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        Lorelei stumbled backwards, eyes flying open, a cry of shock trapped in her throat. Where moments before she had held a small green frog, her hands now pressed against a broad, muscular chest — a naked man’s chest, radiating heat like a forge, dusted with dark hair that narrowed into a tantalising trail down a tautly ridged abdomen.

        Her gaze tracked downward, beyond the narrow waist, past strong hips, to —

        “Oh,” she breathed, all other words deserting her.

        Between powerful thighs hung the most magnificent cock she had ever seen — not that her experience was vast, but surely nothing could compare to this specimen. Even half-erect, it was impressively thick, the shaft veined and substantial, its head smooth and flushed. As she stared, it twitched, filling further, rising toward her like a divining rod seeking water.

        “Princess,” the man said, and his voice — deep, resonant, achingly familiar — sent a bolt of recognition through her. The same voice that had murmured from frog lips, the same voice that had commanded her in dreams.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      In the verdant heart of fairy tale lore lies a tale seldom told in full, its sweet innocence masking a much darker, spicier truth. You might have thought you knew it already — the story of the pampered princess who lost her golden treasure to the depths of an enchanted pool, and of the strange frog who retrieved it for her, demanding only a place by her side. You had perhaps heard the neat little moral packaged with it: that promises must be kept, no matter how distasteful, and that beauty might be hidden beneath even the slimiest of skins.

      But what you have not heard — what no nursemaid ever dared whisper to her charge, nor any bard dared sing aloud — is the true version of these events. For beneath its prim surface, this story oozes with sensuality, temptation, and the kind of forbidden desires that bloom only at night.

      Here is a tale of a princess whose ripe youth and restless curiosity lead her to tastes far more decadent than the royal court would approve of. A story of a creature who was not merely a frog, but a man trapped in a body as strange as it was rapacious — his curse undone not by a chaste kiss, but by a woman willing to discover what passions truly lay beneath his skin.

      So, dear reader, if you wish to hear only of innocence restored and virtue rewarded, close these pages now and return to your childhood bedtime stories. But if you dare linger… if you are curious what really transpired in the moonlit gardens of Azmera, what promises were made — and what debts were paid, wet and trembling — then read on.

      For here begins the real story of the Princess and her Frog.
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        * * *

      

      The Kingdom of Azmera basked in the first flush of sunrise, gold pooling along the marble walkways and turning the spires of Caelithra Palace to glimmering candle-wax. Everywhere, life swelled: rosebuds unfurling under the palace walls, fruit-heavy fig branches trembling with the morning breeze, pigeons rutting shamelessly on the balustrades. The city’s heart beat a little faster as the dawn bells tolled — three slow, throaty chimes — prompting a hush among the perfumed markets and the arching, mist-veiled bridges.

      Within the Palace of Moonlight, every corridor and courtyard hummed with barely leashed anticipation, as though the stones themselves could sense the awakening of its crown jewel.

      Princess Lorelei, heiress to the throne of Azmera and darling of the realm, lay sprawled across a heap of silk sheets the colour of overripe peaches. Her hair — a spill of platinum and silver — fanned across the pillows, tangled by restless sleep. One bare leg, smooth and pale as cream, escaped the tangle to dangle above the mosaic-tiled floor. Her breasts rose and fell with slow, luxurious breaths. Even here, at the edge of waking, she dreamed of wild forests and half-remembered fevers, of being chased and caught and devoured by something vast and hungry.

      A single shaft of sunlight cleaved through the gauze curtains, painting her in gold. Lorelei blinked, violet eyes huge and slightly dazed, as though she were some rare beast plucked from the wild and set loose in a menagerie. She stretched — arms overhead, toes flexed — and the slip of a silk nightgown rode high on her hips, exposing a tight, wet crease glistening from the embers of some midnight fantasy. She did not bother to conceal herself; privacy was the first prerogative of royalty, and in that hour, the world belonged to her alone.

      Until, of course, it didn’t.

      The double doors to her chamber were flung open, and in flounced Lyra and Mira, her ladies-in-waiting. The former led the charge: Lyra, all wicked grins and freckles, with auburn hair escaping its plait and a tray of pastries balanced in one hand. Mira, the gentler of the pair, brought up the rear, arms laden with freshly laundered gowns and a sheaf of perfumed notes.

      “Up, up, my luminous little fawn!” Lyra trilled, her voice bright enough to pierce bone. “The sun is high, the city is rabid with gossip, and your royal presence is sorely missed in the halls!”

      Lorelei groaned and rolled over. “I was awake. I was just...meditating,” she said, though her mouth curled at the lie.

      Lyra ignored the protest, setting the tray on the bedside table and pouncing onto the mattress with feline agility. “If that’s what you call it. Mira, look! Her Highness is blushing all the way from her face to her toes.”

      Mira’s giggle was a delicate silver bell. “It’s the air. The palace is too warm in the mornings.”

      “It’s not the air,” Lyra declared, digging her knees into the mattress and flopping beside her mistress, chin in hand. “It’s that dream again, isn’t it? Where the wolf chased you through the woods and caught you right at the riverbank.”

      Lorelei spluttered, flinging a pillow at Lyra, who dodged with an acrobatic twist. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “I’m attentive. There’s a difference.” Lyra helped herself to a honeyed apricot, juices dribbling down her fingers. “And you,” she said through a mouthful, “should be grateful to have such loyal companions. Especially when ogres and lechers are prowling every corridor.”

      “Mostly lechers,” Mira added helpfully.

      The air in the chamber was thick with scents: jasmine, old velvet, the faintest tang of last night’s sweat. Lorelei shivered as she sat up, the coolness of the marble nipping at her exposed skin.

      She slid to the edge of the bed and planted her feet, pale toes curling against the tile. For a moment, she let herself look out the window — beyond the city’s grandeur, the rolling forests of Lunamar beckoned, cloaked in blue mist and possibility. She ached for the wild, for the taste of air untainted by incense and gossip, but such hungers were not permitted to princesses.

      Mira set to work on Lorelei’s hair, untangling the silver knots with soft, practised hands. The brush was a lover’s caress, and Lorelei leaned into it, closing her eyes.

      Lyra, meanwhile, launched into the first scandal of the morning. “Did you hear about Lord Felden’s daughter? Caught red-handed with a stable boy — on the back of her father’s favourite stallion, no less.”

      Lorelei’s eyes snapped open, pupils dilating with interest despite herself. “On the horse?”

      “Not just on, my lady. By all accounts, the beast was in full gallop. She rode them both in more ways than one.” Lyra flashed her teeth, savouring the double entendre.

      Mira’s cheeks went pink. “That can’t be true.”

      “It’s always true,” Lyra insisted. “Everything is true somewhere in this castle, if you look hard enough.” She regarded Lorelei sidelong, watching for a reaction.

      Lorelei affected a look of regal disinterest, though the tips of her ears burned. “And what became of them?”

      “Oh, you’ll love this,” Lyra crowed. “The boy was sent to the barracks — stripped to the waist, flogged within an inch of his life. The girl, meanwhile, is confined to her room for the rest of the season. Or until someone else gets caught and court gossip moves on.”

      “So they were punished for their desires,” Lorelei murmured, voice low.

      “They were punished for desiring it so openly,” Lyra corrected. “Subtlety is everything, Your Highness.”

      At this, Lorelei laughed — a sound raw and honest, almost feral in its delight. “If that’s true, why aren’t you in chains?”

