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For the ones who know survival is not soft—

It is sharp, it is bloodied, it is holy.

It is teeth bared through tears.

It is a vow spoken with a trembling voice.

It is endurance wrapped in ruin.

You are living proof that even broken things are beautiful.





INTRODUCTION

I wrote Souls in Ruin for those who have been told,

“You’re fine. It’s over. You survived.”

As though survival erases the cost of pain. As though clawing your way out of ruin leaves you unscarred.

But the truth is, surviving can be horrifying. It can change you in ways no one else will ever see. Souls in Ruin was my way of giving voice to that quiet, unspoken ache that survival is never simple, and that those who carry its weight are sacred in their endurance.

Beautiful in their pain.

This story is not soft. It will not offer easy comfort, but it will bear witness to defiance, to longing, to the fragile fire that survives even in the darkest of places. Mireille’s journey is one of loss, of ruin, and of endurance—but also of power, and of choosing to keep moving forward even when the cost is unbearable.

And if you see yourself in these pages, I hope you feel less alone.


CONTENT WARNINGS

Souls in Ruin contains mature themes and potentially distressing material that may not be suitable for all readers. This novel is intended for adult readers (18+) and explores intense themes of pain, power, desire, and transformation in a dark fantasy setting. While the story ultimately centers on survival, autonomy, and emotional reclamation, please prioritize your well-being while reading.


	Physical and psychological torture (on-page)

	Captivity and isolation

	Power-imbalanced sexual dynamics (consensual but complex)

	Dubious consent / manipulation / coerced arousal

	Blood, gore, and body horror (moderate to high)

	Gaslighting, obsession, and emotional manipulation

	Divine/magical coercion

	PTSD, trauma responses, panic attacks, and dissociation

	Themes of death, fate, and loss

	Brief mentions of past parental neglect

	Occasional suicidal ideation (not acted upon)

	Mentions of child-harm/death



Please take care of yourself while reading. If you find the content overwhelming, consider pausing or seeking support.







PRONUNCIATION GUIDE


CHARACTERS
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Aeldrin: AYL-drin
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Ira: EYE-rah
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Isolde: EE-zold
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PROLOGUE

I was born to die.



Not in the dramatic sense of some tragic destiny foretold by prophetic crones, but in the simple fact that I should have never existed. A union between a king and his guilt, sealed in a moment of weakness or madness, and certainly never meant to draw breath.

For the palace’s halls were lined with relics of history and control, and I was a relic of impulse, wrapped in blankets instead of parchment and left to be forgotten.

In many ways, my conception was a miracle. Not the divine blessing so often lauded by doting parents, but the shocking outcome of a romance doomed to wilt.

The King of Vareth and the strange woman who captured his fleeting fancy—whispers of their affair echoed louder than the most raucous battle cries, yet none were privy to the means by which she’d snared the monarch’s attention. They spoke of sorcery and enchantments, claiming no mere woman could captivate him so.

It was a temporary madness, they said, a fever that broke as soon as I drew breath.

Yet, in those feverish months, I was created, a forbidden merger of his blood and her mystery. For reasons perhaps known only to himself, my father chose not to rid himself of me alongside my mother. And so I came into this world, unplanned and unwelcomed, a monument to what should have never been. Some said I was a test, others, a punishment. Even then, swaddled in my cradle, I could feel the weight of what I was—an unwelcome burden that settled in with my first breath, never to be lifted.

If the stories are to be believed, my mother appeared at the court one day, an enigmatic figure with striking beauty and a presence that could not be ignored. Some claimed she was a sorceress, others, a runaway from the Lost Kingdoms.

All agreed she was dangerous, a temptation the king would do well to resist. Yet resist he did not. Their union was brief, scandalous, and intense enough to defy the rigid constraints of royal propriety. It ended as suddenly as it began, and I was the unasked-for memento left in its wake.

Some said she loved him. Others, that she loved only the power he represented. But the truth, like my father’s fleeting affection, remains elusive.

The more fantastical rumors claimed she bore the blood of gods, that her swift disappearance was a desperate act of concealment by those afraid of what a child born of such lineage might bring. Whether my birth was the product of affection, ambition, or a cruel jest by fate, it truly did not matter, for it left me with only the faint echo of any sort of parental love.

My first scream must have shattered whatever plans my mother had, for her disappearance was as immediate as my presence was unwanted. Like a rose clutched too tightly, she was gone as swiftly as I arrived, her existence pressed out by my ill-fated birth.

In the days that followed, I was left motherless and surrounded by more rumors than I could count. Theories about my mother’s fate became a favored court pastime, each more grim and theatrical than the last. Whether by intent or neglect, I grew up without even the ghost of her presence to console me. I was a burden to be tolerated, not a child to be cherished. Raised with the education of a noble but the affection of a stone, I was less a daughter and more a living reminder of my mother’s unforgivable sin.

King Aeldrin, for all his supposed indifference, did not let me slip into complete obscurity. No, he saw to it that I was kept alive and mostly out of sight, a strange balancing act that served his duty without inviting further disgrace.

Was it guilt that led him to acknowledge me even this much? Or some darker scheme to appease the forces he believed threatened by my birth? I grew up believing he cared only for his crown, with no room for a mistake like me.

Perhaps my eyes, so like my mother’s, reminded him of what could have been—the same eyes that scandalized the court and marked me as different from birth. More likely, I was simply a consequence he could not bring himself to kill. And so I remained, an unsightly bruise he learned to live with, my existence tolerated as long as it remained hidden behind closed doors.

There were moments, brief as they were painful, where I imagined he might look at me with something other than regret. But those were fantasies, born of a child’s desperate hope and quickly smothered by reality.

What is the weight of a life that was never meant to be?

Heavy enough to crush the dreams of those foolish enough to hope, but never so heavy that it would end.

Mine is the weight of secrecy, of isolation, of a girl turned ghost and back again.

It is a life measured in stolen moments, the whisper of silk in an empty hallway, the pale trace of a mother’s eyes in her daughter’s face.

It is a life not easily shed, for I have tried.

As here I remain, the consequence of a reckless love, as unyielding as the granite spires of the palace itself.

No, I was not born to live.

In truth, I should never have been born at all.





PART ONE THE UNWANTED






CHAPTER ONE SILVER EYES


I had learned to measure my worth in the castle by the sound my footsteps made against the stone. The lighter I walked, the less likely I was to draw attention.

Today, I abandoned such caution. My heels struck the polished marble with deliberate force as I strode through the dim, echoing corridors of Vareth palace, my fingers trailing over cold stone walls that had witnessed generations of royal blood and betrayal.

I could admit, I was in a particular mood.

The palace held its breath around me, ancient stones exhaling stale air that carried the musty scent of forgotten histories and buried secrets. Sunlight struggled through narrow windows, casting elongated shadows that seemed to reach for me with spectral fingers. The chill that perpetually haunted these halls seeped through my gown, a familiar discomfort I had long since accepted as part of my inheritance.

I caught a whisper as I passed a cluster of courtiers. Three women with elaborately coiffed hair and painted faces who fell silent at my approach, then resumed their murmuring the moment I passed.

“—the King’s shame—”

“—those unnatural eyes—”

“—her mother must have been—”

I didn’t turn. I’d heard worse. The rumors about my mother had circulated since before I could understand their meaning. Sorceress. Witch. Enchantress. The court had never forgiven her for capturing the King’s heart, nor him for succumbing. And they had certainly never forgiven me for existing as constant proof of that indiscretion.

The portraits of my ancestors, or rather, my father’s ancestors, stared down at me from ornate frames, their painted eyes seeming to follow my progress with silent judgment. I knew each face by now. Stern King Edric, my grandfather, whose furrowed brow I had inherited; Queen Maeve, whose legacy of diplomatic brilliance was still taught in the schoolrooms; and dozens of others stretching back through Vareth’s bloodied history.

None resembled me quite enough, which, to the court, was the problem.

I paused beneath the portrait of my father as a younger man. King Aeldrin had been painted soon after his coronation, before I was born, before the weight of his crown had stooped his shoulders and etched permanent lines around his mouth. His eyes were dark and clear, lacking the silver specks that marked mine as different, as other. As my mother’s daughter.

“Lady Mireille.”

I turned, composing my features into the careful mask I wore within these walls. A young page stood with his gaze respectfully lowered, though I caught the quick, curious flick of his eyes to mine before he looked away again.

“The Queen requests your presence in the east drawing room,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. New, then. The Queen’s experienced servants had mastered speaking to me without ever meeting my gaze.

“Does she?” I replied, allowing a trace of amusement to color my voice. “How unprecedented.”

The boy shifted uncomfortably. “She said to tell you it’s a matter of some importance.”

“I’m certain she did.” I smiled without warmth. “You may tell Her Majesty I shall attend her shortly.”

He bowed, clearly relieved to be dismissed, and hurried away with the distinctive gait of someone trying not to appear to be running.

Queen Ira “requesting” my presence was tantamount to a royal command, and while I might delay to assert what little independence I possessed, I wouldn’t refuse entirely. The fragile peace between us depended on such small surrenders.

A flicker of movement caught my eye—my own reflection in a large, gilt-framed mirror at the turning of the corridor. I stopped, drawn by morbid curiosity to study what others found so disturbing.

A young woman with sun-kissed skin looked back at me, her features a discomfiting blend of royal heritage and something indefinably foreign. My father’s high cheekbones and straight nose, yes, but set in a face too finely drawn, too sharply angled to belong comfortably among the robust beauty favored in Vareth. My hair fell in waves of midnight, lacking the golden or auburn tints that ran through the royal bloodline.

And then, of course, the eyes.

I leaned closer, watching as my pupils contracted in the shifting light. Around them, irises the color of winter storms, gray-blue like twilight on snow, scattered through with flecks of silver that caught the light like miniature stars. Eyes that marked me as surely as a brand.

When I was younger, I believed they were beautiful. I remembered spinning in my chambers, watching my reflection blur and the silver specks seemingly swirl into constellations. “Star eyes,” my nurse had called them, before she was replaced with someone who didn’t indulge such whimsy.

Now, I knew better. My eyes were a curse, a constant reminder to everyone who saw me that something in my blood was different. Wrong. The court physician had examined them when I was a child, pronouncing them a simple quirk of nature. Yet, the whispers persisted. Unnatural. Bewitched. Evidence of my mother’s mysterious origins and questionable humanity.

“Admiring yourself, sister? How utterly… common.”

The voice sliced through my thoughts, sharp as a blade wrapped in silk. I didn’t need to turn to know who stood behind me, but I did anyway, keeping my expression carefully neutral.

“Cordelia,” I said, inclining my head. Just enough to acknowledge her status as crown princess, though not enough to suggest I considered myself truly beneath her.

My half-sister’s lip curled slightly, her amber eyes, so like our father’s, sweeping over me with practiced disdain. “Mother is waiting. Though I suppose punctuality isn’t valued among whatever gutter folk spawned your maternal line.”

I smiled, slow and deliberate, knowing it would irritate her more than any retort. “How fortunate, then, that our shared paternal line valued education enough that I understand the strategic value of a fashionable delay.”

