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1 Kidnap Someone Cute (and Pretend It’s Ambition, Not Loneliness)


Kazimir

No.” I slammed my fist on the obsidian table. “Absolutely not.”

The mirror’s surface rippled as it spoke. “The terms are nonnegotiable, Lord Blackrose. The Heirloom requires a marriage bond with one of heroic bloodline. Without it, the artifact is basically an ancient hunk of metal.”

Behind me, maps covered the war room’s walls, each one marked with careful notes for future conquests. Etched tracking spells flickered across the table, charting movement throughout my domain. And there, on its black marble pedestal, rested the Heirloom of Dominion, a deceptively simple circlet of gold.

“My lord?” Sims cleared his throat. He was a thin, meticulous strategist, the kind of man who told me the truth whether I wanted it or not. “Perhaps we should consider the requirements as an opportunity?”

I rounded on him, letting shadows curl in the corners of the room. “An opportunity for what, exactly? To parade around, courting some vapid princess?”

Sims offered a razor-thin smile. “An opportunity to do what we do best. Accomplish it by, ah… traditional villainous methods. After all, what self-respecting Dark Lord asks politely for a bride when he could simply… take one?”

Dominion magic crackled between my fingers as I let his words sink in. “Kidnapping,” I said. “Seize a bride, perform an involuntary ceremony, then toss her in a comfortable cell once we’ve tied the knot.” A dark satisfaction stirred inside me.

The mirror bubbled. “I feel compelled to point out that coercion may not satisfy the—”

I flicked my wrist, sending shadows swirling across the mirror. “Sims, gather the others.”

Within minutes, my advisors were assembled: Vex, my Steward, leaning against the wall with silver hair peeking from beneath her hood; Thorne, my security chief, a human fortress of muscle and grunts; and Griffin, my slightly problematic enchanter, wearing robes several inches too short for his unnaturally stretched frame.

I pressed both palms on the table. “By now, you all know the situation. I need a highborn descendant of the First Hero, someone who’ll survive proximity to my dark magic without keeling over.” I pulled a dagger from my belt, testing its edge with my thumb. “Preferably someone who won’t try to stab me in my sleep, though that’s negotiable.”

Griffin, half distracted, said, “What about Princess Marigold of the Summer Court?”

I spun the dagger idly. “That poet who writes odes to butterflies? She’d faint at the sight of my breakfast spread.”

“Lady Rosamund of the Western Isles?” Thorne offered.

“Already betrothed to three different princes.” I drove my dagger into a stack of maps. The blade quivered. “Too messy politically.”

Sims tried next. “The Duchess of Thornhaven?”

“Too old,” I dismissed.

“She’s thirty-eight.”

“Practically ancient,” I said, wiggling the dagger free. “And I hear she collects unicorns. Living ones.” I suppressed a shudder.

Griffin spoke up, fidgeting. “Princess Violet of—”

I paused mid-spin. “Which Violet? The pacifist who started a goblin peace coalition?”

“No, the other Princess Violet.”

“The one who breeds rabbits?”

“No, the other other Princess Violet.”

“How many Princess Violets exist in this cursed realm?” I snapped.

Griffin paled behind his glasses. “Seven, my lord. Popular name twenty years ago.”

“Absolutely not. I refuse to spend eternity clarifying which Princess Violet I kidnapped.” I hurled the dagger across the room, embedding it in the front of a desk. “Any suggestions that might save me from losing my dignity?”

Griffin brightened. “What about Lord Sebastian from the Northern Peaks?”

The entire room went still. Even my shadows seemed to freeze.

“Lord Sebastian,” I echoed, voice dangerously soft, “the imbecile who invited the Bone Witches to last year’s Winter Solstice ball?”

Thorne snorted. “I heard about that. Half the court of Solandris was cursed with speaking in rhymes for a month.”

“Well, yes, but—” Griffin pushed his glasses up. “He does have the First Hero’s blood. He’s gorgeous. And his scones are allegedly—”

My shadows erupted from beneath the table, plunging sections of the war room into darkness. Everyone wisely shut up.

I let the tension hang before I spoke again. “I need someone with a modicum of self-preservation, or my enemies will never stop laughing.”

“Oh.” Griffin’s face fell. “I just thought… since you mentioned the stabbing thing… he’s quite pacifist—”

“Moving on,” Sims cut in quickly. “What about—”

“If you say ‘Violet’ again, I’m throwing you all off the battlements.”

Vex slid forward, producing a slim folder from within her cloak. “I keep a record of all significant nobles within a hundred leagues. The heroic bloodlines… well, they’re dwindling. But I found a possibility. Lady Arabella Evenfall of Solandris.”

I plucked the page from her hand. “Suitable how?”

“She’s of marrying age. The only daughter of Lord Evenfall, who’s currently out of favor at court—her disappearance might not cause much of a stir. And she has direct hero-blood lineage on her mother’s side.”

I eyed Vex. “What’s the catch?”

“She’s known to be, ah, accident-prone,” Vex said, sounding far too pleased with herself. “She’s driven three suitors away, possibly by setting fire to one’s cravat. Once, she convinced an entire Summer Court delegation she could speak to ghosts—”

“Could she?” Thorne asked.

“No. It was complete nonsense, but it worked a little too well. Her father’s kept her out of major court functions since.” Vex tapped a silver-painted nail against the table. “The betting pools in Solandris have her either burning down her father’s estate or being shipped to a remote convent within the year.”

My eyes fell on the rough sketch that showed a poised young woman with golden hair and freckles dusted across her nose. Yet, the quirk of her mouth suggested hidden mischief. Something about that faint arrogance made me pause. I trailed my fingertip across the outline of her face, then snapped myself out of it.

Sims shifted in his seat. “But… Solandris.”

“The Dark Lord can manage it,” Griffin whispered.

“But if…” Sims’s voice lowered as the two of them furiously debated whether me going into Solandris was a good idea.

I let their voices wash over me for a moment before interrupting. “Enough. I’m well aware of Solandris’s resistance to my magic. Besides, we’ll be gone before the king’s goons so much as brandish a magical crossbow. Her father apparently doesn’t care much about her well-being, so his defenses won’t be over the top.”

Vex nodded, sliding a map forward. “She’s traveling to her summer residence soon. If we want her, that’s our window.”

“Perfect,” I said, leaning in to study the winding path. “The Whispering Woods. Good vantage points, easy terrain for an ambush.” I paused. “What’s her magical tolerance?”

Griffin flipped through the notes. “Above average. She inherited the First Hero’s healing gifts, so proximity to your dark magic shouldn’t incinerate her.”

I chuckled darkly. “Always a bonus in a future wife.” I drummed my fingers on the table. “We’d better avoid the Golden Rose Fields, though. My shadow warriors can’t hold form there.”

“Easy.” Vex traced a slender nail along the route. “We catch her carriage in the Whispering Woods, knock out the guards, and whisk her away. Simple. Just be prepared for her unintentional disasters.”

“At least it won’t be boring,” I murmured.

Sims cleared his throat again. “Kidnapping a noblewoman from Solandris could spark full-scale war.”

“By the time King Auremar organizes his troops,” I said, “I’ll have the Heirloom activated. Let them come.” My gaze drifted to the golden circlet resting on the pedestal.

“And if Lady Arabella… resists marriage?” Sims persisted.

I fought the urge to pull my shirt away from the burning scars on my forearm. “I’ve broken far stronger wills than that of a sheltered noble. All I need is her vow.”

From her spot, Vex asked slyly, “Not planning on consummation?”

I glared. “The artifact doesn’t require it. Words suffice.” I turned to the mirror again, dropping the silence that cloaked it. “That’s right, isn’t it?”

The mirror rippled, beginning to speak, “In theory, the artifact might—”

Shadows snaked back over it with a snarl from me. “I only need vows,” I said, ignoring the mirror’s muffled squawking. “There’s a difference between compelling someone to go through a ceremony and forcing my way into her bed.”

Vex murmured, “How chivalrous.”

I cast a pointed look at Vex, daring her to argue further. She merely lifted a brow.

“We’re done here,” I said, turning to the others. “Sims, prepare the Great Hall for a wedding. Vex, find me whatever legal documents we need and prepare invitations. This wedding must be official. Thorne, you handle the guards. Griffin, get my runes ready for the infiltration into Solandris.”

They bustled into action, but Griffin hesitated. “Should we… prepare a welcome gift? Some, uh, token to soften the transition?”

I shot him a flat glare. “Griffin, I’m kidnapping a noblewoman. I doubt she’ll appreciate a fruit basket.”

He squirmed. “But first impressions…”

My eyes flicked again to her sketch. That ghost of a smirk still had me off-balance. “Fine. Send roses. Whatever number you deem appropriate for an abducted fiancée.”

Thunder rolled outside the citadel, and lightning illuminated the war room’s vaulted ceiling. I turned to the window, watching the sky crack open in a violent storm.

Sims spoke softly, pulling me back. “Your orders for the infiltration, my lord?”

I turned, feeling a rush of anticipation burn in my veins. “I’ll do it myself. I refuse to risk one of you idiots confusing her with an interchangeable Violet.” I leveled Griffin with a pointed glare. “Or Lord Sebastian and his scones.”

Griffin shrugged helplessly. “To be fair, they are excellent sco—”

“Don’t test me,” I snarled, letting the shadows flicker menacingly. “You have your orders. And for the love of all that’s dark, someone get me a cloak that says ‘villain.’ I want to look as dramatic as my reputation demands.”

Griffin, trying too hard, added, “Do we also need a kidnapping net?”

My shadows clamped around his collar, lifting him an inch off the floor. “We are not using a net.”

“Yes, my lord,” he choked out.

