
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​-PROLOGUE-


[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Winterfrost


[image: ]




Sebes

“Into the carriage, Sebes, before your nibblets freeze over,” my chauffeur begged in a grunt, burley accent as he loaded our wagon with frostbitten corpses.

“I’m a little concerned that you’re thinking about my nibblets, Griffon,” I jested as I rummaged through piles of planks while the fire of burning buildings continued to roast my back. It was the dead of winter, the harshest one we’d had for three decades. My fingers were frozen numb, but I continued searching for survivors among debris. Griffon had kept a mental count tonight—over two dozen deceased. Between the strewn body parts, the frozen pools of blood, and the billowing flames threatening to consume everything in their path, the once quaint village of Wimborne had become a veritable war zone of the damned.

The infernals, or the demonic undead, had a nasty habit that left a body trail like no other. They were flesh eaters, gluttonous body guzzling, meat devouring, flesh eaters. There was a tiered hierarchy to their chaos. At the very bottom were ghouls, corpses that have been reanimated to torment the living. Since the first sightings of ghouls, people have resorted to cannibalism, and less savage approaches, like burning the dead, to deny the undead our flesh. They were slow, sloppy creatures, uncoordinated and simple-minded. That being said, they were primal enough to pose a real threat, particularly in large numbers or confined spaces. No one truly understood where the reanimation began, most assuming that spirits of vengeance and violence possessed the recently deceased, turning them into walking corpses with an unquenchable hunger. They moved with more purpose and malice than their greater cousins—their greater cousins being vampires. Unlike ghouls, they had the ability to turn people into one of their own kind by draining their blood to the brink of death. An offering of their own blood would then complete the transformation, binding the victim’s soul to an eternity of bloodlust. Vampires held a position in the middle of the infernal hierarchy, orchestrating attacks and expansions into human territories with strategic execution that the ghouls sorely lacked. Despite their higher intelligence in the infernal empire, there was one category of monster that surpassed them all—revenants.

Revenants were night walkers who fed on both the dead and the living. They were on top of the infernal food chain, apex predators of the damned, with capabilities that far exceeded their underlings. Revenants possessed the fastest regeneration, the highest stamina, and the greatest fortitude and strength. Unlike vampires, they were unharmed by sunlight and were sentient enough to effectively hunt no matter their size in numbers. Revenants suffered the least amount of limitations and could move freely day or night. However, they did prefer conducting their hunts at night, when their food supply was asleep.

They overturned Wimborne in groves, striking when defenses were shallow. Wimborne suffered the wrath of revenants tonight, leaving nothing but carnage and chaos in their wake. The village had tried to prepare, fortifying barricades and consecrating grounds, but it was all in vain. When the citadel sirens cried, the streets did too. Evacuation orders meant clearing shops, roads, and homes, but sometimes the district sirens were too late, leaving plenty wounded and many more dead.

As I continued my search, the stench of burnt flesh and decay grew thicker. My heart raced with each shadow that moved, fearing a surviving revenant might be lurking nearby. My job here with Griffon was to recover survivors and claim corpses, a pairing that wasn’t enough to fight revenants alone, especially one as half-cocked as we were.

While I was a captain of the King’s Elite Guard, trained to hunt and slay infernals, Griffon wasn’t part of the armed forces. He was my chaperone, an apprentice Reaper of the Corpse Collection Unit, or CCU, a somber title that was exactly what it sounded like. His job was to roam through ruined villages like these after battle and collect what remained of the dead, and then bring them back for a proper send-off. It wasn’t glamorous work, but it was necessary to prevent more unorganized chaos in an already damned society.

As the fires crackled and the last screams of the dead faded into the depths of my mind, it became evident that our efforts in preserving our people were thinning. Our army needed to grow, our forces dwindling significantly as our nights grew grim.

Griffon finally closed the back of the carriage after loading the last of the corpses. He wiped his brow, leaving a streak of soot across the corner of his red beard.

I could tell the husky hauler was getting tired, his knees falling weak. He called out to me again, his voice taxed. “Sebes, we need to leave now. More might be coming.”

“Understood. Just give me a minute.”

We’d been out here for two hours already. By this time, it was well past midnight. It was getting harder for me to pace down ice, snow, and blood slush, but something in me told me to keep on searching.

Despite the blistering winter, the beating sun, and sometimes the dry heat, I felt it my duty to endure the temperaments of Mother Nature for the betterment of humanity. These devils kept me employed. I’d been a sentinel of the Orrinshire Citadel for years, and I wouldn’t trade my job for anything in the world.

Finally, I spotted something under a collapsed timber frame—a faint shimmer of movement. Ignoring Griffon’s repeated calls, I dashed toward the sign of life from within a house fire, pushing through splinters of large wood with frostbitten hands. 

Inside felt like the breath of a furnace, the home ready to collapse at any second. The combination of ashes swirling around and the intense heat was disorienting, but I pushed through, guided by instinct and a sliver of hope.

“M’lord!” Griffon’s voice echoed distantly, full of worry, but I couldn’t turn back now—not when there might be someone alive under this wreckage.

I tossed my scarf over my mouth to block the powerful smoke threatening to suffocate me, and squinted my eyes from the burning flurries in the air. My lungs gasped long slow breaths until my vision painted a clear picture at the end of the hallway I fought through. A sound, no, a cough, followed by another. It was a small voice, she couldn’t be older than six years old....

She didn’t beg for help as I called out to her, the petite voice growing quiet as soon as she heard me.

“Hey!” I shouted. “Can you hear me? Can you follow my voice?!” I begged, but nothing. The fumes pushed me to hurry to her aid and rely on my intuition to find her. On the ground I noticed bodies, human ones. They were mangled beyond recognition, their features melting in the inferno.

I treaded carefully, side-stepping charred remains and fallen beams that threatened to ignite at the slightest chance. My heart pounded in my chest, not just from the smoke and heat, but from the rush of adrenaline fueled by the possibility of saving a life. The idea that this child had survived such violence gave me a surge of hope, and I was determined to save her.

As I drew closer to the end of a hallway, her presence became more distinct. Luckily, I had headed the right direction as small quiet fits of coughing guided me through what once was a cottage home. In my rush, I nearly slipped into a hole, twisting my ankle at the open hatched door. The underside of the door was made out of an unusual metal, filled with scratches, dents, and tears. Inside was considerably dark and empty, and I ignored it and the pain to keep moving.

Finally, I found her, huddled in a corner with more bodies skirted around her feet. Strangely enough, they were more of the same, Wimborne’s citizens....

My eyes looked up to her, a girl with big beautiful jade eyes and long dark hair. She had blood all over her dirty tunic, her spotted face, and dripping down her chin. For a moment, I felt the presence of danger, as if, for a second, I considered the possibility of this little girl killing all of these people....

Yet, as I stood here before her, she didn’t attack me.

“Hold on, little one,” I murmured, prying at the debris blocking her path. With all the strength my lungs could lend me, I cleared the surrounding rubble enough to carve a small escape route for us. Every second here seemed like an eternity; with the building structure threatening to give way completely and bury us both under its weight.

I extended my hand toward her, trying to make my face as non-threatening as possible despite the grimace of pain from my ankle. “We need to get out of here now,” I urged, feeling the heat intensify as another beam in the next room crumbled with a loud crash.

