don’t give orders like you expect worship,” she whispered back.

“Do as you please,” he said. “Just don’t die doing it.”

The watchers drifted past. One turned his head as if scenting smoke and found only iron and quiet. When the last lantern thinned to a coin of pale fire between trunks, Kael’s hand left her arm. The absence felt indecent.

They moved again, climbing through a tumble of old stone half-swallowed by ice. At the crown of the rise, the realm opened: a shallow basin with a watchtower crouched at its center like a patient animal, walls low and thick, door iron-banded and mean. Smoke bled from a grate in the roof. No banners. Banners meant someone needed convincing. The Wards did not explain themselves.

“This is yours?” Lyara asked.

“Nothing here is mine,” Kael said. “Everything here is what I can keep.”

He led her along the basin’s edge, keeping to the shadow where the hoarfrost ran dull and the ground held prints only until the wind found them. She thought of the way he had moved on the bridge swift, ruthless, the world narrowing to the span of his blade—and wondered what part of him had learned tenderness, if any. Then his hand found her waist to guide her past a snare of briars and she wondered no more. It wasn’t tenderness. It was knowledge. The same way he knew the weight of a sword, he knew exactly where to place a palm to move a woman without breaking her.

“Careful,” he said.

“I am.”

“I wasn’t talking to you.”

He meant the land. Or the night. Or the part of himself that softened when she leaned into his touch. The thought scraped her raw in a way that felt like heat.

They reached a slit in the tower wall where stone had sunk away from stone. Kael set two fingers into the seam, found a hidden iron, and drew it down. The door sighed, not surprised but resigned. He ushered her inside with a tilt of his head and barred it behind them.

The room smelled of steel and damp wool. A narrow table held maps caged with stones. Hooks along one wall bore cloaks the color of rain. In the far corner, a brazier smoldered like a tired heart. Kael crossed to it, fed it a handful of resin until the glow steadied, then turned to her as if taking inventory.

“You haven’t slept,” he said.

“Neither have you.”

“I don’t sleep,” he said. “I wait.”

“For what?”

“For you to stop pretending fear is the same as caution.”

Lyara took that like a slap she didn’t deserve and found, to her irritation, that she wanted to deserve it. “And you,” she said, stepping closer, warmth rising with anger, “should stop pretending desire is the same as destiny.”

“Who says I pretend?” His eyes were the color of tempered steel, and there was a nick on his lower lip she hadn’t noticed last night, a small proof of a life that did not yield. She had the treasonous urge to touch it with her thumb.

Before she could decide whether to indulge treason, a bell spoke again, low, distant, and then a second time, nearer. Kael’s attention sharpened.

“Selwyn?” she asked.

“Or someone who wants me to say his name,” Kael said. He moved to the maps, set his palm over a smear of ink where the salt road was drawn as a bone-white scar. “He’ll push and watch where we hold.”

“Then let him push against something that bleeds less than we do,” Lyara said, and only realized after she’d spoken that she had said we.

Kael heard it. A corner of his mouth yielded, half a smile, half a surrender. He stepped to her again, close enough that the heat of the brazier settled along his shoulders and bled into her. His hand came up, not to her throat, not yet, but to the edge of her jaw, fingers ghosting the line as if testing whether she would lift her chin or bite.

“Say it again,” he said softly. “We.”

She hated that the word felt good in her mouth. She said nothing. He accepted that as an answer and did not move away.

“Eat,” he said after a moment, curt because the alternative wasn’t. He dropped a small cloth-wrapped parcel onto the table. “Then sleep. We leave at moonrise.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You are.” He turned, busying his hands with an inventory he didn’t need to take. “You’ll want strength when I ask it.”

“For what?”

“For not dying,” he said, and then, after a breath that cost him something, “and for the other thing.”

She didn’t make him say the word. He didn’t, either. The room held it for them, close as heat.

Lyara unwrapped the cloth. Bread gone hard with cold. Dried meat that tasted of smoke. She ate because stubbornness was a poor substitute for food, and because she wanted to be ready when the night demanded an answer she couldn’t give on an empty stomach.

When she had finished, she found him watching her. He had taken the chair not like a king, but like a man who refused to surrender height even when he sat. He tapped a finger once against the table’s edge, a rhythm she was learning meant he was deciding whom to kill and in what order.

“Do you trust me, Lyara?” he asked.

“No,” she said, truth punching out of her before she could polish it. “But I trust what you want.”

“And what’s that?”

“Me,” she said. “Not a witch. Not a weapon. Me.”