“Get to work,” I snapped, releasing him. They scattered, leaving me alone with the echoing thunder and that dreadful mirror. I walked toward the Heirloom, letting my fingertips glide across the cool metal. All that power was just waiting to be claimed, and ironically, it hinged on an absurdly traditional practice: a wedding with a woman who (if the rumors were true) might roast me alive by “accident” before I even said “I do.”

Hm. I would need to ward Lady Evenfall’s rooms against fire, just in case.

Lightning cracked outside. I strode from the war room with a grin that would have sent my enemies running for cover. I had a lady to kidnap, a wedding to prepare, and an artifact of unimaginable power to claim.

Just another day in the life of the Dark Lord.
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2 Make a Dramatic Entrance (and Try Not to Stare)


Arabella

I clenched Father’s letter until the parchment bit into my palm. Outside, the Golden Rose Fields of Solandris blazed in the sunlight, but I hardly saw them. Father’s neat, imperious script held my attention:


Prepare for visitors, as I shall be arriving in three days’ time with someone who has expressed a keen interest in securing an alliance with our house.



Another suitor. Another performance for family honor. I crumpled the letter and let it fall onto the carriage seat.

“My lady?” Agnes, my lady-in-waiting, peered over her embroidery. “You look upset.”

“I’m…” I swallowed my annoyance and pasted on a polite smile. “I was hoping for three months of peace. But apparently, Father’s decided otherwise. I can practically hear his threats about locking me in the tower if I ruin another betrothal.”

Agnes’s fingers stilled around her needle. “I’m sorry. Another match, so soon after—”

“Lord Perris?” I cut in, grinning. “He deserved worse than a singed cravat.”

Agnes snorted, then coughed to hide it. I gave a humorless laugh. “Just when I think I’m free of Father’s meddling, he springs a fresh candidate on me. Maybe the next suitor will spontaneously combust.”

The carriage lurched as we left the gilded shimmer of the Golden Rose Fields for the shadowed throat of the Whispering Woods. Branches knitted overhead, choking the light. We covered nearly two hours of muddy miles, long enough for Agnes to finish an entire spray of roses on her hoop, before the wood stopped whispering and simply… listened. No birdsong. No wind. Only a hush so thick it pressed on my ears.

I leaned closer to the window. “Agnes,” I murmured, “do not panic.”

“Wolves?” She went pale.

“I wish it were,” I muttered. A prickle crept along my spine, magic wrong and heavy. “Driver!” I shouted. “Faster!”

The horses broke into a run just as thunder boomed overhead. One moment the canopy flickered with dappled sunlight, the next roiling clouds tore across the sky, turning day into instant twilight. Sleet-cold rain hammered the roof. The trees blurred in the downpour, but I caught a flicker of movement along the forest edge. Men, not beasts.

“Shit.” The carriage fishtailed. The horses screamed, then stopped altogether.

“Stay down!” I shoved Agnes to the floor as the door tore open. Instinct kicked in, and I flipped healing magic inside out, slamming it into the intruder’s chest. He staggered, gasping.

“Agnes, run!” I leapt into the deluge, my summer dress instantly plastering to my skin. She managed two steps before masked figures grabbed her.

They swarmed the road, clad in black and armed to the teeth. The air plunged past winter-cold, every raindrop flashing to needles around us. The pressure of pure, crackling sorcery rolled over the muddy track, making my bones hum. Shadows bled out of the tree line, coiling together until they sculpted a man-shaped storm. Runes of liquid silver crawled over the onyx fall of his cloak, and rain flowed over his broad shoulders, revealing lean, predatory lines built for ruin. He took one deliberate step forward, and the forest itself seemed to kneel, its branches bowing and the wind holding its breath, while his dark gaze locked on me.

Oh, I thought distantly. Oh no.

I knew that face. Everyone knew that face, though few had seen it up close and lived to tell the tale. Kazimir Blackrose, the Dark Lord himself. Sworn enemy of… well, everybody, but especially Solandris. Rumor claimed he could turn entire armies to ash before breakfast. His dark eyes slid over me, lingering on the soaked dress clinging to my curves. For a heartbeat he seemed so distracted he’d forgotten his own grand entrance.

“Shall I pose while you paint a picture?” I snapped.

He blinked, then offered a half bow. “Lady Evenfall.” His voice was deep, rich with the kind of authority that expected instant obedience. “I’ve heard you make for lively company.”

“Meaning I’ve failed to tremble appropriately in yours,” I said, stepping away from the carriage as lightning split the sky. Behind him, masked goons pinned my driver. “Bold of you to attack in daylight, Blackrose. Were all the midnight hours booked?”

“You know who I am, then.”

“Hard to miss the Dark Lord,” I said. “We can skip the pleasantries if you don’t mind. I have exactly zero interest in your villainous monologue.”

“Shame.” His gaze lingered on me, just as dark and arrogant as every rumor described. “I prepared an excellent one.”

Rain trickled down his angular cheekbones. Silver magic shimmered in his eyes. For one deranged second, I understood why half the realm whispered about his mesmerizing presence. Then I remembered he had Agnes cornered and was definitely not here for tea.

My mind ran through all the lurid tales whispered about the Dark Lord, stories of eaten souls and blood-filled baths. “You miscalculated if you think my father will pay any ransom for me.”

“Your father,” he said with a snort, “would sooner send a thank-you note for taking you off his hands.”

I kept my tone bored despite the panic in my chest. “All right, Blackrose, what is it? Did my carriage splash mud on your favorite cloak?”

“I need a wife.”

My brain stuttered. Water dripped into my lashes as I stared. “You’re joking.”

He flicked his cloak back with a theatrical swirl, revealing a dagger at his hip. Thunder rumbled behind him. “I conjured a storm to intercept your carriage. Does that strike you as a joke?”

“You conjured a storm… to propose?” I sputtered. “You’re trying way too hard.”

One corner of his mouth twitched. “I heard you like to set your suitors on fire. I wanted to make an impression.”

“Congratulations,” I said tightly. “You just made the worst first impression of all time. Now kindly burn in hell.”

The Dark Lord inclined his head in mock courtesy. “I’m afraid I don’t have the time, since I’m kidnapping you.”

I jerked my chin toward Agnes. “Let her go.”

“Release the maid,” he said to his men, but his eyes never left me. “She’s irrelevant.”

Irrelevant. My jaw clenched, but I shot Agnes a swift look. “Go!” She fled while the thugs stepped back. Magic buzzed under my skin, begging for release. “You obviously don’t know me. I can ruin that smug face with a flick of my wrist.”

“I appreciate your confidence,” he drawled, stepping into my space. Power seeped from him, raising the hairs on my arms.

My pulse hammered as I fought its pull. “Let me make something clear,” I said. “I’m not a pawn in your game, and I’m certainly not marrying you just because you decided to make a dramatic entr—”

“Come here,” he commanded, voice thrumming with compulsion.

The order slammed into my mind, nearly buckling my knees. Every shred of me wanted to obey, but I stayed upright, fists clenched as white-hot pressure filled my skull.

“Surrender,” he added, and the compulsion intensified.

My vision narrowed further, and my foot twitched forward on its own. Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to hold. “Nice trick,” I managed. “But I don’t take orders well.”

“Fascinating. You really do carry the First Hero’s blood.” Satisfaction colored his tone. He nodded to the trees. “Vex. Take care of the stragglers. Then meet us at the citadel.”

A silver-haired woman appeared from the shadows and set to work.

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” I spat.

Kazimir extended a polite hand. “This can be gentle or… not. Your choice.”

I pretended to accept, then drove my knee at his groin. He blocked it with infuriating ease, spinning me until my back hit his chest and my arms were trapped. Heat rolled off him, unsettling in the storm’s chill. Shadows beside us shaped themselves into a doorway of pure darkness, a portal.

“Stop squirming,” he growled near my ear. “You’ll tear yourself apart.”

“Better than marrying a tyrant.” I reached for one last burst of magic, meaning to blast him away. Power flared between us, then twisted and rebounded into me, flooding my sight with hard white sparks.

My knees buckled. Kazimir’s grip tightened, keeping me upright. “I’ve got you,” he murmured.

“Fuck… you…,” I hissed.

“Maybe later,” he said with dark amusement, then launched us into the waiting portal.
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3 Propose Before She Stabs You (Timing Is Everything)


Arabella

The world went sideways in a dizzying rush. I gasped, and the taste of cold night and raw lightning coated my tongue. Kazimir’s arms tightened around my waist, his chest hard and unyielding against my back as we hurtled through whatever nightmare realm existed between spaces.

Then reality snapped back with brutal force. We careened out of his portal and crashed onto a massive wooden desk, scattering papers and sending an inkwell tumbling. I twisted in his grip, reaching for the dagger at his hip. Our momentum carried us off the desk, sending us rolling across a plush carpet until we ground to a stop. I was crushed beneath him as he pinned my wrists to the floor.

He was even more devastating up close. His eyes weren’t just gray—they were storm clouds, laced with slivers of bright silver that shimmered whenever the lightning flashed outside. A faint scar cut through his left eyebrow, and a single dark strand of hair fell over his face, making him look infuriatingly human for a man rumored to be the Terror of the Western Realms.

He was younger than I’d imagined, maybe a handful of years older than me. Either everyone exaggerated his reign of terror, or he’d found some cursed elixir to preserve his youth.

Rainwater dripped off the tip of his nose and landed on my cheek.

“Well,” he said, voice still ragged from our struggle, “that was more dramatic than I’d planned. You really do enjoy making things difficult, Lady Evenfall.”

“Get off me,” I hissed, trying futilely to wriggle free. Every inch of me felt keyed up, thrumming with stubborn rage.

“Make me,” he whispered, challenge humming in every syllable. “I have to admit, I’m curious to see what you’ll try next.”

I bucked my hips hard, and his eyes went wide for half a second. That tiny window of surprise was all I needed. Twisting sharply, I managed to flip us and snatch the dagger from his belt in one move. He hit the floor on his back, a grunt escaping him as I straddled his waist, pressing steel against his throat.

