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Author's Note




Dear reader,

This story was never just about vampires or kingdoms or blood rituals. It's the parts of myself I didn’t know how to say out loud. A love letter I wrote for myself when I wasn't sure I could love myself.

Lorcan was all of my anger — the rage that comes from being made to feel like too much and not enough at the same time. Cormac was the way I shut the world out, the armour I built so no one could see how much I needed something, anything. Orahn was everything I wanted to be: strong, steady, selfless, the version of me I hoped might exist if I tried hard enough.

And Adelira? She was who I might’ve been… if I’d been loved the way I needed to be. She’s not the kind of strong that shouts. She’s soft and gentle and quietly defiant. She chooses to love even when it costs her, and she doesn’t harden just because the world tries to make her.  

The gentleness across this story is my rebellion, a refusal to become what they try to shape me into. 

If you’ve ever felt like your softness made you weak, if you’ve ever felt like you had to become someone else to be safe or worthy or enough, then this story is for you.



With all my heart,
Kelan












  
  
Content Warning




Slow burn, book 1 is clean, in book 2 the relationship takes a physical turn by the end, and book 3 continues the series onwards with spice. 



Emotional vulnerability / Intense emotional and physical intimacy

Ambiguous consent / Emotional manipulation / Power imbalance 

Intense psychological distress / Supernatural blood drinking / Family Trauma 

Intense internal conflict and self-worth struggles

Diminished control / loss of bodily / personal autonomy

Exploration of intimacy through violence, and violence through erasure

Depictions of coercive sexual dynamics
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 This book would not exist in this form without you.
 You shaped this story for years —  scene by scene, idea by idea — and I felt your fingerprints on every page.
 The Wall, the Battleyard Blood Ritual, the rooftop, to name a few — those moments are here because you saw them before I did.
 Thank you for believing in this story, and in me, every step of the way. 
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Chapter One


FIT FOR A KING 





“Run,” Talion murmured in her ear. 

Adelira stiffened mid-yawn as her guards moved to cut off her view of the excited early morning crowd. Her sister, Princess Odette, handed out spring festival gifts as if nothing were amiss. 

Her brother, Prince Kieran elbowed her. Adelira shot him a pointed look before he smiled politely, stepping forward to shake someone’s hand.

“What?” she asked her head guard under her breath.

“Run,” Talion repeated with that spark of mischief in his eyes.

Her siblings had a single guard, while Adelira had four. At least half of them were Talion’s fault, for instigating antics like this. 

Talion wasn’t quite smiling, but the glint in his eyes was. She must have looked desperate if Talion was encouraging this. Subtly, he motioned for the other guards who moved even closer, shielding her from spectacle.

A cheeky smile played on her lips. This was their game, the one he had encouraged since she was a small and trembling child. 

Adelira broke into a run, leaving behind the royal procession. 

The cold morning air hit her face as she sprinted. Her feet moved nimbly over the ground. 

Dawn woke lazily over the Elven Kingdom. Nonchalantly, her guards peeled away and followed after her.

She shot up a tree, kicking off her shoes at the base and letting the bark bite into her soles.  Her fingers clawed into the grooves as she made her way up. 

Adelira climbed higher through the trees until she breached the canopy. Her grey eyes, which had glazed over during the morning ceremony, now shone bright with wonder. From the treetops, Adelira could see all of Ebedene, her Kingdom, with its ivory spire towers enclosed by forest. 

Even at this height, someone watched her.

And not her usual four watchers.

A flicker of movement. A hooded figure on the ground darted toward the festival, too fast; purposeful and gone before she could place him. 

His cloak wasn’t Elven. Though their gates were open to all the Kingdoms, he struck her as odd. Too hurried and jittery for the joy meant for today.

“Did you see him?” she asked. 

Adelira looked down between the leaves. Her long, fiery hair caught the wind. The trees rustled loudly around her like they were all shouting at once, speaking to each other. Very few Elves could still understand them. Adelira sometimes managed to grasp a word here and there.

“Talion?” she said hesitantly.

“Princess?” he called up.

Talion and her three other guards waited below, chatting quietly among themselves. 

“Are you ready to come down yet?” he asked after she didn’t respond.

Her long pointed ears twitched. Trees spoke again. Brushing her fingers along the ingrained bark. She shut her eyes tight and listened. Finally, she caught one word: Rip.

Her gaze flicked to where a discordant portal cut the sky. 

The Rip still haunted her sleep; a tear in the heavens that spilled monsters into the world. The danger had fallen into Tharth, but surrounding Kingdoms felt the effects as creatures came through the portal and filtered outward. Sometimes she dreamed of the wolf-like Shifters that emerged from it, but she’d never met one. 

Talion had to read her books at night to calm her trembling when she was still small.

“The Rip is in Tharth. Let the Vampires deal with the Shifters. Now Vampires are too busy to concern themselves with Elves,” he’d murmured. “We have to be more careful these days, but we’re safe here.”

“I’m scared,” she had cried back then. “The Rip. Vampires.”

“I’m the Vampire King, big and scary! I’m a Shifter! I am every nightmare. And I’m going to gobble you up, if you don’t run,” Talion had said, making big claw hands at her, throwing up the blanket, crawling under it.

She’d shrieked and laughed and scrambled out, running from him. 

And they hadn’t stopped running since.

She would probably still be hiding under blankets if it weren’t for him.

He’d lent her his bravery until she had courage of her own. That pushed her up into the canopy, dared to leap between branches, or climbed the tallest trees; just to prove she could. 

If she stopped chasing danger, she might slip back into familiar fear. And she refused to go back to that, she pushed herself toward bravery to fend off panic.

“Are you going to stay up there all day, Adelira?” Talion called up, his voice half-amusement and half-worry.

“I was thinking maybe I would,” she said pensively, touching her finger to her chin. “Seems a shame to miss the festival though...”

Music swelled with strings and drums rising through the leaves. Laughter echoed as the spring harvest festival began. 

There was a pause, before he yelled up the tree, “Don’t make me climb after you.”

“You wouldn’t dare, Talion!” she half-shrieked with a laugh at the thought. “Your old-man knees would never survive it.”

He puffed a laugh. “I can still manage that much, at least. But if I can’t, then Rayno volunteers.” 

A groan from below confirmed Rayno had, in fact, not volunteered.

She grinned, confident that she could outclimb anyone in Ebedene. Tempted to stay there long enough to challenge him, she leaned back on the branch, dangling her legs. A lone firework shot off in the first-light sky over the city spires, hours too early. Adelira delighted in the flames that exploded across the sky in front of her.

The guards braced, then settled once they understood an overzealous youth had set it off, and they chatted amongst themselves once more. 

Her family travelled along the path she had traded for trees. Being the third-born had its benefits, Adelira could vanish, and no one would mind, for a while.

But her thoughts snagged on the hooded man. He was headed towards the festival, too. 

A twig snapped under her palm and she flinched and chuckled nervously at herself.

“Be brave,” she told herself, determined to follow the mysterious man. She’d keep her distance, watch him, and confirm her instincts one way or the other, without panic.

During the royal procession, Talion had only meant to offer her a reprieve, but he’d ignited more than that. Yearning to experience the festival her way, to be with her people, and maybe chase the unknown. Her guards meant well, but crowded her. Sometimes she wanted the freedom to remember she could move without them.

Toes curled around the bark, Adelira inhaled deeply. The warm scent of blooming flowers filled her lungs.

Then, she exhaled, and dropped.

One hand caught the branch below, and the next, all the way down. She kicked forward, sliding silently through the leaves, feet finding the moss below. Back against the tree trunk, the four hushed voices of her guards told her they hadn’t heard her. A beetle landed on her foot, tickled and flew away.