A flush of anger stained her cheeks, but she maintained her composure, smoothing invisible wrinkles from her immaculate gown. “Do hurry along. The sooner your obligatory appearance is concluded, the sooner the rest of us can enjoy ourselves.”

She swept past me, her perfume lingering in the air. Roses and musk, custom-blended by the royal perfumer to complement the natural scent of her skin. Another small luxury denied to me, another reminder of the careful distinction maintained between legitimate and illegitimate daughters.

I watched her retreating back, noting the rigid set of her shoulders beneath layers of silk and lace. For all her confidence, Cordelia feared me. Or rather, she feared what I represented. The king’s indiscretion made flesh, a living reminder that her mother had not always held his heart.

With a final, steadying breath, I turned toward the east wing, toward the drawing room where Queen Ira awaited with whatever fresh torment she had devised for me today. My heels struck the floor with renewed purpose, echoing through the corridor like a declaration of war.



The east drawing room reeked of false propriety—cloying perfumes and lavender polish barely masking the stench of ambition and resentment. I paused at the threshold, cataloging my enemies. Queen Ira at the center like a spider in her web, surrounded by her sycophantic ladies-in-waiting, each one more eager to curry favor.

Tall windows admitted afternoon light that seemed reluctant to touch the dark, heavy fabrics draping every surface, creating instead pools of illumination that transformed the room into a landscape of harsh contrasts.

Fitting, for a gathering where every smile concealed sharpened teeth.

Conversation stuttered and died as I entered, replaced by the rustling of silks and the soft clinking of porcelain as teacups were lowered to saucers. Twenty pairs of eyes turned toward me with expressions ranging from open hostility to feigned disinterest. I straightened my spine and stepped forward, the wooden floor creaking beneath my weight as if the very palace conspired to announce my unwelcome presence.

I moved further into the room, aware of every eye that tracked my progress while pretending not to look. Lady Lorraine whispered behind her fan to Countess Elspeth, their gazes flicking toward me then away. Lord Hathely’s wife shifted in her seat as though my mere proximity might contaminate her. I recognized the daughters of several noble houses clustered around Cordelia, who sat at her mother’s right hand, a perfect echo of Ira’s regal posture.

Ira herself remained seated, forcing me to approach and make obeisance. Another of her small power plays. I crossed the room with measured steps, keeping my back straight and my expression neutral. Thick rugs muffled my footfalls, creating an illusion that I glided rather than walked, adding to the whispers that followed me everywhere within these walls.

When I reached her, I sank into a curtsy that was exactly the depth required by protocol and not a hair’s breadth deeper. “Your Majesty,” I murmured, my voice pitched to carry no further than necessary. “Thank you for your kind invitation.”

Ira’s lips curved in what might have appeared to others as a smile. To me, who had studied her expressions for years, it was merely a baring of teeth. “Mireille,” she said loudly, my name in her mouth sounding like something distasteful. “How fortunate that you could join us today. I had begun to fear you preferred the company of shadows to that of the court.”

She did not offer her hand to be kissed, nor did she invite me to rise. I remained in my curtsy, feeling the strain in my thighs as the seconds stretched uncomfortably long. Finally, with a slight gesture that managed to be dismissive despite its subtlety, she released me from the position.

“Your presence here is intolerable,” she said, her voice pitched low enough that only those nearest could hear, though I had no doubt she would have preferred to announce it to the entire gathering. Her gloved hand cut through the air between us, directing me toward a small chair tucked in the corner farthest from the fire. “Seat yourself. I wouldn’t want you to feel… overlooked.”

The chair was positioned exactly where a draft from the ill-fitting window frame would ensure constant discomfort. It was also isolated from the main seating arrangement, an island separated from the archipelago of social power by an expanse of empty flooring.

I met her gaze with my own, refusing to lower my eyes despite years of conditioning that demanded deference. My jaw tightened, the only outward sign of the anger simmering beneath my carefully constructed façade. I said nothing. What was there to say? She was queen, I was the living reminder of her husband’s infidelity, and we both understood the boundaries of our silent war.

I moved to the appointed chair, aware of Cordelia’s satisfied smirk as I passed. My half-sister was twenty-five, seven months my junior but infinitely more secure in her position. Her blonde hair was arranged in an elaborate style that emphasized her delicate features, her gown the precise shade of blue that best complemented her fair coloring.

Everything about her had been cultivated to highlight her status as the legitimate heir, the true daughter of Vareth.

“Sister,” she murmured as I passed, the word somehow transformed into an insult by her tone.

Her companions tittered, the sound like small, venomous creatures scuttling across stone. I did not respond, merely inclining my head slightly before continuing to my designated place of exile. Behind me, I heard her stage-whisper, “Those eyes are so unnerving, like an animal’s. Perhaps we should check her for a tail.”

More laughter, slightly louder now that I had passed. Still, I said nothing. Her cuts no longer hurt.

I settled into the uncomfortable chair, arranging my skirts with deliberate care, using the moment to compose myself.

The draft from the window was indeed cold, creeping beneath the collar of my dress like ghostly fingers. I suppressed a shiver, unwilling to give Ira the satisfaction of seeing my discomfort.

From this vantage point, I could observe the entire gathering while being easily forgotten by most present. It was, ironically, the perfect position from which to listen, and listening had long been my most valuable skill in navigating the treacherous waters of court life.

Lady Lorraine was speaking now, her voice carrying clearly across the room. “—and they say he’s taken the eastern port of Callais with barely a struggle. The local lord simply opened the gates rather than face siege.”

“The Blood King grows bolder,” Countess Elspeth replied, her brow furrowed with genuine concern. “Nocthar was nothing but a minor kingdom merely five years pass. Now, half the coastal cities fly his banner.”

I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the draft.

The Blood King. King Valen of Nocthar. The Butcher.

His name alone was enough to silence a room, to make mothers draw their children closer.

The stories that reached Vareth spoke of public executions, of nobles who opposed him being impaled on spikes outside his castle, of rituals performed to strange gods beneath the new moon. Most dismissed these as exaggerations, the kind of embellishments that attached themselves to any feared ruler. But there was enough consistency to the reports to suggest at least some truth to the horrors.

“They say he bathes in the blood of virgins to maintain his youth,” one of Cordelia’s companions whispered, clearly thrilled by her own daring in speaking of such things.

Cordelia scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous, Emeline. No one actually believes those peasant tales.” She glanced toward her mother. “Though the matter of Callais is concerning. Father should have sent aid to Lord Ferrin, not left him to face Nocthar alone.”

“Your father does what he must for the security of Vareth,” Ira replied, her tone making it clear that the topic was closed. “The affairs of state are not matters for afternoon tea.”

A flash of movement caught my eye. A small figure darted between the clustered ladies, bright as a songbird among crows.

Lysa, three years old and unbound by the constraints of court etiquette, spotted me in my corner. Her face lit with genuine delight.

“Miri!” she cried, using the pet name she had given me when she first learned to speak. She ran toward me, arms outstretched, heedless of her mother’s sharp intake of breath.

I couldn’t suppress my smile as she reached me, her small body colliding with my knees before she raised her arms in the universal demand to be lifted.

I complied without hesitation, gathering her onto my lap where she immediately began fidgeting with the silver pendant at my throat.

“You missed story time,” she informed me solemnly, her hazel eyes—so like her mother’s in shape, yet warmed by an innocence Ira had long since sacrificed—fixed on my face.

“Nurse read about the princess and the dragon, but she doesn’t do the voices right like you do.”

“A terrible oversight,” I agreed, matching her seriousness. “Perhaps I can properly read it to you later.”

Lysa nodded, satisfied with this promise, then reached up to touch my cheek with fingers that smelled faintly of the candied violets she’d clearly been eating.

“Your eyes are pretty today,” she declared. “Like stars fell in them.”

From across the room, I saw Ira stiffen, her disapproval a palpable force. Cordelia’s expression had soured as well, her lips pressed into a thin line at the sight of her youngest sister’s obvious affection for me. But neither moved to separate us, aware that doing so would only upset Lysa and potentially cause a scene.

It was one of the few joys I possessed—Lysa’s uncomplicated love. She knew me only as her half-sister who told the best stories and snuck her sweets when the nursemaids weren’t looking.

Her affection was pure, untainted by court politics or the bitterness of adult grievances.

“Tell me about your day, little sister,” I said, settling her more comfortably on my lap.

As she launched into an elaborate recounting of her morning adventures, I kept one ear tuned to her chatter and the other to the conversations flowing through the room.

“—expansion westward means he’s looking toward Vareth,” a lady-in-waiting was saying quietly to her companion. “The shipping port is strategic. It controls access to River Mallen.”

“River Mallen feeds directly into our eastern territories,” came the troubled reply. “If he takes both the port and the river—”

“He won’t,” the first woman interrupted firmly. “King Aeldrin and the neighboring kings would never allow Nocthar to gain such advantage. The treaty between kingdoms has held for two hundred years.”

“Treaties are only as strong as the men who uphold them,” her companion murmured. “And the Blood King has shown little regard for such niceties.”

I suppressed a shudder, tightening my arms slightly around Lysa as though I could protect her from the very mention of such a man. The Blood King’s reputation for cruelty extended even to his treatment of noble children, using them as hostages and leverage against their parents.

The thought of someone like him anywhere near Lysa made my blood run cold.

“And then Nurse said I couldn’t have another sweet because it would spoil my supper, but I think that’s silly because it’s hours and hours away,” Lysa was saying, blissfully unaware of my divided attention. “Don’t you think that’s silly, Miri?”

“Terribly silly,” I agreed automatically, brushing a stray curl from her forehead. “Though Nurse does have to consider your mother’s wishes.”

Lysa wrinkled her nose at this unwelcome reminder of authority.

“Mother says sweets ruin the com-plec-shun, but you are perfect and I know you eat honey cakes when no one’s looking.”

I smiled at her slow pronunciation of complexion, then pressed my finger to my lips, feigning alarm at her disclosure of my secret vice.

“Shh, don’t tell anyone. It’s a special magic that only works for big sisters.”

I glanced around, as if to see if anyone was listening, before I whispered, “But since you’re my favorite sibling, I’ll make sure the magic works for you too.”

She giggled, delighted to be included in a conspiracy, however minor.

As she settled her head against my shoulder, content for the moment to simply be held, I felt a presence approaching and looked up to find Isolde making her way toward us.

Isolde was perhaps the only person at court I would call a friend. Daughter of a minor noble family with ancient ties to Vareth, she had been assigned as my companion years ago and had somehow, against all expectation, developed a genuine affection for me.

Unlike most at court, she never flinched from my gaze or treated me as though I carried some contagious misfortune.

“Princess Mireille,” she greeted formally, though her eyes held the warmth of genuine friendship. “Princess Lysa. What a charming picture you make.”

Lysa beamed at the compliment while I shifted slightly to make room for Isolde on the small bench beside my chair.

She settled there with the grace that came from years of navigating court spaces, her ash-blonde hair immaculately styled, her gray-green eyes missing nothing.

“I was beginning to think you might not come,” she said quietly, pitching her voice to carry no further than my ears. “The queen’s invitation seemed particularly… insistent this time, and I know how much you like to be ordered around.”

