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      I pace my chambers like a caged animal, each step marking another second of my life ticking away behind these gilded walls. Twenty-three years old and I've never felt the rush of true freedom—just the hollow echo of my footsteps in rooms too large and too empty. My fingers trace the silk curtains framing windows that might as well be painted scenes, for all I'm allowed to engage with the world beyond them.

      The crown sits heavy on my dressing table—not the actual crown, but its weight, its inevitability. Crown Princess Lirien Vellara, heir to a throne I never asked for, trapped in a life I never chose.

      "Your Highness?" My lady's maid enters with a soft knock, her eyes downcast in practiced deference. "The council awaits your attendance."

      "Tell them I'm ill." The lie slips easily from my tongue, practiced from years of small rebellions.

      "Your father specifically requested⁠—"

      "I said I'm ill." My voice hardens, and I immediately regret it. It's not her fault I'm suffocating. "Forgive me. Tell them I'll be there shortly."

      She bows and retreats, leaving me alone with my reflection. My auburn hair has been tamed into an elaborate updo, emerald pins holding captive the strands that would rather run wild. My eyes—the same green as the pins—stare back at me, bright with a defiance I rarely voice aloud.

      How many more hours must I spend listening to ancient men debate grain tariffs and marriage alliances while my youth withers away? How many more nights must I lie awake, imagining streets I've never walked, conversations I've never had, kisses I've never...

      I press my fingers to my lips, banishing the thought. Princesses don't daydream about kisses from nameless, faceless men. They accept the husband chosen for them and bear heirs for the kingdom. The same tired story, generation after generation.

      But not today. Today, I'll ask for something different.

      I adjust my formal dress, smoothing the emerald silk that matches my eyes. If I'm to convince Father, I must look every inch the responsible heir.

      The palace corridors stretch before me like the inside of a jeweled serpent—beautiful, cold, and winding. Guards stand at attention as I pass, their faces impassive. All except one.

      Dain.

      His eyes follow me from his post near the council chamber, a storm brewing in those blue depths. My personal shadow for years now, the man who saved my life when I was sixteen and has rarely spoken more than ten words to me since. Yet sometimes, when he thinks I'm not looking, I catch him watching me with an intensity that makes my skin prickle.

      Like now.

      I straighten my spine and lift my chin, refusing to acknowledge the heat that floods my cheeks under his gaze. He's nearly twice my age, worn by battles I can only imagine, scarred both visibly and invisibly. And he is forbidden—not just by the vast gulf of our stations, but by something deeper, something that makes the air between us crackle with unspoken tension.

      I force myself to look away and continue toward Father's private study. This is not the time to dwell on my peculiar relationship with my silent protector.

      Two guards flank the massive oak doors to Father's sanctuary. They bow and announce my arrival, then swing the doors open to reveal the King hunched over maps and correspondence, his crown discarded carelessly beside a half-eaten meal.

      "Father." I curtsy out of habit, though we're alone.

      "Lirien." He looks up, his face softening slightly. For all his strictness, I know he loves me. Which makes what I'm about to ask all the more difficult. "I expected you in council."

      "I needed to speak with you privately." I approach his desk, forcing my hands to remain still at my sides rather than fidgeting with my dress. "I have a request."

      His eyebrow rises. "Proceed."

      I take a deep breath. "I wish to travel beyond the palace walls. To see our kingdom—not from a carriage window during ceremonial processions, but truly see it. The villages, the countryside. I want to understand the people I will one day rule."

      Silence stretches between us. His fingers drum against the polished wood, a nervous habit he's never managed to break despite years of royal advisors urging him to appear more decisive.

      "Absolutely not." His voice is firm, but not angry.

      "Father, I'm twenty-three years old. How can I possibly be expected to lead a kingdom I've never truly experienced?"

      "You've attended every council meeting, received the finest education from the most esteemed tutors in the land. You know our kingdom through maps and reports and histories—the only way a ruler needs to know it."