Smiling, she pushed away from the tree and moved quietly. Into the path the hooded figure had taken and towards whatever awaited her next.
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Chapter Two





Piercing through festival goers, the stranger’s gaze found hers. 

His angular face was too severe to be Elven and he had a scar beneath one eye.

Adelira’s shoulders rounded and she fell back a step. Almost forgetting how to breathe, that familiar childhood fear gripped again, willing her smaller, more timid.

His interest only landed on her briefly, before pushing deeper into the festivities. The jerky way he moved triggered a memory she could almost hold. 

A voice cut through the streets and the memory vanished before crystalising.

“Something’s coming,” Mirhan, the town’s old storyteller, called out to Adelira. “It’s on the wind. Trees talking.” 

Adelira looked behind her to be sure the old woman hadn’t drawn her guards’ attention. No one was behind her, yet. She sighed in relief. Talion probably wouldn’t approve of her chasing strange men through the town.

The hooded figure was gone. She looked around and couldn’t find him.

Adelira tried to reassure the old woman, “The trees said something about the Rip. Shifters must be moving through the Blood King’s Kingdom and causing him trouble. Maybe that’s what you heard?”

Mirhan looked horrified that she’d dare speak that name. 

Speaking his name sent a long slow shiver down Adelira’s spine. 

“Princess!” Mirhan chided.

She gave a half-attempt at a bashful smile. “They keep each other busy.”

Once, the Vampires in Tharth had hunted the Elves. But then, without explanation, they simply stopped. Only a few short time into the reign of their new monarch; the Blood King.

She still considered him their greatest enemy, though his gaze had turned away from Ebedene for some years. 

The Blood King may have stopped preying on Elves, but in her heart she knew they were still his prey.

The Shifters coming through the Rip were likely a big enough concern even for the King of Tharth that it held his attention steadfast in the darkness. Just as Talion had assured her in childhood.

“Always running off somewhere, can’t sit still long enough to listen,” Mirhan said sternly, shaking her head. “You must be careful. And if you can’t be careful, then you should get closer to your enemies. Much closer.”

“I… will remember that,” Adelira said with a nervous laugh as she walked towards the city. 

Adelira belonged in the wilds just as much as she did in the heart of the city, woven into the lives of her people. Not in the careful existence the Elves now called protection since the Rip. Everyone was still afraid, like Mirhan, like Adelira was as a girl. Not everyone had Talion to talk them back from the edge of fear.

Adelira looked around for the stranger. His movements disjointed in a way that made it seem like his body could barely contain his form. Had she read something about that?

But before answers could take hold, someone smaller and sweeter captured her heart.

“Come on, Princess Adi.” Little Leina snagged her hand. 

Her thin fingers held on tight, trying to pull Adelira along. Her parents, deep in conversation and unnoticing, tugged Leina away further down the path. 

The distracted parents hadn’t noticed that their child had added a princess to their daisy chain.

Freeing herself delicately, Adelira waved goodbye to the girl. 

“Soon! I promise, Leina.” 

The scent of fresh bread and mead drifted on waves of music through the main square. Elves danced and sang. Children chased kites strung with ribbons. Adelira clasped hands and shared smiles with friends. 

Steel-capped boots struck stone, making their way towards her, breaking the rhythm of the day. 

Her smile strained as she glanced back. Her guards successfully caught up to her. Steady and proud at her back, they scanned the crowd, standing near enough to let her know she hadn’t evaded them at all. Rayno looked smug, like he was making a show of how effortlessly they located her. Talion at least had the decency to appear unaffected by the entire thing.

I guess they were bound to notice I wasn’t still up that tree eventually, she thought. 

With a crown on her head, the person she became felt less like Adelira and more like the frightened little girl hiding under blankets waiting to be coaxed out. It was dressed in gold, but the crown was just another hiding place. Without it, she could slip between the crowds and breathe like herself again; like a dare for her to live, not hide. 

Talion’s seasoned eyes fixed on Adelira, only shifting to ensure the surroundings were still safe before locking back on her. 

Doing a double-take, she spotted the hooded figure in the crowd. Had the man bared his teeth at someone? No, that was ridiculous, someone would have said something.

The man stepped around some people and moved out of view. She wanted to follow, but risked running into more guards than just the ones following her. And others might insist she return to her royal duties, instead of following mysteries. Not all guards were as generous as hers.

She didn’t turn, she just said, “Talion?”

He didn’t respond, but the metal of his armour clinked as he shifted his attention towards her.

“How many guards are there?” Adelira asked softly.

A moment passed before he answered, “By my count, nine.”

“Where?”

He paused and she knew he understood why she asked and was debating handing over that information. “Four behind you. Two ahead. Three to your left.”

Her grey eyes flitted around the busy festival, but she only felt the four behind her in the dense crowds. Could she avoid the rest? 

She nodded slowly. “Okay.”

“Okay,” he said quietly and began moving as she stepped forward again.

Even if her guards chose to follow her, she was determined to enjoy today, surrounded by her people as a part of the celebration, not removed by royal protocols. 

“One day, you’ll run somewhere I won’t be able to follow,” Talion said softly behind her.

“But I’m not running,” Adelira said over her shoulder.

“Yet,” he corrected. 

“Then stop scowling and look around. This place is wonderful,” she teased and pointed at the leather stall with coin pouches and belts.

That got no reaction from him, but she knew where to go to get one. It just took following her nose. 

Freshly baked bread, still warm from the oven, lured Adelira in. 

She examined the table of spiced breads and delicious baked delicacies. When she spotted them, she waved excitedly to Talion to show him they had his favourite sourdough. They would circle back for a loaf or two at the end of the day when he was more inclined to let her shop the market for him. 

His eyes lowered to the bread and then her face, before he scanned the crowds again. Talion’s face was his usual no-nonsense mask of professional stoicism, which only made her more determined. 

Adelira always made it her mission to get him to smile at least once before she escaped. She liked his smile, she liked seeing him happy, and knowing he wasn’t going to be too upset with her for leaving when she inevitably would. 

Looking back at Talion, she pointed dramatically at the table of breads while popping a small bun in her mouth. 

She moaned and mouthed ‘soooo good.’ 

Talion watched her before his glance dashed away to scan the crowd again, the hint of an eye roll and an almost-smirk crossed his face. 

She winked at the stall holder and thanked them for the bun, exchanging a few coins before she set off again. With a satisfied smile on her face; she thought, good, he was starting to lighten up. 

Earning Talion’s almost-smile made her feel triumphant. He was finally relaxing and enjoying himself even if no one else but her saw it, and now she could enjoy her day, too.

She scanned the crowd, half-hoping and half-dreading a glimpse of the hooded man. Instead, she found something more enthralling.

The guards’ focus waned for a second, a fracture in their attention that Adelira slipped through like sunlight through leaves. 

She bolted into the crowds before they could see her.

“Princess!” Talion called out, but there was no fire to his tone. It wasn’t a command, only a plea.  

She glanced back and she met Talion’s eyes. A silver streak of his hair caught in the sunlight and she saw how he’d aged in recent years. Despite that, he was sharp-eyed and quick on his feet, she’d never earnestly escape him.

Holding her stare, seeing the desperation in her grey eyes, Talion finally gave a small nod and… let her go, a gift he gave to her when he could.

Throwing him a grateful grin, she vanished into the festival. 

Talion resisted the impulse to lurch forward. 

Instead, he let her gain ground before he followed. The crowd closed around her, swallowing her up. Behind her, Talion kept his distance, letting her think she’d gotten away. 

