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In the citadel of Solara, light is law and mercy is measured by sight.
Prince Kael Aurelion has neither. Born blind and branded by a curse that promises his death before his twentieth summer, he has learned to navigate a world built for the seeing. Every marble step, every whisper in the throne hall, every blade drawn in his father’s name has carved him into a prince the court can fear—but never truly believe in.
The High Church calls his affliction a shadow upon divine blood. The Council calls it weakness. Only Kael knows it as the price of survival: to walk by the sound of breath and the shape of silence, to rule by instinct when faith will not answer. Yet even silence begins to sing.

Beyond the northern borders lies Dampmere Forest, a land the sun has forgotten, where monsters rise from ash and legends breathe through the roots. When war threatens the realm, Kael is sent to command the edge of the world—a convenient exile disguised as duty. There, amid frost and blood, he hears a song that does not belong to men.

The song leads him to Lyr, last son of the butterfly court, a creature woven of wings and war, carrying in his veins the forbidden nectar said to awaken gods or destroy them. Their meeting is an accident of prophecy, a clash between light and the remnant of its reflection. To the world, they are enemies: the prince cursed by darkness and the outcast born of it. But between them stirs the heartbeat Kael once heard in dreams—a rhythm older than kingdoms, sweet as sin, sharp as truth.

As armies gather and the Church hunts what it cannot name, Kael and Lyr must decide whether their bond is salvation or the spark that will burn two worlds. Each step they take unravels the boundaries between human and divine, between curse and blessing, between love and ruin.

In a tale of blades and butterflies, where prophecy bleeds into desire, The Butterfly King: The Nectar of Dawn begins the saga of a blind prince who learns to see through another’s heart, and a winged soul who learns that even light must descend into shadow to be reborn.

The first book of The Butterfly Throne Saga weaves romance and tragedy, war and worship, into one fatal melody—
a promise whispered in the dark:
When ice eats the banners and your blood tastes of ash,
seek the sweetness that remembers you.
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Chapter 1: Birth of the Cursed Prince
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I am eight when the darkness comes to stay. The healers call it a sleep that never lifts. The priests call it a test. The court calls it a shame. Only the wind that tunnels through the high galleries of Solara Citadel says nothing, which is the only kindness I receive that year.

Ten years later, I know the steps to the throne room by the shape they make against my palms.

“Slow,” Rylan murmurs, a breath at my shoulder. He is my tutor of blades and footwork, and on mornings like this he becomes my map of the world. He places my hand on the carved relief of a sunburst. “Five paces forward. The Court assembled at dawn. Straight line and you’ll make them bow without seeing them.”

“I don’t need them to bow,” I say. My voice should not sound like steel scraping stone, not yet; I am eighteen. It does anyway. “I need them to believe.”

He goes quiet in the way of a man deciding whether the truth is cruel. “Belief is a luxury of the sighted.”

I step forward. The floor’s chill runs through my thin shoes and up the old scars that lace my ankles. My world is breath and wood and distant silk. The assembled nobles are a forest of quivers, scented with candle wax and the pearly oil the Church of Solis wears at holy convocations. I find the empty space beneath the high windows by the absence of heat. Above us, the ceiling groans—ribs of cedar and inlaid mirror glass—caught in the mouth of morning.

“Prince Kael.” The Herald’s voice rings and fades. Even without eyes, I know every echo in this room. Today it feels like a hand around my throat.

A rustle like grass gives me my father’s approach. The weight of his crown is a sound. “My son,” the King says. He rarely says my name. Not because he doesn’t love me but because he does not know how to love something the world calls a flaw. “Stand with me.”

I stand at his right. On his left is the High Chancellor, whose breath always smells of honeyed wine. I wonder if he sleeps with the goblet in his hand.

The Chancellor clears his throat. “Your Majesty. By statutes of succession, the prince comes of an age to be named heir-provisional, until twenty summers. The High Court requires attestation from the Church.”

“Yes,” my father says. “Where is the Bishop?”