“It did seem more like a royal decree,” I murmured back. “How could I possibly refuse?”

Isolde’s lips quirked in acknowledgment of how often I attempted to defy the queen.

“Well, I’m glad you’re here. These gatherings are unbearable without someone sane to talk to.”

Lysa, growing restless, spotted another child across the room and wiggled to be set down.

“Miri, please let me down. I want to play with Lady Kelleth’s daughter.”

I released her, watching as she darted away with the unselfconscious energy of childhood.

“Don’t wrinkle your dress,” I called after her softly, a reminder that would almost certainly be ignored.

Turning back to Isolde, I found her watching me with a small smile.

“Lysa adores you,” she murmured. “It drives the queen mad.”

“One of life’s small pleasures,” I admitted, allowing myself a slight smile in return. “How have you been? I’ve hardly seen you these past few days.”

Isolde glanced around, ensuring no one was paying us any attention, then leaned closer. “I’ve been… occupied,” she said, a hint of color rising in her cheeks.

I raised an eyebrow. “Occupied? That sounds intriguing. Do tell.”

“Do you recall that stable master’s son I mentioned?” she whispered, her eyes sparkling with secret delight. “The one with the—”

“Shoulders like a young god and hands that could break a wild horse?” I finished for her, amused by her sudden bashfulness. “I recall you waxing rather poetic about his various attributes, yes.”

Her blush deepened. “Well, there have been… developments.”

“Developments?” I repeated, lowering my voice to match her conspiratorial tone. “Am I to understand these developments occurred somewhere private, possibly involving fewer clothing than propriety would suggest?”

Isolde’s eyes widened in scandalized delight. “Mireille! Must you be so direct?”

“Would you prefer I speak in riddles and metaphors like the court poets?” I teased, feeling some of the tension drain from my shoulders.

This was why I valued Isolde. She treated me as a friend rather than a curiosity or a threat. With her, I could forget the weight of being King Aeldrin’s shameful secret, Queen Ira’s living insult, the court’s perpetual outsider.

At least, if only for a moment.

“Perhaps I should compose an ode to the joining of noble lady and common stable hand, their passionate embrace beneath the harvest moon—”

“Stop,” she hissed, though laughter bubbled beneath her scandalized tone. “It wasn’t beneath the moon. It was in the hayloft, and it was… educational.”

I pressed my hand to my heart in mock horror. “The hayloft? How scandalously rustic of you, Lady Isolde. What would your mother say?”

“She’d likely have apoplexy and then arrange my immediate marriage to some decrepit baron with gout,” Isolde replied dryly. “Which is why she will never know, and neither will anyone else.” She fixed me with a pointed look. “Anyone.”

I softened my teasing smile. “Your secret is safe with me, as always. Though I hope this stable boy is being discreet. The court has eyes everywhere, and the queen would love nothing more than a scandal to distract from rumors of the Blood King.”

Isolde’s expression sobered at the mention of King Valen. “I’ve heard those whispers, as well. Do you think there’s truth to them?”

I hesitated, weighing my words. Isolde was perhaps my only true ally at court, but even with her, I kept certain thoughts to myself.

“I think there’s rarely smoke without fire,” I finally said. “And I think my father wouldn’t have summoned the war council three times in the past week if there wasn’t cause for concern.”

“The war council has been called three times?” she asked, her voice dropping lower.

I gave her a wry smile. Isolde knew of the small network of servants I’d cultivated who, for various reasons, were willing to share information they overheard. A kind word here, a small favor there, sometimes merely bothering to learn their name.

It was surprising how such small acts could purchase loyalty that gold could not.

“You should be more careful,” Isolde warned, genuine concern in her eyes. “If the queen even suspects you have been gathering intelligence—”

“She already thinks the worst of me,” I interrupted gently. “Knowledge is my only protection here. I need to see the blade before it falls if I’m to have any hope of avoiding it.”

Before she could respond, a movement at the edge of my vision caught my attention. A page in royal livery was weaving through the gathering, his expression taut with urgency. As he approached, I recognized him as one of my father’s personal messengers, and a flutter of unease stirred in my stomach.

He came to a stop before me and bowed stiffly. “Princess Mireille,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. He couldn’t have been more than fourteen. “His Majesty King Aeldrin requests your immediate presence in his private study.”

He extended a sealed note, which I accepted with fingers that remained steady despite the quickening of my pulse.

My father rarely summoned me, preferring distance from the living proof of his indiscretion. For him to send for me now, in the middle of the queen’s gathering, suggested a matter of unusual importance.

I broke the seal and scanned the brief message, written in my father’s precise hand:


Mireille,

Come to my study immediately upon receipt of this message.

We have matters of consequence to discuss.

—A.



No terms of endearment. No explanation. Typical of our relationship—formal, distant, necessary.

From across the room, I felt Ira’s gaze on me, her attention snagged by the page’s presence. I could read the speculation in her eyes, the calculation. Whatever my father wished to discuss, she would undoubtedly have opinions on the fact that she was not aware of it first. Opinions she would make known at the earliest opportunity.

As the messenger bowed and withdrew, I rose from my seat, smoothing the folds of my gown with deliberate care.

“It seems I’m required elsewhere,” I announced to Isolde, loudly enough for nearby ears to catch. “Father calls.”

She nodded, understanding without words that I couldn’t share more. “Shall I look in on you later?”

“Please do.” I squeezed her hand briefly, grateful for her steady presence.

I made my way across the drawing room, conscious of the speculation rippling through the gathering. A summons from the king, delivered directly to the drawing room rather than through the usual channels, was fodder for the rumor mill that would keep tongues wagging well into supper.

I paused to drop a kiss on Lysa’s head where she played with her young companion. “I’ll come find you later for that story,” I said softly, receiving a beaming smile in return.

“Promise?” she asked, holding up her small finger.

“Promise,” I replied, linking my finger with hers in the solemn pact that meant everything to her three-year-old sensibilities.

As I passed Queen Ira, I dipped into a flawless curtsy, the picture of filial respect. “Your Majesty, I must beg to be excused from your delightful gathering. My father requires my presence.”

Her lips pressed into a bloodless line at the public reminder of my connection to her husband. “By all means,” she replied, her voice brittle as winter ice. “One mustn’t keep His Majesty waiting. We shall try to bear your absence with… fortitude.”

I straightened, meeting her gaze with calm assurance. “Yes, do try.”

Then, in a moment of pure, petty defiance that I knew I would later regret, I winked at her—a quick, unmistakable gesture visible only to her—before turning away.

Her gasp of fury that followed me was almost worth the retribution that would inevitably follow.

Almost.

But then I was through the door and into the corridor beyond, my mind already turning to what my father could possibly want from me after so long of careful avoidance.





CHAPTER TWO THE AGREEMENT


The door to my father’s study felt heavier than usual beneath my palm, as if the very wood sensed the gravity of what waited beyond.

Shadows clung to the corners of the dim chamber, dancing across the worn paneling as candlelight flickered across the weathered maps and ancient tomes chronicling our kingdom’s long history. I stepped inside, the scent of aged parchment and melting wax filling my lungs, my eyes drawn immediately to where King Aeldrin stood hunched over his massive oak desk, his crown absent but the toll of it still visible in the tight set of his shoulders.

Darius stood at his side—Captain of the Royal Guards—his posture rigid and watchful. His eyes met mine briefly, a flicker of something unreadable passing between us before he returned his attention to the sprawling map my father methodically unfurled across the desk’s scarred surface.

“You summoned me, Your Majesty?” I kept my voice deliberately neutral, the formal address a shield I had learned to wield years ago.

My father didn’t look up immediately. His fingers, adorned only with the simple gold signet that marked his lineage, smoothed the weathered corners of the map with uncharacteristic care. When he finally raised his eyes to mine, I saw the fine lines spiderwebbing from their corners, etched deeper with each passing season.

“Mireille.” My name in his voice was neither warm nor cold, merely a statement of fact. “Come, look at this.”

I approached the desk with measured steps, casting a wary glance at Darius. His jaw was set in that particular way I’d come to recognize over the years, a tension that spoke of unpleasant tidings held carefully behind sealed lips.

The map beneath my father’s hands depicted Nocthar, a kingdom that had once been little more than a collection of minor holdings nestled against our eastern border. Now, crimson ink marked territories that had fallen under the Blood King’s banner, spreading like a stain across the coastal regions.

“The war council has met three times this week,” my father said, his finger tracing a path from the newly conquered port of Callais inward toward our own borders. “Each meeting longer and more contentious than the last.”

“So I’ve heard,” I replied, the information from the drawing room bolstered with what I had gathered from servants’ whispers echoing in my mind. “Lord Ferrin surrendered Callais without resistance.”

My father’s eyes sharpened, but he made no comment on how I’d come by this information.

“What you may not know,” he continued, his voice harder now, “is that Lord Ferrin’s surrender was not mere cowardice. King Valen had his youngest son—a hostage whose life hung in the balance of his father’s decision. A mere child of three.”

The air in the study suddenly felt thinner. He knew how much I loved Lysa and bringing up the Callais child was deliberate. Manipulative. He wanted something from me.

I watched his hand move again, this time circling our own kingdom of Vareth, his fingertip pressing hard enough to dimple the parchment.

“Many of the coastal cities now fly his banner,” Darius said, his voice low and grave. “Our scouts report his armies grow daily, bolstered by conscripts from conquered territories and mercenaries paid with plundered gold.”

I felt a curious detachment as I studied the map. The spreading crimson should have kindled fear, I supposed, but fear required concern for what might be lost. My world had long ago narrowed to just two people: Lysa and Isolde. The rest—the kingdom, its politics, even my father—existed in a blurred periphery.

“Why tell me this?” I asked at last. “I hold no position in your court, nor command of your armies.”

My father straightened, forcing me to tilt my chin upward to meet his gaze. The candlelight deepened the shadows beneath his eyes, revealing the fatigue he concealed so carefully in public.

“Because, Mireille, King Valen of Nocthar has extended an offer of alliance, and our kingdom’s fate leaves us no alternative.” Something in his tone caused my pulse to quicken.

“Alliance?” The word tasted bitter on my tongue. “What possible terms could—”

“Marriage.” The single word fell between us like a blade. “He has offered to take your hand for peace.”

For a moment, I was certain I had misheard. The study seemed to contract around me, the walls pressing closer, the air growing denser. I looked to Darius, whose face had hardened into an impassive mask, then back to my father, searching for some indication this was a cruel jest.

I found none.

“No.” The refusal escaped before I could think better of it.

My father’s expression didn’t change. “This is not a request, Mireille. It is a necessity.”

“A necessity?” A laugh bubbled up, hysterical and disbelieving. “To wed me to a man they call the Butcher? A tyrant who hunts his enemies for sport? Who conquers without mercy and rules through fear? That is your solution?”

“Those are peasant rumors,” my father said, though he did not dismiss them outright. “King Valen is—”

“A monster,” I finished for him. My hands had begun to tremble, and I pressed them flat against the desk to steady them. “How can you even consider—”

“You dare question me?” For the first time, anger cracked through my father’s carefully maintained composure. “Look at this map, Mireille. Look at what stands between our people and devastation.”