      My carefully constructed composure begins to crack. "Books and maps don't show me how our people live. They don't let me hear their concerns firsthand or⁠—"

      "They also don't expose you to dangers you're not prepared for." He rises now, his height still imposing despite the gray creeping into his beard. "Have you forgotten how close we came to losing you seven years ago? If not for Vorex's quick thinking..."

      "So I'm to remain a prisoner because one man once thought to harm me?" The words burst out before I can temper them.

      Father's expression darkens. "You are not a prisoner, Lirien. You are a princess. There is a difference, though in your current mood you seem determined to ignore it."

      "What difference? I cannot leave these walls without an armed escort. I cannot speak to anyone without their words being dissected for potential threats. I cannot even—" I stop myself before mentioning the marriage negotiations I know are underway. That battle is for another day.

      "Enough." His palm slams against the desk, making me flinch. "You were born to privilege and responsibility. The sooner you accept both, the happier you will be."

      "Happy?" The word tastes bitter. "Is that what you think I am? Happy to be dressed up like a doll and paraded before foreign dignitaries? Happy to have my life plotted out from birth to death without a single choice of my own?"

      "Choices?" He laughs, but there's no humor in it. "You think the common folk you so romanticize have choices? The farmer's daughter who must marry to secure her family's land? The widow who takes in washing to feed her children? Do not confuse freedom with hardship, daughter."

      "At least they know who they are." My voice drops to barely above a whisper. "At least they've felt the rain on their faces without guards holding umbrellas. At least they've chosen who to love."

      Something in his expression shifts—a flash of pain, quickly masked. "This discussion is over. You will attend council as expected, and you will not bring up this foolishness again. Do I make myself clear?"

      I should curtsy. I should agree. I should retreat gracefully and plot a more strategic approach. Instead, I feel hot tears pricking my eyes and turn away before he can see them.

      "Crystal clear, Your Majesty."

      The corridor blurs as I hurry back to my chambers, ignoring the concerned looks from servants and guards. Only when I reach my rooms do I allow myself to collapse into a chair, breathing hard, willing the tears not to fall.

      I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the mirror—cheeks flushed, eyes bright with unshed tears, hair coming loose from its pins. I look wild, untamed. I look like someone I don't recognize.

      And suddenly, I know what I have to do.

      If Father won't grant me permission to leave, I'll take it myself. Just for one night. One taste of freedom before I'm shackled forever to duty and expectation.

      I cross to my wardrobe and push aside silks and velvets until I find what I'm looking for—simple clothes I bribed a kitchen maid to bring me months ago, thinking someday I might find the courage to use them. Plain brown trousers, a loose linen shirt, a hooded cloak. Clothes that would let me blend into a crowd, become invisible in a way I've never experienced.

      My hands shake as I pull them out and lay them on my bed. This is madness. If I'm caught, the consequences would be severe. Father would never trust me again. Dain would be furious...

      Dain. For a moment, I picture his face when he discovers I've slipped away—those intense blue eyes darkening with anger, perhaps even hurt. He takes his duty to protect me with deadly seriousness.

      But isn't that part of the problem? Everyone sees me as something to protect, to preserve, to control. No one sees me as simply Lirien—a woman with desires and dreams of her own.

      I stroke the rough fabric of the cloak, already imagining how it will feel against my skin. Tonight, after the palace sleeps, I'll find my way out through the passages I've memorized from old architectural plans in the library. Just a few hours of freedom, of anonymity. A few hours to breathe air not filtered through the expectations of a kingdom.

      And who knows? Perhaps once I've had my taste of freedom, I'll return content to fulfill my duties. Perhaps I'll find the outside world less appealing than I've imagined.

      But I doubt it.

      I tuck the clothes back into hiding, a secret promise to myself. Tonight, Princess Lirien Vellara will disappear, and in her place, just a woman will walk the streets of the kingdom she is destined to rule.

      For the first time all day, I smile.