“I am here,” says a different voice. Silk shears cannot cut more cleanly than his. He is called Thalion and I have heard maidservants talk about his eyes the way boys do about swords. “The Church is here, as it has always been, to guard the threshold between light and all that snarls at it.” A pause; his sandals hiss over stone. “Prince Kael.”

I incline my head. “Bishop.”

“We must test what sits on you,” he says gently, “as night sits on a hill.”

“It isn’t a cloak I chose to wear.”

“No. But we must know if it is a cloak or a skin.”

Rylan shifts, but a breath from me stills him.

I hold out my wrist. The Bishop’s thumb drags along my pulse, measuring. Warm salve blooms—something sharp beneath the orange blossom. I stand very still.

The salve is only a whisper on my skin before heat rises like a forbidding star. I taste metal. In the silence I hear the Court lean back, slippers scraping. I do not have sight but I can sense awe when it curls on itself and becomes fear.

“There,” Thalion says, soft, almost pleased. “The old brand rises.”

Someone gasps. The Chancellor’s goblet clicks against his ring.

“What form?” the King asks.

“A ring of thorns,” the Bishop said, reverent as if naming a saint. “It binds his pulse.”

“It cannot be,” the Chancellor choked. “That sigil—”

“Belongs to the ones who burned,” Thalion said. “Those who mistook the river under all rivers for salvation. It was never mercy they drank—it was memory.”

Heat knifes my forearm. It is not pain; it is a memory trying to be born. For a heartbeat I am not in this room. I stand on soft moss that glows like moonstone. Wings brush my cheek—no sound, only a gust measured in heartbeats. I can count them: one two three fast-fast-slow a rhythm made by a chest I have never touched. When the breath returns to me, it smells of sweetness—floral, wild—and I hear a pulse that does not belong to me, high and tender, like a note plucked at the lip of sleep. I reach for it. I wake with my hand outstretched in a room I never left.

“Prince?” Thalion whispers.

“I’m here.” I roll my wrist away from his fingers. The heat dampens. The phantom heartbeat retreats into the dark water of my mind.

“Your Majesty,” the Chancellor says briskly, as if to break something fragile underfoot. “The law is explicit. A curse of early death disqualifies a claimant.”

“Explicit,” my father repeats, dull. He is a man with twenty advisors and one child who does not fit into any line on his ledger.

Rylan’s hand is a near-weight at my back. “Speak, Kael,” he murmurs.

“My lords,” I say, and I do not need sight to feel the tilt of heads. “I cannot undo what was pressed into my blood before I had teeth. But I have given you my ten years. I have learned the borders of this kingdom by the slope of its wind and the taste of its rain. I have learned every soldier’s tread in the North garrisons. Test me by the battles we will surely face, not by a prophecy whispered in a cradle.”

“You ask us to ignore the will of Solis,” Thalion says, and he is gentle, and I resent him for it.

“I ask you to consider that light which cannot look at its shadow is half-blind,” I say before I can stop myself. Rylan goes still. Somewhere a maid drops a tray and chokes on her apology.

Thalion sighs, weary as an old chapel. “Boldness is a virtue until it turns its teeth on the altar.”

“Boldness built this altar,” the King snaps, and I hear him as I rarely do: irritated into honesty. “The High Court will hear my son beyond your unguents.”

And so we go to war in whispers.

The nobles ask questions that do not sound like questions. Will you command by counsel, Highness? Will you defer to the Church when rites require purity? Do you admit that ‘blindness’ is a mercy word, and that your affliction is a darkness which draws darkness? Will you please not be who you are?

I answer until my throat hurts. I listen to people who do not know my face tell me what I cannot do. When heat fills my bones a second time it is not the Bishop’s salve but anger, and I know anger’s shape as well as the shape of my bedposts.

“Enough,” I say quietly.

Silence arranges itself.

“If you will not name me,” I continue, “then name the edge where you would have me stand. Put me at the northern border where the shadow palisades grow like teeth. Make me your paling against the dark you fear. Let me be useful.”

It is a terrible bargain to offer. It is the one I have.

“My prince,” the Chancellor says, appalled and delighted, for both can live in one man. “You would barter your twentieth year to keep your place beneath the crown?”