She knew he was honoured to be her personal guard, but beneath that pride was a layer of guilt from knowing Adelira wished they could leave her be. 

Their protection felt like suffocation and that was painful knowledge to hold alongside a sense of duty and purpose. 

He cared deeply. He wanted her happiness. 

So, he let her go.
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Chapter Three





Adelira slipped through the crowd, nimble as she cut between Elves and stalls until the festival closed around her. 

She ducked under garlands of flowers, the heavy boots lost behind her. 

Moving deeper into a busy street and winning smiles back from festival goers, her shoulder’s relaxed. Some bowed, but most were accustomed to her, familiar enough to take her hand and share passing jokes and friendly greetings. 

Adelira cast a quick glance over her shoulder; no sign of Talion yet. Had he really let her go this far? 

Behind her was the castle of Eloryth with slender towers and balconies with twisting branches grown to hold them.

Adelira stopped to listen as Mirhan recounted old magic tales to a captivated group of children. 

“The old magic gave Elves the Elder Celestite, a crystal only those with royal blood can use,” Mirhan told the child.

Adelira fought not to roll her eyes. She tried talking to the crystal sometimes, with little luck.

Mirahn said. “There’s still plenty of magic in Tharth, if only used to chain up the Vampires.”

“They scare me,” one child said.

“They scare everyone,” Adelira added. A shiver ran down Adelira’s spine as she thought of the Vampire King, the warlord of Tharth. The Blood King in the shadows.

“Old magic holds Vampires to this rule, children, listen close and mind it well,” Mirhan said. “If a dark stranger comes a-knockin’ on your door after the sun’s gone down, never, never invite them in. For if you do, you’ll end up drained of every drop of blood, leaving your poor parents without a child to hold.”

“The old magic still protects us,” one child said in awe. 

Mirhan clapped her hands. “Even when it’s far away, child.”

Adelira smiled. Stories of magic captivated her even if she’d outgrown the children’s fables. She hung onto Mirhan’s every word until the crowd moved her along.

A stutter in her heart, spotting the hooded figure standing motionless as the festival swayed around him. He was utterly in defiance of it. That scar on his face... 

“Hey—wait,” she called, spinning around. 

Looking  back, the man was gone. Sweeping the crowd for him only revealed the guards scanning for her.

“Adelira!” called Riann, a boyish grin lit up his freckled face. 

The young boy of about seven was already pulling her further into the maze of stalls and fluttering banners. She knew him from a farm she snuck onto just to hear the whispers in the wheat fields and soak up the sunlight. 

“Don’t worry, we’ll keep the guards off your trail!” he said.

“I’m trusting you!” Adelira called out. 

Riann saluted, he was taking this role seriously and they darted past some children with wind spinners. Leina waved as Adelira passed.

Nearby, Oisín, the foreign trinket merchant, called out, “Princess Adelira! Your guards are searching the mead stands!”

Her people spirited her through hidden paths and under tables whenever the guards came too close, helping her evade her escort. Their laughter became encouragement of her mischievous escapades. They were used to seeing her sneak away from the palace guards and always made space for her in their world. 

Slowing, they moved towards Riann’s mother who held out a cup of tea. Adelira took the cup with a grateful sigh, the spiced tea mixed with honey sweet along her tongue. 

Waving goodbye, Adelira stumbled across a trio weaving blankets on delicate looms. Their finished wares were on display and she stepped near to look at the bright fabric.

Thumbing the colourful drapery of a blanket, Adelira asked,  “Where do the patterns come from?”

“We weave what we see in the dreaming world,” one of the women answered with a proud smile.

“You must see incredible things.” Adelira thumbed a textile drape depicting a tree entwined with stars. “This one feels alive, like it’s breathing.”

The artisans nodded, pleased. “You see it then. You’ve a touch of the old magic in you.”

Adelira straightened, a smile tickling her face. 

“Stay closer to your guards, the tall one looks worried.”

“Talion?” Adelira stood on her tiptoes and peered over the heads in the crowds, immediately concerned for him, but she didn’t see him anywhere and after a moment she brushed the feeling aside. “He’ll be fine, he just needs to eat some pastries and enjoy the festival.”

“Pastries will hardly soothe him,” the woman laughed.

“Madame Caroselli’s pastries could soothe me on my deathbed. He won't know till he tries them! I’ll pick some up when I collect his sourdough…” 

The women laughed.

“Oh, wait… Is there…a beast in this one?” Adelira asked, leaning closer to examine the fabric.

“Is that what you see?” 

“I don’t know…” Thread gleamed, changing from claw to a trinket, like the ones Oisín fashioned. “Maybe… I see Oisín, too?”

One of the women shook her head. “It’s simply the light.”

Chanting loudly, a group of musicians called Adelira over until her feet followed their calls and the music. Dancers had gathered in the square. 

“Come, Adi!” Leina called, taking her hand and pulling her into the circle.

Laughing, Adelira danced with the small group. 

Someone pressed a violin into her hands. 

Her fingers found the strings instinctively. “I’m not very good,” she admitted, but found herself playing anyway.

“We just love how your face lights up,” the violin crafter assured her.

So, she played, a beat behind the other musicians.

The final note played. The dance slowed. Adelira bent over, catching her breath again, cheeks flushed. She belonged here, in the sunshine, in the glow of her people, with laughter on her lips.

A strong wind rushed in through the archways surrounding the square. 

The din of the festival wavered. Flutes paused, birds fled the treetops in a flurry. Laughter trailed into uneasy murmurs.

In the archway’s gloom, a massive wolf Shifter emerged with black fur and yellow eyes burning with destruction. Blood dripped from its jaws in slow, sticky pools around its feet and a growl rumbled towards them like rolling thunder.

Then, the wolf barreled in, a blur of muscle and fur tearing through the square too fast for her to track. Its jaws snapped around Oisín in a sickening crunch. His body crumpled. More red. Limbs twisted in on themselves before being discarded like a forgotten doll.

Leina screamed into her parents’ arms. They scooped her up and ran. Everyone was running. The streets were crowded with people pushing and shouting. 

Adelira jostled along, swept up with the stampede. Her legs stumbled along, kept upright only by the push of people behind.

“Princess Adelira!”

She knew that voice. She tore free of the stream of people fleeing and searched for him. 

Talion sprinted toward her, shouldering through the hysterical crowds, his movements frantic. 

Glowing wolf eyes locked onto her. Talion moved. Spear glinted between the Princess and the wolf. The wolf’s heavy paws clapped against the ground, limbs disjointed like someone dropping the strings of a puppet. 

Driving his weapon into its shoulder, he hit bone and lodged it in the shoulder blade. The massive wolf staggered. It shook off the shock of the attack and lunged again, ripping into him before he could move. Talion screamed. Blood splattered the stones crimson. 

“Run!” Talion said to Adelira, his lips dark with his blood. 

He didn’t give it like an order. He said it like their whole lives had been built around this one word and it was their promise to each other; the game they always played.

But for the first time in her life, she didn’t know how to play this game. Her feet planted like the roots of her trees and she couldn’t run.

The wolf dropped Talion on the stone and turned to face the soldiers running over.

Her Talion... 

He had taught her to ride and be brave, stood watch outside her chambers, told her stories when sleep wouldn’t come, stood beneath her trees ready to catch her if she fell. 

She clutched the wall with trembling hands for support. The music had turned to screams, but she didn’t know who was screaming. Her, maybe? 