      “Because I only ever wanted what I could not have,” Lyra said, blue eyes glinting. She leaned close, lips brushing Lorelei’s ear. “And what I want most is to see you happy.”

      Lorelei’s breath caught. It was an old dance, this banter; it titillated and stung, leaving both parties flushed and uncertain. She wondered, sometimes, what would happen if she let Lyra’s boldness bloom unchecked. But there were boundaries — always boundaries — and Mira’s presence was a gentle reminder of them.

      Mira draped a sheer linen robe across Lorelei’s shoulders, then set about laying out the day’s finery: a pomegranate-red gown, stiff with embroidery and trimmed with seed pearls; a corset lined in violet silk; layers of petticoats, stockings, and shoes that gleamed like candies.

      The ritual of dressing was a performance as much as a necessity. Mira and Lyra circled Lorelei with deft, adoring hands, cinching and smoothing, lacing and buttoning. The corset came last — a cruel embrace that squeezed Lorelei’s waist and hoisted her breasts like plums atop a silver platter. Each tug of the laces made her gasp, pleasure and pain mingling at the root of her spine. She knew what the court would see: an alabaster hourglass, curves ripening above and below the whalebone, the hint of a flush on her high cheeks. But they would never know the heat coiling inside her, the restless passion of her appetites.

      When it was finished, Lorelei stood before her mirror, barely recognising herself. The woman in the glass was impossibly lovely — regal, poised, the very image of a queen-to-be. Yet she felt trapped, every inch of flesh bound and displayed for the consumption of others.

      She turned from her reflection and stared out of the window at the far horizon, where the trees of Lunamar shivered in the breeze. “Do you think,” she asked quietly, “that it’s possible to be free and beautiful at the same time?”

      Lyra considered this, lips pursed. “Not in this kingdom,” she said, and her tone was neither mocking nor cruel, but oddly gentle.

      For a moment, the three of them — princess and handmaids, sovereign and servants — stood together in the hush, the golden sun painting all their faces with hope. Then Mira coughed softly and smoothed a wrinkle from Lorelei’s bodice.

      “Court awaits, my lady,” she said, with the meekness of someone who had never once wanted the world enough to break it.

      Lorelei allowed herself one final, defiant look at the wild freedom beyond the palace walls. Then she squared her shoulders, lifted her chin, and let her ladies lead her into the day.
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        * * *

      

      The Grand Throne Room of Caelithra was a symphony of marble and light, a sacred theatre where every drama of the realm played out. Sunlight poured through the stained-glass clerestories, flooding the chamber with pools of gold and vermilion. Courtiers lined the walls in tiers, their faces a blur of silks, jewels, and powdered pallor; like exotic birds perched in an aviary, they preened and squawked and coveted with exquisite discipline.

      At the room’s far end, beneath a high arched dais, sat King Severan: a lion in winter, his silver-streaked mane cropped close, his eyes two chips of blue ice. He wore authority as one might a favourite cloak — comfortable, unyielding, familiar to all who knelt before him. That day, he surveyed his court with an expression of amused forbearance, as though the entire affair was a private joke that only he understood.

      And beside him, elevated yet subtly diminished, sat his daughter, Princess Lorelei — her mother’s only child and the future of Azmera. Her “throne” was a step below Severan’s, smaller, its back carved in the shape of entwined roses. Still, she held herself with a rigid poise that would have made any tutor swoon, even as the agony of the corset gnawed at her ribs.

      Her red gown made her seem more flame than flesh. Her hair, tamed into a coronet of shining braids, glowed against the high collar. Yet it was her eyes, large and amethyst-bright, that drew the boldest stares; more than one ambassador had been caught by their feral gleam and lived to regret it.

      That day, Lorelei’s role was ceremonial: to sit, to smile, and to nod through a parade of petitions and complaints. The parade was endless and dreary — nobles begging for favours, merchants wrangling over tariffs, petitioners prostrating themselves with ever-more elaborate displays of humility. At one point, a visiting baron fell to both knees and shuffled the length of the hall, tongue pressed reverently to the marble as he moved.

      “Now that is what I call devotion,” Severan whispered, his voice a rumble meant only for Lorelei.

      She fought a smirk. “It’s what I call excessive.”

      “Let them adore you, child,” he murmured, eyes locked on the spectacle. “Someday, you will rule them. And it is easier to rule those who have been made to kneel.”

      Lorelei considered this, distractedly tracing the armrest of her throne with an idle fingertip. She imagined the baron in some dark cellar, stripped of velvet, forced to serve in more intimate ways. The vision sent a shiver up her spine, and she shifted in her seat, thighs pressed tight beneath the weight of the gown. Her mind drifted, as it often did, to forbidden pleasures: the feel of a tongue where no tongue should ever be, the taste of sweat and surrender, the joy of seeing a proud man utterly undone.

      “Your Majesties!” called a herald, snapping Lorelei back to the present. “The Lady Calandra, daughter of the House of Vesyn, seeks audience.”

      A susurrus ran through the chamber. Even among the jaded, Calandra’s name drew sharp looks and sharper whispers. She was Azmera’s favourite villain — a beauty of unnatural poise, gifted in both courtly arts and the infliction of pain.

      Calandra entered with deliberate slowness, every step designed to command attention. Her gown was black, cut to accentuate the severity of her curves; her jet hair was a gleaming river down her back, held in place by a thin circlet of onyx. Pale skin, lips painted the colour of ripe cherries, eyes rimmed in smoky kohl — she could have been a statue in mourning, were it not for the slight, mocking lift of one brow.

      She stopped just short of the dais and dropped a bow so deep that the men of the court sighed as one. “Your Majesty,” she purred, “forgive my lateness. An urgent matter detained me — one of provincial interest.”

      Her gaze flicked, predator-smooth, to Lorelei.

      Lorelei met her stepsister’s stare, unblinking. “If you ever encounter a matter of true interest, dear sister, do alert the rest of us. I suspect we’d faint from the novelty.”

      Severan snorted into his signet ring, hiding a smile. “Ladies, this is a court of peace. Let us have no more of the old rivalries.”

      Calandra straightened, lips twisted in a smile that was all dagger and no sheath. “Of course, Majesty. It is simply that some among us are so...eager to display their talents, while others seem content to let theirs lie dormant.”

      The implication hung in the air, heavy with suggestion. Half the room glanced at Lorelei’s bodice, as if expecting her breasts to burst from their bindings in protest.

      But Lorelei, used to such provocations, only tilted her head. “Dormant things often wake with teeth,” she said softly.

      It was not lost on Calandra, who smiled wider, exposing perfect white teeth.

      Severan gestured for Calandra to ascend, and she did so, gliding to her station opposite Lorelei. They made a striking pair: one dressed in sunlight, the other in storm. Between them, the King of Azmera looked suddenly, momentarily, frail.

      The proceedings droned on — land disputes, legal contracts, a minor scandal involving a bishop and a troupe of acrobats. Lorelei did her best to seem engaged, but her mind wandered. She wondered if Calandra ever lay awake at night, writhing in her sheets, hungry for something she could not name. She wondered if, beneath the layers of silk and malice, her rival felt as caged as she did.

      At one point, Calandra leaned in. “You seem restless, stepsister. Are the burdens of the crown already so heavy?”

      “I suppose I envy your lightness,” Lorelei murmured, “never having been weighed down by expectation.”