      The waiting is the hardest part.
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      My hands rest on the pommel of my sword, still as death while my eyes track her movements down the corridor. Princess Lirien Vellara—my assignment, my duty, my obsession. Her emerald silk dress whispers against the marble floor as she glides past, chin high, spine straight, completely unaware that each swish of fabric is a lash against my skin. Fifteen years separate us in age. A gulf of status and propriety stretches between us like an ocean. Yet for seven years, I've stood in her shadow, dying by inches with each passing day.

      She passes me without acknowledgment, but I catch the slight flush on her cheeks. She knows I'm watching. She always knows.

      "Vorex," Captain Merritt nods as he approaches. "Shift change in an hour."

      I grunt in response. Words are weapons that can betray, and I've learned to use as few as possible.

      "Princess seems agitated today," he continues, oblivious to my disinterest in conversation. "Heard she had quite the row with His Majesty."

      This catches my attention, though I don't show it. Lirien rarely argues openly with her father. She's too clever for that, preferring to outmaneuver rather than confront.

      "Not our concern," I mutter, though it's a lie. Everything about her is my concern.

      Merritt shrugs and moves on. I return to my vigil, mind drifting back to the moment that sealed my fate.

      Seven years ago. A state dinner celebrating the princess's sixteenth birthday. I was newly promoted to the royal guard, stationed along the wall, watching for threats while nobility danced and feasted. She was radiant that night, hair like burnished copper in the candlelight, laughing with a freedom she rarely displays now.

      I spotted the assassin before anyone else—a serving man with eyes too sharp, hand too steady as he approached her table. When he drew the blade, I was already moving, throwing myself between steel and princess. The knife sliced across my jaw instead of plunging into her heart. I killed him with my bare hands, snapping his neck before the nobles had time to scream.

      Blood dripped onto her white dress as I turned to check her for injuries. Her eyes—wide, impossibly green—locked with mine, and something passed between us. Something that hasn't broken in seven years.

      The king made me her personal guard the next day. My reward and my punishment.

      Now I stand outside the council chamber, a silent sentinel while she meets with advisors. I can hear the low murmur of voices inside but can't make out her words. I don't need to. I know her voice better than my own—the way it rises when she's passionate about something, the slight tremor she fights to control when she's angry, the rare musical quality when she truly laughs.

      Guards aren't supposed to listen. We're furniture—useful, necessary, but not worthy of notice.

      But I listen. I watch. I memorize.

      "Did you hear about the Westland prince?" A chambermaid whispers to another as they pass, not bothering to lower their voices around me. I'm furniture, after all.

      "Arriving within the month, they say. For the princess."

      "About time she was matched. Twenty-three and still unwed—the old king would never have allowed it."

      "Handsome, I hear. Young too."

      Their voices fade as they turn the corner, but the damage is done. A white-hot rage floods my veins, though my expression remains impassive. I've suspected marriage negotiations were underway—it's the logical next step for the crown princess—but hearing it confirmed is like a knife between my ribs.

      The council doors open, and nobles file out. Lirien emerges last, her face composed but eyes stormy. Something happened in there. Something that upset her.

      My job is to follow at a discreet distance as she returns to her chambers. To protect, not to care. To serve, not to want.

      But God help me, I want.

      I want in ways that would see me executed if anyone could hear my thoughts. I want to unwrap her from that court finery, to see if the freckles I've glimpsed on her nose continue down her throat, across her shoulders, over the swell of her⁠—

      I clench my jaw, forcing the thoughts away. The scar there pulls tight—her scar, in a way. The physical reminder of the moment my soul was lost.

      She moves faster than usual today, almost running by the time she reaches her chambers. The door slams behind her, and I take up my position outside, mind racing.

      Something is wrong. I've guarded her long enough to recognize when she's plotting something reckless. It's in the set of her shoulders, the rhythm of her steps, the way her fingers twitched at her sides.

      Hours pass. The palace settles into evening rituals. Servants deliver her dinner, then remove the barely-touched tray. Her lady's maid enters, then leaves earlier than usual, looking confused.

      "She dismissed me," the woman mutters. "Said she'd prepare for bed herself."

      Alarm bells ring in my head. In seven years, Lirien has never prepared for bed herself. It's not the princess way.