They were only this far into the festival because he’d followed her. A sharp sob tore from her lips. Pressing a hand to her mouth, tears welled in her eyes. All around her, people were running and screaming, but she still couldn’t move.

“I’m so s–sorry,” Adelira choked. “I—”

Another spear. The wolf roared. Adelira shivered even though the heat of the battle was all around her. 

The soldiers circled and the wolf lashed out with snarls and razor-like claws. Adelira didn’t see how they’d cornered the wolf. Her eyes still couldn’t leave Talion. She refused to fall. The world spun, red and violent, but she only saw him and tried to will her limbs to listen to his last words.

A younger officer jumped back out of reach and lodged the tip of a spear into the wolf’s side. It howled in pain and tore away. Another spear pierced the wolf and with a final cry, the creature collapsed into a bloody heap.

Talion still hadn’t moved. 

Finally, her legs caught up with her mind and she bolted. Stopping only to see the wolf slowly morphed back into the man he was. The transformation was brutal, bones snapping and flesh twisting. Fur receded, claws shrank back into human hands. Monstrous features became familiar. 

Angular face, small eyes, a scar under his eye. He was tall, muscular, with skin that looked as though it had been marked by years of harsh winters and covered in deep battle scars. His return to humanity was graceless; brutal remnants of a life spent fighting. 

She still didn’t know him, but his eyes, she’d seen those eyes in the crowd, and now she could see they belonged to someone who had lived too long on the fringes of survival.

With a final shuddering breath, the Shifter closed his eyes forever. 

And now she understood why his movements had been strange, why the festival seemed to slide off him like rain against rock. The hooded man she’d followed all afternoon.

None of her books had prepared her for the way the man and the beast could be the same creature. 

It was easy to imagine him as nothing more than a rabid animal, but now she could see the man behind it. This was someone thinking and feeling, who had chosen this path or had been forced into it.

Suddenly, she was a child again, hiding under blankets and Talion was telling her Shifters never came this far. 

Talion was gone. So was her blanket. And shifters had come this far. She wasn’t a child anymore, but she still trembled. 

“Scouts have seen more Shifters on the border!” a soldier shouted as the army descended the streets. 

Adelira wanted to see Leina and Riann, just to see their faces and stop the panic in her heart, but she’d watched their parents run off with them and she knew they were safe, somewhere deeper in the city. She kept running.

Trampled garlands and splintered stalls were thrown across the blood-slick stones. One of the wind spinners trailed red behind it down the street. The metallic tang of blood filled her lungs. A dirtied sourdough loaf on the ground.

Adelira’s hands shook uncontrollably as she reached for the nearest guard. He steadied her. 

“Where’s Rayno?” she barely squeaked, short of breath.

“Here. We’re all here,” Rayno said, taking over from the first guard.

Not all, she thought, but she couldn’t say that.

Adelira had heard the rumors of a rising conflict between the Rip Shifters and the Twelve Kingdoms. 

She longed to run through the forest, to laugh and celebrate with her people, but that was gone now. If more of this destruction reached Ebedene, there might be no forest left to run in and her people would be in danger. 

The pull in her chest begged her to act. She knew they’d need the old magic. There weren’t many Kingdoms left who still knew how to wield it. 

The strongest magic belonged to her greatest enemy; the Vampire lurking in the shadow Kingdom. Yet, that magic weakened him. 

Even weakened, he was a near-unstoppable force.

Adelira gripped Rayno’s arm. “T–Take me to the council.”
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Chapter Four





When Adelira entered the grand council chamber, the twin moons were high in the sky. Polished floors gleamed under her blood-caked feet. 

King Hara was saying, “…and the wolf Shifters grow bolder with each passing fortnight. My reports estimate a dozen or so villages have been burned along the border. Their attacks grow more cunning. We cannot wait any longer.”

Adelira bit back a gasp. 

“Double the guards patrolling the woods tonight,” her father King Hara said. “The attack in the festival was probably not singular.”

He shot her a pointed look. 

She froze. She knew that look. 

It was the look he gave when she returned mud-covered from the forest after slipping past her guards to dance with friends. 

Her father had tried to tell her it was this dangerous every time he sent guards to drag her home. 

Her parents, the Elven King Hara and Queen Juli, stood at the long table. Next to them were her older siblings. Though she was separated from the royal procession when the attack happened, word had spread quickly of her safety. Her mother’s gaze darted down to her daughter’s feet as Adelira slipped into the room and tucked them under the table, out of sight.

Queen Juli nodded. “How are alliance negotiations going with the Fellin Kingdom? Now more than ever, we need that alliance, we cannot do this alone.”

Adelira hesitated to place her stained hands on the table. 

A strong ally. She considered her mother’s words. The strongest Kingdom. 

“Could the Vampires defend themselves from the Shifters indefinitely?” Adelira asked directly as she looked up. 

A few gasps sounded through the chamber. The Vampires hadn’t fed off Elves in years and no one wanted to remind the Vampires their favourite blood flowed just two Kingdoms away. 

General Cillian, their seasoned general, answered first, “I… suppose. It’s hard to know what they do in the shadows. Their fortresses are formidable and their ruthlessness is unmatched. If anyone were to survive, it’d be…”

She nodded thoughtfully.

“But they won’t fight for us unless it suits their interests,” he cautioned. “If the wolves weaken us, then the Vampires might just wait until they’re the last power standing in the twelve Kingdoms.”

“We won’t beg for their protection,” Adelira said. “We give them the means to destroy the Shifters on our terms. The Elder Celestite could be used to bargain.”

Odette, her older sister, leaned forward with a scowl. “And hand them that kind of power? We’d be trading one threat for another.”

King Hara said, “We may have no choice. If the Vampires demand concessions for their aid, so be it.”

“Concessions? Is that what we’re calling the Elder Celestite now?” her brother Kieran asked, folding his arms.

“We know the crystal is powerful,” King Hara said, ignoring his son’s objections. “My scholars tell me it could open the doorway in the Rip, but even if it did, we would need allies to face the Shifters on their own ground. We’re not equipped for war the way the Vampires are.”

Ebedene was a peaceful nation. The Vampires weren’t a warring nation, they were the war nation. 

Without some form of old magic, no one had seemed to be able to cross through the Rip despite the many attempts various Kingdoms had made.

“If the Vampires went through the Rip,” her father continued, “if they were able to pass without permission, then perhaps they would be able to attack the Shifters’ strongholds from within.”

“Yes,” she said, trying to ignore how desperate her voice sounded even to herself.

“I see why you believe the Vampires would make a strong ally, but we can’t rush an alliance with such a man, if he could be called a man, at all.”

“The legends can’t all possibly be true. Surely the power of the Blood King has been exaggerated, with no small benefit to himself,” Adelira pointed out. 

“The Vampires are so powerful that the old magic manifests to chain them. They are one of the last races that still have blood magic, a burden to them that suppresses the entire race,” their father said. “Without it, I have no doubt Vampires would have conquered and destroyed the whole of Taipan by now.”

“Vampires are bound by old magic,” Queen Juli explained. “Sunlight burns them, and they cannot enter private spaces uninvited.”

Cillian’s voice was grim. “The Elder Celestite could erase the second restraint for them to enter the Rip.”

King Hara said, “The only reason we haven’t been destroyed for our crystal is because it only works for Elven Royalty.” 

Adelira heard the words immediately as the responsibility of her suggestion weighed heavily upon her shoulders.

“Someone in our family can invite the Vampires through? Royalty works the crystal, the crystal opens the Rip?” Adelira asked slowly, piecing it together.

“Can we really risk opening up the world, and other worlds, to a race that the cosmic powers themselves have bent natural laws to forbid?” Kieran asked. 