“I would barter anything,” I say, and do not say who for. I do not say what for. The phantom heartbeat flickers again, there and gone.

“Majesty,” Thalion says, soft with menace, “you cannot.”

But the King, tired of being told what light looks like, says, “We can. We will send him to the Northern Verge as Commander-Provisional. He will learn ice and wolf and hunger. He will return a man, or not at all. And at the solstice, we will convene again.”

He has given me a path and unsheathed it at once. I bow, because the floor knows me and because if I stop moving I will break.

The Court disperses in a flock of murmurs. Rylan guides me out, then hesitates. “There’s one more,” he whispers. “The Oracle.”

I almost laugh. As if we have not had enough prophecy for one morning. “Let her speak.”

We take the long way to the tower because the short way is filled with courtiers who like to see my face to decide what to think about it. The stairwell breathes damp breath on my cheeks. The Oracle’s chamber smells of vellum and rain.

She greets me as if I have just returned from a long journey. “Prince,” she says, and her voice is the voice old stone makes when it settles. “Come.”

I do, and she takes both my hands in hers. Her palms are callused like a soldier’s.

“You see nothing,” she says. It is not unkind.

“Nothing with my eyes.”

“And yet you do not walk as if you are falling. How do you keep your feet?”

“I count the breaths between pillars.”

She chuckles. “Yes. That will do until it won’t. Sit, boy. No—stand. You are taller when you are angry.”

I do not ask how she knows. Oracles know.

“Tell me,” I say, “what your butterflies sing about me.”

At that, Rylan makes a warding sign, and I feel the Oracle smile at his fear.

“They sing of a boy who hears wings while the world hears knives,” she says.

“I dreamed—” I stop. The dream is not mine alone. It belongs to that other heart. “I dreamed something. Wings. The taste of—”

“Sweetness,” she says. “Nectar.”

“What does it mean?”

Her hands tighten. “It means you will love, and it will kill you.”

I wait for the aftertaste of fear. It doesn’t come. Only a calm I should not possess.

“Is there another road?” I ask.

“Always,” she says. “But not for you. For him.”

“Him?”

“Do you think love only lives in the light?” She leans so close I can count the tassels on her shawl by how they brush my wrists. “There is a boy in the forest who was not born to kneel. He carries the last kiss of an old world under his skin. He will be your wings and your ruin and your answer.”

The room shrinks and expands. I taste rain that hasn’t fallen yet. The heartbeat—his heartbeat—answers mine, then vanishes. I realize that I have leaned forward as if to pursue a thing that has not touched me.

Rylan makes a small sound. A warning, or a prayer.

The Oracle’s thumbs find the brand at my pulse. Even without the Bishop’s salve, it rises to meet her touch. She inhales once, sharply. “You are the thorn and the honey both,” she whispers. “No wonder they fear you.”

“Then tell them not to,” I say.

“I am not their leash.” She releases my hands and the room cools. “I am the one who listens when the world speaks unsafely. And today it whispers something you must carry to war. Do not put it in your mouth as if it were bread. Put it in your ribcage and close the door.”

Her breath touched my knuckles like a vow. “Do you understand?”

“No,” I said.

“Good,” she whispered. “Then you’ll remember.”

Her words sank through me, heavy as falling stars. “When ice feasts on your banners and the taste of ash becomes your own blood, seek the sweetness that remembers you. Only that will call you back from the dark.”
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Chapter 2: Whisper of the Forest
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I leave the citadel before dawn with frost in my cuffs and a dozen riders who know how to keep their questions behind their teeth. The Northern Verge waits like a mouth full of old iron. Even the horses grow quiet when the wind changes and brings the smell of ice that has never met the sun.

Rylan rides to my right as if my blindness is a secret only we share. It isn’t. The men know. They just pretend, because pretending is kinder than pity.

“How’s the ground?” I ask.

“Hard as a miser’s heart,” he says lightly. “Rutted in the low places. There’s a washout ahead in twenty lengths.”

I nudge my mare and feel the change under her hooves as he speaks—a dip, then a jolt, then the steady drum again. My world is a series of drumbeats; my body makes sense of them even when my mind refuses.