She jumped, pinning herself against the corner with a threatening hiss. I withdrew slightly, trying to calm her down, while realizing she had no fangs in her mouth. If she truly felt threatened, her first instinct would have been to bear her fangs if she were a vampire. Clearly, she was not a revenant. She didn’t possess the grey-bluish skin or the monstrous features of one. She also wasn’t a ghoul, her complexion too fleshy for the rotting undead.

I wanted her to know that I wasn’t here to hurt her, but it didn’t matter how many times I relayed the same message. She focused on my eyes, and I, on hers. It was in reading those eyes that I noticed lost innocence, and discovered a child who had been suffering long before tonight’s bloody raid.

The girl looked at me, her eyes wide and untrusting, yet she hesitantly reached out and placed her hand on my outstretched one.

Even though I knew in my heart that she killed those people, I wanted to help her. To her victims, she was a savage little monster, but to me, she was an angel. This small girl buried in the fierce flames of a house fire claimed a place in my heart so swiftly that reason could hardly touch it. As she grabbed my hand, I felt her heartbeat through her cold fingers. They were icy, stripped of color, but also filled with the warmth of life. Her heartbeat was steady despite her circumstances. I scooped her up and cradled her in my arms. She trusted me to carry her out to safety. Each step was heavier than the last, my lungs screamed for air not smoldered with smoke, my heart pounding against the throbbing pain from my twisted ankle. But, there was no time to waste.

With the girl grasped to my chest, I pushed through the remains of the building, with every moment haunted by the possibility of the inferno crumbling over us. My mind raced with questions about how this small child could be responsible for such violence, and yet those thoughts were secondary to saving her.

As soon as my foot stepped outside into the cool night air, relief washed over me like a wave. The contrast between the inferno’s pit and the free, smokeless air was almost surreal. Holding the girl tighter against my chest, I moved swiftly away from the house to catch cleaner breaths, before my knees caved into the piling snow. I lay the girl down gently on the red snow, away from the dying flames that continued to eat at what was left of her home. She clung to my jacket tightly, her small fingers gripped with surprising strength. But as I continued to cough hoarsely, she let me go and studied me intently.

While the cold from the outdoors was refreshing against my skin, the difference between fire and ice enticed goosebumps. When I opened my burning eyes, I saw her standing over me, her stare prompting me to get back on my feet.

Barefoot, with only a torn tunic over her, I was shocked to notice that she didn’t show any signs of being affected by the biting cold. I rolled off my scarf and draped her with it, the girl mere skin and bones when I felt her small shoulders under the weight of my scarf.

“We’re safe now,” I assured her, though my voice broke on the word ‘safe’. “Do you have a name?”

Her face softened at my question, and she looked at me lost.

“A name?” I reiterated. “You are a Seiddayan, right? A human? You speak Yansha?”

Again, she answered me with silence.

I smiled sweetly. “It’s all right. We’ll sort everything out later. Let’s get you out of here and cleaned up.”

She stretched out her hand, offering me to hold it.

By the time we reached our carriage, the small girl had eased up to the idea of warming up to me. I watched her as she wrapped herself in my scarf, taking in my scent. Her small hands clung to the fabric close to her lips as if she were trying to calculate something in her head. For the entire time, she was quiet, her eyes darting around, taking in everything with cautious curiosity.

The sound of horses clacking against cobblestone turned her eyes toward our ride out of Wimborne. As the carriage started to move, her grip around my hand began to tighten. The soft glow of the lantern hanging from the carriage ceiling flickered gently, the light making her flinch. It was then all of the calm she had started to dissipate, the sight of Griffon making her uneasy.

“A survivor?” he asked as he pulled the reins of the horse inward, ordering the animal to stop.

“Aye. A small child. Just one. Make room.”

I helped her up, Griffon giving her a skeptical look along the corner of his eyes. She didn’t appreciate that, her small frame tensing up as she climbed into the carriage. Griffon’s eyes scanned her as she sat by him, trying to piece together what had happened back in the blazing house. “You found her in there, yeah?” he asked, the man looking at me as if he were about to ask a million questions.

“I did.”

“Was she alone?”

“There are bodies, but our wagon is full. We’ll circle back around and—”

“What kind of bodies, Sebes?”

“Human, Griffon.”

“Around hers?”

I gritted down into my jaw, understanding what he was implying. Either way, I answered truthfully with a nod.

“So what does that make her, then?” Griffon asked, the man getting stiff-collared as the girl began to shift in her seat.

“I know what you’re thinking, and she isn’t one of them.”

“With all of that blood on her face? How can you be so sure?” he cawed at me, his voice elevating.

“Stop it, don’t start frightening the poor girl. She’s been through enough tonight.”

“I know you’re mad Sebes, but you’re not gullible!” he retorted. “I can sympathize, and understand that she looks like your late daughter, but—”

“Griffon—”

“I mean, look at her skin!” Griffon cried, the girl’s breaths pacing even faster. “Not a single scratch! She’s an infernal, Sebes! A bloody vampire!”

“Griffon!”

“You’d bring a demon in our wagon?! With a collar soaked with blood? And you sit here and expect me to believe this monster to be a simple child?!” Griffon’s voice echoed sharply in the confines of the carriage, his words infuriating me.

“I beg you, hold your tongue,” I whispered harshly, gripping his arm tightly, but the damage was done. The girl felt threatened and leaped at Griffon, her tackle so strong that she tossed both of them out of the carriage and onto the cold ground.

“AHHH! Son of a bitch!” Griffon yelled as the girl sunk her teeth into the back of his neck. “Get her off me!”

“Shit!” I rushed down with my broken ankle to Griffon’s aid. My hand snatched her shoulders as I tried to pry her away from him. Her strength was remarkable, far surpassing what her frail appearance suggested. With a forceful yank, I managed to pull her back, but not before Griffon’s armor was soaked with his own blood. His face paled from the loss, and he clutched at his neck, his breaths ragged and shallow.

“Calm down!” I shouted, holding her firmly by the shoulders. She thrashed in my grip, her eyes wild and hungry.

“I told you, Sebes! I told you!” Griffon gasped as he pushed himself back on the ground, pressing his hand against the bleeding wound. “That’s a demon child! A damned monster from hell!”

“Would you shut it?” I hissed back at him. Ignoring his protests, I fought to tame her, easing her with words the best I could. It wasn’t long before she relaxed in my arms, and then I carried her into the carriage. Suddenly I heard unsheathing metal, and when I turned to face Griffon, he already had a blade in his hand, ready to decapitate her.

I brought my hands up in an attempt to reason with him. “Put it down, Griffon. I won’t let you kill a child.”

“Child?! That's no child, Sebes!” he retorted, his hand trembling as he aimed the blade at her. “Move aside. I will make this quick!”

“She’s just scared, can’t you see that?” I pleaded. “Look at her, really look at her!”

He furrowed his forehead and squinted at me in disgust. “Have you lost all sense?! Are you defending an infernal?”

“She is not an infernal,” I defended. “Those bite marks on your neck are proof. She has no fangs, and her blood isn’t cold. She is just a small girl who has been tormented and abused, locked up underground for god knows how long. Whoever had her, kept her in solitude and treated her like an animal!” I speculated that much from the hatch door that had been beaten and scratched. I made the deductions in my head, the truth unraveling itself as I continued to state her case before my good friend. It made sense; the smell on her, the torn clothes, the lack of social grace. “She’s been driven to this state, Griffon.”