My eyes dropped again to the parchment, to the narrow strip of unconquered land that separated Nocthar’s forces from our borders. In the silence that followed, I could hear the faint patter of rain begin to strike the leaded windows of the study.

“There must be another way,” I said, my voice smaller than I intended. “Alliances with other kingdoms, perhaps, or—”

“There is no time,” Darius interjected, his voice gentler than my father’s. “The Nocthari armies will reach our eastern villages within a week. Even if we called on our allies, their forces could not mobilize quickly enough.”

I turned from them both, moving to the window where I pressed my forehead against the cool glass. Outside, the rain had begun to streak the panes in earnest, distorting the gardens beyond into a blur of shadow and muted color. My breath fogged the glass, creating a small circle of opacity that expanded and contracted with each exhalation.

“How could you accept such a union with a man known only for cruelty?” The question emerged as little more than a whisper, directed as much to myself as to my father.

I heard him sigh, the sound heavy with the gravity of a crown that seemed to grow heavier with each passing second.

“Sometimes, as rulers, we must make sacrifices for the greater good. Your marriage would buy us time. Time to strengthen our defenses, forge new alliances, prepare for what may still come.”

I studied him, searching for the lie I expected to find. Instead, I saw only weariness and resignation. My gaze shifted to Darius, whose eyes held a carefully banked fury that I suspected had little to do with political strategy, and much to do with our shared history.

“And if I refuse?” The question hung between us, a final, desperate gambit.

My father’s expression hardened once more, the momentary glimpse of weariness vanishing beneath the mask of kingship.

“Then you condemn thousands of innocent lives to the sword. Including, might I add, those of Lysa and Isolde, whom I know you cherish.”

My breath caught in my chest, the full weight of my father’s manipulation striking me where he knew it would hurt most. He never acknowledged my bond with my friend or youngest sister, perhaps resenting the latter as much as his wife did. But he had observed it, noted it, and now wielded it with brutal precision.

“That’s unfair,” I managed, the words scraping from a throat gone suddenly dry.

“War is unfair,” my father replied simply. “This marriage, at least, offers hope.”

I looked again at the map, the crimson stain of Nocthar’s influence creeping ever closer to the place I called home.

I knew then, I would agree. Not for the kingdom’s sake, nor for my father’s, but for Lysa’s sweet innocence and Isolde’s quiet loyalty. For the only two souls in this world I truly cared for.

My resistance crumbled.

“When?” The single word cost me dearly.

My father exchanged a glance with Darius before answering. “King Valen will arrive tomorrow, riding ahead of his armies. The wedding will take place the following day.”

“Tomorrow?” The room tilted around me. “So soon?”

“The Blood King is not known for his patience,” Darius said, his voice tight with restrained emotion.

I closed my eyes, trying to steady the vertigo that threatened to overwhelm me. One day. I had one day of freedom remaining before I would be bound to a man whose reputation made even hardened soldiers pale with fear.

The rain struck harder now, a furious staccato against the windows that seemed to mock the thundering of my heart. I looked between my father and Darius, searching for an ally, a reprieve—and found only grim determination reflected in both their faces.

Turning back to the window, I traced the path of a raindrop as it meandered down the glass. The courtyard below lay slick with rain, the cobblestones transformed into a darkened mirror that reflected the cold glow of torchlight in fractured, trembling puddles. Guards stood at their posts, cloaks pulled tight against the persistent drizzle, seemingly as immovable as the stone statues that flanked the palace gates.

I flattened my palm against the cool glass. The chill seeped into my skin, traveling up my arm like a premonition of the cold life that awaited me. The Blood King. The Butcher. Even his name conjured images of crimson-soaked battlefields and the metallic tang of fear.

A chair creaked behind me—my father shifting his weight, perhaps preparing to speak again, to further justify the sacrifice he demanded. But silence prevailed, stretching between us like a chasm neither knew how to bridge. We had always been this… two beings bound by blood but divided by something essential, some understanding that had never quite formed.

I turned from the window and returned to the desk, my fingers brushing the carved edge of the ancient oak. The wood had been worn smooth by generations of royal hands—my grandfather’s, his father’s before him, and now my father’s. If I refused this alliance, they would be joined by the Blood King’s, should his ambitions be realized. I wondered if his touch would leave a stain.

“I know you think me cruel,” my father said at last, his voice softer than before. “Perhaps I am. But a king cannot afford the luxury of kindness when his kingdom hangs in the balance.”

“And what of a father?” The question slipped out before reason could intervene.

His eyes met mine, and for a fleeting moment, I glimpsed something like regret shadowing their depths.

“A father must sometimes be crueler still, when his daughter’s sacrifice might save thousands.”

I nodded, not in agreement but in recognition of an impasse that could not be overcome. My fingers continued their restless exploration of the desk’s surface, seeking comfort in its unyielding solidity.

A strange resignation began to settle over me—not peace, but its hollow imitation. The quiet that comes when one accepts that struggle is futile.

“I will do as you command,” I said at last, my voice wavering between determination and sorrow. “I will marry the Blood King.”

The words hung between us, both binding and breaking. My posture stiffened as I spoke them—a physical manifestation of the will required to commit to such a fate. I wondered if my father could see the tumult in my eyes, the reluctant acceptance of duty shadowed by a faint, desperate hope that, perhaps, this sacrifice might bridge the emotional chasm between us.

My father’s shoulders relaxed slightly, the only visible sign of his relief. “You do your kingdom a great service, Mireille.”

“I do it for Lysa and Isolde,” I corrected, unwilling to grant him the comfort of believing I acted out of loyalty to a crown that had given me little but loneliness. “Let us be clear on that matter.”

He inclined his head, accepting this truth without argument. “Whatever your reasons, the result is the same. You give Vareth a chance.”

My father hesitated, then moved toward me with an uncharacteristic uncertainty in his step. For a wild, disorienting moment, I thought he might embrace me. A gesture so foreign it would have felt like an assault. Instead, he simply placed his hand on my shoulder, the touch awkward and formal.

“You have your mother’s strength,” he said quietly.

The mention of my mother struck me with unexpected force. Whether it was guilt or further manipulation, it felt like rubbing salt on a recent wound.

“I wouldn’t know,” I replied, unable to keep the edge from my voice.

His hand fell away, the brief connection severed. “No, I suppose you wouldn’t.”

I searched his face, wondering if there might be more. Some explanation, some insight into the woman whose blood ran in my veins. But his expression had already closed, the vulnerability sealed once again behind his royal mask.

“The captain will escort you to your chambers,” he said, retreating both physically and emotionally. “Try to rest. Tomorrow will demand much of you.”

I offered a perfunctory curtsy, the gesture as empty as the space between us. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”



We left my father’s study in silence, my impending marriage pressing between us like an unwelcome third companion.

Darius moved beside me with practiced discipline, his face a careful mask that revealed nothing of his thoughts. I could feel him preparing to guide me toward my chambers, where I would be expected to quietly prepare for my sacrifice. Instead, I turned sharply down the western corridor, toward the gardens where the rain still fell in steady sheets.

Darius hesitated for only a heartbeat before following, familiar enough with my defiance to know that forcing me to my chambers was futile.

I needed something from him. Something to remind me I was still flesh and blood, still capable of taking what I wanted before I became nothing more than a treaty sealed in matrimony.

“Princess,” Darius murmured as we approached the glass doors leading to the western terrace. “Your chambers are—”

“I know where my chambers are, Captain.” My voice carried an edge that silenced him immediately. “And I know where I’m going.”

His footsteps faltered, almost imperceptibly. He knew these gardens as intimately as I did. Knew exactly what had transpired between us among the sheltering hedges and concealing shadows. Before he had ruined everything with talk of love and futures, these gardens had been our sanctuary. A place where rank and protocol dissolved beneath urgent hands and hungry mouths.

I pushed open the doors without hesitation, the cool mist of rain greeting my face like a lover’s caress. Darius followed me onto the terrace, his duty warring visibly with better judgment.

“Mireille.” My name on his lips was different now, softer, weighted with memories of whispered endearments and stifled moans. “We shouldn’t be out here. The rain—”

“Will hide us,” I finished for him, already descending the stone steps into the garden proper. The rainfall had intensified, drops striking the flagstone path with a sound like distant applause. “As it always has.”

The garden paths were deserted, as I had known they would be. No servants tended the flowerbeds in such weather. No nobles strolled the gravel walks seeking gossip. The rain provided a perfect curtain of privacy, blurring the edges of the world.

I walked with purpose to the eastern corner, where a stone wall met a tall hedge of yew, creating a sheltered alcove invisible from both the palace windows and the main garden paths. My skirts grew heavy with rainwater, clinging to my legs as I moved, but I welcomed the discomfort. Any sensation was preferable to the hollow numbness that had settled in my chest since my father’s pronouncement.

Darius’s hand caught my arm as we neared our destination, his grip firm but not painful.

“Mireille, stop. We can’t go further. We should talk about this.”

“I don’t want to talk.” I turned to face him, rain plastering my hair to my cheeks and neck. His own copper locks had darkened to bronze, droplets clinging to his lashes, tracing paths down the strong planes of his face. Even in the dim light, I saw the conflict in his eyes. Desire warring with duty, longing with propriety.

“We should,” he said, though his voice had softened, his resolve fraying. “Tomorrow you’ll—”

“Tomorrow I’ll begin preparing to marry a monster,” I cut in, stepping closer until I could feel the heat of his body even through the chill of soaked clothes. “Tomorrow I’ll start packing away everything I’ve ever known, ready to be shipped to Nocthar like a crate of fine wine.” I lifted my hand to his chest, feeling his heartbeat quicken beneath my palm. “But tonight, I am still here. Still me. And I need you, Darius.”

His breath caught, the sound nearly lost beneath the steady patter of rain against leaves.

“Your father—”

“Has already sold me,” I finished bitterly. “What more can he take?”

I knew my words wounded him. Darius had always believed my father cared more than he showed, had always defended the king’s distance as necessary. But I didn’t care. Tonight I didn’t want comfort or fairness. I wanted sensation. Control over something.

Without waiting for a reply, I stepped backward into the alcove, drawing him with me by the front of his uniform. The hedge blocked most of the rain, creating a space removed from the rest of the world. A pocket of time that belonged only to us.

I sank to my knees on the damp moss, my fine skirts pooling around me, ruined by rain and earth. Darius watched with an intensity that sent heat surging through me, dispelling the chill of the early evening air. His chest rose and fell rapidly, his control visibly unraveling as I reached for the fastenings of his trousers.

“Mireille,” he hissed, though desire pulsed through the strain in his voice, “we shouldn’t—”

“Let me have this,” I said, deftly working the lacings. “I know what I want.”

And I did. I always did. Even when he’d knelt a year ago, offering me his heart and his name, I had known exactly what I wanted… and what I didn’t.

Besides, even if I had wanted to, I couldn’t have given him the love he craved or the future he envisioned. All I’d ever been able to offer was this. Moments of physical connection without emotional entanglement, pleasure without promises.