“We’ll take the west path along the glen,” Rylan calls to the column. “Keep formation.”

The riders fan to his command. The armor murmurs a language of buckles and leather. A rook scolds us from a skeletal pine, then launches into the gray. I breathe steam and the sharp tang of spruce resin. The east sky brightens behind cloud; morning here is a half-made thing.

We reach the first outpost before second bell. The watch captain meets us beneath the shadow of the palisade as if we were rain he isn’t sure he wanted. He salutes. His mouth smells of cold tea and old sleep.

“Commander-Provisional,” he says carefully. I can hear him trying to decide how to set the weight of those syllables. “We’ve seen signs along the river teeth. Not ours.”

“Describe them,” I say.

“Odd tracks,” he says. “Cloven, but not beast. Burn marks where nothing should burn. And... singing.”

The men behind me stiffen.

“Singing?” Rylan asks.

“A hum. Not one of ours. It puts the boys in a temper after nightfall. We’ve increased the watches.”

“What direction?” I ask.

“Upstream into Dampmere.”

Rylan makes a soft sound. “Not the old forest.”

“All forests are old,” I say. The Oracle’s breath is still in my knuckles when memory chooses to be cruel. A boy in a forest who will be my ruin and answer. Butterflies singing. Nectar on the tongue of sleep.

“We go,” I decide. “Rest your men. We’ll take three of your scouts.”

“We’re spread thin,” the captain says, with the courage of a man whose pride has been cut to the quick too many times.

“Then we’ll bring them back.” I turn my mare by her mane. She knows the command like a whispered name. “Rylan?”

“I’ll choose the ones least likely to scream when the moss whispers to them,” he says, already gone.

We enter Dampmere after noon, though the light makes its own hours here. The forest breathes at a slower pace than men. Trees with boles thick as siege drums hold the wind and let it go grudgingly. Water speaks in thin rope-falls and brown pools that pretend to be solid ground. The air smells like secrets bruised into the bark. Our world narrows to damp earth, fern, and the quick-bright crackle of birds we never see.

“Sound check,” Rylan murmurs.

“Four riders, two scouts ahead, one on the right flank,” I say. “And you trying not to grind your teeth.”

He laughs once. “I forget what you don’t see and what you do. There’s a deadfall to the left.”

I lean into the mare as she steps. The forest floor dips and tilts. My fingertips drift along her neck until the rhythm matches us both.

We find the first track by scent before sight. Char. Oily and wrong.

“Here,” one of the scouts says, as if pointing were a prayer. “Blackened fern. No lightning.”

I crouch. Heat left in the earth curls into my palms. “A mark made for marking,” I murmur.

“Warning?” Rylan asks.

“No.” The word comes before thought. “It’s not for us. It’s... a tether.”

“To what?”

“To what sings,” I say.

They do not ask how I know. I am their prince and their curse in one body. They are used to things that should be questions and are not.

We travel deeper. The path—if it is a path—threads between old hollows furred with moss. Twice I hear the distant crack of a branch heavy with something that walks on two legs and doesn’t care if we hear it. The mare flicks her ear and settles. She trusts my hands more than the world.

When the singing comes at last, it is not like a song. It is a weaving. A frequency that does not travel through the air so much as the blood. A line addled with sweetness pulled through the eye of the forest’s needle and left to hum.

“Do you hear—” Rylan begins.

“Yes.”

It does not carry melody in the way court musicians would know. It has a structure older than their strings: a rise, a shiver, a hush. A heartbeat not mine, braided with a thousand smallest wingbeats. My skin pebbles. The brand at my wrist warms, then heats.

The scouts halt without being told. Horses stamp once, then settle with unusual grace, as if the sound has placed invisible hands on their necks.

“What direction?” Rylan asks, low.

I tilt my head. The play of the song shifts with the air. I turn until my ribs feel in alignment with it, like a door in a frame.

“There,” I say, and point.

We move as a single organism now, less a column than a thread. The forest obliges—not opens, not permits, but tolerates. Then the weaving breaks.

The scream is cut off like a rope. A body hits the leaf-litter with a weight that rearranges the silence.

“Contact!” Rylan snaps.