Griffon, still clutching his bleeding neck, kept his eyes locked on the blade in his hand, his expression a wager between rage and fear. “Driven or not, Sebes, she’s dangerous!”

“And who wouldn’t be? Imagine the terror she must have felt all these years,” I argued, my voice softening. “Think of your own daughter, Griffon. If it were her in that hellish place, turned feral out of fear and desperation, would you draw a blade to her throat?”

“I don’t know what kind of spell this demon has casted upon you, but I implore you, dear friend. We are doing an injustice by keeping her alive. Please, you do not want blood on your hands.”

I dropped my hands to my sides slowly as I approached Griffon. “I will handle it.” I said with a smile. Griffon allowed me to take the long blade from his hands, sweat proliferating on his beaded forehead. “You trust me, yes?”

“As far as I can throw you,” he jested. His dark eyes darted from the girl behind me and back to my humble approach. He was upset, but not unreasonable. We’d known each other for over twenty years—he owed me, at the very least, an opportunity to prove her innocence and her capacity for healing.

“I’ll take on the responsibility to mend her humanity. You know my skills, Griffon. I’ve turned wilder beasts than her toward peace.”

Griffon tended to his wound and then stood there for a moment before shaking his head at me. He walked away and leaned heavily against the carriage. With a sigh, he pulled out a pipe from his pocket, and then lit it up with a flick of his worn flint striker. He took a long, slow drag, the smoke curling up and blending with the misty air around us, his gaze never leaving the girl.

“On your head then. But remember, I will take no part in nursing a beast that has tasted my blood,” he finally muttered through a cloud of smoke. “But be warned, I keep my blade sharp and my eyes sharper. If she so much as snarls my way....”

I turned to look at the girl tucked in the corner of the carriage, her eyes looking away from us. His voice trailed off as he pointed the pipe sternly at me, his message clear.

“Sebes?”

“I understand, Griffon.”

“Do you really?”

“You couldn’t make your stance any clearer. Only promise me to keep this secret between us.”

He snorted, flashing me a sketchy smirk. “A promise? Why, if such a wild animal is considered mortal in your eyes?”

“You know how people can get. I don’t need to tell you that her actions would get her killed, monster or not. I need you to promise me, Griffon.”

He rolled his eyes and scratched his stout belly, conflicted.

“Griffon?”

He gave an exasperated sigh and groaned. “On my mother’s grave, I will not tell a soooul. Happy?”

I snickered, patting him once on the shoulder. “Thanks, brother.”

Griffon grunted, obviously unconvinced. Nevertheless, he hopped on the carriage and flicked the reins, just as I sat, and the carriage lurched forward again. The steady rhythm of the horses’ hooves against the cobblestone seemed to soothe her a bit as she sat quietly in the backseat with me by her side. She kept her eyes preoccupied with her burning home, lost in its flames, until I called on her.

“Hey,” I said, and she turned to me with glassy eyes. “Don’t worry. I promise things will get better. You’re going to a better place now, somewhere away from all that pain.”

That expression on her face searched mine as if looking for a lie. But after finding none, her tense shoulders dropped slightly, a subtle sign of the trust she was beginning to place in me.

“I’m going to keep you safe. We’ve got a lot of work to do, but I believe you’ll make it out here.”

She slithered her hand over the seat between us, and then folded her fingers around my gloved thumb lovingly. When she looked up to me, those glossy jade eyes spoke words for the first time. They said that I trust you, and I feel safe.

My chest skipped a beat when she finally reached out to me and said, “My n-name is... Nalia.” She paused. “Nalia...Faust.”
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12 years later

Nalia

It was my 18th birthday, and I was to be assigned a husband....

I had dreaded this moment for the last nine months, marking the days on my calendar, thinking of an excuse to give my father to break the tradition of tossing me under the presumptuous groomstick. But Sebes’ devotion to preserving his customs was stubborn, assuming that after so many years of proving myself to be independent, that a man was best suited to protect me throughout my adulthood. The consideration came from a kind place, but I was over it. The last thing I needed was a stranger deciding what my days should look like, what my dreams should conform to, and how my future should be arranged. To dictate my every move as if I hadn’t been making them just fine on my own, to shadow me in every aspect of my life, making sure I stepped down the path he’d carved out for me. It was customary for wives to stay at home, birth a few children, preferably four, and cater to the needs of the family like some kind of glorified servant. I wanted none of that. I wanted to explore, to learn, to challenge the norms of our social standards and follow my own quests. I had aspirations that stretched far beyond the borders drawn by past generations and the suffocating culture of our town and its outdated expectations.

So, on the morning of my 18th birthday, as the sun began to rise over the horizon, I decided to do what I always did in the face of adversity—I ran.

Right into our courtyard with my knuckles wrapped and my boots strapped. I tightened the band around my ponytail and walked out into the corridors, seeing my sparring partner waiting for me already. He stood along the stonehenge of our garden, with a sharp vest and matching trousers. His outfit was clean—he was our orc butler. He was the only orc I knew, and he was a classy one, too. According to father, most orcs were barbaric, enrage-triggering, blood-thirsty beasts, but Kharth’Nok was nothing like orcs from his stories. He greeted me with his usual nod and a slight smile, the kind that always reassured me before a sparring session.

“Morning, Lady Nalia,” he rumbled, his voice deep and gravelly, yet holding a warmth that contradicted his fearsome appearance and towering height. He was well over seven feet tall and had two sharp tusks at the corners of his lips and four short horns on the sides of his green forehead. He was jacked, a real muscular figure true to his orc name, with glasses and long dark hair in locks.

“Morning, Kharth,” I replied, adjusting the scarf that Sebes’ had given me when we first met around my waist, and my knuckle wraps. The leather creaked slightly under my fingers, already worn from countless hours of training.

“You seem more... determined today,” he observed. “Would it have anything to do with your appointment in a few minutes?”

I finally looked up to him, the humble orc eyeing me with those friendly amber eyes.

“You know, your father wouldn’t appreciate our agenda this morning....”

“My father never appreciates our agenda,” I retorted, acknowledging that he hated it so much that Kharth couldn’t be seen walking our halls with the proper attire for our sparring sessions.

“Especially since you’re expecting a very special visitor soon. In light of putting on your best dress and making a good impression,” Kharth’Nok continued, his tone light but concerned, “perhaps we should postpone this training session?”

“Absolutely not,” I refused sternly, squaring my shoulders as I walked toward the circular pavement set to be our ring.

“But Lady Nalia, if I may, today is a special day for your father, and it should be a special day for you.”

I sighed deeply, the weight of his words pressing down on me. “Yeah, well, I didn’t ask for any of this, Kharth. This whole wife-selection ritual is not for me. I don’t want to stand there being appraised like livestock.”

Kharth’Nok nodded. “I know, my lady. But perhaps, this could be an opportunity.”

“An opportunity for what? To be miserable?”

“No.” He chuckled softly, shaking his head. “An opportunity to challenge the norms, to change them from within. You speak of wanting to explore and learn, to challenge our social standards. Perhaps this is your chance. Marrying someone does not have to mean the end of your aspirations.”

“I’m sorry, have you met my father? Knowing him, he probably scoured all of Thaedaya for the most poised, stuck up, irrational and conservative man he could find. Someone who will reinforce rather than rethink the roles—someone who wouldn’t want his wife to have thoughts of her own, let alone her own aspirations.”