      “Oh, but expectation is the finest aphrodisiac,” Calandra breathed, her voice a needle. “Everyone wants to see if you’ll fail. Or fall.”

      Lorelei’s mouth went dry. Her thighs clenched, not from shame but from an old, familiar defiance.

      The king noticed nothing — or perhaps he did, and chose to ignore it.

      When the morning’s business finally gave way to private council, Severan dismissed most of the assembly with a wave. Only Calandra and Lorelei remained, bathed in shafts of honeyed light.

      The King turned to face them, his expression softening. “You are both my legacy,” he said, voice raw. “And yet you quarrel like cubs.”

      Calandra folded her hands. “Cubs grow into lions, Your Majesty.”

      After a moment, Severan sighed. “Go — both of you. Enjoy what freedom remains to you this day.”

      The sisters rose as one, skirts rustling, a duet of beauty and ambition. They did not look at each other as they left the throne room.

      As they passed through the archway, Calandra spoke in a whisper meant for Lorelei’s ear alone. “Careful, stepsister. One day, you’ll find that there are worse things than boredom. Some cages are made of bone.”

      The words followed Lorelei down the corridor, twining around her ankles like invisible shackles.

      She walked with her head high, but the ache in her chest was savage, and she found herself longing — desperately — for the feral freedom of the woods, for the taste of danger, for anything that was not the prison of courtly life.

      Anything at all.

      Night in Caelithra descended slowly. The marble towers, so pure by daylight, became veined with shadow; the lanterns flickered along bridges and halls, casting the city in a perpetual blush. Music — faint, mournful, insistent — spilt from the Velvet District, threading its way through the palace windows and coiling around every sleeping or sleepless body.

      Princess Lorelei’s apartments were a sanctum, sealed against the gaze of the world outside. There, she was neither future queen nor perfect daughter — just Lorelei, twenty years old and already tired of her own legend.

      She entered the suite in a storm of silk, Mira and Lyra trailing behind like loyal wolves. The moment the doors were closed, Lyra unpinned her hair with a victorious whoop, silver-blonde waves falling freely to her shoulders. Mira busied herself with the lamps, lighting them one by one until the rooms glowed in low, honeyed light.

      Lorelei staggered to her favourite couch — a monstrous thing upholstered in wine-red velvet — and collapsed with a dramatic sigh, arms draped over the back like a marionette cut from its strings.

      “Well,” she declared, “if today wasn’t a parade of bores and asses, I don’t know what is.”

      Lyra laughed, dropping to her knees at the foot of the couch and tugging at Lorelei’s dainty shoes. Once removed, she rubbed the soles of the princess’s feet.

      Lorelei surrendered to the massage, every touch a slow release of tension. Her toes curled, and she sighed. “You are a blessing, Lyra.”

      “A blessing and effective.” Lyra moved her hands up Lorelei’s calves, kneading out the aches left by a day of standing and smiling for the masses. The touch was professional, but there was a hunger beneath it — one Lorelei could not name, but felt all the same.

      Mira, pink-cheeked, gathered up the gown and petticoats Lorelei had begun to wriggle out of. “Would you like help with your bodice, Your Highness?”

      “Gods, yes.” Lorelei sat forward, and Mira knelt behind her, fingers gentle but eager on the laces.

      As the corset loosened, Lorelei inhaled, her ribcage expanding, her whole body flooding with sweet relief. Lyra’s hands stayed anchored at her knees, thumbs stroking circles into her flesh.

      For a long minute, there was only the soft sound of unfastened hooks and the quiet, conspiratorial breathing of three women in the heart of a palace that would sooner have seen them locked away than let them truly live.

      When the last lace was undone, Mira peeled the bodice away, leaving Lorelei in nothing but a sheer chemise. The thin fabric was nearly transparent, and her nipples — already peaked from the cool, night air — pressed shamelessly against it.

      Lyra, never one to miss a moment, leaned forward and planted a kiss on the arch of Lorelei’s foot. “There. That’s better.”

      Lorelei felt herself flush, but let it linger. “If you’re not careful, Lyra, you’ll end up consigned to the abbey for corrupting royal virtue.”

      “Don’t tease, my lady,” Lyra said, blue eyes dancing. “You know you’d enjoy the scandal.”

      Mira, face hidden behind a curtain of red-gold hair, was quiet — but her hands kept moving, sliding up Lorelei’s back, working at knots and tension with the devotion of a worshiper. Lorelei arched into the touch, her eyes closing, the day’s tedium seeping from her with every pass.

      They were a strange, perfect triad, there in the hush of evening: Lorelei, the untouchable jewel; Lyra, her wicked shadow; Mira, her trembling conscience.

      After a while, Lorelei spoke. “Do you ever wonder what it would be like to leave all this behind?”

      Lyra lifted her head, blinking. “The palace?”

      “The palace. The city. The endless parade of expectations.” Lorelei’s voice was soft but clear, resonant as glass. “Sometimes I wish I could simply disappear into the woods and never come back.”

      Mira’s smile faltered for a moment. “But you’d be missed,” she said, small and earnest.

      “That’s the problem,” Lorelei sighed, rolling her shoulders.

      “Perhaps,” Lyra murmured, “what you need is a lover. Someone who can keep up with you. Someone who could catch you, even if you ran.”

      The implication was scandalous. Mira gasped, eyes wide, and even Lorelei felt her heart stutter, a throb of heat pulsing through her belly.

      Together, they led Lorelei into the adjoining room, where a bath had been drawn — rose petals floating in the steaming water, scented oils slicking the surface.

      They undressed her with reverence, peeling the chemise away and leaving Lorelei naked as the day she was born. Lyra, eyes hungry, lingered over every inch of skin; Mira, gentle as ever, averted her gaze but sneaked glances from beneath her lashes.

      Lorelei stepped into the bath, the heat swallowing her whole. She sank down, letting her head fall back, her breasts bobbing just above the water, nipples dusky and stiff. Lyra knelt at the side, trailing fingers through the water, and Mira brought a cloth, washing Lorelei’s shoulders and neck with shy devotion.

      The conversation turned quieter, more tender. They talked of the old days, of moonlit games in the orchard, of secrets shared beneath the hedges. Every so often, Lyra’s hand slipped beneath the water, brushing the soft skin of Lorelei’s thigh or the smooth curve of her belly. Each time, Lorelei’s breath hitched, but she said nothing.

      When the bath was done, they towelled her dry, their hands gentle and sure. Lyra chose a nightgown — white, barely opaque, with thin straps that slipped constantly from Lorelei’s shoulders. Mira braided her hair loose and long, letting it tumble down her back like molten silver.

      They continued their conversation for a while longer, voices mingling like a gentle lullaby in the night air. Finally, Lorelei bid her friends goodnight, her words wrapped in warmth and gratitude. She settled into her soft, inviting bed, feeling the cool, crisp sheets embrace her weary body. As she waited for sleep to claim her, the room was bathed in a gentle, silvery moonlight that spilt through the window, casting delicate shadows on the walls.