Odette shook her head in disbelief, her own red hair shaking with the movement. “And hope the Vampires still protect us after they get it?”

Malon, a mage schooled in the theory of old magic, had been silent until now. “We establish terms through magic that they cannot break.”

Queen Juli asked, “Is there even magic left that can do that?”

Malon spoke with a feverous gleam in his eye. “There may be a way... A Blood Ritual. The Vampires used it for this purpose; to force the fates of two bloodlines together. It enforces a truce where trust could not be reached naturally; a circumstance that they encounter frequently for, uh, obvious reasons.”

“A Blood Ritual, yes,” Adelira said hopefully, trusting the confidence in his voice.

“Blood Rituals are barbaric,” Odette retorted. “Even the Vampires don't employ this method unless in extreme circumstances.”

“But they work,” Malon countered. “The bond would make betrayal impossible. We offer a marriage to seal the alliance.”

“Fine,” Odette snapped, sarcasm heavy in her words as she waved an exaggerated hand through the air. “Who do we sacrifice to this grotesque ritual? Who do we condemn to marriage with the Blood King himself?”

The room erupted in whispers. The debate circled the truth; fear was posing as reason. 

Not one name was offered up. Not a single one. 

No one dared condemn another to such a fate. Even the most ruthless of criminals in Elven culture, by-and-large, were seen as redeemable. This living hell could not be given even to a soul destined for the gallows. Somehow, a sudden end seemed kinder.

Finally, Adelira spoke above the debate.

“Me.”

“Please, no,” her mother begged.

Adelira held up her hands for the room to see, stained with dried blood and dirt. 

“A wolf just killed Talion. And Oisín. And they weren’t the first. I won’t wait for another,” Adelira said, her voice quiet but steady. “If this is what it takes to save our people, I will do it.”

Her family protested loudly; Odette with anger and Kieran in disbelief. 

But Adelira said, “I’m the third spare. You have a secure line of succession for the crown from my older siblings. If a Blood Ritual and our crystal grants the Vampires the chance to destroy the wolves… then, I–I must do this.”

“This is not about your place in our family,” her mother said. “You cannot marry a Vampire. Especially not that Vampire.”

Her mother continued, “This decision… it will change you in ways you cannot begin to imagine.”

Adelira’s body shook at the memory of Talion’s lifeless eyes. Her voice was soft, “I am already changed.” 

Kieran’s eyes saddened, and then his jaw locked and his expression darkened. “You don’t know what you’re agreeing to, sister. He enjoys it. The fear. The hunt.”

The Blood King was a warrior who commanded legions of undead with the destruction and the precision of a cunning strategist.

For the first time, she found it impressive. As a foe, he was terrifying, but that was what made him such an appealing ally.

Malon turned toward Adelira, his eyes aged with wisdom and his words heavy with responsibility, “Both Kingdoms, Ebedene and Tharth, would merge under one united goal, but the Blood Ritual is no simple vow.” 

She had longed for the return of old magic. She never imagined it would come at the cost of her own future. But that future meant nothing to her, if anyone else perished.

“I–I understand,” she said.

“It will require a union of blood and magic, a bond etched into your very being,” Malon went on and then glanced around the room. 

Kieran sighed. “There is so little magic left in the world, and what there is we must fight to protect and pass down through the generations. But this which you offer us, this violent marriage proposal, is one we cannot accept.”

“Violent? A marriage?” she asked, arching an eye at him.

“He is the Blood King,” her father warned warily.

Adelira lifted her chin. “What better guardian than a nightmare; bound to our Kingdom by blood?”

“You don’t understand—” Kieran said.

“—The Rip is something that we cannot solve alone,” General Cillian cut in. “The violence is on our streets, at our doorstep. If we do not seek out the Vampire King’s protection now, then we will be nothing when the Shifters come. And they are coming.”

Queen Juli reasoned, “If this bond fails, we could be condemning Ebedene to the same fate other Kingdoms have fallen to when the Vampire King has finished toying with them.”

Adelira’s heart pounded. “Then the bond cannot ever fail,” she said softly. “What’s required for the Ritual?”

Kieran turned away, shaking his head in frustration. Malon murmured excitedly about glyph alignments.

“Blood, willingly given, and the binding of your soul to his. He’d have Elven blood in his veins and Vampire blood would flow in yours, a mix of two worlds. It will merge our lines and ensure the Vampires’ loyalty through magic they cannot break.”

“Magic neither of us can break,” Adelira said, committing it to memory, binding her to the fate of a creature whose darkness might devour her. 

“There’s a cost,” Malon admitted. “Beyond marriage, beyond trading sunlight for nightfall and staying with the Vampire King.”

“What is it?” she whispered.

“You were right when you said magic neither of you could break. If you changed your mind later, if you ran away, abandoned him… everything would break.”

“I–I don’t run anymore,” she said softly.

Kieran’s eyes landed on her, his expression dark and imploring, begging her to reconsider. “You’ve heard the stories, haven’t you?”

“Yes, but they are just stories.”

“Just stories?” Odette looked incredulous. 

“He’s impressive. He’s even formidable. But no one is capable of… everything… they say he is. If everyone believes the stories, he’s won half the battle before his enemies even step onto the field. They’ve twisted the truth into a legend of gross proportions,” Adelira said, her resolve solidifying even more as she heard the logic in her own words. 

Her father sent a silent prayer of thanks to wherever Talion was now. Tragically, death had been the thunderclap loud enough to wake his sleeping princess.

“Stories, even exaggerated, have a layer of truth and he has far too many to be dismissed,” Kieran said.

“We don’t know anything about Vampire customs, really, except that they strive for fearsomeness,” Adelira pointed out.

General Cillian added, “We might not know anything about Vampire culture, they only attend a few diplomatic events with the Southern Kingdoms. But I was there at the battle of Arvain. And Arvain’s fall.”

“You were?” she asked.

“Yes.”

Arvain, the fortress of the Eastern Reaches, had been impenetrable for centuries, until the Blood King came, or so the stories go.

“He didn’t breach the gates or storm the walls like any other invader,” Kieran told, his voice barely above a whisper, almost as though speaking of it might call forth the very monster itself. 

She glanced toward the windows, half-expecting the Vampire King to appear, as if summoned by the recounting of his victories. Adelira shook her head, feeling foolish. 

Cillian continued, “He turned their people one by one, using his own blood to corrupt them until the fortress was his. By the time Arvain fell, there wasn’t a soul left to defend it, just hollowed shells and loyal servants.”

Kieran looked at her pointedly.

“He did it all himself, slowly. He made strategic appearances. Terrifying us. Breaking morale. He was, quite literally, playing with his food,” Cillian said. “I narrowly made it out with my life. I still have nightmares about it. He made the stronghold feel like a cage.”

This caused her to skip a beat. She had never met anyone who had experienced the Blood King’s terror first hand. Cillian was a seasoned general in the Elven forces. He was not spooked easily. Suddenly, the stories had a face that had seen him with their own eyes. 

“He rules through that same fear to this day.”  

Her resolve quivered, but she swallowed it.

“You’re asking us to place the survival of our people in the hands of a predator,” Odette said slowly, like the slower she spoke, the more the absurdity of it would sink in. 

“Y–yes.”

“What happens when the bond is no longer convenient for him?” Odette asked. “What will he do with the power of the Elder Celestite once the threat of the Shifters is neutralised? If he even decides to do that.”

“I could…” Adelira’s voice faltered because what could she do? Ask the Blood King nicely to please respect his wife’s family and people?