“Then you must show them, your father and your future husband, just how strong and capable Nalia truly is.”

Future husband? The very idea made my skin itchy as I fought to dismiss the haunting thoughts that came with it. Having a husband meant no secrecy, and no secrecy meant opening up doors that I’d had shut for years, locking away the real Nalia. And no one should ever know the real Nalia....

I tried to distract myself, insisting to my butler that we spar and drop the topic of marriage right away. The air was thick with the scent of morning dew mingling with the subtle fragrance of blooming marigolds from the garden. Kharth stepped back, gesturing toward the center of the stone circle where we would usually spar. He brought his fists up to block his face, and then gave me a warm reassuring smile. “Very well, my lady. Let us begin then,” he said, his voice as gentle as little rays of sunshine, but his strength was nothing to smile about. As soon as the bell in his head went off, he swung at me hard and fast. His fist connected with my block, sending a tremor through my arms but I kept my stance solid, pushing back against his overwhelming power. The thrill of the fight surged within me, an escape I welcomed from the stressful thoughts of this unforgiving day. We exchanged blows, each strike and parry a language we both spoke fluently. Despite his size, Kharth’Nok moved with a grace that betrayed his massive form, his movements fluid and flowy.

I ducked and weaved under his backhand, avoiding his fast swipe with the agility of a seasoned fighter. I countered with an uppercut, aiming for the gap between his arms. Kharth’Nok missed the block, unable to see my strike coming. The zone of impact left him rattled. When my fist connected with his chin, he left yet another opening. I capitalized on it by analyzing his exposed weak points. Neck, lower gut, the side of his knee—I had a few options, and even the left rib that my butler failed to shield properly after my attack. I chose the side of his knee, sweeping my leg into it, forcing Kharth to grunt and buck downward.

He pushed himself to regain his composure right away. When I pivoted around for a roundhouse, he raised his arm to block the side of his head and countered with a swift and well-aimed push kick to my midsection. The force of his boot against my torso sent me staggering back, my breath catching in my lungs. Still, I managed a tight smile, adjusting my stance.

Kharth’Nok grinned, clearly enjoying the challenge and the opportunity to teach as much as to test my skills. “You’ve improved,” he noted, backing off for a moment to allow me some breathing space. “But remember, strength isn’t just about physical power. It’s also in knowing when to yield.”

I took the moment to steady my breath, circling around him cautiously. “I’ll remember that during the tea party later,” I teased, and then charged at him.

I wasn’t just learning to fight; I was learning to think like a warrior. Kharth had been retired from the armed forces for a few years now. Retired life was boring, so he opted for a life of continued servitude under the banner of my family—a decision that not only kept him busy but also preserved his connection with strategy and discipline, elements that he valued deeply.

As we continued our waltz of parries and jabs, the sun climbed higher, shining along the intricate mosaics of the courtyard floor. Each movement I made was a silent rebellion against the future that was being laid out for me. It wasn’t just about marrying a stranger; it was about marrying someone who would likely try to stifle who I was. The thought spurred another flurry of punches, each one sharper and quicker than the last.

The faster I went, the more of what I tried to bury in my mind began to resurface again. I couldn’t begin to peel away the layers to see a sliver of happiness in this arranged union. Unlike most girls, I was... strange. Like... truly strange. Sigh. I guess strange was putting it mildly. For someone with my average height and petite size, I was stronger than chief Kam-Nok, the orc war chief of Impervalla, and he was the strongest warrior known to man. Not only did I have inhuman strength, I was also incredibly fast, my perception sharp, and my accuracy unmatched. I was a force to be reckoned with, as my dad would put it, but he preferred I tamed my skills around company. He didn’t want anyone looking at me a certain way, hence, the whole overprotective bit.

Did I mention my father being extremely overprotective?

And then, there was the truly abnormal thing about me, the thing that made those cruel pigs hide me in their filthy cellar for all of those years of my life—my bloodlust.

At first, it was insatiable—they’d starved me for as long as I could remember before Sebes came around. To them, it was a game, testing how long I could stay sane before they threw rotten corpses at my feet. They were mercenaries, all three of them, a bunch of gross meatbags who routinely smelled like hard liquor and raw sex. I couldn’t remember how or when they found me, nor could I remember a life before hell. All they saw was a little monster, an infernal demon child to toy with. But that wasn’t who I was....

The only thing that kept me tethered to some semblance of humanity was Brilly, a woman they’d hired to clean every now and again. One day, she heard my cries from the cellar and felt deep pity for me, or fear. I don’t know, I couldn’t tell which. I’d tried to feed on her multiple times, but she kept coming, so it had to be pity, right? She’d sneak me bits of fresh food and water whenever she could. Sometimes, she’d even manage to bring a book or two, allowing my mind to escape the dark walls of the filthy cellar with the help of one candlelight.

I couldn’t read at the time, so she’d narrate the books to me from the other side of the hatch door as I skimmed through the pages. She tried her best with her limited time there, a time shortened by those men realizing that she was helping me. They had her killed, and starved me for weeks, until they decided to repay her kindness by tossing her corpse into my cell, where I had no choice but to eat what was left of her.

My memories enraged me. Kharth’Nok deflected my next jab, and followed up with one of his own. But I surprised him when I side-stepped his strike and then grabbed him by his arm. I flipped his weight over my shoulder, forgetting to pull back my strength. Just thinking about those men was boiling my blood, and I needed to calm the fuck down.

It was a hard throw, but my butler didn’t stay on the ground for long. When he rolled back and got up, he threw another punch, and this time it felt a bit slower for me, allowing me to dodge and counterattack with a swift kick to his side. The impact echoed with a thud against his thick muscles, making his firm footing on the ground stagger. Come on, pull back, I repeated to myself, trying to gradually taper my rage to absorb today’s lesson. Kharth was giving me feedback, but none of it was registering.

I struck blow after blow until I felt heat in my chest. When I brought Kharth down again, he shouted at me. My punch still came as I threw my arm back and jabbed it downward. Luckily for Kharth he escaped just in time, and my fist ended up embedded inside stone gravel. He followed up with an attack of his own that left me bloody, a reminder that I was not invincible. His powerful hook jab tossed me a few meters across the field, my head ringing from the brute force of his strength. For a second, the world spun, and I fought the unconsciousness creeping into me. Blood trickled from my nose, warm and metallic against my lips. I wiped it away with the back of my hand, staring at the crimson stain with a rare moment of vulnerability flashing in my eyes.

Kharth’Nok jumped on his feet, his breathing heavy as panic crossed on his face. “M’lady!” he cried.

“Don’t,” I sniped, not appreciating how quick Kharth was to rush to my aid. We’d been sparring for years, and he still treated me like a fragile piece of glass.

Before I could even get up on my feet, my wound began to heal. I could control the speed of the process, which helped in this mask of normality I was hiding behind. Every time I healed, Kharth would look at me like I had four heads. His chest continued to rise and fall as sweat built up his forehead. He bowed down to me, falling on one knee and begging for forgiveness.

“I’m the one who should be apologizing,” I whispered softly. “I could have killed you....”

“No, I shouldn’t have retaliated. It’s my job to read your signals. You were losing yourself to rage again. I should have been a mentor, not a combatant,” Kharth’Nok admitted, his voice heavy with guilt.