      As she slipped into the realm of dreams, a flicker of thought danced through Lorelei’s mind: she wondered if her life as a princess would always be dictated by the unwavering rules of duty. Would she ever have the freedom to choose her own path, to decide who she truly wanted to be, and with whom she wished to share her life?
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      The midday sun hung like a ripe peach in the cloudless sky as Princess Lorelei led her ladies-in-waiting walked through the dappled shadows of Lunamar Wood. Freedom tasted sweet on her tongue — sweeter than the honeyed wine served in crystal goblets at court, sweeter than any false flattery whispered by preening nobles. Here, beyond the marble walls of Caelithra, beyond the watchful eyes of her father and the poisonous glares of Calandra, Lorelei felt her blood sing with wild joy.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this,” Mira whispered, glancing nervously over her shoulder as if expecting royal guards to materialise from behind the ancient oaks. Her hair was coming loose from its careful braid, tendrils curling in the humid air.

      Lyra laughed, the sound as bright and dangerous as breaking glass. “That, my trembling dove, is precisely why we should.” She plucked a wild berry from a nearby bush and crushed it between her teeth, juice staining her lips the colour of sin. “The princess needs air that hasn’t been breathed by a hundred simpering courtiers. And frankly, so do I.”

      Lorelei moved with the confidence of one who had walked these paths before, her bare feet finding purchase on moss-covered stones and fallen branches. She had discarded her slippers an hour ago, tucking them into the satchel that bounced against Lyra’s hip. The hem of her simple linen dress — smuggled into her chambers by a kitchen maid who owed Lyra a favour — was already dirty, and the thought filled her with perverse satisfaction.

      “It’s not much farther,” she promised, pushing aside a curtain of hanging vines. “Just beyond that ridge.”

      The forest breathed around them — a living entity with secrets of its own. Sunlight filtered through the emerald canopy, painting her skin with shifting patterns of light and shadow. Somewhere nearby, a nightingale practised its evening song, though noon had barely passed. The air smelled of wet earth, wild roses, and the faint, musky scent of fox dens.

      Mira stayed close to Lorelei, occasionally reaching out to steady herself against the princess’s arm. Lyra, by contrast, darted ahead and circled back like an untamed sprite, her auburn curls bouncing with each step, her eyes alight with mischief. She had donned a dress of faded green — the colour of a forest pool — with sleeves that she’d rolled up past her elbows, exposing freckled forearms.

      “Are you certain no one followed us?” Mira asked, for the third time since they’d slipped through the palace’s western postern gate — conveniently left unguarded during the changing of the watch, a detail Lyra had discovered through what she called “pillow talk with the captain’s squire.”

      “Certain as sunrise,” Lyra replied, twirling to face them, walking backwards with reckless grace. “The king is closeted with his advisors until sunset, discussing tariffs on Morvelaine silk. Your dreary tutors think you’re studying botanical illustrations in your chamber. And Calandra” — her lip curled — “is too busy having her feet scrubbed by weeping servants to notice anyone’s absence.”

      They crested the ridge, and the forest opened before them like a secret being whispered. Below, nestled in a hollow of ancient trees, lay a perfect glade — as if some divine hand had scooped out a portion of the woods to create a sanctuary. A pool of water, so clear it seemed almost invisible, reflected the sky’s perfect blue. At its far end, a small waterfall tumbled over moss-draped stones, its voice a constant, soothing murmur.

      “Oh,” Mira breathed, her earlier anxiety melting into wonder. “It’s beautiful.”

      Lorelei smiled, a curl of satisfaction warming her chest. “My mother brought me here when I was small. Before she —” She stopped, swallowing the familiar knot of grief. “It was our place.”

      Lyra squeezed her hand in sympathy. Then, with a whoop that scattered a family of wood pigeons from their perch, she released Lorelei and raced down the slope toward the water’s edge.

      “Last one in is a lovesick cardinal!” she called over her shoulder.

      Mira and Lorelei exchanged glances — the former scandalised, the latter delighted — before following at a more measured pace. By the time they reached the pool’s edge, Lyra was already unlacing her bodice with nimble fingers.

      “You can’t be serious,” Mira protested, though her eyes tracked Lyra’s movements with something more complex than disapproval.

      “Can’t I?” Lyra challenged, shrugging the dress from her shoulders. It pooled at her feet like shed skin, leaving her in nothing but a thin shift that did little to conceal the curves beneath. “We’re miles from prying eyes, the water is warm from the sun, and our princess deserves a moment of joy.” She fixed Mira with a pointed stare. “Or would you deny her that?”

      Put that way, Mira could hardly argue. She turned to Lorelei, a question in her eyes.

      Lorelei answered by reaching for the ties of her dress. The fabric whispered as it fell, a sound like leaves rustling in a gentle breeze. She stood for a moment, silver-blonde hair cascading over her shoulders, skin pale as moonlight against the green backdrop of the forest. Then, with deliberate slowness, she lifted the shift over her head and let it fall.

      Naked as the day she was born, Lorelei stood before her friends, her body a testament to divine craftsmanship. Her breasts were full and high, their peaks a dusky rose. Her waist dipped in before flaring to hips that promised both pleasure and the miracle of birth. Between her thighs, a silver-blonde thatch guarded her most intimate treasure.

      Lyra gave a low whistle of appreciation, then followed suit, stripping away her shift to reveal a body made for sin — freckles scattered across her skin like cinnamon on cream, breasts smaller but perfectly formed, nipples the colour of ripe berries. Her hips were narrower than Lorelei’s, her legs longer, and the hair between them a shocking auburn that matched the curls on her head.

      Mira, face aflame but unwilling to be left behind, undressed with shy efficiency. Her body was softer, more yielding — small, pink-tipped breasts that quivered with each breath, a gentle curve of belly, thighs that touched when she stood straight. Her skin was unmarked by sun or freckle, as pale and flawless as fresh cream.

      “Well,” Lyra drawled, hands on her hips, “shall we?”

      Without waiting for an answer, she turned and dove into the pool with the grace of a fish returning to its element. She surfaced a moment later, water streaming from her hair, a laugh bursting from her lips. “It’s perfect!” she called, floating on her back, her breasts breaking the surface like twin islands.

      Lorelei followed more cautiously, wading in to her knees, then her waist, gasping as the cool water embraced her heated skin. She pushed off from the bottom and swam toward the centre, her hair spreading around her like spilt silver.

      Mira entered last, with a squeal that sent a nearby family of rabbits scurrying for cover. She clung to the edge for a moment before Lyra swam over and tugged her into deeper water.

      “You won’t melt,” Lyra teased, splashing water directly at Mira’s face. “You’re not made of sugar.”

      “No, but I am made of dignity,” Mira spluttered, wiping water from her eyes. Then, with unexpected boldness, she cupped her hands and sent a wave of water crashing over Lyra’s head.

      What followed was a battle of epic proportions — three naked women shrieking and laughing, splashing and diving, their bodies gleaming like sea nymphs in the dappled light. Lorelei felt years of royal decorum washing away with each splash, each unguarded moment of play.

      Lyra, ever the instigator, swam behind Lorelei and cupped her hands, sending a precise jet of water directly at the princess’s breasts. The cool shock made Lorelei gasp, her nipples hardening instantly into stiff peaks.

      “Look at that,” Lyra crowed, circling to admire her handiwork. “Our princess is cold... or perhaps not so cold after all?”

      Lorelei splashed her in retaliation, but couldn’t help laughing. There was no malice in Lyra’s teasing, only the comfortable intimacy of women who had shared secrets, sorrows, and now, nakedness.

      They took turns floating on their backs, hair spreading like exotic seaweed, breasts pointing skyward. They washed one another’s backs; they plaited water lilies into crowns and placed them on each other’s wet heads.