“You’d be holding the leash of Cerberus,” Odette said pointedly. “If he tears out of your grip, he will destroy everything.” 

“With respect, you don’t understand,” Malon said in earnest. “This Blood Ritual is not a promise, nor is it a leash that could snap.” 

Odette raised a perfectly arched eyebrow at him and dared him to prove her wrong.

Malon’s eyes darted around uncomfortably before landing on Adelira. He spoke eagerly to her. “Should either Adelira or the Blood King betray it, the consequences could ripple through both Kingdoms, breaking more than just the alliance.”

Adelira nodded, encouraged again by this binding magic. “If the crystal is what the Vampire King needs to defeat the Shifters and the Blood Ritual is what we need to trust him, then I can secure both…”

“We will not make you pursue this madness, Adi,” Odette said, lifting her chin in disgust. “We will find another way.”

Adelira’s heart pounded as she weighed their words. Fear, practicality, pride, all blending into a cacophony that demanded a decision. 

Adelira closed her eyes and no sooner did her eyelids flutter shut did she see Shifters tearing through their lands, screams of her people as their homes burned… Her eyes snapped open and she knew there was no other way to protect everyone. Her father glanced up, a flicker of approval.

She stood and the room fell silent. All eyes turned towards her. 

“There is no other way. My parting gift to my people will be the promise of safety,” she said with finality. “Prepare the marriage proposal to the Vampire King.”

Her hand instinctively touched her heart where she could feel the pull of this magic for the rest of her life…

Adelira felt it in her soul as she became the bridge between the Elves and the Vampires. Beneath that she worried she would also be the battleground. If she hoped to endure the court of the Blood King, she would have to learn to survive in darkness.
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Chapter Five





Adelira sat in her chamber with the acceptance letter from the Vampire King. The paper was too thin for the way it felt like a rock in her hand. 

The letter was written in Tharic. The Vampiric language was still taught to give their people the possibility of parlay. If you could not fight for your life, perhaps you could bargain.  

She had found it frustrating to learn as a child, now she was grateful to be armed with something from Tharth. She doubted if anyone in Tharth could speak Ehvayn.

She’d give up her friends, her home, her language… Her safety? She shuddered. 

But it’d be worth it if Taipan’s greatest army became her strongest ally. 

Her ladies-in-waiting moved about the room, packing away the remnants of her life. Flowing silky gowns disappeared into chests, one after another. 

The sight made her chest tighten. Would she be the only person in Tharth dressed in flowery silks?

She shook her head. No. This was no time for vanity. She had bigger concerns. Like his eyes which were said to pierce the soul to see beyond pretence. Would he see through her, too? Would he know her weaknesses before she even spoke? 

The invite was simple; an acceptance of her proposal and an offer to join him immediately.

They assured her that the King would protect her from the Vampires in Tharth. 

But who would protect her from… the Blood King?

The King wielded his instinct like a weapon, sometimes holding it so tight that it almost ceased to exist entirely and then other times unleashing his wrath on his enemies.

He might not be able to kill her after the Blood Ritual, but he might make her wish for death. 

Her stomach twisted.

Insatiable blood desire could turn the Vampire King from a calculating, political genius into a monster capable of slaughtering entire villages.

Th–that part had to be exaggerated… right? She bit her lip.

What would he demand? How much would she lose of herself in Tharth, when his control touched everything? 

Adelira’s fingers curled closed and the letter crumpled. 

Nothing about this marriage felt like diplomacy. It felt like a trap she wasn’t skilled enough to navigate.

What did she want beyond the survival of her Kingdom?

The answer came swiftly: liberation.

Her heart belonged to the untamed forests where the changing of the seasons was the only law and sunlight filtered through her every lens.

What right did she have to seek out the sunlight when her people needed her to walk into the shadows?

No safe carefree forests in Tharth for Elves, only hungry woods. 

The Vampires’ guards would watch her with unfamiliar eyes. Ironic, she thought she was stifled by her four escorts, but she longed to take them with her to Tharth now.

Even so, she would trade her whimsical dreams of freedom for something concrete. Her people’s survival.

The hushed chatter from her ladies brought her back to the room. 

She watched them pack her violin though she doubted there’d be much music to be played in Tharth. 

Her ladies were talking amongst themselves, but it was the mention of Tharth and the King that snagged her attention.

“I heard… I mean, we’ve all heard he is as ruthless as he is calculated,” Lerato said, she glowed in the sunlight that filtered in from the window but even in the warmth of day, she shivered when talking about the Vampire King. She shook the thought away, her hair bouncing around her face as she did so.

“H–He’s lawless. He, uh, they say he’s near-mythical powers on the battlefield,” Marieke said, her voice holding a note of awe in it. “When he fights…”

Carys nodded, pushing back a stray strand of Marieke’s long brunette hair from her face. “I know what you mean. He fought a mountain crag-beast—”

“—And won single handedly!” Lerato jumped excitedly. “Oh, sorry, continue.”

Carys chuckled. “You heard that one, too? Apparently, he was fresh as daisies when he delivered its head as a trophy hours later to, uh, I think it was the Aclastic ambassador? But it looked like he’d just slept and bathed instead of, well, of being in a life and death struggle with a man-killer.”

“Th–that’s not possible?” Marieke asked with a nervous chuckle.

“Well, maybe not for anyone else, but for the Vampire King…” Carys shrugged and gave a cheeky smile.

“Knowing when to use force and when to use charm has worked well for him and I’m sure he’ll be charming now, because it is best for everyone,” Lerato said thoughtfully. 

“My uncle said he held Ilver’s Pass for fourteen days with something like just forty-three men. Convinced half of his enemies to switch sides and the rest fled before reinforcements ever even arrived,” Marieke added.

Adelira bit her lip, which did not go unnoticed by her ladies who quickly pivoted towards lighter areas of the topic. His charm seemed to always carry the undercurrent of violence.

“My cousin was at court in the Fellin Kingdom for negotiations and she said the Vampire King was the most beautiful man she’d ever seen,” Lerato said. 

“He commands every room he steps in,” Carys said dreamily winking at Adelira. “So handsome, how could he not?”

Adelira only smirked and shook her head, understanding exactly what Carys was doing. She wasn’t entirely wrong though, there were plenty of rumours circulating about the Vampire King’s beauty. 

“You surely can’t run a Kingdom on violence alone. He must also be a skilled diplomat. It’s not like he never negotiates with other Kingdoms,” Marieke said, trying to soften his image for her. 

“I heard Tharth has peculiar customs,” said Lerato, her voice barely audible as though it was almost too sordid to speak about out loud.

“Peculiar!?” Carys chimed in as she smirked across to Lerato. “That’s not even the right word.” 

The girls giggled.

“They say the men outnumber the women,” Carys said, her voice scandalously low. “A ridiculous number. Like three to one, or something.”

“So then, it’s not just the Elder Celestite they want... It’s her, too,” Lerato said.

Adelira could hear their cheeky amusement and the curiosity beneath it for this strange new land she’d be joining. 

“What happens when there aren’t enough women?” Lerato’s cheeky smile almost answered what Carys dared to say out loud.

“Two husbands, maybe?” Carys teased.

They erupted into more laughter, the lightness soothing Adelira. Where she saw uncertainty and duty, they could afford to see adventure and novelty and it allowed her a moment to absorb that side of it as well. 

Turning, she cast a mock scolding glance over her shoulder at her ladies, her voice coloured with warmth even as apprehension pooled in her stomach. 

“You three are meant to prepare me for diplomacy,” Adelira chided them playfully, “Not domestic mayhem.”

More laughter rang out around the room, the warmth of their giggles filled her, pushing uncertainty away for the time being.  