The forest inhales.

The first thing hits me from the right like a wheel of chain. I drop from the saddle and roll. The chain whips the space where my head had been with a sound like a laugh.

“Shields!” someone shouts, but our shields are strapped, our arms not yet ready. My fingers find the ground, then the hilt at my back. The sword comes free into my hand as if it had been waiting in the dark.

Something breathes against my ear. Cold. Too cold. The stink is wrong: wet fur and a sweetness that doesn’t belong on flesh.

“Kael!” Rylan’s voice is the point my body turns around.

“I’m here,” I say, and lift the blade.

The creature lunges, all limbs and hunger. I hear where it isn’t. I cut where it will be. The blade finds something soft—metal sings—then a voice breaks through water and screams. Heat sprays my hand. Claws rake leather. I shove, turn, slice low. The tendon gives. The body folds. Briefly. Then it stitches itself together with the patience of an insect god. 

“Eyes?” I ask.

“None,” Rylan says grimly. “Skull like a stag. Antlers barbed. Mouth where the throat should be.”

“Lovely,” I say, dry because fear likes to eat the edges of your speech. “Left.”

I turn into the strike, blade high, and meet another. Antler knocks steel. Weight carries me back. I strip that weight into a turn and drive my point under the angle where Rylan said the mouth was. The metal rings. Then gives.

“Down!” he barks.

I drop; something huge moves over me. The air fills with the sound of our men, not all of them ours anymore. Someone gurgles. Someone prays. The forest hums, indifferent.

We fight by pressure and sound and the knowledge of where one another needs to be. Rylan becomes the hinge upon which I swing. Twice he locks wrists with me and uses our combined force like a double-weighted flail, shattering a limb, tearing antler from skull. The creatures both scream and do not scream; their throats make a whistling like wind in bone pipes.

A scout dies close enough that his last breath fingers my cheek. My wrist burns. The brand’s heat flowers up my arm and into my chest. For a moment, the song spills into me like light into a broken jar. It shows me nothing and everything: a crosshatched pattern of paths through trees, the draught that draws one way and not another, a pulse deep under all of it as steady as hunger.

I rise into that. The blade is an old promise in my hand.

“Form on Kael!” Rylan cries. “Three-point!”

I feel men take positions without seeing their faces. We become a wedge that does not care about visibility because our axis is sound. They try to overwhelm; we give them angles. Something splits under my cut and spills heat and cold both. My teeth ache. I keep moving. I count eight—no, nine—falls. The tenth goes down under Rylan’s short sword with a wet spume that sticks to his boots.

Then the forest inhales again, and the ones still standing withdraw as if reeled backward by a hand I cannot hear. They leave behind their dead, their stench, and the singer in my blood.

“Status,” I say through breath that tastes like coin.

“Four wounded,” Rylan says. “One dead.”

“Names.”

He says them. Lives arranged in syllables. I put them where I keep the edges that cut us.

“What were those?” a scout breathed.
Rylan wiped his blade on the moss. “Something that used to pray, once.” 
“By whom?” the scout asks, as if answer would change the blood already on the ground.

“Something that thinks,” I say, because only a thinking thing inflicts patterns for the sake of patterns. “They were testing us. They were driven.”

“By the song?” Rylan asks softly.

“It is not theirs,” I say. I do not ask how I know. The song does not feel like fang or chain. It feels like the breath before a word.

We tend the wounded. We lay the dead in a fold of earth that doesn’t leak. Rylan presses his palm to my shoulder once, a silence that means later, later, when there is a fire and no one’s skin shows ghost marks from antlers.

The song returns at dusk, bolder. I stand with my palm on a massive beech and feel it pass into me through the bark. Butterflies. Wings without air. A cadence that knows my pulse and teases it into sync. I take one step and the beech hums in approval. Another. The forest aligns and misaligns, now a stranger, now a house.

“Don’t,” Rylan says. His voice is a rope.

“I have to.”

“You don’t.”

“I do,” I say, and the words come with an ease that feels preordained and I despise it for that. “Guard the men. Draw back to the outpost perimeter if the forest refuses you. If I don’t return by moonrise—”

“Spare me the theatrics,” he snarls, softly hot. “Take Jor with you.”