Something in his face changed the way steel changes when it remembers it was once ore. He stood, slow, as if to avoid startling whatever fragile creature her honesty had summoned between them.

“Sleep,” he said again, gentler.

“Will you?”

“I told you,” he said, and for the first time the line sounded less like arrogance and more like confession, “I wait.”

Lyara dragged a pallet close to the brazier and lay down with her back to the glow, eyes on the door. She listened to the quiet: the brazier’s low whisper, the land’s careful breathing beyond stone, the soft rasp of Kael’s blade as he drew a strip of hide along it out of habit rather than need. She let her eyes close, not because she felt safe, but because she could feel him on the other side of the room being the sort of danger that faced outward.

When sleep came, it came with teeth. Bells and frost. A hand at her jaw that did not force, only promised. And a voice at her ear, low as sin.

We.

Lyara woke with the taste of smoke on her tongue. The brazier had dimmed, shadows drawing longer teeth along the walls. For a heartbeat she thought Kael had left her blade in hand, vanished into the night the way he moved through forests. But then she saw him, leaned against the table, silent, eyes fixed on the slit of stone that passed for a window.

He hadn’t slept. Of course he hadn’t.

“Something stirs,” he said, without turning.

Lyara pushed herself upright, dragging the blanket with her shoulders. “Selwyn?”

“Or one of his dogs.” He tilted his head, listening. “Either way, the night is not empty.”

The quiet pressed close, thick as a second cloak. Lyara rose, padding across the cold stone floor until she was near enough to feel the heat radiating from his body. Kael didn’t move, but she saw the flicker in his jaw when her shoulder brushed his arm.

“You keep watch like a man who expects to be betrayed,” she said.

“I was raised by betrayal.”

She studied him, broad shoulders drawn tight, fingers resting near the hilt of the sword at his hip, mouth set in the shape of endurance. There was nothing gentle about Kael. Even his stillness was violence waiting for an excuse. And yet the longer she stood beside him, the more her own pulse betrayed her, quickening in ways she didn’t want to name.

His gaze finally slid toward her. Steel-grey, unflinching. “You should sleep.”

“I tried.” She let the blanket fall from her shoulders. The air bit her skin, but she didn’t flinch. “The realm doesn’t let me.”

His eyes traced her face, the damp strands of hair clinging to her neck, the small tremor in her breath. He didn’t touch her. He didn’t need to. The space between them felt strung taut, ready to snap.

Lyara stepped closer until her hip brushed the table and his shadow fell over her. She hated the way her body leaned forward as if it had been waiting for this gravity all along.

“Do you always stand this close to your sorceresses?” she asked, voice low.

“I’ve never had one,” Kael said. His hand lifted—not to her throat, not yet, but to tuck an errant strand of hair behind her ear. His knuckles brushed her cheek. Rough. Warm. Claiming more than they touched.

Her breath caught, treacherous.

“Kael”

The bell tolled again, nearer this time, shivering through stone. Kael stilled, jaw tightening, hand still against her skin. He withdrew a breath later, not with reluctance but with the ruthlessness of a man who chose survival before desire.

“We move,” he said.

He took his cloak, fastened the clasp, and pressed a dagger into her hand before she could protest. “Stay behind me. If you falter, keep breathing. Nothing else matters.”

Lyara closed her fingers around the hilt. The weight steadied her. The imprint of his touch on her cheek lingered longer.

They slipped into the night. The cold clamped down like a fist, biting at lips and lungs. Frost glittered on every surface, moonlight catching it like scales. Kael led with unerring certainty, every step placed where the earth would remember him least. Lyara followed, cloak trailing like shadow, senses pricked raw.

At the edge of the basin, movement stirred, a whisper of lantern light, the scrape of boots. Selwyn’s watchers again.

Kael pressed her back against the stone wall of the tower, his hand flat against her ribs to hold her still. She gasped at the suddenness of it his body braced against hers, their breaths colliding in the narrow space.

“Quiet,” he murmured, lips so close the word burned her ear.

She wanted to obey. She also wanted to disobey. Heat coiled low in her stomach where his palm held her pinned.

The watchers passed, their lanterns swinging pale arcs through the dark. One paused, sniffing the air. Kael’s hand pressed harder, until she could feel the steady thrum of his pulse against her chest. She bit back a sound she didn’t know she was making.

When the last light faded, he didn’t move his hand.

“Do you trust me?” he asked again, voice nothing more than breath.

“No.” She looked up at him, defiant. “But I can feel what you want.”

His mouth curved, half smile, half threat. “Then you already know how dangerous I am.”