The ladies moved through the room in a flurry of light touches, unconscious gestures woven into their work. A gentle hand on a waist to reach around for an item, laughter spilling easily as fingertips brushed a shoulder. 

Adelira picked up a wooden box. 

Opening it, the crystal ball nestled on a velvet lining. Her finger traced over the smooth surface. 

Carys stepped closer and took Adelira’s hand in hers. “Your chests are ready. The carriages are waiting. May I help you with your coat?”

“Yes, of course.”

Adelira allowed Carys to drape the warm Elven coat over her shoulders, the colour of the autumn sky. 

Carys’s hands brushed Adelira’s long fiery hair into place. Her hair was often falling out of its pins. It was fashionable to have it styled in intricate Elven hairdos, though Adelira preferred it down and natural, but she let Carys fuss. Her hands were tentative as always with warmth that was every ounce of comfort.

“Fit for a King,” Carys said with a small encouraging smile. 
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Chapter Six





Descending the bone-white winding staircase of the palace Elorth, Adelira saw the carriages lined in the courtyard below. 

Eight mahogany carriages gleamed in the morning light. Horses with nostrils flaring and breath misting, stomped against the stone with the occasional thud of a hoof. 

The carriages bore the crest of the Vampire King; three crimson swords carved expertly into the wood along the sides. 

Adelira turned sharply to face the driver. She half expected a Vampire, but it was only Nodrick. The Royal chauffeur smiled, ready to open the carriage doors for her. 

“He sent them for the Royal company,” Nodrick explained to her.

“A gesture of hospitality, I reckon,” Nodrick continued, he was only slightly shaking. “Breath steaming in the midnight air and without a soul to greet me. That’s the work of… well, you know yourself, Princess…”

Reaching out, Adelira stroked the mane of one of the midnight-black mares, coat soft as velvet.

“Finest mares I’ve ever stabled,” Nodrick said.

Her mother appeared, granting a sweeping glance over the carriages before turning her to her daughter. “Adelira, it’s time.”

Adelira nodded and as it always did when she was nervous, a stream of words flooded from her before she was able to think better of them. “I–I know. The Blood Ritual must happen quickly. Without it—”

“—Without it, we are at their mercy,” her mother interrupted, her inflection hardening. “And mercy is not a currency Vampires trade in.”

Adelira hesitated. “But they’ve given us their word.”

Queen Juli looked to the distant mountains. “The word of a Vampire is smoke; impossible to hold.”

Adelira felt the letter in her pocket, but she was holding his promise, she wanted to say.

“They live in murkiness and lies,” her mother explained, “hiding from the light that might keep them honest.”

Adelira felt doubt creeping into her heart despite how much she longed to believe every terrible rumour about the Vampire King was grossly exaggerated. 

Juli frowned, seeing the doubt in her daughter’s eyes, but it would do her no kindness to shelter her from this.

The wind shifted, colder now, as though warning them both of what lay ahead. Juli’s hands rested lightly on Adelira’s shoulders, her expression softening for the first time.

“I will do what I have to,” Adelira said,

Her mother walked alongside her father to their own carriage. A half dozen nobles climbed into the carriages to journey with them over the next couple of weeks to reach Tharth. She said goodbye to her siblings, though Odette still seemed angry about the idea, there was now also a flicker of dread in her eyes. Kieran hugged her tighter and longer than anyone else.

Stealing herself, Adelira climbed into her own carriage. A faint scent of cool forest mist clung to the cushions. Despite the warmth of Ebedene, an unexpected chill awaited inside the carriage. 

Her ladies reached in to clasp her hands, bidding her farewell. They placed a parting gift of sable-hair paint brushes and a basket of cinnamon buns gently into her lap. Adelira touched them lightly, the gesture as sacred as the connections she was leaving behind.

Carys climbed in to sit on the opposite cushion and stayed holding Adelira’s hand. The touch, gentle and earnest, made Adelira grateful to have a friend with her. 

The carriages lurched as the horses moved. As the palace receded, Adelira glanced back at the white soaring towers.

After the Blood Ritual, would she become like him?

She opened the box and the crystal hummed. “What would you have me do?” she whispered. It was silent. She set it aside on the cushion beside her brushes.

Carys was already eating one of the buns.

She looked at her friend and smiled. Carys had come a long way from the scruffy, orphan child Aderlira had demanded to be friends with all those years ago. Though no amount of plush palace accoutrements would ever make Carys forget that she had experienced both sides of Elven society. 

Now, the two of them were often inseparable, often plotting escapes into the forest or ways to slip past her guards undetected. Adelira blocked out the thought of leaving Carys to keep it from breaking her. 

Instead, Adelira leaned out of the window, waving her hand along the gentle breeze riding alongside the carriage, trying to catch the rays of sunshine on her skin. 

She listened for the rivers or the trees. But it was as if the world was waiting in silence. 

Along the roadside, a group of Elven children stepped out from the trees. They stood barefoot on the soft bright moss as the carriages rolled past.

“Princess Adelira, the Forest’s Blessing for you,” the girl said, her voice trembling. 

The girl tossed a garland of flowers in the carriage window. 

Adelira caught it, her tears catching in her throat. The blossoms were woven with care but hadn’t yet bloomed. The timing of it was thoughtful, the petals would uncurl just before she arrived at the Vampire King’s castle.

The children’s bright eyes were solemn, mischief replaced by something heavier and older than their years. They knew where she was going. The stories of the Vampire King frightened them. They were frightened for her.

Adelira pressed it to her chest, her laughter replaced by their quiet ache. The children raised their hands in a gesture of farewell and mourning; kisses extended outward. They offered them to her on the wind.

Carys spoke, “They picked your favourite, Your Highness.”

Adelira held the garland in her hands, a small smile on her lips. “I’ll miss these, I doubt Forest Blessings grow in the cold climate of Tharth.”

“Perhaps not…” Carys suggested, “That’s why you’ll make a grander entrance with it in your hair.”

Adelira chuckled and, for a moment, she was herself, before duty secured its hold. 

Carys went on, “I’m serious. Keep the garland on. Hit them back with some of those scare tactics they’re so famous for. You’ll be terrifying.”

Adelira arched an eyebrow. “Terrifying? That’s not exactly my aim.”

Carys grinned slowly as though thinking up something new. “No, but maybe it should be. Let’s work with that instead. Fear is a weapon to Vampires, right? You might as well play their game.”

“How will flowers scare them?” Adelira said, twirling the garland in her hand.

Carys studied her with a thoughtful expression. “Not flowers. You. Dare to be yourself in a world where you don’t fit, Adi.”

Adelira raised a sceptical eyebrow.

“No one but you could have convinced me to sleep without a knife under my pillow. No one but you would have looked at a dirty, street rat, and seen a friend instead of a thief.”

“But that’s you, Carys.”

“No, that was you. You notice people, Adi,” Carys said. “I mean, you really see them. It is beautiful and it can feel terrifying; to be seen like that. It’s exposing and vulnerable and somehow you’re gentle enough for it to feel safe.”

Adelira was unconvinced even as Carys’ attempt warmed her. “You think I have the power to… What? Acknowledge… the Vampires into submission?” She half-smiled. “Yes. Terrifying.”

“It is terrifying, Adi. Especially so when they live in the shadows. Their power is murkiness, but you will cut through to the truth of them.”

“That’s not a weapon,” she said softly.

“No, not all power is a weapon,” Carys said.

Adelira paused. “And what if I don’t do any of that? What if I’m… nothing at all to them?”