“Like that?” I asked.

He didn’t struggle, just stared up at me with those enthralling eyes. “Impressive,” he said, voice low. “And now, Lady Evenfall, what’s your plan?”

Before I could snap a reply, a voice from the doorway quavered, “My Lord? Should we… give you a moment?”

I glanced up to find a gaunt man in formal attire hovering near the threshold. Behind him stood a handful of guards, servants, and an absurdly tall, robed man who appeared to be taking notes. They all regarded me with unnerving calm, as though their lord being threatened at knifepoint were a common occurrence.

My lip curled. “I’m going to kill him,” I announced, pressing the blade until a thin line of blood welled at his neck, “and if any of you get in my way, I’ll kill you too.”

None of them seemed alarmed. One guard actually smirked. The robed man scribbled vigorously. Clearly, they’d seen wilder things in their service to Kazimir. My stomach twisted in a mixture of fury and dread as I realized the only reason we were in this position was because he allowed it.

The glimmer in his eyes was pure amusement. “Sims,” he said without looking away from me, “Lady Evenfall and I need a moment to discuss the final details of our impending nuptials. Her negotiating style is… dangerously charming.”

I pressed the blade closer, but he didn’t so much as flinch. “I’m not marrying you.”

He merely considered me. “Have you ever killed anyone, my lady?”

The question caught me off guard. I hadn’t, no matter how many times I’d fantasized about it while locked in my father’s tower. My answer must have shown on my face, because Kazimir’s gaze softened, just a fraction.

“I thought not,” he whispered. “Believe me, there’s a difference between singeing a suitor’s cravat and slitting a man’s throat.”

Some bitter voice in my head insisted I could close that gap in my experience right now, but the rational part of me realized I had no idea whether a simple dagger would be enough to kill a master of dark magic. Even if I managed, I would never fight my way past his retinue.

I tightened my hold anyway. “There’s a first time for everything.”

Before I could follow through on the threat, shadows curled around my wrist. The dagger slipped from my grasp. Kazimir shoved upward, reversing our positions so quickly my head spun. He settled between my thighs, his body pressing into mine. My breath caught, and I hated the little surge of heat that flickered all the way to my cheeks.

“Now,” he said casually, “you’ve attempted to murder me, and I’ve attempted polite conversation. But make no mistake—I will have a bride, and that bride will be you.” His voice dropped lower. “The only question is how difficult you intend to be about it.”

I forced myself to stop thrashing, letting my body go limp. My eyes flickered up at him, drawing on a performance I’d polished over years of manipulating my father’s guards. I let my lower lip tremble. I made my voice small, hesitant.

“I—I don’t want to keep fighting,” I whispered.

Suspicion crawled across his face, but he seemed eager to believe me. The victorious gleam in his eyes returned. Slowly the restraints around my wrists loosened. “Of course you don’t,” he purred. “You’ll find I can be quite agreeable toward those who see reason.”

I let out a single tear and blinked up at him. “Yes, my lord.” As he eased his grip, I lunged to the side, aiming a knee at his groin. I missed my mark, but I caught him close enough that he hissed a curse, his control on me faltering.

I flung myself toward the dagger. My fingers just brushed the hilt before Kazimir’s arm locked around my waist. He yanked me back, slamming me against the carpet. Pain ricocheted up my spine, driving all the air from my lungs.

“Enough,” he bit out, his words rough with anger. Shadows thickened around me, binding my limbs to the floor. The potency of his magic thrummed in the air. A nearby bookcase rattled, sending a few heavy tomes crashing to the ground. His own servants retreated a step, wary of their master’s mounting fury.

He got to his feet and stood over me, dripping rain and wrath, every angled feature sharpened by the flickering torches. I had no illusions now. This was the dark power that made kings lock their doors at the mere mention of his name. For the first time since our brawl began, real fear wrapped its claws around my heart, but I forced my mouth into a defiant smirk.

“That only works once,” he warned, gaze raking over me.

I glared at him. “It was worth a try.”

“Indeed. I’ll be more careful about those doe eyes of yours in the future.” A reluctant amusement flickered across his face. “But now that you’ve had your fun, we’ll do things my way.”

The fabled Dark Lord wasn’t about to let me slip through his fingers. I tried to guess what came next. Chains, perhaps? Another locked tower? Other humiliations I didn’t want to think about.

Despite my predicament, I refused to beg. I’d promised myself, after that dreadful year imprisoned by my own father, that I would never kneel before anyone again. Through the rush of my own heartbeat, I could only manage a strangled laugh. “This is shaping up to be the best first date I’ve ever had.”

Kazimir’s answering smile held no warmth. “Good.” The subtle menace in his tone rippled through me. “Because it will be your last.”
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4 Glower, Growl, Repeat (Toxic Romance 101)


Kazimir

For a long moment, I stayed exactly where I was—looming over my reluctant bride-to-be as she lay splayed on the floor of my study, her limbs bound by my shadows, eyes burning with defiance. It was an arresting sight.

“Why me?” she demanded. “Of all the nobles you could’ve stolen for this twisted plan, why choose the one with a crumbling estate and a tarnished name?”

I allowed a slow, humorless smile. “Because none of the others fit my needs quite as well as you do.”

I finally turned my gaze to the crowd at the door. My staff who’d come to gawk. Sims had his hand half raised, as if he were pondering whether to comment on the bizarre scene. I felt a surge of impatience, tempered only by my fascination with the woman struggling beneath my magic.

“Out,” I said, voice calm but layered with steel. I flicked my gaze over them, letting the runes carved into my bones hum with power.

They scattered instantly, leaving only Vex behind. She blended near the doorway with that infuriating knack for vanishing in plain sight. Meanwhile, I allowed Lady Evenfall to rise to her knees under my tight control, and then to stand. A lock of her golden hair fell loose from her braids, trailing across her flushed cheek.

“Now what?” she asked, glaring up at me. “Are we discussing the ‘terms of my captivity’?”

“You’re free to call it whatever makes you feel better.” I circled her, letting the tension build. Create the feeling of being surrounded and even the bravest make mistakes. Yet this time, intrigue replaced triumph. Maybe it was her defiance. Maybe my usual intimidation routine was wearing thin. Or maybe part of me liked the challenge.

I stopped in front of her. “You’ll stay in the fortress until the wedding. You won’t attempt to escape or contact anyone outside. You will cooperate with the ceremony preparations. In return, I won’t make your life exceptionally miserable.”

She looked unimpressed. “Or you’ll do what? Kill me? Torture me? Lock me in a dungeon? All of the above?”

I shrugged. “They’ve crossed my mind.”

“How imaginative,” she sneered. “I expected more from a fearsome warlord.”

I took a step toward her. “Oh, I can be plenty imaginative, Lady Evenfall. Shall I demonstrate?”

“I’ve already been locked in a tower by my father,” she shot back. “The lesson never sticks.”

Her dismissal made something acidic twist in my stomach. I shoved the sentiment aside, focusing on her challenge.

“The wedding,” I said icily, “is happening. Tomorrow night.”

Her mouth fell open. “Tomorrow? Are you insane?” She sputtered, searching for words. “You can’t expect me to—to actually go through with it. You can’t force me to say vows.”

I let my voice drop to a dangerous register. “I believe I made my intentions quite clear, and I hate repeating myself.”

Anger flared in her bright eyes. “You failed to break me on the road. What makes you think you’ll succeed tomorrow?”

I resisted the urge to prove my point with a tangible show of dominion magic. “Because I have all the power in this fortress, and you have none.”

She lifted her chin in defiance, still unafraid. That brazen boldness sent a pulse of heat through my veins. I exhaled slowly, grappling for a calmer approach. “What’s it going to be, Lady Evenfall?” I asked, letting shadows coil around her wrists to keep her still.

She said nothing, so I gently turned her palms up, feigning casual curiosity. “That trick on the road—turning your healing magic into a weapon. Where did you learn that?”

“Release my hands and I’ll show you.”

I grabbed her chin, forcing her to look at me. “You can fight every step, make this difficult for both of us, and still end up as my wife. Or you can accept the inevitable. I might be open to making your stay less… unpleasant, should you choose wisely.”

“Nothing about this could be pleasant,” she snapped.

I released her. “I’m beginning to see why your father wanted you contained.” I summoned a guard, and one of the more thick-headed recruits ventured in. “Are Lady Evenfall’s chambers ready?”

“Yes, my lord,” the guard said, eyes nowhere near me. He stared at Arabella, blatantly taking in her damp silhouette.

Jealous fury roared up in me, so immediate and powerful that it surprised me. My dominion magic surged outward. The guard slammed against the wall. A mirror shattered, sending shards across the floor. I let the fool choke for a long beat, until his face purpled in panic.

Arabella’s expression turned wary, though not quite terror-filled. If anything, it looked like confusion and something faintly reminiscent of twisted curiosity.

Without taking my eyes off her, I called for Vex, who was already emerging from the shadows. “Take Lady Evenfall to her chambers,” I ordered. With a glance at the guard, I untied my cloak and tossed it around Arabella’s shoulders. “Make sure she has everything she needs. I won’t have my future bride drop dead of hypothermia before the vows.”

Arabella gave me a long, measured look that might have bordered on pity. “You’re going to regret choosing me,” she said quietly, as though giving me a chance to back out.

My response was to pick up my discarded dagger and hold it tight by my side. “Let’s clarify something,” I snapped. “You can kick and scream, but you’re mine until the ceremony is done.”

She tilted her head. “And once it’s over?”

I shoved down the odd flicker of unease. “That depends entirely on your cooperation.”

Color rose in her cheeks, but she said nothing more. She only turned when Vex ushered her to the door, sparing one last look at the guard who still dangled in midair, gagging for breath.