His breeches came loose beneath my fingers, and I freed him from the confining fabric with a satisfaction that bordered on triumph. His cock sprang forth, already hard and eager despite his protestations.

It was a pleasant sight. Not magnificent enough to build a life around, but certainly adequate for the purpose at hand.

I wrapped my fingers around his length, feeling him pulse beneath my touch. My first stroke drew a hiss from between his clenched teeth, the second, a muffled groan. His hands moved toward my hair, seeking purchase, seeking control.

I dislodged them with a swift, practiced motion that brooked no argument. “No,” I reminded him. Our arrangement had always been clear—I was in control, and he followed. The moment he sought more had been the moment everything between us had fractured.

His hands fell obediently to his sides, fingers curling into fists as he fought to maintain restraint. Satisfied, I leaned forward, taking him into my mouth with slow deliberation.

The taste of him was familiar. Salt and skin and the faint metallic tang that always reminded me of his sword harness. I worked him deeply, taking his entire length until my nose pressed against the coarse hair at his base. His breath stuttered above me, his discipline cracking further with each movement of my mouth.

Rain fell beyond our shelter in a steady rhythm that I matched with my movements. Water dripped from the edges of the hedge, occasionally striking my shoulders or back—cold pinpricks that heightened every sensation. In the distance, thunder rolled across the sky, muffling the sounds escaping Darius’s throat as I hollowed my cheeks around him.

I always felt powerful like this. Able to bring one of the strongest men in my kingdom undone with almost no effort. It was intoxicating, watching him tremble before me.

He grew closer to his release, the telltale tightening of his muscles, the urgency in his breathing unmistakable. Before he could finish, I pulled away, releasing him with a slow, deliberate motion that drew a sound of frustrated need from his lips.

I smiled and rose, my sodden skirts clinging to my legs. Understanding darkened his eyes to the color of forest shadows. Without a word, he grasped my waist and turned me to face the palace wall. The stone was cool beneath my palms as I braced myself, anticipation coiling tight in my belly as he lifted my skirts from behind.

The rain had soaked through every layer of my clothing, leaving nothing dry, nothing sacred. Darius’s hands were warm against the chill of my exposed skin as he positioned himself behind me. I closed my eyes, focusing solely on sensations. The sound of his panting breath. His fingers digging into my hips. The blunt pressure of him seeking entrance.

I was not made for softness.

He entered me with a single powerful thrust that drove the air from my lungs in a gasp that was not quite a cry. The familiar stretch and fullness anchored me to the present, driving away thoughts of the Butcher and Nocthar and all that awaited me beyond tonight. Here, pinned between stone and flesh, I existed only as nerve endings and racing blood and building pleasure.

Darius set a relentless rhythm, each thrust driving me into the wall, the rough stone scraping my palms. I pushed back, demanding more—harder, faster. Demanding everything he could give me.

I knew I wouldn’t find my release this way. I rarely did from this act alone, but that wasn’t what I sought. What I wanted was to feel used and using in equal measure, to assert my ownership over my body one final time before it became a bargaining chip in a game of kingdoms.

What I wanted was for Darius to come undone, to know that, even as I was being traded away like property, I still held power over my own pleasure.

His movements grew more erratic, his breathing more ragged. I felt him swell within me, teetering on the edge of release. “Mireille,” he gasped, the word part plea, part worship.

I tightened around him deliberately, drawing a broken moan from his throat. “Finish,” I pleaded, my voice steady despite the pounding of my heart. “Inside me.”

He obeyed with a choked cry, hips jerking against mine as he spilled himself deep within me. His forehead dropped to my shoulder, his breath hot against my rain-chilled skin as he shuddered through the aftermath. For several heartbeats, we remained still, the only sounds our slowing breaths and the steady patter of rain.

Then I moved, breaking the connection. I smoothed my skirts down over my legs, unconcerned with the wetness between my thighs or the state of my appearance. When I turned to face him, I offered him not a lover’s tender smile, but a practical one—the smile of a transaction completed to mutual satisfaction.

“Thank you,” I said simply, watching as he righted his clothing with hands that still trembled.

His eyes met mine, searching for something I couldn’t—wouldn’t—give him. “This all could have been prevented,” he said softly. “If you had said yes when I asked for your hand.”

I nearly scoffed. Darius loved to spin that fantasy, as though he had ever truly asked me to marry him. As though he’d gone to my father for permission.

Even if he had, it never would have been allowed. He was destined for a noble bride. And I, for some decrepit Earl, if not for this bartered arrangement with the Blood King.

“And now I’m promised to another,” I replied, irony curling my lips. “Perhaps it’s better this way. I never could have been what you needed, Darius.”

“You never gave yourself the chance to try,” he countered, reaching out to brush a strand of wet hair from my face. I allowed the touch, brief as it was. “We could have been happy.”

I stepped away. From his hand. From the dangerous territory of might-have-beens.

“I’m not built for happiness,” I told him, the closest thing to truth I could offer. “Only for survival.”

The rain had softened to a gentle mist, the storm moving eastward. Soon, the paths would reopen. Servants would venture out to assess the gardens. Our moment of privacy was ending, as all things must.

“I should return to my chambers,” I said, smoothing my hair as best I could. “There will be much to prepare before my betrothed arrives.”

Darius winced, then nodded. His captain’s mask settling back into place, though his eyes still held the heat of our encounter. “I’ll escort you.”

We emerged from the alcove into the open garden, the palace looming like a silent judge. Water dripped from leaves and petals, the gentle music at odds with the heaviness in my chest. Tomorrow would bring the Blood King, and with him, the end of all I had known.

But tonight was mine. One final assertion of will before duty consumed what remained of my freedom. As we walked silently toward the palace doors, rainwater squelching in my slippers, I carried that small victory close to my heart like a hidden blade.

The last weapon of a condemned woman.





CHAPTER THREE A MEETING OF KINGDOMS


Dusk had barely broken when I stood beside my father on the raised dais of the Great Hall, the black silk of my gown absorbing what little light filtered through the tall arched windows.

“You cannot wear black to meet your betrothed,” Isolde had insisted earlier that morning, her fingers hovering over the array of court-approved gowns spread across my bed. Each one was more magnificent than the last. Velvets and silks in a rainbow of colors, all trimmed with lace and embroidered with gold thread. “It’s an insult. A statement.”

“Good,” I had replied, sliding the midnight silk over my shoulders, the gown more suited for a funeral than a betrothal meeting. “Let it be an insult. A statement.”

Now, as I stood upon this dais, that defiance felt hollow. A child’s tantrum against the inevitable tide.

The Great Hall stretched before us, its soaring arches disappearing into shadow overhead. Centuries of my ancestors had received foreign dignitaries beneath these vaulted ceilings, but never before had Vareth’s court trembled with such palpable anticipation. Fear permeated the air like the scent of rain before a storm.

Ira stood rigid at my father’s other side, her silver-streaked hair coiled immaculately around her crown. Her excitement to be rid of me was evident only in the slight curl of her lips as we waited for the Nocthari contingent to arrive. Cordelia positioned herself just behind her mother, amber eyes calculating as they swept across the assembled courtiers. The four princes, my half-brothers, had been arranged in descending order of age and importance, like decorative elements rather than people.

I was grateful, at least, that Lysa had been deemed too young for this spectacle. The thought of her witnessing her sister being traded away like chattel made my stomach clench. She alone deserved to keep her innocence a while longer.

Behind us, nearly invisible in his formal guard’s attire, stood Darius. I refused to glance in his direction, though I could feel the heat of his gaze burning against my bare shoulders. His attention was palpable, though misplaced. He ought to focus on his duties. I was promised to another now, and last night would have to remain our final moment alone.

A hush fell over the hall, the abrupt silence more alarming than any announcement could have been. The massive oak doors swung open without a sound—too smooth, too silent—and he entered.

King Valen of Nocthar. The Butcher of Realms. The Blood King.

The court dropped into bows and curtsies so deep they might have touched the floor. I bent with them, but only enough to appease appearances. My gaze stayed lifted as curiosity burned hotter than decorum.

He was to be my husband, after all. I wanted to see the monster I would soon call my king.

And gods, the sight of him stole the breath straight from my lungs.

He did not stride or swagger as I had imagined. No, he moved like something half-wild and half-divine, each step a threat wrapped in silk. Controlled. Coiled. Like he could tear the world open with a flick of his wrist.

His dark attire, tailored in severe lines of midnight and crimson, stood in stark contrast to the austere gray stone surrounding him. No crown adorned his head, yet not a soul in that cavernous hall could have mistaken him for anything but a king.

I hated the way I noticed him. Hated the breadth of his shoulders, the sharp cut of his jaw, the way he acknowledged the court with the barest inclination of his head. He was undeniably handsome—not in the golden, heroic fashion celebrated in Vareth’s ballads, but the kind of beautiful that had been carved by time and violence, shaped by the gods.

Silver glinted along the curve of one ear, a scattering of hoops and studs that caught the torchlight like tiny, deliberate weapons. More than I would expect for a king.

Is that all that’s pierced?

I shook my head at the wicked thought, smothering it beneath a heavy veil of disdain.

As Valen ascended the dais, his eyes locked on mine—dark and fathomless, vast enough to drown in. There was something ancient behind them. Something that had seen entire bloodlines crumble and kingdoms burn, and had witnessed it all with the cold disinterest of a stone watching the tide.

My fingers clung tightly to the fabric of my dress, the black silk feeling too thin, too insubstantial a shield against his scrutiny. The sensation was akin to standing in a winter storm, exposed and fragile, as if his very glance could strip away my defenses and lay bare the vulnerabilities I desperately wished to conceal.

For a moment, I thought I saw a hint of crimson shimmer in that inscrutable gaze—but it vanished as quickly as it appeared.

Then his mouth curved, not truly a smile, but a subtle expression of satisfaction, as his eyes settled on my mourning attire. My act of rebellion, it seemed, pleased him.

The realization sent a cold shiver down my spine.

“King Valen,” my father greeted the foreign king as the court and I rose back to our full height, his voice betraying none of the anxiety I knew gnawed at him. “Vareth welcomes you and your delegation with open arms and hearts.”

A lie so blatant it should have scorched his tongue.

Valen did not acknowledge my father’s greeting. His gaze remained fixed on me, as though the King of Vareth were nothing more than a servant announcing his arrival. The breach of etiquette sent a ripple of unease through the gathered courtiers.

“Princess Mireille,” he said, my name sliding from his lips like silk over steel. His voice was cultured, refined—the voice of nobility and education, not the guttural growl of a warlord. Somehow, that made him more terrifying. “I see you’ve dressed for our meeting with… appropriate sentiment.”

Ira stiffened beside my father, her lips pressing into a thin line at the direct address.

Behind me, I heard Darius shift his weight—just enough to betray his discomfort. Did he imagine he could protect me from the man before us? Now that we’d met, the thought was almost amusing.

“We have prepared a formal banquet to celebrate your arrival,” my father continued as if Valen hadn’t spoken, steering the conversation back to himself. “The court of Vareth is eager to demonstrate our hospitality and—”

“I request a private audience with my betrothed,” Valen interrupted, his tone making it clear this was no request but a command. “Immediately.”