For one shattering moment, Lyara thought he would kiss her, hard and merciless, the way he fought with no space left unclaimed. The thought terrified her. The thought thrilled her.

But instead he released her, stepping back into the night. The air rushed cold between them.

“This way,” he said, voice clipped, already moving.

Lyara followed, dagger tight in her grip, heart tighter still. She hated that she wanted the press of his hand back on her ribs. Hated that her body betrayed her more easily than any council ever had.

And somewhere in the dark, she knew Selwyn was waiting, for the first slip, the first fracture, the first taste of weakness.

The path narrowed into a gulley where frost swallowed stone and the trees bent low enough to scrape their shoulders. The moon climbed higher, silvering every branch. Lyara kept the dagger Kael had given her close, but her eyes never left his back, the surety in the way he moved, the way even danger seemed to make space for him.

“Why here?” she whispered once the gulley spilled into a stretch of open ground.

“Because no one sane would,” Kael said. His voice carried a kind of grim satisfaction. “Which makes it useful.”

Before she could answer, the air shifted. A sound not quite a bell, not quite a laugh. It coiled through the night like smoke. Lyara stiffened, hand tightening on the dagger.

Kael froze as well, but his reaction was different: he straightened, shoulders taut, gaze fixed on the dark ridge ahead. “He’s close.”

“Selwyn?” she breathed.

Kael didn’t answer. He didn’t need to.

A shape detached itself from the treeline, lantern swinging low. Not one of the watchers this time, this one moved with elegance, deliberate, like a man who wanted to be seen. The lantern’s light struck pale hair and a smile that belonged to someone who collected secrets the way others collected coins.

“Cousin,” Selwyn called, his voice too pleasant, carrying like a song across stone. “You’ve brought me a story. Shall I come closer to hear it?”

Lyara’s stomach knotted. This was the man Kael had warned her of, the rival whose shadow stretched longer than any army. And he looked at her as though the warning itself were an invitation.

Kael stepped forward, putting himself between them. “Not tonight.”

Selwyn’s laugh was low, intimate. “Every night is mine, Kael. You just borrow them.” His eyes slid past his cousin and locked onto Lyara. “And who is she to waste such a night on silence?”

Lyara’s breath caught. There was nothing clumsy in Selwyn’s attention, it wasn’t the blunt force of Kael’s possession. It was silk sliding against skin, probing, promising. Dangerous in an entirely different way.

“Speak to me, sorceress,” Selwyn coaxed. “Let me hear if your voice cuts as clean as your blade.”

Kael’s hand shot back, closing around Lyara’s wrist, not cruelly, but enough to anchor her. She could feel his pulse, steady as iron, against her skin.

“She owes you nothing,” Kael said, voice like steel drawn.

Selwyn tilted his head, lantern light glancing off his hair, his smile widening. “If nothing is all she has to give you, cousin, then I grieve for you.” His gaze lingered on Lyara, unashamed, and something in her chest tightened not from fear, but from the treacherous spark of curiosity.

He bowed then, mockery in every angle of it, and melted back into the treeline. The lantern’s glow dwindled until only frostlight remained.

Kael exhaled, long and hard. His grip still circled her wrist.

“You see what he is,” he said, rougher than before.

“I see that he’s different from you,” Lyara whispered before she could stop herself.

Kael turned, his face close enough that the cold air burned between them. “Different doesn’t mean better.”

“No,” she said. Her pulse hammered under his fingers. “But it means I want to understand why.”

For a heartbeat, Kael didn’t move. Then he released her, hand falling away, and she felt colder than the night deserved.

They walked on, the silence between them no longer empty but crowded with things unsaid. Every tree seemed to lean closer, listening.

By the time they reached the ridge, the frost had thickened into a carpet that glittered like broken glass. Kael crouched, scanning the horizon. Lyara followed, but her mind wasn’t on the ground. It was on the way Selwyn’s eyes had found her in the dark as if he already knew the shape of the weakness she refused to admit.

She hated him for it. She hated herself more.

“Keep your thoughts sharp,” Kael murmured. “He wants you distracted.”

She almost laughed at that. Distracted? Her thoughts were daggers turning in her own chest.

The ridge gave way to another descent, and beyond it the glimmer of water where the Lean Tide whispered against stone. Kael gestured her forward, but Lyara lingered a moment, staring back into the trees. No lantern glowed now, no smile cut through the dark, and yet she felt him Selwyn like a hand she hadn’t consented to, brushing invisible along her throat.

Kael’s voice drew her back. “Lyara.”

She went to him, forcing her breath steady. But she knew the night was no longer theirs alone.
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