Carys’s eyes softened. “Then they’d be the first. But I don’t think you’ll have that problem. You’re worth following.”

“Me?” she repeated with disbelief. “I’ve spent most of my life wishing I could run away and live in a tree.”

Carys leaned forward, her expression softening. “I don’t see anyone running now.”

“What do you see?” she asked tentatively.

“I see… a woman who gave up everything for those she loves. And that kind of sacrifice? Of loyalty? That’s not something just anyone can do...”

Blinking hard, Adelira willed herself not to cry. “Oh, Cari…”

“And if you exhibit even half as much value to the Vampires as you’ve shown to the Elves,” Carys said, her voice steady and sure, “they’ll see you for who you are.”

“I might need you to remind me of who I am a few more times before we get there…” 

“I’ll remind you every day and every night if you need for as long as they let me stay in Tharth.” 

Adelira watched the children running alongside the carriage for as long as their small legs would carry them. 

Do the children of Tharth laugh? 

∞


The sunlight grew softer and late afternoon was nearing. The road ahead wound into a meadow where deer grazed and bright birds dove in and out of the long grass. 

Carys nudged Adelira and pointed to a fox darting through the fields, its coat jade green to camouflage with the grass.

In his letter, he promised her safe passage. No Shifters would attack as he had patrols set up along the route.

The carriages began to climb a gentle hill, and at its crest, the travellers stopped to rest on the last farm along the border of Ebedene. 

Adelira joined the ladies beneath the tree, biting into a peach so ripe its juice ran down her fingers. She laughed as Carys tried to catch a falling petal on her tongue. 

Drinking honey wine, Adelira listened to the farmers speak of the good harvest they had this season and smiled. Every so often, her eyes caught on the darkened stain in the sky and the closer they got to Tharth, the larger that scar became. 

Carys’ knowing eyes connected with Adelira. No effort to mask her distress would ever be successful with her friend. Carys offered only an easy smile. 

“Don’t be too sad,” Adelira coloured her words with sarcasm, “I’m only going to live with monsters.”

Carys laughed casually. “We’ll see if they’re still monsters when you’re  armed with flowers.”

Adelira did not laugh back. She sensed no cruelty in Carys’ words, but it still stung like the friendship was slipping away and only she ached for it.

Carys continued, “No matter which way I look at this, Adi, it doesn’t feel like the end. Anyone that thinks the Vampires will defeat you has simply never met you.”

Adelira thought that over. “You think I can defeat the entire court of the Blood King... alone?” Until now, Adelira thought of simple survival as a lofty goal. “What gives you so much faith in me? Or maybe you underestimate the Blood King?”

Carys smiled broadly. “Underestimate his Majesty, the Slayer of Gods, Tamer of Mountains? Never.” Carys’ eyes slipped away for a minute and her smile receded to easy confidence. “I just know you, Adi. I know what you did for me, and I know you’ll do it again.” 

Adelira cocked her head, not seeing Carys’ logic.

Carys asked, “Have you ever thought about what it means for the Vampires? That the Elves don’t trust them?”

Adelira glanced over, frowning slightly. “That they won’t trust us either?”

Carys nodded. “More than that. They don’t trust anyone.”

“That’s… terrible.”

“After spending centuries convinced the world is against you, then you stop believing in honesty… In love…” Carys said. “You start to think harsher and the world becomes that, too. Does that make sense? I don’t know if I’m explaining it well… Like survival depends on expecting betrayal, before it comes, because eventually… it always does.”

Carys’ hands tightened around the stem of her glass. Glancing out over the golden fields, she breathed deeply. Adelira watched her fingers loosen again, but the sentiment was still lodged in her chest, tightening around her ribs.

“You think he’s expecting me to betray him?” Adelira asked softly, bewildered by the very idea.

“I’m sure part of the reason he agreed to marry you is as much a security measure for them as it is for us. He probably expects the Elder Celestite to be laced with treachery; sees it as a gift that can’t be trusted, not without the leverage of your life bound to it.”

“I–I’m not going to hurt him,” Adelira stammered. 

She didn’t know if that was true, if he was a monster who moved against her Kingdom, then she’d do everything she could to stop him. If she secured the Blood Ritual, then he couldn’t move against her or her people, he could be a prince of darkness all he wanted then, but she wouldn’t hurt him.

Carys turned her eyes to Adelira, meeting her gaze with quiet certainty. “No. But that’s the world you’re stepping into.”

“That’s normal for them?” Adelira shuddered at the thought.

“You’re asking a man who has lived his whole life that way to believe in something… kinder… just because you do.”

“Then what do I do?” She didn’t know how to win over a Vampire. If such a thing were even possible, she was entirely out of her depth.

Carys was quiet for a moment before answering. “Don’t convince him with words,” she said softly. “You show him every day. He’ll see it for himself.”

“Maybe he can learn to trust me in time,” Adelira said slowly.

Carys exhaled, her voice filled with something almost wistful. “It’s a hard thing to do. And an even harder thing to accept, when someone finally proves they are exactly who they said they were the entire time and there was never any treachery to begin with.”

Adelira nodded slowly, understanding this. 

It had taken Carys a long time to trust her. But this was something they both had experience in, Adelira had put years into lowering Carys’s walls and she could do that for the King as well. 

It all felt so sudden. Her oldest sibling Odette had the same partner for the last decade and they weren’t ready to marry, yet. Adelira envied the years of trust and dedication they built. 

∞


The feast ran into evenfall. Finally when everyone went to sleep, it was the farmers who woke before the sun rose. Dawn peeked, stirring Adelira from her slumber. 

She made her way outside and sat quietly on the grass in the fields, running her fingers through. She lifted her face to the sunlight and wished that the warmth on her skin could keep her in this world she loved so much.

A boy dashed past with a stick in his hand that he swung like a sword. 

Riann! Adelira’s face lit up. 

He waved excitedly to her. He looked happy, like maybe he’d been far enough away from the heart of the festival not to have seen any of the things she had witnessed. Adelira’s heart lifted. 

“Seeing you before I leave is the best parting gift,” Adelira called to them and walked over. “Maybe we have time for a quick sword fight?”

The boy blinked, looking around. “I don’t have another stick…”

“That’s okay,” Adelira said with a shrug. 

Talion had tried to teach her to use a sword, but she’d been half-way up a tree before the lesson ended. But now, she wondered if she might have needed that training after all. Even with Talion’s training, she’d never be able to take on the Vampire King. 

Flowers, the only weapons she could take. Oh, and kindness. Flora and trust, was that enough? 

Quickly, Riaan stuffed his hand in his pocket and pulled out a small unremarkable pebble. 

He held it out towards her in his open palm. “For you, Adelira.”

Adelira accepted it and in that moment it was the finest gift in the world. 

“I’ll treasure it always,” she promised. Flora, trust, and a pebble.

Riann grinned.

Adelira waved goodbye and walked back to the travelling party. 

The shadows grew, and she knew her time in the sunlight was borrowed. 

Her mother called, “The carriages are waiting. I hope you are ready...”

Adelira stiffened. She wasn’t ready to trade sunlight for a life in the darkness of night. But what she wanted didn’t matter anymore.

“It’s not too late, Adi,” her mother said. “We can turn back.”

“No,” Adelira said softly. “We’re going forward.”

Adelira cast one last look back to the farm as it disappeared from view. In her soul, she held a quiet life in the sun that would never be hers. Adelira squeezed her pebble. 

The Elven Kingdom broke into rougher terrain, golden fields slipped away, their brightness replaced by the grey peaks ahead. 

 Each step grew darker as though the Vampire King was reaching to meet her. 