      In these moments, rank dissolved. Lorelei was not a princess, nor were Lyra and Mira her servants. They were simply three women, young and alive, their bodies a source of pleasure and strength rather than political currency.

      None of them noticed the small, green-eyed frog that quietly observed from its perch behind a moss-covered rock at the edge of the shimmering pool. Its skin glistened with a damp sheen, blending seamlessly with the lush greenery surrounding it. And if the three friends had taken a moment to glance in its direction, they would not have missed the almost-human curiosity gleaming in its bright, intelligent eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon stretched languidly as a cat in sunlight. Their skin had begun to prune from the water, and Lyra — ever restless — floated to the edge of the pool and pulled herself onto a flat stone. Water sluiced from her freckled body, catching the light like liquid diamonds. She surveyed the meadow surrounding them, where wildflowers nodded their colourful heads in the gentle breeze.

      “I have a thought,” she announced, wringing water from her auburn tresses. “We should make proper crowns — not these sad, drooping lily things.” She gestured to the half-dissolved crown that lay atop Mira’s wet hair. “Something fit for a true queen of the forest.”

      Mira, who had been floating peacefully near the waterfall, opened one eye. “With what? Twigs?”

      “With those,” Lyra pointed toward the edge of the glade, where splashes of colour dotted the grass — violets and wild roses, foxglove and honeysuckle. “We could weave them together with long grasses. I learned the technique from a shepherdess.” Her smile turned sly. “Among other things.”

      Lorelei laughed, stretching her arms above her head in the shallows. “Go on, then. My royal head awaits its adornment.”

      Lyra stood, unabashed in her nakedness, water droplets tracing paths down the curve of her spine, the dip of her waist, the round firmness of her bottom. “Come, Mira. Your delicate fingers will be better at this than mine.”

      Mira hesitated, glancing at Lorelei. “Will you be all right alone, my lady?”

      “I’m hardly alone,” Lorelei said, gesturing to the birds, the dragonflies, the whispering trees. “Besides, I can see you from here. Go — before Lyra drags you by the hair.”

      With a reluctant nod, Mira emerged from the pool, water streaming from her soft curves. She snatched up her shift — more modest than her companions even in this secret place — and pulled it over her damp skin before following Lyra toward the flower-strewn edge of the clearing.

      Lorelei watched them go — Lyra striding naked and proud as a woodland goddess, Mira clutching her shift closed with one hand. When they disappeared into the tall grasses, she sighed and pulled herself onto a sun-warmed rock at the pool’s edge. She stretched out like a contented cat, letting the sun caress her bare skin.

      From the satchel they’d brought, she withdrew a small object wrapped in silk — her mother’s hand mirror. It was a beautiful piece, not ostentatious but undeniably precious: a disc of polished gold, its handle inlaid with mother-of-pearl and tiny amethysts that matched Lorelei’s eyes. The back was etched with the image of a woman crowned in stars, her face serene and knowing.

      Queen Elara had looked into this mirror every morning, Lorelei knew. Had checked her appearance before greeting ambassadors, had watched her tears fall when the council defied her, had studied her reflection on the night she’d met King Severan. It was more than a mirror; it was a witness to her mother’s life, the only one that remained.

      Lorelei tilted it, catching the sun. She angled it to show more of her body — the curves her mother had bequeathed her, the flesh that would be bartered for alliance and heirs. She watched a droplet of water trail from her collarbone down between her breasts, pausing at the dip of her navel before continuing its journey downward.

      Her fingers, distracted by carnal thoughts, loosened their grip.

      The mirror slipped — a golden flash against the blue sky — and plunged into the pool with a small, terrible splash.

      “No!” Lorelei cried, lunging forward. But it was too late. The mirror was already sinking, tumbling end over end through the crystal-clear water, glinting once, twice, before disappearing into the deeper centre of the pool. “Oh no, no, no!”

      She plunged her arm into the water up to her shoulder, fingers grasping futilely at nothing. The pool, deceptively deep at its centre, had swallowed her treasure without remorse. Panic seized her throat. She could swim, yes, but the bottom was far, and her lungs were mortal. What if she couldn’t find it? What if it was lost forever?

      “I can retrieve your mirror, Princess.”

      The voice — deep, masculine, surprisingly melodic — froze Lorelei mid-reach. She jerked upright, water streaming from her arm, and whipped her head around to find its source.

      There, not three handspans from her naked thigh, sat the small green frog. Its skin glistened wetly in the sunlight, its throat pulsing with each breath. But it was the eyes that rooted Lorelei to the spot — enormous, liquid, impossibly green, and unmistakably intelligent.

      “Did you —” She swallowed, certain she had imagined it. “Did you speak?”

      The frog blinked, slowly and deliberately. “I did, Princess Lorelei of Azmera. And I can retrieve what you’ve lost — if you agree to grant me a boon.”

      A chill rippled across Lorelei’s skin despite the warm sun. She scrambled back on the rock, suddenly, acutely aware of her nakedness. One arm flew across her breasts, the other hand settled protectively over the silver-blonde thatch between her thighs. Her heart hammered against her ribs.

      “What manner of creature are you?” she demanded, voice higher than she’d intended. “A witch’s familiar? A spy? Some dark conjuring?”

      The frog made a sound that might have been laughter. “I am what you see — a frog who can speak. As for what I was before… that, I cannot answer.”

      Lorelei’s mind raced through her lessons — tales of enchantments, curses, transformations. Frogs that were princes, princes that were frogs. Magic, long banned from Azmera, still thrived in the shadows, in the wild places. In Lunamar Wood.

      “What are your terms?” she asked, caution warring with desperation: the mirror — her mother’s mirror — still lay unreachable at the bottom of the pool.

      The frog inched closer, its movements oddly graceful for such a creature. “Three days and nights you must grant me, Princess. Three days and nights in your palace, in your chamber, in your bed.”

      Heat flooded Lorelei’s face. “My bed? That’s — that’s obscene!”

      “I am a frog,” it replied, with what sounded suspiciously like amusement. “What harm could I do? But each night, you must grant me one request. Nothing that would disgrace your crown or danger to your kingdom. Simply... a wish, freely given.”

      Lorelei narrowed her eyes. “What sort of wish?”

      “That is for me to know, and you to discover.” The frog’s voice lowered, becoming almost hypnotic. “Three nights, three wishes, and then I leave your life forever… if you wish me too.”

      The weight of the choice pressed upon her. To agree would be madness — a talking frog in her chamber, in her bed? What if it was a trick? What if the creature meant her harm? What if it was a spy sent by her enemies, or worse, by Calandra?

      And yet... the mirror. Her mother’s mirror. The last true piece of Queen Elara, lying cold and forgotten at the bottom of the pool.

      “How do I know you can even retrieve it?” she challenged.

      The frog’s mouth seemed to curve in what might have been a smile. “You don’t. But what other hope have you?”

      Lorelei bit her lip in indecision.

      “Three nights,” she said finally, her voice steadier than she felt. “Three wishes. And then you go.”

      “Agreed,” said the frog, with a gravity that seemed absurd from such a small, green creature.

      Without another word, it turned and dove into the pool with surprising grace. Lorelei watched, breath held, as it disappeared beneath the surface. One heartbeat, two, three — the seconds stretched into eternity.