I stood, dusting myself off. “It’s not just on you,” I said, extending my hand to help him up. “I need to control it better.”

He took my hand, and then hoisted himself to stand. His gaze was concerned, his loyalty never wavering despite our clashes. “Shall we call it a day then?” he asked.

“No, let’s keep going. I’ll focus this time.”

“Oh no you don’t!” a perky voice from the courtyard corridor cried, and out came little miss spunky herself. “It’s two minutes until your future Onsha arrives, and you aren’t even dressed!”
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Sable, the Goblin Girl 
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Sable, my short and sassy, golden-eyed goblin girl, came in like a hurricane, her green skin sun-kissed as she stood outside by the stone courtyard archways. She wore a hooded burgundy tunic that contradicted her usual vibrant wardrobe. When traveling, it was advised to wear dark colors, making it easier to hide from the demons at night. And today, Sable would be leaving our little nest to tend to her great grandfather, marking the first time she’d be meeting him in her home village.

“You can’t meet an Onsha looking like you’ve wrestled a bear, Nalia!” she exclaimed while storming toward me with that lecturing look on her face.

Kharth’Nok looked from Sable to me with an amused smirk as he rubbed at the bruise on his side. “Hmm, I bet a triumph over a bear would impress the man,” Kharth joked. With a respectful nod, he excused himself, leaving Sable to scold me.

Sable watched him walk away, and once he was out of sight, she turned her head back to me and hissed, “Still training with the butler? What would your dad say?!”

“What I do with my spare time is none of his concern,” I retorted. “I got my studies done, and I wanted some time for myself. I don’t see what the problem is.” I pulled the scarf I had around my waist and wrapped it around my shoulder, proceeding to walk away from Sable before she went on a tangent.

I loved the mischievous cheeky and zany goblin girl like she was my long lost sister, but in a lot of ways, she was just like my father–always in my affairs, and always trying to sculpt me into something I was not.

Again, I knew all of this came from a kind place and they meant well, but I wasn’t familiar with the scale of elegance, grace, and poise. I loved to spar, to hunt, to dabble in weapon forging, and to explore the ancient ruins that surrounded our kingdom. The thrill of adventure and discovery fueled my spirit in a way that no courtly dance or diplomatic meeting ever could.

But, my father was Sebes Esfried Lemaitres, or Baron Lemaitres as most addressed him. He had an image to uphold, and I was part of that image. I was the sole lady of Verleise, a protected district of Seiddaya, a nation of humans. And as a lady, it was my duty to uphold the strict values and customs of our society. This included my meeting with the Onsha. It was a significant event, and my appearance and behavior had to reflect the dignity expected of someone in my position.

I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought of the many ways to sabotage this meeting. I’d already had a plan prepared for him, to look as uninviting and uninterested as possible. There was also the thought of walking in as I did now, with my sparring garb on, smelling of sweat, but the doors to the parlor room were guarded, my father already expecting me to pull that stunt. I wasn’t about to fight the court for four seconds in the ring with a stranger who wanted my hand in marriage, so plan B it was.

Being off-putting came easy to me, not a skill that I was exactly proud of, but being caged in a basement for most of your childhood could do that to you. If I could shoo him off, I’d be content for the day. Even though his possible rejection would only prompt my father to search for another husband, it’d give me enough time to plot my next sabotage, and with enough of those, father would grow tired and give up.

While it all sounded great in my head, my plans hardly ever went my way, so I wasn’t going to get my hopes up as I walked over to the side yard toward our estate, ignoring Sable.

Sable wasn’t one to be easily dismissed, though. She darted in front of me, blocking my path with a stern hand on her hip. “I hope you’re heading back to your room to get ready, Nalia.”

“I am. Don’t worry, I’ll be there.”

She squinted at me. “I know that look in your eyes. You’re plotting something.”

I smirked. “Me?”

She pouted, and dropped her shoulder defeatedly. “Nalia, please don’t mess this up on purpose!”

“I won’t.”

“You’re gonna!”

“I told you I won’t,” I said as I rolled my eyes.

“I can tell when you’re lying!”

“You can?” I said comically, somewhat intrigued. And then I pivoted to her with my own hand on my hip, giving her a bit of her sassy medicine. “You know, this is our last day together, and the only thing you can think about is this stupid Onsha business.”

“But, I’ll be back in a few months, like I promised.” She smiled. “By then, you may already be planning your wedding. I wouldn’t miss it for the world!”

“Again, more marriage business.”

“I want to see you happy is all, Nalia.”

“But I am happy, in the court of my father. Training for my calling.”

“You don’t know true happiness outside of the love of a man,” she preached. “And it’s a beautiful union that sheds a different light on this war-doomed world we live in.”

“War-doomed... you’re right about that. All the more reason not to do this and enlist in the monster hunter army.”

“Your father made it crystal clear that he doesn’t want you following in his footsteps. I understand that you don’t want a man right now, but throwing yourself to ghouls, vampires, and revenants is a big no no!”

“You wanted to do that with me too, at a time,” I reminded her as I tossed Sebes’ scarf over my head, “until my father had a talk with you one night. Then it was marriage this, doting man that.”

“It was a stupid dream, Nalia,” she said with a frown. “You can see that now, can’t you?”

I shook my head, tightening the scarf around me. “No, Sable, I can’t see it because I don’t believe it. If it wasn’t for my father doing what he did best, then I would have been beaten and trapped in another basement, treated like a monster. I want to fight against the horde and break this vicious cycle. Besides, dreams are only stupid if you let them become that way,” I retorted. My tone was firm, more than I intended.

Sable bit her lip, her eyes searching mine for something I couldn’t quite understand. Then she sighed, a slow release of breath that seemed to carry so much weight in it. “It’s just... Nalia, you know how the world is. How people... how they talk.”

“People will always talk, Sable,” I said as I began walking again, Sable tailing me.

“It’s not getting any better out there, and our numbers are dwindling,” she said behind a nervous chuckle. “If we keep throwing lives out there—”

“You talk about perspective, we each have our own. You call it throwing lives away, I call it preservation of the future.”

“Okay, that might be true and all, but who’s to say you have to do that? To jump into the fray and forfeit your body for the cause?”

“I say that. I’m so sick and tired of being cooped up in the study all day, learning alchemic lore and puzzling ancient runes to master the art of healing. I want to be out there, where the action is, where my skills can make a real difference.”

Sable caught up to me, her breath slightly ragged from trying to keep pace. “And what about love?” she pressed, her voice a mix of desperation and hope. “Don’t you think it could be your greatest adventure?”

I stopped then, turning to face her fully. “Sable, love is not the only adventure in life. And it’s certainly not one I want forced upon me. If it happens, it happens. But right now, I am being called elsewhere.”

“Nalia, you’re my best friend. I don’t want to see you throw your life away on a false concept of these hunter ideals that I feel you’re romanticizing a bit too much. Our baron sheltered you for all of your life. You don’t know what it is really like out there.”

“I’ve seen evil, Sable... true evil,” I murmured. “I know what it can do to people, and I refuse to sit back and let others become victimized.” I gazed down at my friend, whose eyes were getting glassy from my firm stance on my life choices. I smiled down at her. “It’s not as bad as you think. Look at my father. He only recently retired from the force, and he still has all his body parts intact.”

“I wish we could change your mind, but... I only want what is best for you. I want you to be happy, Nalia. And I know this guy could do it!”