When she was gone, I focused my attention on the unfortunate man. “You’re new, aren’t you?” I asked, letting him draw a ragged breath by relaxing the magic just a fraction. The smell of fear radiated off him.

He nodded frantically.

“Let me explain something very clearly.” My runes throbbed in my bones, fueling my anger. “Lady Evenfall is dangerous. She is valuable. And she is mine. Understand?”

He nodded again, tears spilling down his face. I dropped him without ceremony, and he collapsed at my feet.

“Thorne!” I called. He appeared with unsettling promptness. “Take this idiot to the dungeons and teach him some manners. Start with Step Seventeen of the torture manual—the one with the spoons.”

Thorne dragged the trembling guard away.

Alone at last, I turned to the tall windows. Storm clouds churned in the distance, black and roiling. I placed my hand against the glass, feeling the runes carved into my bones pulse in time with my heartbeat, leaving behind an ache that was half anger, half anticipation.

Threats hadn’t cracked her. Perhaps torture would eventually work, but it would take more time than I cared to waste. If I wanted this wedding to go off without a catastrophic level of rebellion, I needed something beyond sheer intimidation… some leverage she couldn’t shrug off. Except I hadn’t the faintest clue what that leverage might be, and I hated that uncertainty even more than the stinging of my runes.

But some foolish, restless part of me felt more intrigued than I had in years.

Damn it all. If this was how matchmaking worked, no wonder people said love was more treacherous than war.
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5 Negotiate with a Villain (Terms and Conditions Apply)


Arabella

The shadow restraints vanished once we left Kazimir’s study. Practical villains conserved magic when muscle would suffice. Vex held my arm firmly as we wound through the Dark Lord’s fortress. Her grip suggested she could break bones as effortlessly as lighting a candle.

Cold now in my damp dress, I tugged the cloak closer around my shoulders, scowling at how it smelled so distinctly of him: winter storms and steel, undercut by the smoky tang of charred wood.

I felt a tiny spark of satisfaction remembering how Kazimir had flung that guard into the wall. My father had never once defended me from leering eyes, so I found it disturbingly pleasant to witness someone take actual offense on my behalf. Even if it was the Dark Lord. Even if I was still trying to figure out whether his anger had been about the guard’s stare or something else entirely.

We reached a corridor lit by floating orbs of pale blue light. I glanced at a large mirror on the wall as we passed. My hair hung in half-fallen braids, and dust and smudges darkened my cheeks. I looked every bit the frazzled heroine from a tragic ballad, bartered away to a monster for a handful of goats.

“Where exactly are you taking me?” I asked after several minutes of wordless trudging.

“The lord’s private tower,” Vex replied impassively.

“And we’re currently… where?”

“The Skyspire Citadel.” She turned up a spiral staircase leading into a tower.

I bit off a groan. My body already throbbed from my earlier attempts at magic and the day’s chaos. By the time we stopped on a landing, my calves burned. Vex remained stoic, barely winded.

She led me to an impressive door of iron and dark wood, produced a key, and swung it open. Beyond lay a suite far more opulent than I had expected. Maybe I’d anticipated a dank cell or a windowless chamber, something more in line with Kazimir’s grim reputation. Instead, I stood in a circular room filled with lavish furniture, plush rugs, and a grand four-poster bed draped in burgundy silk.

My gaze snagged on the black roses. Vases brimming with them adorned nearly every surface. “Are those real?” I asked, stepping closer to one vivid cluster.

“Griffin’s pride and joy,” Vex answered with the faintest exasperation.

I reached out to brush a petal, only to jerk back at a sudden sting. A bead of blood welled up on my fingertip, and the flower’s petals appeared to shiver in response.

“They bite,” Vex warned me belatedly.

I sucked the drop of blood away and glowered at the malicious roses. “How… charming.”

“Griffin has enthusiastic notions about decor,” she remarked. “He thinks the future Dark Lady should be surrounded by intimidating symbols.”

I nearly laughed at the absurdity. “Should I start practicing my villainous cackle, or is there an orientation handbook?”

Vex crossed the room to open a second door. “The bathing chamber is through here. You’ll find fresh clothing waiting for you.” She turned to leave.

“My people,” I said, “what happened to them?”

Vex’s posture stiffened before she answered. “Your maid is home. Your guards and driver are too. Safe or not—that’s beyond my knowledge.”

Relief mingled with a stab of guilt that I couldn’t protect Agnes from whatever rumors would surely spread. At least she was free from this citadel.

Vex gestured at the main door. “I wouldn’t try to leave before Lord Blackrose arrives to set the wards. The stairs have protections. If you try them without permission, you’ll discover their defenses the hard way.”

“Wait,” I called as she made for the corridor. “Who are you?”

She paused, her expression unsettling in its perfect composure. “I’m the Steward of Skyspire.” Then she slipped into the hall and turned the key in the lock behind her.

Steward of Skyspire, I mused drily, finding the title painfully inadequate for the woman who’d manhandled me up endless flights of stairs with the efficiency of a seasoned soldier. Definitely more than just Kazimir’s glorified assistant.

I went to the nearest tall window, half expecting to see a courtyard or walls. Instead, I found whirling storm clouds below me. The fortress hovered in midair, tethered to nothing but jagged rocks floating in the same swirling darkness. Occasionally, streaks of violet lightning illuminated other shards suspended in the storm. At least one of the rumors about the Dark Lord was true.

“Well,” I muttered, “that complicates things.”

I tore my gaze away and wandered deeper into my gilded prison. The bathing chamber was pure indulgence: a huge sunken tub, brass fixtures, and an array of soaps that smelled of lavender and spice. The dressing chamber next to it brimmed with dresses in rich jewel tones, nightgowns trimmed in delicate lace, and even some riding attire. All in my size. All far more extravagant than anything I owned back home.

Exhaustion dragged at my limbs, so I stripped and sank into the tub. The hot water was an undeniable comfort, but as I scrubbed away the grime of the day, a deeper worry settled in my mind.

Why me?

Kazimir Blackrose had chosen the daughter of a financially ruined noble house. Our estate was nearly worthless. My father’s favor was a joke among the gentry. But there was one thing in my family that still held value—

My mother’s bloodline, traced back to the First Hero.

It was the only thing that made me valuable to someone like Kazimir Blackrose. But what could he want with heroic blood? I didn’t like the answers my mind supplied. Dread pooled in my stomach as I imagined vile rites, forced heirs warped by dark magic, or arcane bargains where my veins would be drained to fuel some monstrosity.

I let myself shiver at the thought instead of trying to banish it. Information was power, after all. Now that I knew Kazimir needed more than just my compliance, I could attempt to negotiate. If I held any leverage at all, it was that special lineage he required.

When I finished bathing, I selected a simple forest green gown from the wardrobe. It slid over my skin as if tailored precisely to my measurements. I left my hair loose to dry in waves, then returned to the main room.

A timid knock drew me to the door. A young man—he couldn’t have been older than sixteen—stood there balancing a tray piled with food.

“My lady,” he mumbled. “I brought your meal.”

I ushered him inside, watching as he set out roast chicken, bread, and vegetables on a low table near the fireplace.

“Thank you,” I said. “What’s your name?”

He stared at the floor. “Pip, my lady.”

I thanked him for the meal, and he fled. Despite the knot of anxiety in my belly, I realized I was ravenous and devoured every bite. I’d just finished mopping up the last of the gravy with a piece of bread when the lock clicked and the door swung open without warning.

Firelight hissed lower, and shadows clawed across the rugs an instant before Kazimir strode through the doorway. He wore a fitted jacket of glossy black scales—dragonskin?—that shimmered darkly in the firelight. His eyes, just as black, raked over me from head to toe. A thin red line on his throat marked where I’d cut him earlier.

He flicked a glance at the folded cloak on the chair, then at me. “The green suits you better than that.”

“Your minions have interesting taste,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant. “Though I’m grateful they didn’t force me into a dress covered in black roses. I barely survived the ones in the vases.”

His mouth tightened, but he prowled farther inside, one fingertip grazing the petals of a black rose. The bloom folded beneath his touch. “Griffin’s been reminded of his… excesses. He tends to forget that not everyone appreciates carnivorous flora.”

“Poor Griffin. He’s probably sobbing into his man-eating roses.”

Kazimir ignored the jab. “I came to set the wards. They’ll keep you in this suite unless I grant you passage beyond.”

“And here I thought you’d come to properly propose.” The words slipped out before I could stop them. I trailed my finger over a velvet-covered chair. “But I suppose that would be too traditional for the Dark Lord.”

He arched an eyebrow, clearly amused. His fingers flexed once at his side. “Traditional? You’d prefer I drop to one knee?”

“Well, you did kidnap me,” I pointed out, crossing my arms. “I guess some semblance of courtesy wouldn’t kill you.”

For an instant, wariness flickered over his features. He stepped back, surveying me with those cold, beautiful eyes.

Then, to my utter astonishment, he dropped into a graceful kneel. But there was nothing submissive about the motion—if anything, he seemed more dangerous like this. Muscles tightened beneath the dragonskin as though measured violence might spring from that graceful crouch. His gaze lifted to mine, dark lashes framing a lethal smirk as he took my hand in his.

“Lady Arabella Evenfall, would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” he asked in a low voice. “I promise to cherish your power and to make every submission worth the risk of wanting more.”

His question rumbled through the room, bass notes vibrating in my spine even after the words faded. For one reckless heartbeat I wanted to lean into that velvet voice.

I swallowed the impulse. “That may be the worst proposal I’ve ever heard.”

He stood in a swift motion, maintaining his grip on my hand. Leather and scale whispered as he rolled his shoulders. The air shifted, carrying that same scent of winter storms and charred wood across my skin. “List your previous offers, and I’ll decide whether I should be insulted or amused.”

