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    To my Partners
 
Without you
This would not be Possible

      

    


The two ride through the snowy forest, a Princess and her loyal Knight, his eyes are scanning the area, alert and attentive. Koen’s gaze keeps falling back to Agana as she rides in front of him, the snow falling lightly on her hair. "Princess, you should put your hood on. I don't want you catching a cold."

She does as he asks without hesitation, and a smile threatens to appear on his lips. Good girl. Some of the knights say he’s possessive, obsessed even. No. He's just unwavering in his loyalty, faithful in his devotion. He would kill anyone, mortal or god, to make sure she’s safe, just as any truly good Knight would do. She looks back at him with a small smile, almost like she’s making sure he’s still there. He makes eye contact with her, telling her that he’s not going anywhere. He’ll always be there. Especially when she looks at him with those eyes, how could he ever even think about leaving? He’s not obsessed. He just appreciates beauty, and she is the most beautiful thing this side of eternity.

His gaze hardens slightly as he notices a twig snap somewhere in the distance. Moving his horse closer to hers, one hand resting near his sword hilt. "Princess, stay close."

"What is it, Sir Koen?"

Koen scans the dense trees with predatory focus, his body tensing. "Someone's watching us. Keep riding, but don't change pace."

Agana keeps riding, her back still, all smiles gone from her lips, she trusts Koen with her life, but it doesn’t make her less afraid.

His eyes narrow as he detects movement ahead. The Knight draws his sword silently, the blade gleaming in the dim light. "Bandits. Stay behind me."

Slowing her horse slightly, she lets him in front,  "Can you see how many, Sir?"

He counts the shadows between the trees, calculating their positions with cold precision. "Six. Armed. Stay within five paces of me at all times."

The first bandit lunges from behind a tree, a dagger aimed at Agana's horse. Koen moves like lightning, his sword slicing through the air. "Hold on tight, Princess." Blood sprays as Koen's blade finds its mark. He's already spinning to intercept another attacker, his movements fluid and deadly. "Don't let go of the reins."

Two more bandits rush forward. Koen's horse dances beneath him as he eliminates one with a quick thrust to the throat. "They're surrounding us. I need you to trust me completely."

"Always!" Agana cries.

His eyes flash with something dark and possessive at her words, but he channels it into lethal focus. "Good. When I give the signal, lean forward and ride straight ahead." Koen dispatches another attacker with brutal efficiency, his sword dripping crimson. The remaining bandits hesitate, sensing their impending doom. "Now!"

Agana digs her heels into the horse's flanks, bolting ahead, riding like the wind.

Koen follows immediately, cutting down the last two bandits with practiced ease. His horse catches up to hers in seconds, staying protectively close. "Keep going. We're not stopping until we reach the next town."

"Are you hurt?" Agana cries out, looking at him over her shoulder.

He glances briefly at the blood splattered across his armor, his expression unchanging. "Not mine. Stay focused on the path ahead."

The hood of her cloak blows off her head as they ride, but she doesn’t care, pushing her horse to a gallop.

Koen notices her hair flying loose, his jaw tightening. The sight of her riding so wildly stirs something primal in him - the need to protect what's his. "Princess, your hair - keep it covered!"

Tugging at her hood, she struggles for a moment, but manages to cover herself.

He rides closer, one arm reaching out to ensure her hood stays in place while maintaining their pace. "We're being pursued. I can hear them gathering behind us."

Her eyes widen, and she looks back in fear.

Koen's expression darkens at her fear, a dangerous glint in his eyes. "Don't look back. They won't catch us. I won't allow it."

"I trust you!"

His hand briefly touches her back, a possessive gesture that conveys both reassurance and a promise of violence. "And I'll tear apart anyone who tries to harm you." The sound of hooves grows louder behind them. "Hold on tight, we're taking a shortcut through the woods. It'll be rough terrain."

Gritting her teeth, she follows his directions.

He guides them off the main path, into thicker trees. Branches whip past them as they navigate the dense foliage at breakneck speed. "Almost there. Keep your head down!"