The hall fell so silent I could hear the distant flutter of banners hanging from the rafters. No visiting dignitary, however powerful, would typically dare make such a demand moments after arrival. It spoke volumes of the imbalance between our kingdoms that Valen felt entitled to dispense with centuries of diplomatic protocol.

“Of course,” my father acquiesced immediately, confirming my worst fears about Vareth’s position. “The East Solar has been prepared for private conversations. Captain Darius will escort—”

“That won’t be necessary,” Valen cut in again, his gaze still locked on mine. “The princess knows her way through her own palace, I presume?”

A knot formed in my stomach. He meant to isolate me—not just from my father’s guards, but from any semblance of protection. Yet to refuse would show weakness. Fear.

I would rather die than let him see either.

I lifted my chin, holding his gaze with deliberate coolness. “As you wish.”

Without waiting for further instruction, I turned and walked toward the side entrance that led to the East Solar. My steps were unhurried, measured, a subtle defiance in refusing to scurry at his command. I felt the draw of hundreds of eyes on my back, the collective breath of the court held in anticipation.

When I reached the arched doorway, I realized the distinctive sound of footsteps I’d expected was absent.

I turned. Valen still stood before the dais, watching me with that same unsettling half-smile.

“Will you be joining me, King Valen?” I asked, injecting just enough edge into my voice to make it clear I would not be made to wait like a supplicant. “Or do you prefer to conduct private audiences from across a crowded hall?”

A murmur of shock rippled through the room. Ira’s face paled. My father’s jaw tightened.

But Valen’s expression didn’t change. If anything, the curve of his mouth deepened, as if I’d confirmed something he suspected.

“After you, Princess,” he replied, finally moving toward me with that same predatory grace.

As he approached, I felt an inexplicable chill. Not of fear, precisely, but recognition. Something in me responded to something in him—like the instinctive understanding between hunter and hunted. In that moment, I knew with bone-deep certainty that whatever game we were about to play, the rules had been written long before either of us entered the hall.

I turned and walked through the doorway without a backward glance, listening as his footsteps finally followed behind me. Each step carried me further from any semblance of safety—yet as we moved into the shadowed corridor, I felt the knot in my stomach loosen, replaced by a cold, clear purpose.

If I were to be sacrificed to the Butcher, I would not go meekly to the slaughter.

I would look him in the eyes and make him see I was not a pawn, but an opponent worthy of respect.

If not fear.



The East Solar had never felt so small.

Though designed as a refuge for private royal conversations, the chamber now seemed to close around me like a fist. A single candle burned on the table, its flame dancing erratically in response to our entrance, casting writhing shadows across the ancient tapestries lining the walls.

I chose a high-backed lounge chair, claiming it like territory, another small act of defiance in a game where I had few moves. The velvet upholstery felt cold beneath my fingertips as I watched Valen close the door behind us with deliberate softness, the quiet click of the latch more ominous than any slam.

He did not sit. Instead, he positioned himself across from me, the candlelight illuminating half his face while the other remained in shadow. The effect was unsettling, as though I was conversing with two versions of the same man, one visible and one concealed.

“Your choice of dress is interesting,” he observed, his gaze sliding over the black silk with an assessment that felt neither sexual nor romantic, but rather like a merchant appraising goods. “Most brides-to-be attempt to curry favor through flattery and false cheer.”

“I am not most brides-to-be,” I replied, keeping my tone neutral. “And this is not most marriages.”

A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “No, it is not.”

He began to pace, his movements unhurried yet precise. Each step was measured, each turn intentional. Nothing about King Valen suggested impulsivity. Every gesture seemed chosen for maximum effect.

“Tell me, Princess Mireille,” he said, my name in his mouth sounding like a foreign object, “what do you know of Nocthar?”

I considered my response. To reveal ignorance would be weakness. But too much knowledge might be seen as a threat.

“I know what most in Vareth know,” I answered. “That it was once a minor kingdom that has, under your rule, become a significant power.”

“And what do they say about me in the whispers of your court?” he asked, though his tone suggested he already knew precisely what tales were told.

I thought of the servants’ hushed conversations, the rumors. I wondered if acknowledging these stories would amuse or offend him.

“They say you are ruthless in pursuit of your goals. That you do not tolerate opposition.”

“A diplomatic answer.” His dark eyes gleamed in the candlelight. “You’ve been well trained in the art of courtly conversation.”

“I will remind you I have been trained as a Princess of Vareth,” I countered, not appreciating his choice of words. “I am not a diplomat, King Valen.”

“And yet here you sit, responding as one.” He stopped his pacing directly before me, close enough that I could detect the scent of cloves and something faintly metallic that clung to his clothing. “What do you value most, Princess of Vareth?”

The question was so abrupt, so unexpected, I nearly answered truthfully. Nearly spoke of Lysa’s or Isolde’s safety. The realization that I had almost revealed my only vulnerabilities sent a cold shock through me.

“I value honesty,” I said instead, meeting his gaze. “Something rarely found in royal marriages.”

He laughed softly. A controlled sound, sharp and mirthless. “Indeed. Then let us be honest with each other. Your father has offered you as tribute to ensure Vareth’s survival. He believes this alliance will protect his kingdom from my ambitions.”

“Will it?” I asked, unable to keep the edge from my voice.

“That depends.”

He moved to the small table that held the candle, trailing his fingers along the polished wood with such intricate slowness that I found myself mesmerized by the movement. His hands were beautiful in a terrible way—elegant, long-fingered, unmarked by the scars of battle despite the rumors of his bloodthirst. Not the hands of a man who did his own killing, but of one who orchestrated death from a distance.

“You haven’t asked why I requested this private audience,” he said, glancing at me over his shoulder.

“I assumed you wished to inspect your purchase before finalizing the transaction,” I replied, the bitterness I’d suppressed all day finally seeping into my words.

Something flickered across his face. Not anger, but interest. “You consider yourself a commodity.”

“Is that not what I am?”

“You misunderstand your value, Princess.” He turned to face me again. “Tell me about your childhood.”

The sudden change of subject made me blink. Twice now, he had caught me off guard, and I was not one to be surprised often. “My childhood? What relevance could that possibly have?”

“Humor me.” His tone left no room for refusal.

I hesitated, unsure what trap might lie in such seemingly innocuous reminiscences. “It was… solitary. Queen Ira had little interest in raising another woman’s child. I spent most of my time with tutors and servants.”

“And your father? Was he attentive to his illegitimate daughter?”

His crass phrasing didn’t offend me. In truth, I admired his bluntness. It was refreshing in the way cold wind bites the skin.

I thought of my father, distant and preoccupied. A figure who appeared for formal events and periodic check-ins to ensure I was being properly educated in my duties. A man who could trade me to a feared conqueror without hesitation.

“He was a king first and a father second,” I said carefully. “As I imagine most kings must be.”

Valen’s eyes narrowed. “And now he gives you to me. Do you resent him for it?”

The question hung between us, dangerous in its directness. He was testing my loyalty, probing for weaknesses in my relationship with my father that he might exploit.

“I understand my duty to Vareth,” I answered, the practiced response flowing automatically. “As does King Aeldrin.”

“Duty,” Valen repeated, the word sounding almost like a curse on his lips. “Such a convenient concept for those who wish to absolve themselves of responsibility for their choices.”

The candle flickered wildly as if in response to his words, casting grotesque shadows across the tapestried walls. For a moment, the woven scenes of ancient battles seemed to come alive—armored figures lunging with spears, horses rearing in panic, blood rendered in rich crimson thread spilling across ivory fields.

“You do not believe in duty, King Valen?” I inquired, my tone a careful balance of deference and challenge.

“I believe in power,” he replied with disarming frankness. “And in the willingness to use it. Your father has sacrificed you because he lacks the power to defend his kingdom through force. He cloaks that weakness in the language of diplomacy and this ‘duty’ you so cherish.”

Though his assessment stung with its accuracy, I refused to give him the satisfaction of agreement. “And what is it you seek through this marriage, King Valen? Surely the Blood King doesn’t need a diplomatic union to continue his conquests.”

His eyes narrowed at the title. He stared for a long moment, unreadable. Then he moved closer, each step deliberate, until he stood directly before my chair. Slowly, with purposeful grace, he lowered himself to one knee, bringing his face level with mine. The position should have suggested supplication, but nothing about his posture hinted at submission. It was the crouch of a viper preparing to strike.

“I seek what I have always sought,” he said, his voice dropping to a near whisper, forcing me to lean slightly forward to hear. “That which is mine by right.”

I couldn’t help but stare with him so close. The candlelight caught the sharp planes of his cheekbones, the cruel perfection of his mouth, the fathomless dark of his eyes. In that moment, I could believe the rumors—that he was something more than human. Something ancient and terrible wearing the guise of a man.

“And what makes you believe the kingdoms of our realm are yours by right?” I asked, my voice steadier than I felt.

His smile was slow and terrible in its beauty. “History. Blood. Destiny. Take your pick, Princess. The truth remains regardless of which story you prefer.”

His gaze intensified as his smile suddenly dropped, and I felt pinned in place, a butterfly beneath glass. He leaned closer still, his eyes narrowing as they examined my face with unsettling thoroughness, moving from my eyes to my lips and back again. His head tilted, and I fought the urge to shrink back against the upholstery.

“Your eyes,” he murmured, his voice softer than I had heard it yet. “They’re quite unusual.”

I stiffened, bracing for the familiar disgust or suspicion that typically followed such observations.

“Beautiful,” he added, his gaze never wavering. “Like moonlight captured in a storm.”

I blinked, caught completely off-guard by the unexpected compliment. My lips parted in surprise, and I felt a flush of heat rise unbidden to my cheeks. I had been called many things in my life—bastard, abomination, living shame—but beautiful was rarely among them, and never in reference to the very feature that marked me as different.

“You mock me,” I said, the words escaping in an almost silent whisper.

His expression remained unchanged, save for the slightest arch of one eyebrow. “I do not waste time with mockery, Princess. When I wish to wound, I am far more direct.”

He reached out, not touching me, but allowing his hand to hover near my face, as though tracing the shape of me in the air. The gesture was oddly intimate, more disturbing than if he had actually made contact.

I stood suddenly, needing to escape the suffocating closeness of his presence. He rose as well, fluid and dignified, watching as I stepped away.

“Our time alone has been… lovely,” I said, struggling to reclaim some measure of composure. “But I believe the court awaits our return.”

“The court can wait,” he replied dismissively. “I have not finished with you yet.”

“Nevertheless,” I countered, moving toward the door with as much grace as I could muster, “propriety demands we not seclude ourselves for too long, lest we inspire unfortunate rumors.”

A soft laugh escaped him, as though my concern for reputation amused him greatly. “You will soon learn, Princess Mireille, that I care nothing for the whispers of courtiers. But very well—we will rejoin your father’s sycophants.”

He stepped aside, allowing me to reach the door. But as my fingers touched the handle, he spoke again, his voice pitched lower than before.

“Consider this, my betrothed. When we are wed, your life will not continue as it has. Everything and everyone you’ve known will be lost to you. All ties to Vareth will be severed.”