I let the silence stretch, studying him as though I held the power. “How many proposals have you made? How do I know I’m not the latest in a long line of dead brides?”

“You, Lady Evenfall, are my first.” His voice rumbled through me again.

“First… what?” It was important to pin these things down. Villains were notorious for creative interpretations of the truth.

A glint of humor lingered in his eyes. “First proposal.”

“Then perhaps you’re unaware that threats aren’t usually part of courtship.” His thumb traced a circle on my palm, and I pulled it from his grasp.

“Threats aside,” he said, draping himself casually on the arm of a chair, “I suspect you need more than empty promises of devotion. You strike me as someone who values a certain edge.”

That was more accurate than I cared to admit, so I just shrugged. “Speaking of edges… I’d like to negotiate the terms of this arrangement.”

He watched me intently, giving away nothing. I took the lack of immediate refusal as permission to continue.

“You want me, specifically,” I said, stepping around the bed to keep a barrier between us. “For my bloodline, presumably. And you need me to show up at the altar without kicking and screaming.”

A faint smile tugged at his lips, though tension hardened his posture. “Go on.”

“If you require my cooperation, then I have some conditions. First, I want freedom within the fortress. No guards on my heels, no locked doors. I won’t be treated like a prisoner. Second, I want to develop my magic. All of it, not just the healing aspects my father permitted.”

His eyes narrowed with interest. “Your father restricted your magical education?”

“My father saw my healing magic as profitable for potential suitors. He never let me learn anything else, especially if it hinted at a more lethal side.”

Kazimir’s eyes gleamed with genuine interest. “You want to explore your destructive talents.”

I nodded. “That’s part of it. If I’m destined to be some Dark Lady, I won’t do it half blind.”

He inclined his head. “Continue.”

“Third, total honesty. I want to know exactly what you plan to do with my bloodline—and with me—after the wedding. My father treated me like a pawn. I don’t fancy trading one master for another without clarity.”

He gave a subtle, noncommittal shrug. “Is there more?”

I cleared my throat. “No sex.”

That earned me a sharp look. “No sex,” he repeated, sounding amused.

I ignored the twist of heat in my chest. “I refuse to be forced into anyone’s bed. This is a marriage of convenience, not a love match.”

He studied me for a heartbeat. Then a slow grin curved his lips. “Worried you’ll end up enjoying it, Lady Evenfall?”

“Don’t flatter yourself.” I glared, color prickling my cheeks. “I’m worried about my autonomy. Frankly, you seem more than capable of ignoring boundaries.”

Kazimir went utterly still. “Fine. I accept your terms, with two of my own. One: You walk to the altar proactively. No tantrums, no vanishing acts, no humiliating theatrics in front of my court.”

I weighed that. “I can live with it. And two?”

“You’ll get the details of my plans after the wedding, not before.”

Of course. I should have expected him to hold back something. “How do I know you’ll share them at all, or that you won’t just kill me instead?”

He shrugged. “You don’t. But if I intended to kill you outright, negotiations would be pointless. I have no interest in corpses.”

I frowned, waiting for the pricking behind my eyes—my magical “truth-sense”—to indicate he was lying. But it never came. He was telling the truth, at least part of it. I crossed my arms. “All your villainous plans aside, what happens to me after you get what you want?”

“You remain my wife, with all the privileges and protections that entails.” He rose and moved closer, transforming from casual to coiled in a single heartbeat. “Including protection from your father, should he attempt to reclaim you.”

That… was not what I’d expected.

Kazimir studied my reaction. “He would never touch you again,” he added darkly. “No one who harms what’s mine lives long enough to attempt it twice.”

The possessiveness in his tone sparked something warm and dangerous in my chest. I stepped back, needing distance, but my choice seemed clear. “I agree, then. I’ll appear at the ceremony without incident, and I’ll wait until after to hear whatever twisted scheme you’ve cooked up.”

Satisfaction flickered in his eyes. “Good. As for the no-sex rule…”

I braced myself, certain he’d refuse.

He allowed a smirk. “No sex—until you ask for it.”

Before I could level a scathing retort, he raised his arms and muttered words in a strange tongue. Sigils glowed around the walls and windows. A pulse of violet light rippled over my skin before sinking into the stone. The lingering tingle felt obscenely intimate, as if his magic had traced every nerve and decided to remember the shape of me.

“The wards,” he announced, suddenly businesslike, “will let you freely roam the fortress interior. But any attempt to leave Skyspire Citadel will fail. Trust me, you don’t want to learn how painful that failure would be.”

He reclaimed his cloak then paused at the door, dark gaze lingering on me. “Rest well, Lady Evenfall.”

A moment later, he was gone.

I stood there, my pulse still thrumming, and replayed every line of our bizarre negotiation. Had I truly gained a measure of freedom, or had he merely indulged me to secure my compliance?

Until you ask for it. The arrogance of the man was breathtaking.

My attention caught on the black roses by the fireplace. Their petals seemed to rustle like they were whispering, mocking my attempt at control.

“Shut up,” I muttered at them, feeling more foolish than ever. “You’re just flowers.”

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I could have sworn they laughed.
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6 Play Mad Alchemist at 3 A.M. (Ethics Sold Separately)


Kazimir

Dawn was still hours away, and I’d already accepted that sleep was a lost cause. My thoughts flitted between the ceremony tomorrow and the warded suite containing one furious Lady Evenfall.

I left my chambers, locking the door with both key and spell. Anyone with a shred of self-preservation would steer clear, but I couldn’t be certain of my new fiancée. The fortress lay quiet except for the occasional hum of the floating orblights. Storm clouds billowed outside a high window, hurling lightning across the sky and sending thunder vibrating through the airborne stone.

I paused at Lady Evenfall’s quarters, pressing my fingers to the still-warm sigils I’d etched hours before. The wards thrummed in response.

I huffed out a laugh. “I was going to toss her in the dungeon after the ceremony,” I muttered. “Now she’ll roam my halls, probably conjuring who-knows-what and setting my staff on fire. Brilliant, Kazimir. Truly.”

I supposed it was my own fault. I’d planned to break her resistance, lock her away, complete the marriage ritual, claim the Heirloom’s powers. Done.

Simple. Efficient. Textbook villainy.

Yet my glorious plan had devolved into negotiating freedoms with her as though we were equals. No, worse: I’d actively conceded points. Next, I might have to offer brunch privileges for her and the minions.

I descended five levels below my private rooms to my cramped, chaotic workroom. Racks of parchment, precarious stacks of ancient books, alchemical beakers, and half-finished mechanical contraptions littered every inch of space along the walls.

In the center, one broad workbench remained clear. I’d been itching to test something since discovering Lady Evenfall’s blood on the enchanted roses, which weren’t just decorative but designed to sample the blood of anyone who touched them. And I’d bottled that drop while she wasn’t looking.

With a gesture, I lit oil lamps around the room and arranged my instruments. I retrieved the small vial from my pocket. Before I could go further, a knock sounded at the door.

“Enter,” I called, not bothering to look up.

In crept Pip, carrying a cage with a nightingale inside. He set it on the bench, his hands trembling. “The bird you requested, my lord,” he said softly.

I scrutinized the terrified little thing, tapping on the bars until it froze under my magic—no point chasing it around the workroom. On the periphery, I felt Pip shifting his weight from foot to foot.

“What?” I asked, letting annoyance creep into my voice. “I assume you have a reason to linger?”

His throat bobbed. “The kitchen staff asked about special requests for the wedding feast.”

My fist slammed onto the table, rattling glass and sending flasks skidding to the edge. Of all the trivialities…

“This can’t wait until daylight?”

He stammered, “S-Sims feared a repeat of—of the last feast, my lord—when Griffin animated the entrees—”

“Fine,” I snapped, pointing toward the door. “Tell them to do whatever they like. Now get out before your sniveling anxiety ruins my concentration.”

Pip bowed, turned too quickly, and smacked into a shelf. Several empty vials fell to the floor and shattered.

“I’m sorry, my lord!” he gasped, crouching to gather the shards and cutting his hand in the process.

I strode over in three strides and yanked him upright by the collar. The familiar dark swirl of my dominion magic crackled in the room.

“Get. Out,” I snarled, letting the raw threat in my voice tighten the air.

He paled, eyes widening in terror, and fled without another word. As soon as the door slammed shut behind him, the shadows coiled back into my bones, leaving me scowling at my own momentary lapse.

I inhaled deeply, forcing calm, then lifted the nightingale from its cage. Its heart fluttered against my palm.

“Consider this your contribution to the greater villainous cause,” I murmured, stroking its feathers. A flick of power, a whispered resonance through the runes carved in my ribs, and the bird’s life force drained out in shining whorls of pale light. Setting aside the limp body, I poured the shimmering essence into a silver bowl.

I positioned two pristine crystal vessels on the workbench, priming one with a fresh prick of my blood, the other with Arabella’s single drop. I connected them with delicate silver filaments. Chanting in the guttural, ancient tongue my mother had practically beaten into my skull, I felt each syllable vibrate through the runes beneath my skin. The bird’s captured life force twined upward in blue tendrils, splitting into two streams that fused with both vessels. The filaments flared, bridging the gap between them.

In a flash, everything went incandescent. A shockwave of magic tossed me clear across the room, books and flasks crashing around me in a storm of shattered glass. I cursed, shielding my eyes from the surge of light.

The vessels sang, an otherworldly chord that reverberated through my bones. The runes carved on my ribs burned white-hot, a blaze of pure energy that should have hurt but instead felt dangerously euphoric.

What in the darkest hells?

I staggered to my feet, blinking through the radiance. Both crystal vessels shone bright as small suns, lines of power pulsing in perfect unison between them. My instruments—designed to read magical force—quivered off the charts.

“A fortyfold amplification,” I muttered, disbelief hollowing out my voice. “That’s… impossible. That’s… Fuck.”