“How are you so sure?”

“I heard he is really handsome! And tall! Oh, and, supposedly, he is a culinary expert!” She folded her hands together and rested her cheek on them, the goblin girl daydreaming. “Ooohhh, to fantasize about the days where a Seiddayan man would cook me dinner after a long day, his strong hands kneading dough as adeptly as he wields his sword in battle. And then after dinner, he can do some more kneading in the bedroom.”

I chuckled at her fanciful thoughts. “Shameless.”

“I bet he has big hands, too,” she said as she winked at me.

“Gosh, Sable, he sounds like the perfect guy for you.” I playfully nudged her shoulder with my elbow. “I’m sure our seamstress could alter my dress and you can march up there in the parlor to meet him.”

“You tease, Nalia!” she puffed cutely. “You know a human hunk like him wouldn’t be interested in a short pointy-eared goblin girl.”

“Well, I think those big pointy ears are adorable,” I said, giving the tips of them a playful squeeze. “And I also don’t appreciate you looking down on yourself. A man would be lucky to have someone as loving, bubbly, and energetic as you are.” I scooped her up and gave her a tight hug, Sable holding her breath preemptively.

“Hey!” she wailed. “I’m not a doll, ya know?!” When I settled her down, she had a hot flush across her face, Sable playing bashful with her big eyes. “I hate it when you do that,” she said as she straightened her tunic out, and then flashed me a huge smile. “I’m going to miss you too, Nalia.

My smile waned a bit, my face turning more serious. “Please be careful out there, Sable. Zohonu is in a lower district in goblin country, one of the farthest from its citadel. I wish Sebes would have let me travel with you, but—”

“You’re daddy’s little princess. He would never!” She giggled. “And don’t worry. I’ll be fine. My carriage is waiting out in front, but I want to see you in your dress first before I go. So, off, off, off with you!” she said, shooing me inside. “Into the washroom you go! And don’t dally in there!”
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After taking a bath in my private washroom, I slipped into the dress that had been laid out for me on my bed. It was a deep sapphire blue, with intricate silver embroidery along the low neckline and hem. The fabric hugged my curves in all the right places, accentuating my figure while being too revealing. As I smoothed down the skirt, I caught sight of my reflection in the full-length mirror.

For a moment, I hardly recognized myself. I was a busty figure with long straight black hair, as soft and smooth as silk. My bright jade eyes looked back at me and then down to my tiny waist and shapely hips. On the outside, I would be a catch for any man, but on the inside, I was anything but a suitable wife for an Onsha.

The more I thought about my past, the more the concept of getting married seemed like a bad idea.

I didn’t know what possessed Sebes to think that I could be trusted in a home, let alone around a family. I required maintenance, strict regulations, and a type of understanding that most humans—or anyone really—could scarcely offer. The demands of my nature, my past traumas.... They’d label me as a demon, a spawn of the damned. I was a danger to humanity and to the future of a prosperous world.

We must eradicate the damned and purify our land from their wicked and tainted reign. I stopped counting the amount of times I heard that one down the streets of our town from sect disciples trying to gain converts to their religion. The dawn of the end, the time of repentance, evil is upon us. But even though I had similarities to vampires, I wasn’t exactly one.

Honestly, no one really knew what I was. I fed from flesh, but my cravings weren’t a necessity for survival. I could walk out in the sunlight without a care in the world, and fire allured me. So maybe I was some crazy girl with a blood fetish. That would make sense if I wasn’t as strong as an ox and as fast as a wildebeest.

I walked over to my vanity mirror and opened the one box that always caused me grief. It was a small wooden rectangular box painted crimson red. When I undid the golden clasp, there was a syringe inside of it filled with clear blue liquid. It sat on a red velvet cushion as it had for the past few days, the only temporary remedy for my inhuman cravings.

I hated the idea of depending on it. My father had a blood alchemist create this for me years ago, as he had been ever since. This was a better alternative than sinking my blunt teeth into civilians in the dead of night. And he saved a few street rats as well. I was never afraid of needles, just the repercussions of withdrawal. Luckily for the past few days, I hadn’t been too tempted, having better control over my hunger.

I usually did pretty well as long as I refrained from the sight of blood.

“My supply is running low,” I said to myself as I pulled a drawer, noticing only a few syringes left.

With a sigh, I took my brush and quickly did my hair—a simple plait down the middle would do.

After I added my silver earrings and sprayed my perfume on, I took one last look of myself in the mirror, until I heard a knock on the door.

“Nalia? Are you decent?” Sable’s voice sang from the other side.

“Yes, come in.”

The door creaked open and Sable poked her head in, her eyes widening as she took in my appearance. “Oh, Nalia,” she breathed, stepping fully into the room. “You look absolutely stunning!”

I smiled. “Thanks, Sable.” I quickly noticed that she had her traveling bag strapped across her back, meaning that her carriage had finally arrived and it was time for her to head out to her village.

She approached me with shimmering eyes and nodded. “You’re so gorgeous! See? You should dress up more often!”

“That’s very sweet of you, Sable. Are you leaving now?” I asked, my voice sulking a bit.

“Yeah, they are waiting out front. I’m going to miss you! Your man has arrived, by the way. I peeked at him before he walked into the parlor. He doesn’t disappoint!”

“Did you see my father?”

“Mhm, Sebes is inside with him. And so is some lady from the Barons’ Council.”

“Ophena?”

“Yeah, her.”

I rolled my eyes. “Now why the hell is she here?”

“Being nosy, I presume! You know how these barons love to get involved in people’s affairs!”

“She came with the man?”

“Looks like it!”

My father often talked about Ophena Cruz de Teulag. She was a skinny-necked, tight-assed, backstabbing harlot of an advisor to the Barons’ Council, who only looked out for herself. The fact that she was here irked me even more. Ophena had a bad habit of throwing herself into situations where she didn’t belong. She always had a knack for meddling where she wasn’t wanted, especially when it came to someone’s pants.

“Well, I guess I can’t avoid this any longer,” I said, smoothing down my dress one last time. “Wish me luck, Sable.”

My friend pulled me into a tight hug, and then looked up to me and smiled. “You don’t need luck, Nalia. You’re amazing just as you are. And if this guy can’t see that, then he doesn’t deserve you.”

I gave her a kiss on her head and paid her farewell. “You stay safe out there. And no getting into trouble.”

“You know I always do!”

“Send a raven if you need me.”

“Gah, you know my familiar skills aren’t the best!”

I giggled, and then paused to take her in one last time. “Remember, blade to the heart for vampires, slice off their heads for all three.”

She giggled. “If I could even reach that far up!”

My eyes softened on her. “I’m going to miss you, Sable.”

“Me too, Nalia. Come on, walk me out and then you can go meet your future hubby!”

We went down the steps and into the foyer, where we finally parted ways. It was hard seeing my best friend go, but I understood that she was needed.

As Sable’s carriage pulled away, I took a deep breath and turned back to face the house. The parlor room was just above me on the second floor, suddenly seeming much more imposing than it ever had before. I could hear muffled voices from within—my father’s deep rumble, Ophena’s witch-like cackling, and an unfamiliar male voice that must belong to my... suitor.

I smoothed my dress one last time, squared my shoulders, and walked up the steps to the parlor room.

“Oh, there you are!” one of the maids cawed at me. “M’lady, Madame Ophena Cruz de Teulag and Sir Talen Brauxfeur have been waiting for you for over thirty minutes! Where have you been?”