My spine stiffened. His words were a blade pressed against my throat. I turned to face him, my hand still on the door.

“Is that a threat, King Valen?”

His eyes gleamed with something like approval. “Merely a statement of fact.”

“And if I refuse to sever those ties?”

“There is no ‘if’ in this arrangement, Princess.” He closed the distance between us, not touching me but near enough that I could feel the heat emanating from his body. “But I am not unreasonable. Prove your loyalty to me, and perhaps certain… accommodations might be considered.”

A trap, clearly. An offer designed to make me reveal who, and what, I valued most. I would not give him weapons to use against me.

“How generous,” I said, unable to keep the acid from my tone. “I shall keep that in mind.”

I could feel his smile deepen. “See that you do.”

I turned, pulling open the door, desperate for escape, but his voice stopped me once more.

“One last thing, Princess.”

I paused, keeping my back to him.

“The captain of your guard—Darius, is it? I noticed his attention to you was… rather more personal than befits his station.”

Ice flooded my veins. How had he discerned in mere moments what had remained hidden from the court for years?

He leaned in until his lips nearly grazed my ear, tension rolling off him like storm-tide heat.

“If I smell him on you again, Princess,” he whispered, voice velvet-wrapped in venom, “I’ll rip every vein from his body and string you a necklace. A wedding gift, if you will.”

I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek, tasting blood, but I refused to give him my fear. Instead, I turned my head slightly, meeting his gaze with a coldness that belied the panic churning within me.

“How reassuring to know my future husband possesses such a keen sense of smell,” I replied, my voice barely audible. “I’ll be certain to bathe thoroughly before our wedding night.”

Something dangerous flickered in the depths of his eyes—not displeasure, but a kind of dark appreciation that was somehow more terrifying. He stepped back, allowing me space to exit.

“You may find, Princess, that defiance serves you poorly with me.”

“And you may find, King Valen, that I am not so easily broken.”

The words left my mouth before I could reconsider their wisdom. A challenge issued to a man known for destroying those who opposed him. Yet rather than rage, his response was a smile that chilled me to my core.

“We shall see.”

I swept from the room without another word, my legs threatening to buckle beneath me as we emerged back into the corridor. I had agreed to this marriage to protect the only two people in this world that meant anything to me. But standing beside the Blood King, feeling the dark energy that emanated from him like heat from a fire, I understood with terrible clarity that our union would demand sacrifices I had not even begun to comprehend.





CHAPTER FOUR TO DANCE WITH THE DEVIL


The wine swirled dark and heady in my goblet, offering more comfort than any of the elaborate dishes arrayed before me.

I had been drinking steadily since the feast began, seeking to dull the edges of my thoughts as I watched King Valen from beneath lowered lashes.

The grand dining hall of Vareth Palace rose like a cathedral to excess. Gothic spires climbed the walls, their shadows dancing with each flicker of flame. Ancient stained glass caught the light, casting pools of color across stone floors and white tablecloths. The hall breathed with Vareth’s history, every carved column and vaulted ceiling a testament to generations who had feasted here before me. Tonight, those same walls witnessed yet another unholy bargain.

My father selling me to the Blood King.

I tipped my goblet back, draining the last of the sweet Varethian red. A servant materialized at my elbow, refilling it with practiced efficiency. I offered a faint nod, grateful for the refill, and the information I knew she brought me. This particular informant had proven useful in the past. Her plain face and quiet demeanor rendered her invisible to most nobles. They didn’t know she’d once served as a handmaiden to a Nocthari noblewoman before fleeing to Vareth.

She was exactly who I wanted to see.

Nodding toward the far wall, I slipped away from my seat at the high table, glass in hand, drifting through the crowd with unassuming grace. The gown I wore tonight was slate blue—not the defiant black from earlier, but still somber enough to make my feelings clear to any who cared to notice. The heavy silk whispered against the stone floor as I walked, my posture perfect despite the wine warming my blood. Years of rigid instruction had at least given me the ability to appear composed, even when rage and fear warred within me.

I wove between clusters of courtiers, their laughter too bright, their voices too loud as they performed their rehearsed merriment. They parted before me like water around a stone. None met my gaze, yet all watched with hungry eyes. I was the spectacle tonight, the sacrificial bride, and they devoured every nuance of my bearing with the same appetite they brought to the feast.

The servant girl—Elara, I recalled—stood near one of the smaller doorways, her back pressed against the cold stone as if hoping to melt into it. Even in Vareth’s livery, she carried herself differently. A certain rigidity to her that spoke of Nocthari upbringing. That peculiar blend of subservience and constant vigilance that marked those raised in the Blood Kingdom.

“My princess,” she murmured as I approached, barely lifting her gaze. Her hands trembled around the silver pitcher, knuckles white with strain.

“Walk with me a moment,” I said, keeping my voice light enough that any onlookers would see only a noblewoman issuing instructions to a servant. I gestured toward a shadowed alcove where we might speak more privately, though still within sight. To vanish entirely would invite speculation I could ill afford tonight.

“Tell me of your wedding customs,” I said, slipping a small pouch of silver into her palm. “Tell me what to expect.”

She blinked at the pouch, then closed her fingers around it. Her voice came halting, cautious.

“Yes, Princess. Nocthar weddings—they’re… different than yours. Meant to last. Even after—” she hesitated, “—after death.”

“After death?” I asked, trying to keep the alarm from my voice.

She nodded, quick and jerky, before looking away. “You speak your vows and exchange blood. From the palm or finger, normally. Not much. Just enough to… to bind.” Her voice dropped lower, thick with warning. “It’s not all for show, Princess. Blood’s got… weight. Power. Once shared, it can’t be taken back.”

I suppressed a shudder, the wine suddenly bitter on my tongue. “And if I refuse this… blood exchange?”

Elara’s eyes snapped to mine, wide with fear. “You can’t, Princess. No one refuses the King. Not if they wish to stay breathing.” She risked a glance over my shoulder, and her face lost what little color it still had. “He’s watching you even now.”

I didn’t need to turn. I could feel Valen’s gaze burning into my back, a physical weight between my shoulder blades. The hair at my nape stood on end, my body recognizing the predator even as my mind fought to maintain composure.

“Thank you, Elara,” I said quietly, fingering the stem of my goblet. “You’ve been most helpful.”

With a curtsy, Elara melted back into the crowd, leaving me alone with knowledge that chilled me far more than the night air seeping through the stone walls.

A blood exchange. A bond meant to last beyond death.

I had never believed in life after death. Not really. The priests spoke of the eternal light of the Void, of peaceful reunions and golden fields, but their words always rang hollow. Too polished to be true. Pretty myths to comfort the dying. And I had never found comfort in lies.

The people of this kingdom seemed steeped in superstition, clinging to old magics and older fears. But fear has roots. It does not endure so long without cause.

I sipped my wine to hide the tremor in my hand.

Across the room, I felt Valen’s eyes again. He sat at my father’s right hand, the position of highest honor. The two kings could not have presented a more striking contrast. My father, aging and austere in traditional Varethian white and gold, and Valen, vibrant and deadly in the deep crimson of Nocthar. The Butcher leaned forward, saying something that made my father nod gravely.

Whatever bargain they had struck, it clearly pleased them both. My fate, sealed with handshakes and treaties while I stood by, powerless.

A flash of ceremonial gold caught my eye—Darius, moving through the crowd with military precision. His uniform gleamed in the candlelight, meticulously pressed and adorned with the captain’s insignia he had earned through years of loyal service. Service that would end with his death if Valen so chose. I wondered if the Blood King could detect a mere touch… or if Darius would have to commit something truly scandalous to be separated from his life.

I watched him approach, his steps slowing as he neared. His face revealed nothing—years of court training evident in his neutral expression—but I knew him well enough to see the concern in the slight furrow between his brows, the tension in his shoulders.

“Princess,” he said, bowing with formal precision. “I trust you are enjoying the festivities?”

I offered only a quick nod, my gaze deliberately lowered. “Captain,” I replied, loud enough for those nearby to hear. “The palace guard has outdone itself with security this evening.”

His eyes flicked, almost imperceptibly, to the high table where Valen sat watching us. “It is our duty to ensure the safety of the royal family and our… distinguished guests.”

Then, so subtle it could’ve passed for a slip of balance, he stepped closer—just enough for me to catch the faint scent of steel and smoke on his collar. His voice dipped low, meant only for me.

“You look beautiful tonight,” he murmured.

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. What would I say? Keep your distance, for my soon-to-be husband will kill you?

“Meet me,” he continued softly. “After the feast. In our usual place.”

An ache bloomed in my chest. Not in pity for him, although I did feel saddened our final interactions required such distance.

No, it was because I no longer had the freedom to say yes. After so many years of fleeting—but freely chosen—intimacy, I could no longer allow him to touch me.

Because I knew, with certainty, Valen would make good on his threat if I did.

I stepped back, restoring the proper distance between us. Straightening my spine, I lifted my chin and focused on my new role—the Blood King’s future bride.

“Your diligence is noted, Captain,” I said. The words were colder than he deserved, but necessary. “I am certain my future husband appreciates your commitment to protocol.”

A pained glint flashed in Darius’s eyes, there and gone in an instant. He heard my meaning, the warning beneath my dismissal, but I knew he didn’t want to listen.

“Of course, Princess,” he said, bowing again. “I shall continue my rounds. Good evening.”

I forced myself not to watch him go. I couldn’t dwell on him any longer. I was not his, and I never would be. I needed to keep my focus on the most dangerous predator in the room.

I turned my attention deliberately to my fiancé, studying him with the detached curiosity I might give a venomous serpent behind glass.

He was, I had to admit, unbearably handsome. The stories of the Butcher had conjured images of a monster in human form, but Valen’s appearance offered no sign of the cruelty beneath. High cheekbones, a strong jaw, lips perpetually on the verge of a cold smile. He had a raw beauty that stunned even me.

But it was his eyes that betrayed him. Black as a moonless night and just as depthless. They revealed nothing while seeming to see everything.

I hated him. I hated his perfect face and the power he wielded so casually. I hated how he had reduced me to a token in a political exchange.

And most of all, I hated the heat that flared in my stomach when he looked at me. The traitorous way my body responded to his presence.

“Admiring your future husband?”

Ira’s voice sliced through my thoughts. I turned to find my stepmother watching me, her face a mask of composed disapproval. Her hair was arranged in an elaborate coil that emphasized the regal tilt of her head, and her gown, a deep emerald silk, sparkled with just enough jewels to remind everyone of her station without appearing gauche.

Gods, I hated her more than the man I was soon to marry.

“Contemplating my future,” I corrected, making no effort to hide my distaste. “There is a difference.”

Her lips thinned to a bloodless line. “You would do well to show more enthusiasm, Mireille. King Valen has honored our house with this alliance.”

“Has he?” I arched an eyebrow, emboldened by wine and resignation. “How fortunate for our house. I shall try to remember that when I am dragged to his kingdom of perpetual twilight and bloodshed.”

“Mind your tongue,” she hissed, keeping her smile fixed for the watching courtiers. “This marriage will secure Vareth’s borders and bring prosperity to both kingdoms. My husband has worked tirelessly to arrange it.”