The ancient texts hinted that my bride’s heroic bloodline would amplify my dominion magic, maybe doubling or tripling it. But this? Forty times was an absurd fountain of potential.

The door flew open and Vex rushed in, dagger raised. “My lord, the entire fortress felt that. Are you—”

“I’m fine,” I snapped, barely looking at her. My gaze clung to the dancing lights. “A minor experiment with unexpectedly large results.”

She took in the wreckage, from the shattered glass to the still-humming power. “Should I fetch Griffin?”

“No,” I said sharply. Then I reined myself in. “You can go. And don’t speak of this to anyone. Understood?”

She gave a short bow, face tight with curiosity but she didn’t give in to it.

As soon as I was alone again, I grabbed my journal and scribbled frantically, recording every measurement and observed effect. If Arabella’s blood had done this with a few drops of bird essence, what might happen if we completed the entire Heirloom ritual?

I could reshape continents, I thought, pacing over glass. Flatten kingdoms with a word. And with the Heirloom of Dominion fueling me, I could probably yank the moon down and wear it as a fucking hat.

When I was done, I sealed the journal with a personal ward. Anyone who tried to peek would be vaporized on the spot.

The two vessels continued their eerie, harmonic glow. I rolled a broken crystal shard between my bloody fingers and mulled over how close I was to absolute might.

And how dangerously reliant I was on one obstinate bride who refused to kneel.

“The universe has a gruesome sense of humor,” I muttered. “The potential for apocalyptic power… packaged neatly with the greatest vulnerability I’ve had in years. And it’s all tied to one sharp-tongued, infuriatingly gorgeous noblewoman.”

The vessels responded with a pulse of brightness, as if her blood resonated with my frustrated confession. Outside, thunder rumbled again, shaking the tower. I stood among the debris, adrenaline buzzing through the burned-out edges of my runes, alone with the realization that everything had just become a thousand times more complicated.

And dangerously more intriguing.
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7 Meet Your Villain’s Quirky Staff (Before They Collect More Bodily Samples)


Arabella

I woke to silken sheets, a towering canopy overhead, and the sickening reminder that I was meant to marry the Dark Lord in a few hours. My stomach twisted.

“Fuck.” I pressed both palms over my eyes. The word felt deliciously raw, so I repeated it loud enough to echo off the walls.

No one barged in to scold me for my language or lecture me on proper decorum. The emptiness felt alarmingly free.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed, bracing myself for the chill of a fortress perched among storm clouds. Even the plush carpeting under my feet couldn’t hide how cold this place truly was. Only the hearth’s crackling fire kept the room from icing over.

The wardrobe brimmed with choices—some practical, some absurdly lavish. Gone were the pastel frills my father favored. I chose a deep emerald tunic and black leather trousers, the sort of outfit a girl might wear if she planned to burn her captor’s fortress.

Opening the door, I half expected a guard. Instead, a spiral staircase stretched upward and downward through silence. Either Kazimir was supremely confident in his wards, or he truly meant to honor our deal.

Assuming his chambers lay above, I headed down. I wanted to see as much of Skyspire Citadel as possible before anyone could second-guess the decision to give me this small bit of freedom. The stairs ended in a wide corridor that branched left and right. Straight ahead, two guards flanked enormous double doors. They stiffened as I approached.

“Good morning.” I mustered my courtliest smile. “Lord Blackrose granted me permission to explore.”

I braced for outrage and an attempt to haul me back upstairs. Instead, the guards exchanged a glance, then bowed. One gestured behind him. “The main hall is through these doors, along with the way to the inner courtyard. From there, you can access the east wing or the library.”

“And that corridor?” I pointed right.

“The High Gardens,” he said. “Beyond them, the observatory.”

“Much appreciated.” Their hands never strayed far from their weapons, but they didn’t stop me.

The corridors formed a labyrinth of locked doors and meandering staircases. Eventually I discovered a narrow flight hidden behind an unmarked door. I climbed until my legs burned. A hatch above me leaked frigid air.

Stepping through, I found myself perched on an outer wall. Wind sliced across my cheeks as I leaned forward, clinging to the icy parapet. My heart gave a lurch at the sheer height. Dark, shimmering walls connected five towers spaced evenly apart, each one glinting with runes. In the courtyard below, an enormous pentagram was laid out in black stone. Every line and angle of the fortress seemed designed for magical synergy, an infernal masterpiece of architecture; Kazimir had built this domain to channel unimaginable power. A gust shoved me back and I decided I’d admired the view long enough.

Back inside, I roamed until I nearly collided with Pip, the timid servant from last night. Dishes rattled on his tray.

“Lady Evenfall!” he squeaked. A ragged bandage wrapped his palm, the gauze stained crimson.

“What happened to your hand?”

“Nothing, my lady. Just an accident in His Lordship’s workroom.”

“Let me see.” I gently tugged his hand forward after helping him balance the tray. He seemed torn, but he obeyed. Beneath the sloppy bandage, I spotted shards of glass in a nasty gash.

“This is hardly ‘nothing,’ ” I muttered. “You need this cleaned, or it’ll never heal.”

He shrank back. “I have other duties, my lady. Lord Blackrose is particular about timeliness—”

“Set the tray down,” I said firmly, gesturing to a nearby alcove. “It won’t kill him to have slightly cooler tea.” Though, knowing Kazimir, I had my doubts.

Pip placed the tray on a stone bench, and I carefully unwrapped the bandage. The cut looked deep. Ignoring the faint quake of leftover exhaustion in my limbs, I covered his palm with both hands and summoned the familiar warmth.

For a moment, I remembered every forced demonstration of my “gift,” when I was paraded before peasants to prove House Evenfall’s heroic lineage. Back then, I’d played the part of the gracious benefactor, all while cursing my father under my breath. But now, with no audience and no pretense, the healing felt strangely honest.

Pip exhaled shakily. “It doesn’t hurt anymore.” He flexed his fingers in amazement. The gash was gone, leaving only a faint pink line. The small bits of glass had worked their way out as well. He wrapped them carefully in the old bandage.

“I suggest avoiding shattered glass next time.” I anticipated the lightheadedness that followed using my magic. Strangely enough, it didn’t manifest at all.

His gaze drifted to the tea tray. “I should go. If it’s cold, he’ll be furious.”

“Tell him I waylaid you for directions or threatened to set the library ablaze. Whatever sounds plausible.”

He offered a shy grin. “Thank you, my lady.”

“Off you go. We can’t have lukewarm tea starting the apocalypse.”

Pip hurried away. I stood there a moment, inhaling the fortress’s cold air and the faint tang of ozone. Kazimir’s priorities were starkly clear: his tea delivered promptly, even if it meant his servant bled onto the tray. Arrogant bastard.

But if he thought this marriage guaranteed my obedience—the same kind of fearful deference he demanded over drinks—he was in for a shock.

I turned a corner and stepped into a circular chamber that stole my breath. This had to be the observatory.

An enormous crystal contraption hung from a domed ceiling, refracting the storm light pouring in from the floor-to-ceiling windows. Below, smaller crystals hovered over a ring of pedestals, each one displaying crackling pathways of light that linked towers to drifting islands. Bridges.

I edged closer to one pedestal, eyes fixed on the image of a bridge. As I watched, the structure flickered and changed positions, connecting to a new floating rock. The bridges weren’t static; they could alter, fuse, or vanish at a moment’s notice. No wonder Kazimir conquered kingdoms so easily. This place would be impossible to fully invade. One wrong turn, and you’d find yourself stranded on a floating chunk of rock with no way out. The man might be a brutal, domineering lunatic, but he was frighteningly clever.

I moved back to the pedestal where I’d started, trying to spot any runes or levers that controlled the mechanism. Almost without thinking, I touched the crystal.

Power slammed through me. The crystal flared to life, and I snatched my hand back—but not before I triggered some sort of magical meltdown. I heard shouts echo through the corridors. The bridge beneath my fingertips shimmered erratically, twisting in on itself. Nearby displays flickered and distorted.

“Shit,” I hissed, scrambling backward. “Shit, shit, shit.”

“Oh no, oh no, oh no!” A voice squawked from the doorway, so high and terrified it bordered on hysterical. “Not again! He’ll murder me in a creatively awful way this time for sure! Possibly twice!”

A gangly figure lurched into the observatory with all the grace of a newborn colt. Impossibly tall, spindly arms and legs, hair sticking out like burnt straw, and a face that practically vibrated with panic—this had to be the strangest courtier I’d ever seen. He ducked beneath the arch despite the ample door height and made a beeline for the disrupted pedestal.

“Three guards on the eastern bridge,” he muttered, “they’ll plummet—”

He froze when he noticed me. His yellowish eyes went comically wide. “Wait, you’re… oh, but you’re not supposed to be here. No one’s supposed to be in my observatory except Lord Blackrose and me, and definitely not messing with the crystals. I mean, clearly no one told you—”

“Who are you?”

“Griffin.” He bobbed his head jerkily, practically a bow if you squinted. “I’m the citadel’s enchanter. Among… other things.” Then he waved at the pedestal. “If I might…?”

I nodded, and he maneuvered those spidery hands around the crystal, murmuring some incantation under his breath. Gradually, the chaotic light calmed. The writhing illusions of the bridges slowed to a steady hum, and the distant shouting died down. My tension slipped away as everything flickered back to normal.

Griffin sagged, breath hissing out in relief. “Thank the gods. Maybe I won’t be executed for letting the bride blow up the citadel on her first day here.” He pushed a sweaty lock of singed hair off his forehead. “Lord Blackrose has enough on his plate, what with the wedding and the world domination and the perpetual brooding.”

I folded my arms. “So this kind of crisis is a regular occurrence?”

His panicked expression twitched. “Oh, no. Well, there are… occasional issues. The system’s temperamental. Usually it’s my fault. But this—” He paused, eyeing me with a sort of nervous fascination. “How?”