“Thank you Marta. I’m on my way.”

“Ah, wait,” she said, making me pivot to her. She had a funny look on her face as she swung her fingers over her head, as if to tell me that there was something wrong with my hair?

“Yes?”

“Eh-um, oh, it’s nothing!” She chuckled nervously. “M’lady, next time, I’d be more than honored to dress you neat and proper, if you wish?”

I rolled my eyes. “I’d dismissed your offer over a dozen times already. Father would have it you respect my wishes to not be pampered every second of the hour. But thank you for your concern.”

I turned back, knowing her eyes were still glued on me. My hair was fine, the problem was it wasn’t bejeweled, and every stray hair wasn’t tucked away or pulled back into an intricate updo as was the fashion for noble ladies. My simple plait down the middle was practical and suited me just fine.

I approached the parlor door, my hand hesitating for just a moment as I could hear their conversation more clearly. Subtle hints of Ophena hitting on dad—much too common. My father’s voice was charming and soothing as always, while Ophena’s shrill laughter grated on my ears. She had a different laugh for every terrible joke he said, the ass-kisser going overboard trying to impress him. That being said, father swore to never throw down in the sheets with a woman of her stature, implying that she’d been used up more times than the kitchen rag. But then there was another voice, an unfamiliar one that was deep and smooth, with an accent I couldn’t quite place. His baritone was deep yet earthly, a voice that was nonchalant, with little emotion or inflection.

Admittedly, curiosity struck me. I knocked firmly, and then everyone inside hushed immediately.

“Come in,” my father’s voice called out.

Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the door and stepped inside. The room fell silent as all eyes turned to me. My father, Sebes, sat near the fireplace in his armchair, his broad frame and stern expression a familiar comfort. Beside him on the love seat was Ophena, the blond cougar with the bright red lipstick already nursing her first drink in the low hours of morning. At the sight of me, she immediately got up, my father following after her. She blocked me before I could turn my head and notice the guy on the other side of the room, her eyes ogling me head to toe.

“Ohhh my....” she sang, circling me like a piece of meat. “It hasn’t been that long, now, has it? How you’ve grown!”

I bowed respectfully, and then she reached in with her alcohol-bated breath to give me an air kiss. Her fingers were cold against my shoulders, and when she finally peeled back, I noticed the smudge of red on her two front teeth. “You look absolutely breath-taking, Lady Nalia.”

Her blue eyes continued to scrutinize me. If she lingered any longer, she could wear my skin as a dress. While she wanted to come off as kind, the air she was giving reeked of jealousy. I guess I’d be mad too if I tried to marry into a baron’s court for the last four decades and failed at every opportunity I had.

“Thank you, Madame Ophena,” I replied politely, trying not to wrinkle my nose at the strong scent of perfume and alcohol emanating from her.

My father stepped forward, his eyes warm as he looked at me. “Nalia, my dear. You look beautiful.” He placed a gentle kiss on my forehead before turning slightly. “Allow me to introduce Sir Talen Brauxfeur.”

It was then that I finally laid eyes on the man who had traveled so far to meet me. He stood tall and lean, but the first thing I noticed wasn’t his height or his attractive physique—it was his hazel eyes....

They were a mix of green and gold that seemed to look right through me. His face was angular and chiseled, with a strong jawline and perfect lips. Dark hair, neatly tousled, framed his face. He was handsome, undeniably so, but there was something else about him that made me freeze up.

He had a nice dark blue shirt on with suspenders that accentuated his broad shoulders and trim waist. As our eyes met, I felt a jolt of... something. Recognition? Familiarity? I couldn’t quite place it, but it unsettled me.

Sir Talen walked over to me, my father and the Madame carving a path for him. I offered him my hand as I should, and he placed a gentle kiss on me. “Pleasure.”

No smile, not even a smirk. His face was stoic, rock solid.

What was scarier than that was the fact that I heard something come out of him: Her blood smells different....

Goosebumps elevated on my skin as the concept of hearing his thoughts dawned on me! How the hell could I hear him? I’d never been able to hear anyone’s thoughts before.

Before I could even process what just happened, Ophena stepped in. “Ahh, what a match made in heaven!” Ophena tweeted delightfully. “Lady Nalia, Sir Brauxfeur here is a knight in the King’s Elite Guard.”

“Retired knight,” he corrected.

“Ah, yes. Retired knight!” she repeated, pretending not to have stumbled on her words. “He was infamous for his services in the monster hunter division.”

“So, you worked with my father?” I asked him, knowing that my dad recently retired himself from the same branch.

“No, I didn’t,” he said simply. “I was in the Kruterran Squadron, serving in the southern region.”

My eyes ballooned up. “You hunted in the badlands?”

“Used to,” he said, again, correcting.

All of a sudden, he seemed more interesting than I originally thought. Especially since I could read his mind. Though, when I tried doing it again, nothing happened.

“The man was a monster in his own right!” Ophena tweeted, stroking his ego. “Sir Talen here had slain over five-thousand infernals in his lifetime! My, in his prime, he used to—”

Sir Talen shot Ophena a sharp glance, silencing her mid-sentence. His jaw clenched for a moment before he turned back to me, his expression neutral again.

“I’d prefer not to discuss my past exploits,” he said evenly. “I’m here with Lord Lemaitres’ invitation to discuss more... current matters.”

My father cleared his throat, drawing my attention. “Yes, well, perhaps we should all sit down and have a proper conversation, then.” He gestured to the seating area near the fireplace.

“I don’t think that would be necessary,” Talen said flatly, leaving my father speechless.

“Oh, then we’ll move onto a thorough inspection, then, yes?” Ophena suggested, but I didn’t like the way she said it. An inspection was a derogatory term for exploring. I guess both words sounded wrong to me, but I preferred the latter. Father and Ophena took a few steps back and allowed Sir Talen to eyeball me. In this exploration, he was allowed to touch and feel me as he liked, but Sir Talen made no move to do so. Instead, he simply stood there, his piercing hazel eyes studying me intently. I felt exposed under his gaze, though he hadn’t laid a finger on me.

Usually, the Onsha would assess his bride to be, feeling her curves, treading his fingers over her valleys and slopes. But he didn’t do any of that. All he did was lean in and... sniff me.

What a dog....

It was subtle enough where only I noticed it. I could feel him cocking his eyes in my direction, but I kept my cold stare forward. I wasn’t sure if him lingering over my shoulder with his breath pouring against my ear was some type of intimidation tactic, but it worked.

“That won’t be necessary either,” he said after a long moment, peeling back from me. “I’ve seen enough.”

I wasn’t sure whether to feel relieved or insulted. Part of me was glad to avoid the uncomfortable touching that often came with these grabby inspections, but another part of me felt strangely rejected. What did he mean when he said he’d seen enough?

The more I looked at him, the more his age showed. I started to doubt that he was around my age. Not to say he looked old, but his features were more mature than mine, probably putting him in the early 30’s bracket.

The thought of being with a mature man was a plus, especially one who was an ex-hunter like Talen. Despite that, he might not be interested in a younger girl.

Suddenly he bowed politely, giving Ophena a quick glance before turning to my father. “Thank you for your offer, but I’ll have to respectfully decline.”

My heart stopped.