“How thoughtful of him, truly. A pity his daughter’s happiness never entered the calculation.”

She stepped closer, her perfume—too sweet, too heavy—enveloping me like a smothering cloud.

“Oh, but he did consider his daughter’s happiness.” A cold, familiar smile spread across her face. “Did you not know? King Valen first requested Cordelia, the true princess of Vareth. Your father negotiated for him to take you instead. How disappointing that must have been.”

I felt the blood drain from my face, the goblet nearly slipping from my suddenly nerveless fingers.

“I suggest you be on your best behavior for your husband-to-be,” she continued, her voice low. “We wouldn’t want the King of Nocthar more dissatisfied with this agreement than he already is.”

The truth that I had been a substitute for Cordelia, that I was ever the unwanted bride, had loosened something in me, some final tether of restraint.

I met her gaze and smiled, small and cruel. “I know how to satisfy a man, Ira,” I said, my voice syrup-sweet. “Unlike you.”

The color leeched from her face before flooding back in an angry flush. Her hand twitched at her side, the same hand that had struck me countless times for lesser impertinence. But we both knew she wouldn’t dare mar my face the night before my betrothal ceremony. Valen might overlook many things, but damaged goods were not among them.

“Enjoy your final nights in Vareth, daughter,” she said, the word daughter twisted into something ugly on her tongue. “I have waited long to be rid of you.”

With that parting shot, she glided away, every inch the insulted queen.

I drained my wine and set the empty goblet on a passing servant’s tray, my mind reeling. Valen had wanted Cordelia—golden, legitimate Cordelia—and settled for me.

It should have been liberating. Proof that this match would always be merely political. But instead… it hollowed me.

Because, ever the discarded daughter, I would always be the one led to slaughter.



The musicians had shifted their melody, the lively conversation piece fading into something slower, more deliberate. Like a sigh through ancient stone, the notes seemed to transform the very air of the banquet hall.

Courtiers moved with practiced synchronicity, clearing a space between carved pillars where shadows pooled deep against the walls. The dance floor—an unspoken tradition at such gatherings—felt more like the staging ground for an execution. Mine, perhaps.

I watched the transformation from my position. The wine had left me pleasantly numb, dulling my fear but sharpening my senses. An odd contradiction, making the scene before me appear both distant and unnervingly immediate.

Ladies in jewel-toned silks and lords in formal black stepped back to form a ring around the impromptu dance floor, their faces alight with anticipation. Few entertainments rivaled watching their king’s illegitimate daughter dance with the notorious Butcher.

I felt him approach before I saw him. Something in the air changed, grew heavier, as though his presence altered the very composition of the space around him. The courtiers nearest me stiffened slightly, their conversations faltering mid-word.

I did not turn. Not immediately. I allowed myself those final moments of resistance, however petty.

“Princess.”

His voice echoed just as it had during our private audience—deep, with the faintest accent that rounded his vowels, sounding of distant shores and foreign tongues. A voice accustomed to command, to being obeyed.

I turned, my face a carefully composed mask. King Valen stood before me, one hand extended in unmistakable invitation.

“King Valen,” I greeted, my voice steady despite the sudden dryness in my throat. “You honor me with your attention.”

His lips curved into what might have passed for a smile, though it never reached his eyes. “The honor is mine. I believe custom dictates that we dance together at least once before we are bound before the gods.”

Did this man ever ask for anything, or were all his words merely velvet-wrapped commands?

Before I could roll my eyes, I placed my hand in his.

His touch was a shock to my system, his skin unexpectedly warm. Given the coldness of his reputation, I had half expected a touch of ice. Instead, heat traveled up my arm from the point of contact, unsettling in its intensity.

He led me to the center of the floor with such fluid grace that I had no choice but to follow, my feet moving automatically. A new song began, some ancient Varethian melody that spoke of wars and weddings, blood and beauty. All the things that had bound and broken my homeland for centuries.

Perhaps our union will be added to their repertoire next.

Valen drew me into the first position, his left hand at my waist, his right still holding mine aloft. My own left hand rested lightly on his shoulder, the fine fabric of his jacket smooth beneath my fingertips as we began to dance.

We were closer than propriety strictly demanded, his face mere inches from mine—close enough that I could see flecks of amber in his otherwise black eyes. Embers floating in a midnight pool.

“You dance well,” he observed, our bodies moving in unison to the three-beat rhythm. “Your tutors did not waste their efforts.”

“Varethian royalty are taught many skills,” I replied, matching his movements with the precision drilled into me since childhood. “Dancing is merely the most public of them.”

We turned together, our steps echoing against stone. Around us, the court watched with undisguised fascination, their faces flickering in and out of shadow. I fixed my gaze on a point just past Valen’s shoulder, unwilling to meet his eyes for fear of what he might read in mine.

“And what skills do you possess that are not for public display?” he asked, his voice pitched low enough that only I could hear. “I find myself curious about the private face of my future queen.”

The dance carried us in a wide arc across the floor, moving as one despite my internal resistance. His hand at my waist was firm, guiding me through the choreography with confident accuracy.

Each step was a silent negotiation of control—he led, I followed—but only because I allowed it, and because the dance demanded it.

“Perhaps my private skills should remain private,” I countered, my voice equally quiet, but far firmer. “Mystery has its own value, after all.”

His lips quirked. “There will be no mysteries between us, Princess. I intend to know every facet of you. To uncover every secret.”

The threat beneath his words stirred a familiar wave of contempt, even as the heat of his touch remained disturbingly pleasant.

He hadn’t wanted me, the bastard princess, and now he wanted to know every facet?

His hand shifted slightly at my waist, fingers splaying wider, as though staking claim to more of me. The unexpected intimacy of that small gesture, the proprietary nature of it, sparked something rebellious.

I pulled my hand from his grasp for a beat longer than the dance required, creating a momentary but noticeable break in our rhythm before returning it with forced poise. A small defiance, witnessed by dozens of courtiers whose whispers immediately intensified.

Valen’s eyes narrowed, though his smile remained fixed in place.

“Careful, little sparrow,” he murmured as he pulled me closer, our bodies now nearly flush. “Your wings are soon to be bound. Do not make me clip them entirely.”

His breath was warm against my ear, carrying the scent of spices and wine. The music crescendoed around us, pulling us into a faster turn. My skirts swirled against his legs, the heavy silk catching between us like a secret.

“Oh, but sparrows sing so very loudly when caged,” I replied, my voice a silken thread of sweetness. “Perhaps you should consider what melodies you wish to hear before you tighten those bindings too severely.”

His hand at my waist twitched, fingers digging into the flesh beneath my gown. Almost enough to hurt. A reminder of the strength he contained, the power he wielded.

“I have heard many songs in my time,” he said, guiding me through a complex series of steps that brought my back against his chest, his breath ghosting across my neck. “From sweet nightingales to proud peacocks—and all of them, eventually, sang for me.”

We spun again, the music swelling around us. My heartbeat quickened, though whether from exertion, fear, or something else entirely, I couldn’t say.

The wine in my system made the room tilt slightly, or perhaps it was the dizzying effect of his body’s warmth. I couldn’t be certain.

I didn’t want to think about being caged, about losing every scrap of freedom I had left. It wasn’t fair that my life could be torn apart by a single vow spoken at an altar.

I was tired of the charade. Tired of playing the well-mannered offering to a man who hadn’t even wanted me.

Gathering courage from the wine and my growing indignation, I leaned slightly closer to him, my lips nearly brushing the edge of his ear.

“Tell me, Butcher,” I whispered, “does it wound your pride to settle for the bastard when you sought the legitimate princess? Does it irk you to dance with the unwanted daughter of Vareth?”

A dangerous stillness overtook him, though our bodies continued the steps without faltering. I looked up, meeting his gaze directly for the first time since the dance began.

His eyes darkened infinitesimally. Something flickered there—something that might’ve made me step back, if he weren’t holding me so securely.

“Does that trouble you?” he asked, voice a smooth caress. “You believe yourself a poor substitute for your legitimate sister?”

“I merely wonder if you feel cheated in your bargain,” I pressed, emboldened by bitterness. “If perhaps you might prefer to renegotiate with my father for the golden princess instead of settling for his shameful secret.”

His grip on my waist tightened further, a coldness entering his eyes that made my skin prickle with warning.

“Make no mistake, Princess Mireille,” he said, each word precise. “After meeting you, your sister holds no interest for me.”

I pulled back slightly, searching his face for deception, for some hint that he was merely placating the bride he’d been forced to accept. But his expression held steady, those black eyes still revealing nothing.

“Although you do surprise me, Princess,” he continued, his lips curling in an infuriating smirk.

I tipped my chin, defiant. “How so?”

His smile was a blade, sharp and gleaming. “I expected you to be far more… amenable. Desperate to please. I did not anticipate bite from someone so unwanted.”

“And I expected the Butcher to look far more beastly,” I replied, each word honed to cut. “But I suppose even monsters can wear a crown.”

He laughed, a rich sound that sent a ripple through my chest. The music began to quiet, almost languid in its rhythm, our steps slowing with the tempo.

“What a fascinating little sparrow you are. I look forward to hearing what tune you sing for me,” he murmured, the words barely audible, sending a beat of ice through me. Then louder, for the benefit of our audience, “You honor me with your grace, Princess. I look forward to many more such dances in our future.”

He stepped back, releasing me with deliberate gentleness to offer a formal bow. I’m sure the watching courtiers would interpret the gesture as respect, but I saw the hunger that lingered in his gaze, the calculated assessment that made me feel like a chess piece being evaluated for strategic value.

I curtseyed in return, low and composed, holding the position longer than necessary. When he extended his hand to help me rise, I accepted it with a smile as mirthless as his.

“You are too kind, Your Majesty.”

Polite applause rippled through the room, faces betraying a mix of fear, pity, and morbid fascination.

As I straightened, I caught Isolde’s eye across the hall. My faithful companion stood near a side entrance, her ash-blonde hair catching the torchlight. A slight tension in her posture, the angle of her chin—subtle signs only I would notice.

A message. An opportunity.

An escape, however brief.

I turned back to Valen, offering a smile that never reached my eyes.

“If you’ll excuse me, King Valen. The excitement of the evening has left me somewhat fatigued. I fear if I do not retire,” I paused, letting my gaze heat in a way that had brought lesser men to their knees, “I will not be at my best for you tomorrow.”

An answering flicker kindled in his eyes, clearly catching my meaning, before darkening into something colder. I would have stepped back had his hand not tightened around mine.

He must have noticed the shift in my demeanor, the hint of uncertainty with his obvious displeasure, for his expression quickly shuttered, features sliding back into that impeccable mask of composure.

“Of course,” he said softly. “We have many days ahead of us, after all.”

He leaned in and pressed a kiss to my fingertips.

It was chaste. Expected.

And yet, a jolt of something sharp and electric traveled through me at the contact, sinking low in my spine.

“Dream sweetly, sparrow,” he murmured, his lips tipping in a knowing smirk. “For this time tomorrow, your wings will no longer carry you beyond my reach.”
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