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The heavy silk *lehenga* felt less like festive attire and more like a gilded cage forged of tradition and expectation. Maya stood before the full-length mirror, ignoring the glittering embroidery and focusing only on the body trapped beneath. Years of disciplined diet and meticulous self-care had sculpted her into the vision of a desirable, untouched woman. Her waist, cinched almost painfully by the thick, jeweled waistband, flared immediately into wide, fertile hips—promises under the voluminous skirt. The tight *choli* was inadequate for the task, pressing her full, heavy breasts upward, creating a deep, shadowed valley of cleavage that strained against the fabric with every ragged breath she took. She was ripe, utterly unused—a forbidden fruit preserved solely for a man worthy of her lineage. She ran a hand over the flat, taut plane of her lower belly, the physical proof of the untouched ache she had guarded with fierce, almost religious devotion.

That pristine state, the virginity she had saved for a true royal, was now slated to be defiled by the sagging, lukewarm flesh of the old merchant her parents had chosen—a man whose breath was sour and whose financial standing was pitifully mediocre. The thought was a violation in itself, staining the anticipation she had nurtured for so long. She lifted her chin, meeting her own desperate gaze in the glass. She was not meant for this dry, transactional ruin. She was meant for the wild, visceral passion the forest prince had promised her in coded messages online—messages that inflamed her mind with images of rough, urgent hands, a powerful body, and the scent of earth and sweat. He was waiting, miles away, at the edge of the deep jungle, ready to claim her as his own.

Her small, worn backpack containing essentials—a few water pouches, a knife, and the printed map—was already tucked behind the wardrobe. This was the moment. She reached for the heavy brass latch on the room’s inner door, her heart hammering out a frantic, panicked rhythm against her ribs, threatening to burst free of the restrictive *choli*. One pull, one step, and she would disappear into the humid twilight, abandoning the gold, the silk, and the suffocating traditions for the raw promise of the jungle.

But the latch was barely grazed when a knock, sharp and insistent, rattled the wood. "Maya! Hurry, child! The astrologer has arrived. We cannot keep the groom waiting! Stop preening!"

It was her mother. Her voice, laced with frantic, oblivious expectation, slammed the door shut on Maya’s momentary freedom.

Maya’s hand fell away, slick with sudden, frustrated sweat. She backed away, the heavy weight of the *lehenga* now feeling like chains forged of solid gold and bitter disappointment. She swallowed the burning bile of defeat, forcing a serene, compliant mask onto her face. The day was lost, the window of opportunity sealed shut. But the night was still hers. She would sit through the ceremony, let the ritual oils be applied, let the vows be spoken, let the binding thread be tied—all of it lies echoing in the brightly lit hall. As soon as the family was exhausted, drunk with celebration, and sleeping soundly, she would take the same path. Only then, stripped of this oppressive finery and armed with a desperate resolve, would she run toward the distant, uncharted forests, ready to trade her protected purity for the intense, brutal, and genuine life waiting with the man who truly saw her. She opened the door, stepping out not as a bride, but as a prisoner awaiting her midnight reckoning.

The wedding was an excruciating pantomime. Every ritual felt like a hammer blow driving a nail deeper into the coffin of her aspirations. When the old man, whose skin felt like loose parchment and smelled faintly of mothballs and stale tobacco, dipped the pinch of vermilion *sindoor* and spread it across the precise parting of her hair, marking her forever as his property, Maya felt a profound, sickening wave of defilement. She was his now, officially, legally. The finality of the stain on her forehead was unbearable.

They were forced onto the raised stage, bathed in the blinding, merciless glow of floodlights, positioned like prize cattle for the endless procession of well-wishers. The groom, emboldened by the ceremonial bindings, slid a clammy hand toward her own, aiming for the soft underside of her wrist. The contact was instant nausea. She retracted her hand as if burned, pushing herself upright.

"I need the washroom. Immediately," she hissed, her voice low but brittle with panic. She didn't wait for permission or argument, simply gathered the monumental skirt of the *lehenga*—the gold embroidery catching the light like liquid fire—and navigated the thickets of congratulating relatives. Her practiced, graceful facade cracked the moment she reached the hallway.

She burst into the empty room, her breath rasping. The *lehenga*, designed for slow, measured dignity, was a thousand-pound anchor. The heavy silk chafed her inner thighs, already sticky with sweat, and the tight *choli* felt like a vice pressing against her engorged breasts, which rose and fell violently with her terrified inhalation. She didn't dare change. Every second was precious. She snatched the backpack from behind the wardrobe, hiked the cumbersome skirt up to her knees, exposing the pale skin of her legs beneath the heavy fabric petticoats, and shoved the small knife securely into the waistband of the *lehenga*.