The forest suddenly opens to a steep cliffside. Koen steers his horse toward it without hesitation. "Jump when I say!" The pursuing bandits emerge from the trees, shouting threats. Koen's eyes narrow as he calculates the distance. “NOW!"

They soar through the air, the horses clearing the cliff. Agana screams as they fall, but Koen's voice cuts through.

"Trust me! Hold your breath!" They plunge into a freezing river below, the impact jarring. Koen surfaces first, grabbing Agana's reins to steady her horse. "Swim to the far bank. I'll cover our tracks."

The current pulls at them as they struggle across. Koen's eyes never leave the cliffside, watching for any sign of their pursuers. "Hurry. They won't give up easily." Once they reach the opposite bank, Koen drags himself and his horse up, water streaming from his armor. "We'll rest briefly, but we must keep moving. They'll find the river eventually."

Agana shivers, teeth chattering, her wet hair plastered to her face.

He quickly removes his cloak, wrapping it around her trembling form. His hands linger longer than necessary, checking for injuries. "The cloak is warm. Stay close to me while you warm up."

Shivering, she looks at him, miserable, lips turning blue with cold.

Koen's expression darkens further at her visible distress. He pulls her closer, radiating heat from his still-wet body. "You're freezing. I should have found a safer route."

"It-it's fine." She stammers.

He grips her shoulders firmly, his voice low and intense. "It's not fine. You're not fine. I should have anticipated the river's drop."

They're so close to the city, they can make it there within an hour. He glances toward the distant city lights, then back at her pale face. "We'll push through. I'll carry you if I must." He mounts his horse, then reaches down to help her up, positioning her directly in front of him. "Hold on tight. I won't let you fall again." As they resume their journey, Koen's arms cage her protectively, his body shielding her from the cold wind. "Rest your head against me. I'll keep watch."

She's shivering violently, weakening.

He notices her deteriorating condition and curses under his breath, urging the horse faster. "Stay with me, Princess. We're almost to safety." His grip tightens possessively, one hand moving to check her pulse. "Your heartbeat is slowing. Don't you dare slip away from me."

"Koen...?" She whispers, eyes fluttering.

He leans down, his lips near her ear, voice commanding yet edged with rare fear. "I'm here. Don't speak. Save your strength."

The city walls come into view, but her consciousness is fading. He spurs the horse into a gallop, his breath hot against her neck. "Hold on, just a little longer. I won't fail you." They thunder through the city gates, startling guards who recognize him instantly. Koen doesn't slow down, heading straight for the castle. "Get the royal healers! Now!" He bellows at the guards, his voice carrying authority that brooks no argument.

Servants scatter at his command, and he dismounts in one fluid motion, lifting her carefully from the horse.

"Stay with me, Princess. I won't let anyone take you from me." He cradles her against his chest, his heart racing as he strides toward the castle entrance. His eyes burn with determination and something darker - the promise of retribution against whoever caused this. The healers rush to meet him, but he snarls at them. "She's freezing. Warm blankets, hot water, now!"

The healers scurry to obey, fear evident in their faces. Koen carries her through the castle halls, ignoring the concerned whispers of courtiers.

"I'll kill whoever did this to you." He murmurs under his breath, almost inaudibly.

Inside her chambers, he gently places her on the prepared bed, reluctant to let go even as the healers try to attend to her.

His hands hover protectively over her as they work, his eyes never leaving her face. The healers exchange nervous glances, sensing the deadly aura radiating from him. "If she dies... I will destroy everything."

Her mother, the queen, rushes in, frantic.

Koen steps aside just enough to allow the queen access, but remains close enough to intervene if necessary. His jaw clenches at her presence, torn between duty and his overwhelming need to protect Agana. "Your Majesty." He greets coldly, bowing his head slightly.

The








































































































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
AR
A 3

AL WILLIAMS L 7

o i z — ; ./

-

THE

iiBL k IROSQ