      Then, just as she began to wonder if she had imagined the entire exchange, the water bulged and the frog emerged, swimming steadily toward her with something golden clutched in its front legs.

      It heaved itself onto the rock beside her, breathing heavily, and set down the mirror — her mother’s mirror, dripping but unharmed, its gold surface catching the sunlight once more.

      “It is done,” the frog said. “Expect me at the palace tomorrow.”

      Lorelei reached for the mirror with trembling fingers, clutching it to her bare chest. Relief and dread warred within her, neither gaining the upper hand.

      “Tomorrow,” she repeated, the word falling from her lips like a stone into still water.

      The frog nodded once, a gesture so human it sent shivers down Lorelei’s spine. Then it turned and slipped back into the pool, disappearing beneath the surface with barely a ripple.

      Lorelei stared at the spot where it had vanished, wondering what madness had possessed her. A talking frog. A bargain. Three nights and three wishes.

      “We’re back!” Lyra’s voice suddenly rang through the clearing as she and Mira emerged from the tall grass, arms laden with wildflowers in every shade of summer. “We’ve gathered enough blooms to crown every lady at court, though none deserve it as much as you.” She stopped short, noticing Lorelei’s flushed face and the way she clutched her mirror to her chest. “What’s happened? You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.”

      Lorelei swallowed, her throat suddenly dry. The memory of the frog’s voice — deep, masculine, impossibly real — echoed in her ears. She glanced at the pool, its surface now innocent and undisturbed, then back at her friends.

      “I... dropped my mirror,” she said, the truth but not the whole truth. “It fell into the deep part of the pool.”

      Mira gasped, her arms tightening around her bounty of blossoms. “Your mother’s mirror? Oh, Lorelei! But you have it now — how did you retrieve it?”

      Lorelei’s mind raced. What could she say? That a talking frog had bargained for a place in her bed? That she had agreed to three nights of... whatever it had planned? They would think her mad or, worse, enchanted by some dark magic.

      “I managed to fish it out,” she lied, forcing a smile. “The water is clear, and I... I held my breath and dove down.” The lie tasted bitter, especially to Mira, who had known her longest and knew her fears. But what choice did she have?

      Seemingly placated, Lyra placed a crown of violets and wild roses atop Lorelei’s silver-blonde head, adjusting it until it sat just so. Mira gathered the remaining flowers into a loose bouquet. “For your chamber,” she explained, “to bring the forest inside.”

      As the sun began its slow descent toward the horizon, the three women gathered their belongings. They left the glade as they had found it, untouched save for their footprints in the soft earth. Lorelei glanced back once, half-expecting to see the frog watching from the pool’s edge. But there was nothing — only water and stone and the gentle cascade of the waterfall.

      The journey back to Caelithra was quieter, weighted with the knowledge that their stolen freedom was ending. They slipped through the forest like shadows, Lorelei’s thoughts tumbling over themselves like leaves in a stream. Had it really happened? Had she truly encountered a frog that could talk? Had she truly promised it three nights in her bed?

      The questions followed her through the postern gate, up the servants’ stairs, and into her chambers as evening fell over the palace like a velvet cloak. Lyra and Mira helped her change, tucking away the simple dress and replacing it with a nightgown of finest lawn, so sheer it was nearly transparent.

      “Will there be anything else, my lady?” Mira asked, arranging the forest flowers in a crystal vase beside Lorelei’s bed.

      Lorelei shook her head, suddenly exhausted. “No. You’ve both done enough today. Go — rest. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Lyra lingered, her gaze speculative. “Are you certain you’re all right? You’ve been strange since we left you at the pool.”

      “I’m fine,” Lorelei insisted. “Just tired from our adventure. And perhaps a little sad to be back.”

      This, at least, rang true enough that Lyra nodded, accepting it. She squeezed Lorelei’s hand once, then followed Mira out, closing the door behind them.

      As she climbed into bed, pulling the silk sheets up to her chin, Lorelei told herself firmly that nothing would happen the following morning. There would be no frog, no bargain, no wishes. She would sleep, and in the morning, the strange encounter would fade like mist in sunlight.

      Sleep came swiftly, dragging her down into dreams before she could fret further. At first, they were the usual fragments — palace corridors that stretched endlessly, her mother’s voice calling from rooms she couldn’t find, Calandra’s mocking laughter. But then the images shifted, solidified, and became something else entirely.

      In her dream, she lay nestled in her bed, just as she was now, the sheets crisp and cool against her feverish skin. The silvery light of the moon cascaded through the open window, spilling into the room and pooling like liquid silver on the hardwood floor. Beside her was a man, his eyes a vivid, piercing green that seemed to see into her very soul, his body a masterpiece of sculpted muscle and sinew that spoke of both strength and grace. Their bodies, bare and vulnerable, moved in a sensual dance, intertwined as if they were one. His touch was a mesmerising blend of tenderness and passion, sending shivers down her spine as he ravished her with an intensity that left her breathless. Lorelei gasped and sobbed softly, overwhelmed by the depth of his claim on her very being.

      She woke with a gasp, her body jackknifing upright in bed. Dawn light filtered through the open window, painting her chamber in pale gold. She was alone — no green-eyed stranger, no evidence of the night’s debauchery. And yet...

      Lorelei’s body ached in places she couldn’t explain. Her sheets were damp beneath her, soaked with her essence. Her heart pounded against her ribs as if she’d been running for miles. She pressed a trembling hand between her thighs, finding herself swollen and sensitive, still throbbing with remembered pleasure.

      It had been only a dream, she mused, her mind lingering on the vivid images that felt as real as the warm caress of morning sunlight streaming through her window. The colours and sensations of the dreamscape were so intense that they seemed to shimmer just beyond her eyelids, refusing to fade.

      Yet a part of her heart yearned for it to be more than a mere figment of her imagination, wishing fervently that those ethereal moments had been woven into the fabric of reality, tangible and true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Morning sunlight streamed through the high windows of the grand hall, painting streaks of gold across polished wood and silver serving trays. Princess Lorelei sat beside her father, King Severan, at the breakfast table, her spoon hovering forgotten above her bowl of honey-drizzled porridge. The vivid dream that had awakened her — all grasping hands and ebony-green eyes — clung to her skin like damp silk, making the simple act of sitting upright a sensual torture. Her thighs pressed together beneath layers of skirt, an instinctive movement to quell the lingering ache between them.

      “You seem distracted this morning,” Severan observed, his voice a low rumble that pulled her back to the present. He tore a chunk from a loaf of bread still steaming from the ovens, the gesture casual yet precise, as befitted a man accustomed to wielding both sword and sceptre.

      Lorelei forced her attention to her father, grateful that he could not see the flush that crept down her neck and bloomed between her breasts. “Just tired, Father. I didn’t sleep well.”

      No lie there, though the reason for her restlessness would have made even Lyra’s bold tongue falter.

      The hall buzzed with morning activity — servants gliding between tables with platters of sweetbreads and bowls of glistening berries, courtiers murmuring behind jewelled hands, the metallic symphony of knives against porcelain. Near the hearth, a minstrel plucked a gentle melody that wove through the air like invisible ribbons, binding the scene together in harmonious ritual.

      Severan studied his daughter, his gaze sharp despite the early hour. “The forest air did not agree with you, then? Your ladies said you seemed in good spirits upon your return yesterday.”