I tried not to look guilty. “I accidentally touched the crystal. And it just… reacted.”

Griffin’s lips formed a silent wow. “The crystals should only respond to specific magical signatures—my own or His Lordship’s. Anyone else would need at least a few rituals with goat’s blood, plus nude chanting under a new moon for good measure. Yet you apparently skip all the fun steps and just… do it.”

He looked me over again, and I felt my anger coil. “That might be because of your bloodline,” he theorized, eyes brightening with scholarly excitement. “First Hero ancestry is potent. Lord Blackrose said—”

I seized the obvious lead. “So he’s been discussing me with you?”

Griffin gulped. “Not in detail, just… that your lineage is important. That your presence matters. That I wasn’t to bother you or do anything that might scare you away. Though I suppose me being here at all might count as bothering you, in which case I should probably go—”

“You created this?” I gestured to the crystal displays, deliberately changing the subject to put him at ease.

Pride momentarily replaced anxiety on Griffin’s expressive face. “Yes! Well, with His Lordship’s direction, of course. But the basic enchantment structure is mine.” He gestured animatedly. “The bridges respond to the needs of the citadel, adapting to traffic patterns and security concerns.”

“That’s remarkable,” I said, genuinely impressed. “What else have you created?”

Griffin’s face lit up as if no one had ever bothered to ask about his work. “Oh, all sorts of things! The self-heating baths, the defensive wards that prevent assassins from approaching within ten feet of His Lordship…” He counted off on his long fingers. “Also a rather disastrous attempt at self-writing poetry quills that only produced erotic sonnets about tentacles, but we aren’t supposed to talk about those anymore.”

I raised an eyebrow. “The black roses?”

His amber eyes lit with pride. “Yes! Aren’t they magnificent? Metallic petals, lore-binding properties… uh, I mean, that was just for aesthetic flair—”

“They’re certainly unique,” I said diplomatically. “Though one bit me last night.”

“Oh!” He recoiled like I’d hit him. “Did it… draw blood?”

I stared him down, letting the silence speak for me.

He gave a nervous, wheezing laugh. “It’s only meant to draw a tiny sample. They’re, um, testing magical resonance. Completely routine if you follow the Northern Enchanters’ Guild guidelines… after the last reform, anyway.”

I stood straighter. “Lord Blackrose put sneaky bloodsucking roses in my chambers,” I said flatly, “without my knowledge or consent.”

“Not sucking,” Griffin squeaked, “just sampling! Borrowing! Barely a drop. No harm done.”

My hand curled into a fist before I forced it back down. “So the Dark Lord has my blood. What’s he planning?”

Griffin’s gaze skittered anywhere but my face. “I—I’m not sure. Could be part of the wedding rites, or maybe an ancient text about ‘maiden blood’ that—”

I cut him off. “Maiden blood, huh? Are you implying something about my virtue, Griffin?”

He spluttered as though choking on air. “No! Absolutely not! That’s none of my business. I would never dare—”

I let him squirm for a moment, then decided to put him out of his misery, figuratively speaking. “All right, enough. Take me to him.”

Griffin took a stumbling step back. “Lord Blackrose is busy in his workroom. He might be in the middle of… something, which is often hazardous. Occasionally humiliating for the poor soul who interrupts.”

“I don’t care if he’s in the middle of raising the dead.” I stepped closer. “You’re going to take me to him right now, or I’ll touch every single crystal in here and see what new chaos we can cause. Maybe all the bridges will collapse at once.”

He blanched, eyes flicking around the room. “Y-yes, my lady. Right this way, please. Though if he incinerates me on sight, I’m blaming you.”

“Deal.” I gestured at the door. “Lead the way.”

He led me through winding passages at a brisk pace, spouting apologies and nervous chatter, pointing out various features and occasionally apologizing for things I hadn’t accused him of.

Eventually, we reached a familiar tower. Instead of going up toward my chambers, we proceeded down. At the base, we turned down a darker corridor and followed it until Griffin halted at a black door etched with silver runes. He hesitated. “Are you positive you won’t consider drafting a polite note of complaint instead?”

I just stared him down until he sullenly knocked in a peculiar pattern—three quick taps, a pause, then two more. Without waiting for an answer, he pushed the door open and stepped aside.

“My lord,” he croaked, voice jumping a full octave. “Lady Evenfall insisted on seeing you. Says it’s urgent, definitely not my fault, I tried everything but she’s scarily persistent—”

“Enough,” came Kazimir’s cool baritone from inside. “You may go.”

Griffin shot me a half-hearted grimace of solidarity before scuttling off, leaving me alone to face the embodiment of my current fury.

Kazimir stood with his back to me, leaning over a table cluttered with arcane tools and glass vials. Magic glowed from an apparatus, casting flickers of eerie light over his tall form. He was dressed in plain black, the sleeves rolled up to reveal corded forearms crisscrossed with scars. Even my fury couldn’t dull how unreasonably attractive he looked.

“Lady Evenfall,” he said, not bothering to turn. “I was expecting you.”

“Were you?” I stepped inside, letting the door swing shut behind me. “Perhaps you anticipated my visit when you stole my blood without my consent.”

He muttered something that sounded suspiciously like “Griffin.”
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8 Argue with Your Bride (It’s Foreplay for Villains)


Kazimir

The moment Griffin fled, I felt the temperature in my workroom drop about ten degrees. Not from any spell, but from the sheer force of Arabella’s glare razoring right through me. She hovered in the doorway, spine rigid, fury rolling off her in waves.

“Found out about the roses?” I set my face into a bored mask before finally turning around.

She stood firm, practically crackling with angry energy. She wore fitted trousers and a deep emerald tunic that brought out the green and gold in her eyes. Her hair was pulled back in a neat braid, baring the curve of her throat. Somehow, that tiny reveal of skin managed to spark heat in my gut, an annoyance I tried to ignore.

“You had enchanted roses collecting my blood,” she said, voice dangerously calm, “without my knowledge or consent.”

I set the arcane measuring device I’d been adjusting onto the workbench. “Clearly Griffin shouldn’t have told you.”

Inside my head, I cursed his loose tongue. He had a knack for unraveling half my carefully laid plans with a single panicked outburst.

“That’s all you have to say?” Her tone rose. “You violate our agreement in a matter of hours, and you’re more upset about your minion’s honesty than the actual violation?”

I shrugged. “I don’t recall any clause prohibiting routine magical precautions.”

“Routine,” she echoed through pursed lips. “So, in your world, sneaking blood from your prisoners counts as routine?”

“Yes,” I said, sweeping a hand around at the clutter of reagents and runes. “A single drop of blood for ritual clarity is basic procedure here. Besides, the sampling happened before our terms were set in stone.”

Her eyes flared. “And when exactly were you planning on telling me about this ‘basic procedure’?”

“After the ceremony,” I said, deciding honesty would needle her best. “At that point, it wouldn’t matter.”

She bridged the distance between us in a few quick strides—unafraid, which, strangely, I respected. “What are you using my blood for?”

An easy lie teased at the edge of my tongue, but I hesitated. She wasn’t some next-kingdom princess I intended to hoodwink for a single day. She was set to be my wife, at least in name, and I needed her if I wanted the Heirloom of Dominion to bend to my will. Not to mention her recent… magical developments piqued my interest. Caution felt wise.

“Resonance testing,” I said. “Determining the compatibility of your lineage with mine.”

Her gaze hardened. “And?”

I paused, recalling the jolt of raw energy that had surged through my runes last night. Power magnified fortyfold. “The results were satisfactory.”

“Satisfactory,” she repeated, voice dripping with disdain. “You can do better than that, Lord Blackrose.”

My patience thinned. “I don’t owe you a complete breakdown of every magical test I conduct.”

“You do when it involves my blood.” She aimed a finger at me, and her voice rose several notches. “We had an agreement. After the wedding, you’d be honest about your plans. That doesn’t grant you permission to treat me like some lab specimen in the meantime.”

“Lab specimen?” I laughed, though it came out sharp. “It was a drop of blood, Lady Evenfall, not a vivisection.”

“It’s the principle,” she hissed. “How am I supposed to trust you with anything else when you help yourself to my blood in secret?”

I found that genuinely amusing. “Trust? You’re in the lair of the Dark Lord. Trust isn’t a virtue here.”

She held my gaze, undeterred. “Yes, trust. Without it, why shouldn’t I escape the second I see an opening? Or sabotage the entire ceremony?”

She had a point. The Heirloom demanded a genuine wedding; and thanks to her stubborn resistance to my dominion magic, I required her compliance. Especially after my tests with her blood had shown just how dangerously powerful she might be.

“What do you propose I do, then?” I crossed my arms.

She pointed at me again. “I want you to keep our bargain. No more secrets, no more underhanded experimenting. If you need something—hair, blood, my signature on a demonic contract—ask.”

I stared for a long moment. The typical hostage would be begging me to release them, not negotiating new terms with every breath. But this was Arabella Evenfall.

“Fine,” I said, inclining my head. “From now on, I’ll inform you of lab work that involves your precious bodily fluids. But don’t forget where you stand. You’re still my prisoner, agreement or not. Adapt, or you’ll find yourself in a predicament you won’t enjoy.”

A flicker of… something crossed her face. Then she lifted her chin. “I’ve been adapting my entire life. But adapt doesn’t mean surrender, Blackrose. You should learn the difference.”

Her nerve was truly stunning. She stood in my workshop, in my fortress, yet she carried herself like I was the unwelcome intruder. It made me want to wrap my dominion around her throat just to see if she’d still speak so boldly.

“Careful,” I said, letting a surge of half-tamed magic pulse along my spine. “I’m not known for my unlimited patience.”

“And I’m not known for letting men—villains or otherwise—treat me as chattel,” she shot back.