She slipped out the servants’ exit, the glittering fabric flashing disastrously under the dim yard light. The weight of the jewels, the heavy, expensive smell of the perfume, the sheer *noise* of her escape—the rustle of the skirt, the clinking of the ankle bells—was terrifying. She hailed a battered, anonymous taxi two blocks away, collapsing into the back seat, gasping.

"Railway station. The main line. Fast," she commanded, peeling a handful of crumpled currency from her *choli*’s secret pocket.

The ride was a blur of sweat, fear, and the intense ache of adrenaline. The *lehenga* felt obscene in the taxi’s harsh light, the raw silk absorbing the grime and grit of the city streets as it dragged across the floorboards. She was a walking, glittering contradiction—a runaway bride whose attire screamed of wealth and obedience, while her heart pounded a rhythm of wild rebellion.

When she stumbled out onto the chaos of the station platform, the difference was immediate: the air was thick with smoke, diesel, and humanity. Her eyes scanned frantically, ignoring the stares her outlandish attire drew. She spotted him instantly. He stood near the main ticket barrier, radiating an alien stillness. He was taller than any man in her family, built with corded muscle under rough, dark clothes, his skin the shade of rich mahogany, and his eyes flat and assessing. A silver snake bangle wrapped his forearm—the distinct marker the prince had described.

He didn't smile. He simply nodded once, a gesture of stark, silent acknowledgement. He took her arm, his grip firm and impersonal, pulling her out of the light and into the shadowing mouth of the terminal.

"No talking," he murmured, his voice deep and accented, smelling faintly of woodsmoke and moss. "We have little time to reach the edge of the territories." He didn't ask why she was dressed like a refugee queen. He simply accepted the spectacle and began to move, towing the exhausted, desperate girl in her thousand-pound bridal costume toward the empty train bogie about to leave towards the waiting, uncertain future.

The carriage was pitch black save for the thin, frantic slice of moonlight fighting through the dusty window. The train shuddered to life, its rhythmic clangor a strange lullaby of escape. The escort, whose name Maya didn't even know, pointed to the long, vinyl-covered bench.

"You need rest," he said, his voice flat and authoritative. "The journey is long. I will watch. We deboard just before sunrise. The boat is waiting there to cross the river. Then, the forest."

Maya sank onto the seat. The sheer weight of the *lehenga* was crushing her. It was a suffocating layer of silk, gold thread, and heavy jewels pressing into her flesh, chafing the soft skin where her breasts swelled high above the restrictive *choli*. But the physical discomfort was dwarfed by the overwhelming, intoxicating relief.

“I did it,” she whispered, leaning back, savoring the victory. “That old man... he won't touch me. He won't push his rotten body into mine.” The thought of preserving her meticulously guarded virginity—that sweet, taut core she had kept intact—brought a tremor of raw excitement. She had avoided the tepid defilement of the merchant and was rushing toward the wild, forceful claim of a true prince.

She looked at the man guarding her. In the shadows, he was monumental. His shoulders strained the fabric of his rough tunic, and the way he held the knife hilt at his side suggested practiced, deadly confidence. He was breathtakingly virile, exuding an earthy, masculine scent that made her nipples harden against the tight *choli*. If the prince's guard was this handsome, how magnificent must the prince himself be?

She shifted, adjusting the layers of the cumbersome skirt, desperate to initiate conversation. “You... you work for the prince directly?”

He kept his gaze fixed on the compartment door. “I am loyal to the House.”

“And how rich is he? I mean, my family... they are respectable, but not truly royal. The prince, he has a palace, yes? With servants and cars?” Maya leaned forward, the jewels on her *lehenga* whispering against the vinyl. She needed confirmation that her gamble was worth the immense social ruin. She wasn't just running away; she was running *upwards*.

The man finally turned his head, his dark eyes catching the faint light. “Richness is a perspective, Lady Maya. Do not compare our wealth to the dried-up coin of city merchants. The Prince’s House owns everything that matters—the rivers, the game, the very earth. We have mansions, yes. Grand estates built of granite and teak. We have expensive vehicles, armored ones, but we keep them hidden. We like the seclusion.”

“Hidden?”

“We do not mix with common people. We live within the territories. The Prince controls everything you see when we cross the river. The wealth is immense, but it is unseen by outsiders. It is pure. It is powerful.” He paused, a faint, unsettling smile touching his lips. “You will never want for anything. And the
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