      Lorelei’s fingers tightened around her goblet, the ivory cool against her heated skin. “The forest was lovely. Restorative.” She traced the rim with her thumb, remembering the pool, the mirror, the bargain. “Perhaps I simply... dreamed too vividly last night.”

      “Ah.” Her father nodded, a smile playing at the corners of his bearded mouth. “Your mother was the same — plagued by dreams so real she would wake speaking to people who weren’t there.” His expression softened, the rare mention of Queen Elara turning his eyes distant. “What did you dream of, little fox?”

      The endearment, unused since her childhood, caught Lorelei off guard. She opened her mouth, ready to craft some innocent lie, when the great doors at the end of the hall swung open with a dramatic groan.

      A footman — young, freckled, his livery hastily buttoned — stumbled in, face flushed to the roots of his ginger hair. He approached the royal table with the stiff-legged gait of someone walking to his execution.

      “Your Majesties,” he stammered, bowing so low his forehead nearly touched his knees. He glanced nervously at the king. “Your Highness. Forgive the interruption, but there is... that is to say... a visitor requests an audience with the princess.”

      King Severan set down his knife, one eyebrow arched in mild interest. “At breakfast? Who is so bold?”

      The footman swallowed audibly. “A... a frog, Your Majesty.”

      A ripple of titters swept through the hall, courtiers exchanging glances of delighted scandal. Lorelei’s stomach plummeted, her dream forgotten in the face of this new, very real horror.

      “A frog,” Severan repeated, his tone as flat as his expression. “You’re telling me there is a frog at my door demanding to see my daughter.”

      “Not just any frog, Your Majesty.” The footman winced. “A frog that... speaks. With a gentleman’s voice. He says the princess is expecting him.”

      All eyes turned to Lorelei, whose face had drained of its earlier flush. The porridge in her bowl suddenly looked like a churning sea, and she felt her grip on reality slip a notch.

      It had been real. All of it — the pool, the mirror, the bargain. The creature had not been a fever dream or a woodland sprite but a genuine talking frog. And now it was here, in Caelithra, ready to claim its three nights in her bed.

      “Well, my dear?” Severan’s voice cut through her panic. “Are you expecting a talking amphibian this morning?”

      Lorelei opened her mouth, then closed it. What could she possibly say? That she had lost her mother’s precious heirloom through carelessness and had been desperate enough to make a bargain with a creature that should not exist?

      “I... might have encountered something unusual in the forest yesterday,” she managed, each word sticking to her tongue like molasses.

      Severan’s eyes narrowed, not in anger but in that peculiar, measuring way that had made lesser nobles confess to crimes they’d only thought about committing. “Show in this unusual visitor,” he commanded, turning to the footman.

      The servant bowed again and scurried away, leaving Lorelei to stare at her father in mute horror.

      “Father, I can explain —”

      “I rather hope you can.” Severan leaned back, reaching for his goblet of spiced tea. “Though I admit, I’m curious to hear the frog’s side of things first.”

      Before Lorelei could protest further, the doors opened once more. The footman returned, this time bearing a small velvet cushion upon which sat the frog — vibrant green, with intelligent eyes that seemed to take in the entire hall at once. The creature was no larger than an ordinary frog, its skin glistening with a damp sheen that caught the morning light.

      The footman placed the cushion on the table before the princess and king, then retreated with palpable relief.

      The frog rose onto its hind legs — a motion so unnaturally graceful that several courtiers gasped — and bowed deeply, one webbed foot extended in perfect courtly form.

      “Your Majesty,” it — he — said, in a voice both mellifluous and undeniably masculine. “I thank you for receiving me this morning.” His throat pulsed with each word, the only indication that what they were witnessing defied all laws of nature.

      The king, to his credit, betrayed no shock beyond a slight widening of his eyes. “You have me at a disadvantage, sir. What shall I call you?”

      “Thorne, Your Majesty.”

      “And what business brings you to my breakfast table, Thorne?”

      The frog’s gaze shifted to Lorelei, whose face now burned so hot she feared her hair might ignite. “Yesterday, by the pool in Lunamar Wood, the princess and I struck a bargain. She dropped a mirror into the deep water, and I retrieved it for her.” His voice carried easily across the now-silent hall. “In exchange, she promised me three days and nights in the palace.”

      The silence that followed was so complete that Lorelei could hear the distant clanging of pots in the kitchen. Several courtiers fanned themselves furiously, while others struggled to maintain expressions of dignified shock rather than prurient fascination.

      “Is this true, daughter?” Severan asked, his voice dangerously neutral.

      Lorelei nodded once, unable to meet his eyes. “The mirror... it was  Mother’s. I couldn’t lose it. But I never expected this… this Thorne to actually appear, and I certainly won’t go through with his ridiculous request.”

      To her surprise, her father sighed — not in anger but with a curious resignation. “A deal is a deal, my daughter. A royal’s word is sacred, even when given to a...” He gestured vaguely at the frog. “To an unconventional recipient.”

      “Father!” Lorelei protested, finding her voice at last. “You can’t possibly expect me to —”

      “To honour your word? Indeed, I can, and do.” Severan’s tone was firm but not unkind. “Whatever bargain you struck in the forest must be fulfilled. The alternative would disgrace our house.”

      Thorne inclined his head graciously. “I assure Your Majesty that my intentions are honourable. I ask only what was promised — three days, three nights, three wishes.”

      “Three wishes?” Severan’s eyebrow rose higher. “That detail seems to have been omitted from my daughter’s account.”

      “Merely small requests, Your Majesty. Nothing that would harm the princess or your kingdom.”

      Lorelei stared at the frog — at Thorne — with a mixture of mortification and unwilling curiosity. In the harsh light of day, surrounded by the trappings of royal life, yesterday’s encounter seemed even more fantastical. And yet, here he was, speaking with the confidence of a courtier and the authority of someone used to being obeyed.

      “If the matter is settled, then I would very much appreciate a tour of the palace,” Thorne announced, turning his bright gaze back to Lorelei. “If the princess would be so kind.”

      Severan nodded approvingly. “A reasonable request. Lorelei will show you our home.” He turned to his daughter, his eyes softening slightly. “A royal honours their agreements, daughter. Even the ones they make with talking frogs in enchanted pools.”

      Lorelei closed her eyes briefly, imagining what Lyra or Mira would say when she learned of this development. Then, with as much dignity as she could muster, she extended her hand, palm up, toward the frog.

      “Very well, Thorne,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt. “Let us begin your tour.”

      The frog hopped onto her hand, and she placed him back on the cushion. “Your carriage, sir,” she said, her voice dripping with honeyed sarcasm. Thorne settled himself upon it as though he’d been riding royal cushions all his life. His weight was strange — heavier than she’d expected, with a peculiar warmth that seeped through the fabric and into her skin. She raised the cushion to eye level, violet meeting emerald in a silent battle of wills. “Let us be clear — this tour is a courtesy, not a surrender.”

      “As you say, Princess,” Thorne replied, his voice carrying a hint of amusement. “Though I find that the line between courtesy and surrender is often thinner than one might imagine.”

      Lorelei’s nostrils flared. “You speak like a courtier, not an amphibian.”

      “And you blush like a maiden, not a princess,” he countered smoothly. “Shall we proceed with the tour? I’ve been longing to see the famed Palace of Moonlight from the inside.”