My control frayed. I strode forward, overshadowing her with the advantage of my height. “Maybe you need a reminder of your position.”

She remained perfectly still. Not trembling, not cowering. Her eyes sparked with challenge.

“What’ll it be?” She tilted her chin. “Another threat to do unspeakable things with my organs?”

“You won’t break so easily,” I allowed, letting my voice drop an octave. “Pain is just the most direct method. But there are other ways.”

I reached out, grazing a fingertip along her jaw. She stiffened, but her expression blazed with refusal rather than disgust. “You’re running short on creativity, Lord Blackrose,” she said coldly, turning her head away.

I grabbed her arm before she could fully retreat. That faint, heated pulse skittered up my forearm again. It enraged me as much as it intrigued me. Was it simple adrenaline, or was there something about her that made me want to increase that closeness, test that defiance?

“Then tell me,” I said quietly, “what else might convince you to show a little respect?”

“Respect,” she said, glancing pointedly at my grip on her arm, “is earned, not taken.”

The moment crackled, everything in me itching to test her now. Then I exhaled, releasing her, stepping back with effort. I refused to become a savage who couldn’t control his own impulses. Possessive, yes. Reckless, never.

“Fine, Lady Evenfall,” I said, deadpan. “We’ll consider this an amendment to our agreement. You want honesty? You’ll have it. In exchange, I’ll personally oversee your magical training.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You already granted me access to magical training.”

“Reading dusty tomes and receiving actual instruction aren’t the same.” I gestured pointedly around the workroom. “I don’t often offer hands-on lessons, even to my highest-ranking subordinates.”

She hesitated, aware there had to be a catch. “You mean you want to control what I learn.”

“Think of it more as guiding your potential.” I allowed a thin, humorless smile. She was more critical to my ambitions than she realized… and more dangerous. “If you’re going to be at my side, I need to know your capabilities.”

“Because a powerful wife is an asset, no doubt,” she said, voice thick with sarcasm.

“A very direct and pleasurable one, if done correctly,” I murmured, letting my gaze flick over her. I took a stab of satisfaction when I saw something flare behind those eyes—resentment, attraction, both?

She exhaled. “And if I hate what you teach me?”

“Knowledge is power. You can wield it against me, if you dare.” I shrugged. “At least you’d have an edge.”

She weighed that carefully. Then she lifted her chin. “All right, Lord Blackrose. I accept. Honesty for honesty, power for power.” She extended her hand. “But remember, whatever I become under your tutelage, you helped make me.”

My fingers closed around hers. A faint spark of magic jumped between our palms—hers, not mine. Unintentional, but potent. It sent a whisper of heat along the runes carved in my bones.

“Excellent,” I said, releasing her hand and noting how my skin still prickled where we’d touched. “The ceremony’s at sunset. Vex will collect you beforehand. Then, you’ll be mine… in every significant sense.”

“And after the ceremony?” she asked, still standing stubbornly. “When do these lessons start?”

“Soon,” I said. “If you wish.”

She turned to go. I assumed she’d leave it at that, but she paused at the door.

“One last thing, Lord Blackrose.”

I glanced her way, irritation simmering. “Yes?”

Her voice dropped to a quiet, lethal calm. “During these tests of yours, this ‘resonance’ business… If my blood hadn’t provided the results you wanted, what would you have done?”

Her eyes bored into me, as though she expected comfort. I almost laughed.

“We wouldn’t be having this conversation,” I said truthfully. “There’d be no reason.”

She inclined her head, as if confirming a private suspicion. “I see. Well, I appreciate that bit of honesty.”

Then the door closed, leaving me alone with the echoes of our confrontation. I pressed a hand to my forehead, feeling the hum of raw dominion magic in my bones, stronger since last night’s experiment. I exhaled and returned to my worktable. Still, I couldn’t quite shake the memory of her unwavering gaze and the way my skin hummed in response to hers.

I told myself I could handle it. One woman wouldn’t derail my carefully engineered plans. Even if she had the most glorious, unbreakable spine I’d ever seen.
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9 Forge Rings with Bone and Hair (Romance, Dark-Lord Style)


Arabella

The dress arrived late.

I stood in my chambers, arms crossed, watching Vex pace in front of the hearth. Her black coat slanted dramatically, and her newly dyed hair—black now instead of yesterday’s silver—only made her impatient scowl more severe.

“If they’ve ruined the timing of the ceremony,” she growled, “I’ll personally remove their fingers, one knuckle at a—”

Before she could finish, the door burst open. Two servants hurried in, carrying a swath of fabric that looked like a dark waterfall. They were followed by a small, jittery man with measuring tape draped around his neck and pins bristling from his collar.

“Forgive the delay, Lady Evenfall,” the tailor said, executing a deep bow. “The embroidery required additional attention.”

Vex’s sneer nearly made him drop the pins. “The ceremony begins in less than an hour.”

“Then we’d better hurry,” I said. I felt my heart hammering, no matter how hard I tried to steady myself. Reality was sinking in. Within the hour, I would marry the Dark Lord. Voluntarily, if one counted the string of negotiations and tenuous deals I’d squeezed him into.

The tailor and his assistants dressed me with swift, practiced motions. The moment the fabric settled over my shoulders, I drew a sharp breath. The midnight blue velvet appeared nearly black under the torchlight, the silver embroidery twisting into elegant vines of thorns as I moved. A high collar framed my neck, regal but not suffocating, and the fitted sleeves ended in points over my hands. From the waist down, the gown flared into rippling layers.

Vex gave me a slow once-over. “It will do,” she pronounced, which might have been genuine praise from her. A servant stepped forward with a gleaming silver circlet set with sapphires—the bride’s crown.

They began twisting my hair into an elaborate updo, weaving thin silver threads through the braids and nestling small black roses among them.

“Those don’t draw blood, do they?”

“Not unless you ask nicely,” Vex replied. She paused by my shoulder and lowered her voice. “A detail for the ceremony, my lady. I need a single hair from you.”

I felt a twinge of irritation, but Vex merely stood waiting, not taking it by force.

“Fine,” I said. I carefully plucked one strand free myself, handing it over. Boundaries, no matter how small, deserved to be maintained.

Once they finished with a subtle enchantment that made my skin glow from within and added smoky shadow around my eyes, I took in my reflection. The woman staring back had sharp lines and thorns embroidered along her bodice, as if to announce she was done being docile. I considered, for one wild moment, refusing to show up for the ceremony at all. But running would guarantee death, and if I died, whatever power lay dormant in my blood would remain untapped. I wanted to know what I was capable of.

“It’s time,” Vex announced. She pressed a small vial into my hand, the liquid inside clear as glass.

“Poison seems counterproductive at this stage,” I said, but uncorked it anyway. A soft waft of lavender and mint drifted up.

She snorted. “A calming draft. If I wanted you dead, Lady Evenfall, you’d never have stepped out of that forest alive.”

I tossed it back, feeling pleasant warmth spread through my veins.

Vex led me out of my chambers, along corridors teeming with swirling shadows, down multiple spiraling staircases, and past an airy courtyard. At last, we arrived at a tall tower doorway opening onto empty air. My heart lurched at the vast drop beneath the swirling clouds.

“The Great Hall is on a separate island,” Vex explained. “We cross by lightning bridge.”

Right on cue, sizzling arcs of electricity flared, weaving themselves into a narrow, pulsing walkway just like the one I’d accidentally rearranged in the observatory. The bridge hummed with power.

“Everyone except the Dark Lord—and now you—who enters the citadel must carry a magic token,” she explained, “which allows them passage on the bridges that befit their rank and business.”

I swallowed hard, grateful for the calming draft now warming my veins. Without it, I might have balked entirely at the prospect of crossing what appeared to be solidified lightning.

“First time is always the worst,” Vex added, stepping onto the bridge. “Keep your eyes forward and don’t look down.”

My stomach tightened, but I forced myself forward. Each footfall sent tiny shocks through my boots. By the time we reached the far side, I’d gotten past the worst of the fear, but those bridges would take some getting used to.

Guards snapped to attention as we passed another archway. A short walk later, we reached towering black doors inlaid with silver. Griffin appeared, skidding to a halt in his too-short robes, the hem singed and his hair standing on end as though he’d just battled a thundercloud.

“Lady Evenfall!” he said breathlessly. “You look… remarkable. I—ah—wouldn’t mention the dress delay to His Darkness. He nearly incinerated the tailor’s first attempts. Mumbled something about ‘my wife is not a showpiece for lesser men to ogle.’ ”

I blinked. “He personally oversaw the designs?”

Griffin bobbed his head. “Rejected three. The first was too revealing, the second too… traditional. The third one caught fire before we got his specific notes.”

I gripped Griffin’s scorched sleeve. “Does he always burn things when he’s angry?”

“Only things he can replace,” Griffin said, forcing a smile. “I’m… indispensable, or so I hope.”

Vex cleared her throat pointedly. “We’re late, Griffin.”

He stepped aside, and at a nod from Vex, two guards pulled the doors open, revealing the Great Hall.

I stepped into a spectacle of roses, candles, and eerie light. Black roses crawled up columns and draped across the ceiling, their metallic petals reflecting the flicker of countless black candles with cold, otherworldly flames. Through the towering windows, a blood-gold sunset slashed across distant storm clouds.

The hall flickered with life. Some guests looked human, others… not. I saw a pair of unnervingly beautiful vampires who stood too still to pass for mortals; a cluster of fae nobles whose perfect features were offset by their chilling, hollow stares; and even a few delegates with horns and charcoal-gray skin.

Kazimir Blackrose waited on the dais. He wore a black velvet coat with silver embroidery mirroring the style of my gown, high-collared and refined. His hair was swept back, and his storm gray eyes locked onto mine the instant I stepped inside. Energy seemed to crackle in the space between us.
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