Did my Onsha just reject me?
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Sebes gasped, and Ophena stood there dumbfounded with a slack-jawed expression on her face. It was short-lived, the witch’s demeanor suddenly turning as she hid a stifled chuckle behind her hand.

She cleared her throat and turned to Talen. “That was unexpected...” she began. “Um, is there something wrong, Sir Brauxfeur?”

Talen shook his head slightly, his expression remaining impassive. “Nothing is wrong, Madame. I am simply uninterested.”

I felt a wave of embarrassment wash over me, my cheeks burning hot. Never in my life had I been so blatantly rejected, especially not in front of my father. I struggled to maintain my composure, fighting the urge to open my mouth and snap at him.

My father stepped forward, his brow furrowed in confusion as he barely concealed his anger. “Sir Brauxfeur, perhaps you’re being hasty. Nalia is an accomplished young woman with many admirable qualities. Surely you’d like to—”

“I’d hate to waste anymore of your time, Baron,” he said a bit distastefully, not referring to my father in his proper title. Sir Talen turned to face my father, his expression softening slightly. “You two enjoy the rest of your day.”

My father’s voice had held a note of desperation that made me cringe inwardly, but I didn’t realize at the time that even I was desperate too.

More than anything, I wanted closure. Why did he reject me?

Surely, dipping into his thoughts again would give me insight, but for whatever reason, that stunt was a one-time thing. So as he turned his back on us and prepared to leave with Ophena, I had to step up and ask, “Well, what the hell is wrong with me?”

“Nalia,” Sebes said sternly.

“Not into younger girls?”

Talen stopped short with his back still facing me. His escort, however, turned around, Ophena also waiting on a reply. I guess I wasn’t the only one who wanted to know what was going through his mind when he rejected an offer from the great Lord of Verleise.

“Aren’t you going to open your mouth and say something? Or have you said too much?” I sassed unapologetically.

Talen turned slowly, his hazel eyes meeting mine with an intensity that made me hold my breath. For a moment, I thought I saw a flicker of... something in his gaze. Irritation? Confusion? But it was gone as quickly as it appeared.

I crossed my arms, my frustration getting the better of me as I waited for his response. “What is it? You barely looked at me before deciding I wasn’t worth your time. It’s bad enough that you disrespect me in my own home. The least you can do is give me a solid reason as to why I’m not good enough to be your wife.”

There was a long silence in between us that cut short the moment he turned around again. His quietness infuriated me! I could feel my face growing hot with rage when I blurted out, “Less of a man than I thought. You can’t even own up to your own decisions.”

He pivoted to me. In two long strides, he closed the distance between us, looming over me.

I didn’t flinch, even though admittedly, he frightened me a bit. It was the height, and those eyes looking down on me the way they did. But finally, I’d triggered the giant, and I got an answer out of him, “You want to know why?” he said, his voice low and controlled, but with an edge that sent a shiver down my spine. “Because you’re a child playing at being an adult. It’s not your age, but your immaturity. I could see it in your eyes. Unfortunately for you, I like my women grounded.”

“You don’t know anything about me,” I hissed. “Who are you to tell me that I’m immature?”

“Well for one, I could see that you’re used to throwing tantrums when things don’t go your way.”

“Oh, this is no tantrum. But I’ll be more than happy to show you a beat down.”

I could hear my father toss his hand over his face behind us, while Ophena quietly chuckled.

“You and me, out in the back. If I win, you take me in as your wife.”

“And if you lose?” he said, seeming to take to my wager already.

“If I lose, then...” I paused, searching for a response, and then said, “then I’ll admit you were right about me and apologize for my behavior, and I promise, you’ll never see me again.” I lifted my chin confidently. “But that won’t happen.”

“If you lose, then you’ll apologize and walk away,” he countered.

I scrunched my face at him. He basically just repeated what I’d said.

“Then it’s settled.”

Immediately, Sebes stepped forward, and I already read the rejection on his face. “Nalia, this is highly improper. I must insist you—“

“No, father,” I cut him off, my eyes never leaving Talen’. “This is between Sir Brauxfeur and me.”

“How unladylike,” Ophena commented, and I shut her up right away.

“This isn’t about you. So you can keep your quick comments, and your easy tongue, out of it.”

She flashed me a subtle glare as I walked past her for the courtyard where I’d been only a half hour ago. Talen followed suit, his relaxed gait telling me all I needed to know about how he felt about this brawl. His confidence was so strong that it was making me second-guess my decision for a moment. But I quickly shook off the doubt. I had been trained to defend myself and fight for as long as I could remember. There was no way this retired knight, no matter how skilled he may have been, could best me.

As we stepped into the courtyard, the morning sun cast long rays of heat across the manicured lawn. I could hear my father and Ophena trailing behind us, their soft whispering protests falling on deaf ears.

Once we reached the pavement, Ophena took a seat on the stone hedges along the side garden along with my father, ready to spectate the fall of the all-powerful ex hunter of the badlands.

I turned to face Talen, rolling my shoulders to loosen up. While I thought that I didn’t have any expectations for this Onsha before, I realized now that I was sorely mistaken. A pretty boy, debonair, aristocratic money-hoarding bastard was who I was expecting, not some impudent, conceded, ex hunter who clearly thought he knew everything there was to know about someone he just met.

As I sized him up, he rolled up his sleeves, revealing the veins down his muscular arms. He simply stood there, watching me with those intense hazel eyes, as if telling me that bringing him to the ring was a big mistake.

“I hope you’re ready to pick your teeth off the floor,” I taunted.

“You’re going to fight me in that dress?” he retorted.

“I could beat you in a puffy petticoat if I have to,” I slammed back, dropping into a fighter stance. “Are you ready?”

He nodded once, his expression unreadable. “Whenever you are.”

The formality in his tone irked me. I lunged forward, aiming a swift kick at his midsection. To my surprise, he sidestepped it effortlessly, barely moving as he dodged my attack. I spun around, throwing a quick jab toward his face, but he jerked away from it.

Gritting my teeth, I launched into a flurry of punches and kicks, each one aimed to land hard and fast. But Talen seemed to anticipate every one of my moves, weaving and bobbing around my strikes.

My frustration grew with each missed hit. How was he reading me so easily?!

Her form needs work, I heard him say. His internal comment threw me off and I leaned too deep into my last swing, leaving Talen open to punish me. He grabbed my wrist and hoisted me over his back, then tossed me on the ground like I weighed nothing more than paper.

He withdrew power from his slam. I wasn’t sure how, but he did. With the momentum I caught in the air, I thought I was going to pass out for sure. Unfortunately for me, he didn’t let me go once I was down. Frantic for a point on the board, I counter-struck with a sweeping kick, aiming for his legs. But Talen anticipated this move too, jumping over my leg and using the momentum to leap backward, putting distance between us.

I scrambled to my feet, breathing heavily. My pride was bruised, but I wasn’t about to give up. “Is that all you’ve got?” I taunted, trying to mask my frustration.

He stretched his fingers out, a silver or black ring on almost every one of them. He had big hands, and was pretty flexible with them, too. I had to look out for his range if I wanted to beat him. The asshole was pretty fast on his feet.

I charged at him again, feinting left before attempting to strike with my right. But Talen was ready. He caught my fist mid-swing, his grip like iron around my wrist. Before I could react, he pulled me forward, and elbowed me straight against my jaw. In one fluid motion, he followed up as he spun me around and pinned my arms behind my back.
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