      With a sigh that could have withered roses, Lorelei turned on her heel and strode from the grand hall, acutely aware of the eyes that followed her — some wide with shock, others bright with barely contained laughter. The cushion remained steady in her palm, its occupant swaying gently with each step.

      The palace unfurled around them like an elaborate dream — corridors lined with marble statues of long-dead heroes, their muscled forms captured in eternal poses of glory; ceilings frescoed with scenes of conquest and divine favour; floors inlaid with gold that traced patterns of stars and ancient symbols. Sunlight poured through windows of stained glass, casting jewel-toned shadows across white stone. Every surface spoke of wealth, of power, of history so dense it could be tasted in the air.

      Their first encounter came at the entrance to the east corridor, where Duchess Marienne and her trio of daughters stood gossiping behind painted fans. At the sight of Lorelei approaching with her unusual companion, the fans snapped shut in perfect unison, like startled birds folding their wings.

      “Your Highness,” the Duchess murmured, her eyes never leaving Thorne. “How... unexpected.”

      “Duchess,” Lorelei nodded, her chin tilted at a defiant angle. “May I present Thorne, a guest of the crown.”

      Thorne performed another of his perfect bows. “Enchanted, Duchess. And might I say, that shade of cerulean brings out the silver in your hair most flatteringly.”

      The Duchess blinked, her face registering surprise at being greeted by a talking frog. Her youngest daughter, barely sixteen, leaned forward with undisguised fascination. “Does it eat flies?” she whispered.

      “I prefer my flies with a dash of honey,” Thorne replied, his throat pulsing. “Though at court, I find there’s rarely a shortage of sweeter morsels.”

      Lorelei hurried past before the Duchess could decide whether she’d been complimented or insulted, her cheeks burning. “Are you going to flirt with everyone we meet?” she hissed.

      “Only those who look like they need the exercise,” Thorne replied. “The poor woman hasn’t been properly shocked since the summer solstice of ’42, when Lord Pendleton’s codpiece fell off during the midnight waltz.”

      Despite herself, Lorelei’s lips twitched. “How could you possibly know about that?”

      “The walls have ears, Princess. And frogs have excellent hearing.”

      In the royal library, three scholars hunched over ancient tomes and fragile scrolls, their quills scratching in scholarly harmony. When Lorelei entered, they rose as one, bowing with the creaky dignity of men who spend more time with books than people.

      “Princess,” the head librarian wheezed, his spectacles sliding down his hooked nose. “What an unexpected pleasure —” His words died as his gaze fell on Thorne. The quill dropped from his fingers, spattering ink across a parchment that had probably survived three centuries of careful handling.

      “Master Ebhard,” Lorelei said, finding a perverse enjoyment in the man’s goggle-eyed shock. “I’m giving our guest a tour of the palace.”

      Thorne surveyed the towering shelves with evident appreciation. “An impressive collection. I see you’ve arranged by subject rather than author — a controversial choice, but sensible given the breadth of your magical texts.”

      The librarian’s mouth worked silently, like a fish stranded on shore. “How did you... that is, the magical texts are not generally...”

      “Fourth shelf from the left, hidden behind what appears to be a treatise on agricultural methods,” Thorne said casually. “A clever disguise, though the binding gives it away — genuine dragon skin has a distinctive pattern that cow leather can never quite replicate.”

      Master Ebhard’s face drained of colour, his eyes darting nervously toward a section of shelving that appeared utterly unremarkable. Lorelei made a mental note to investigate that particular shelf later.

      As they left the library, she studied her amphibian companion with fresh fascination. “You seem to know a great deal about my home for someone who claims to be a simple frog.”

      “I never claimed to be simple,” Thorne replied. “Merely green and somewhat damp.”

      Their tour continued to the kitchens, a cavernous space filled with steam and shouts and the intoxicating scents of roasting meats and baking bread. The head cook — a formidable woman with forearms like hams and a voice that could cut through battlefield noise — was berating a trembling scullery boy when Lorelei entered.

      “Three eggs, I said! Three! Does this look like three to you, boy? This is what happens when we hire staff who can’t count past —” She froze mid-tirade as she noticed the princess. “Your Highness! What a surprise! We weren’t expecting... that is to say... the kitchens aren’t really...” Her eyes fell on Thorne, and she nearly dropped the copper pot she was brandishing like a weapon.

      “Something smells divine,” Thorne commented, his nostrils flaring. “Is that cardamom in your bread? A bold choice, but inspired.”

      The cook stared, mouth agape. “It... yes. Yes, it is. A new recipe I’ve been experimenting with.”

      “The balance of spices is masterful,” the frog continued. “In lesser establishments, they would drown it in honey, but you’ve shown admirable restraint.”

      The cook’s ruddy face split into a pleased smile, her earlier fury forgotten. “Would you... Would the gentleman like to try a piece? It’s just coming out of the oven.”

      Before Lorelei could protest, a warm slice of bread appeared on a silver plate, placed reverently before Thorne. He leaned forward, inhaling deeply, then nodded his approval. “Perfect. Princess, you are fortunate indeed to have such talent in your kitchens.”

      The cook curtsied, beaming, and Lorelei found herself escorted from the kitchen with a basket of warm bread and sweetmeats “for the gentleman’s enjoyment.”

      “You’re doing this on purpose,” Lorelei accused as they continued their tour, the basket swinging from her free arm. “Charming everyone we meet.”

      “Is it working on you yet?” Thorne asked innocently.

      She sniffed. “I am not so easily won over.”

      “A challenge, then. I do enjoy those.”

      The armoury provided the day’s most comic interlude. The royal guards — men who had faced enemy armies without flinching — stood at rigid attention as Lorelei explained Thorne’s presence, their faces twitching with suppressed laughter. When Thorne offered an expert critique of their sword techniques, suggesting that their parries were “a touch too wide for real efficiency,” one young guard’s composure cracked entirely. He turned away, shoulders shaking, only to be reprimanded by his stone-faced captain.

      Throughout the palace, word of the princess and her talking frog spread like wildfire. Servants found excuses to cross their path, nobles lingered in corridors hoping for a glimpse, and by midday, a small crowd of children — offspring of various court officials — had formed a giggling procession in their wake.

      It was in the portrait gallery that Lorelei’s resistance finally began to crumble. They paused before a particularly unflattering painting of her great-grandfather, King Aldric the Bold — a man whose legendary courage in battle was matched only by his unfortunate resemblance to a dyspeptic toad.

      “Ah,” Thorne said, studying the portrait with a critical eye. “I see the family resemblance.”

      Lorelei choked, a strangled sound that might have been outrage but emerged as a most unprincess-like snort. “That is treason, sir.”

      “Not at all,” Thorne replied smoothly. “I merely meant that you both share the same regal... jowls.”

      The laughter burst from her then — genuine, uninhibited, a sound she rarely allowed herself in public. She raised a hand to cover her mouth, but it was too late. Their eyes met over her fingers, and something shifted between them — a subtle realignment, like tumblers falling into place in a lock.

      “You,” she said, lowering her hand, “are not what I expected.”

      “Few interesting things are,” Thorne replied, his voice softer than before. “Perhaps that’s what makes them worth exploring.”

      As they continued their tour, Lorelei found herself holding the cushion a little higher, her steps a little lighter. She was still mortified, still uncertain of what the night would bring when this strange creature claimed his place in her bed. But curiosity had begun to bloom alongside her dread — curiosity about Thorne, about his knowledge, about the magic that must have brought him to her.
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