      I should report my suspicions to the captain. That's protocol. That's duty.

      Instead, I wait, listening at her door during the changing of the guard, using the brief handover to press my ear against the wood.

      Silence.

      Too much silence.

      When my replacement arrives, I feign receiving special orders.

      "I'm to maintain watch tonight," I tell him. "King's request."

      He doesn't question it. No one questions Dain Vorex, the princess's shadow, the scarred guard who speaks only when necessary.

      I wait until the corridor empties, then test her door. Unlocked. Wrong. She always locks it.

      The chambers are empty, the bed undisturbed. A window stands open, curtains fluttering in the night breeze.

      She's gone.

      Panic seizes me—not the controlled alertness of a guard, but the visceral terror of a man whose reason for breathing has vanished. I force it down, searching the room for clues.

      Her jewelry remains. Good—she's not foolish enough to make herself a target for thieves. The simple clothes she sometimes wears for riding are missing from her wardrobe. A rope of knotted sheets hangs from the window, reaching down to a lower roof.

      Clever princess. But not clever enough.

      I should sound the alarm. The entire palace guard would mobilize within minutes. She'd be found, returned, protected.

      But then she'd never forgive me. And selfishly, brutally, I want her to look at me with something other than the careful distance she's maintained these past years.

      I make my decision in seconds. Shrugging off my guard's cloak and sword belt, I keep only my daggers. I pull on a plain black tunic from my own quarters nearby, clothes that will let me blend into the shadows of the city. Then I follow her path down the knotted sheets, tracking her by the faint scuff marks on the rooftops.

      She's heading for the eastern gate, the smallest and least guarded. Smart girl. She's studied the palace defenses, probably planned this for months.

      I keep to the shadows, twenty paces behind her hooded figure. Close enough to intervene if needed, far enough that she won't sense my presence. She moves with surprising stealth for someone raised in silk slippers and formal processions.

      My heart pounds against my ribs, contradictory emotions warring within me. Anger that she would risk herself like this. Pride at her resourcefulness. Fear for her safety in a city where a princess without guards is just a young woman with a pretty face. And underneath it all, a dark, possessive thrill that tonight, she belongs to no one but herself—and me, her unseen guardian.

      She slips past the gate guards with a bribed pastry and a story about a sick mother. They let her through without question—two young men too bored and too trusting to recognize royalty in disguise.

      I follow, using a different gate where the guard owes me a favor, and emerge into the city proper moments later.

      The streets pulse with night life—taverns spilling light and laughter, vendors hawking late dinners to revelers, couples and groups moving from one entertainment to another. And there she is, standing in the middle of it all, head tilted back to look at the stars without a palace roof obstructing her view.

      The wonder on her face stops me in my tracks. In that moment, with her hood fallen back and her hair loose around her shoulders, she looks nothing like the contained, proper princess. She looks free. She looks like the woman I see in my most dangerous dreams.

      She begins to walk, drinking in the sights and sounds of her kingdom with undisguised delight. I follow, a shadow among shadows.

      This is madness. I'm risking everything—my position, possibly my life—by allowing this escapade to continue. If any harm comes to her, my failure would be unforgivable. If we're discovered, the scandal would damage her reputation irrevocably.

      I should stop her now. Grab her arm, drag her back to the palace, face her fury but know I've done my duty.

      Instead, I watch her run her fingers over market stall fabrics closed for the night. I watch her inhale the scent of street food with closed eyes. I watch her smile—truly smile—at a street musician playing a haunting melody on a battered string instrument.

      I've given my life to protecting her body. Perhaps tonight, I'm protecting something equally precious—her spirit.

      She turns down an alley leading to the entertainment district, where taverns and gambling houses compete for the coin of sailors and merchants. Too dangerous. Too many men who would see a beautiful young woman alone as an opportunity.

      I close the distance between us, ready to intervene if necessary. Tonight, I’ll be her shadow. I won’t ruin the princess’ night of freedom.

      Unless I have to.
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