“No.” The song thickens as if the forest can hear indecision and is hungry for it. “I’ll move like noise. I can’t be noise with Jor tripping behind me. I’ll be back.”

“Kael,” he says once more, and there is every year we have known each other in it.

“I will,” I say, and step away from the rope his voice is, because sometimes you must drown and hope the river has a bottom.

The forest swallows me. I let the song lead. It threads between live roots and dead stumps, past a place where water sits so still it holds the sky inside it, past stones stacked by no hand I recognize. A moth touches my cheek; my skin remembers its dust when it is gone.

I move by sound and scent and new knowing. The song does not stay constant; it lures, then withdraws, then returns from another direction. It wants me not lost but delayed. I begin to understand that it is not written for me specifically; it is a weave I am choosing to hear within the larger fabric.

Night comes faster here. The canopy hoods the last of the light. I count breaths and trees both and lose track of both and do not panic. The brand burns steady now. My mind chases the memory of wings like a dog at a riverbank, wanting to plunge and held back by the cold.

“How far?” I whisper, as if the forest could be coaxed to speech.

It answers with a switch of the wind and the smell of—impossible—honey warmed in the sun. Sweetness spreads along my tongue. I stop moving. If I step again, I will run. Running is for prey.

A crack of twig. Not careless. Close.

I pivot, blade held low to not betray my angle. My free hand opens to the air to feel pressure, to hold shape.

“Don’t,” a voice says. Soft. Younger than mine, but with iron in it.

The word falls through me like a bell that only my ribs can hear. It rings with the exact note that has threaded me here.

“Where are you?” I ask, and I’m not winded but I sound it.

A shift of leaves, then the faintest crunch. He moves as if the ground is in love with his feet.

“Turn your blade,” he says. “Not away. Just down. For your sake, not mine.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want to hurt you yet,” he says, and there is a smile inside the words that smells like rain.

I lower the blade until the tip kisses moss. My wrist hums. The brand seems to recognize something my mind refuses to name.

He steps closer. I can place him now not by sight, not by sound alone, but by a pressure in the air as distinct as a heat source. He is taller than the voice first suggested, not heavy. He carries the quiet of the place on him as if he spun it himself. He smells like fern and the sweetness that nearly sends me to my knees.

“Who are you?” I ask, because it is what men ask of one another before they decide whether to kill.

“A friend,” he says, and laughs at his own lie. “No. Not yet. But I could be. Or something else. Do you always chase songs you don’t understand into woods that hate your kind?”

“Yes,” I say before I can recraft the sentence into something kingly. “Do you always sing strangers to you and then tell them not to draw blood?”

“Only the interesting ones.”

He comes another step. If I reach out, I will touch him. The forest holds its breath as if we are a weather shift it has waited for all day.

“What do I call you?” I ask.

There is a thread pulled taut between us. He plucks it in answer. The sound is almost a wingbeat.

“Lyr,” he says. “If you must call me anything at all.”
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Chapter 3: Wings of the Unknown
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I was born in a chrysalis of glass.

That is what Mother used to say, because she enjoys the shape of pretty lies around hard truths. The hive-palace is not glass; it is resin and light, layered with wings donated by the dead. When the wind moves, the walls sigh. When I breathed for the first time, the whole brood answered me with a shiver.

“Mine,” Mother whispered, setting her crown against my brow, all filaments and the scent of milkweed. “Lyr. My last son. My winged bargaining chip.”

Mother smiled when she called me her bargaining chip.
I smiled back. That’s how we learned to lie beautifully.
The court learned to smile around me as one smiles around a lit candle. Too close and your own wax gives way. Too far and you’re the shadow scolded for its shape. Princesses of other broods flicked their antennae at me and rehearsed the speeches they would one day pretend not to make. The elders counted my molts like coin. I learned silence and flight and the art of leaving a room as if you had never been in it.

Then the demons came out of the deep under-roots.

They were not born. They were made. If you pressed your ear to their hide you could hear the whining of the blades that fastened them together. Something pulled ancient bones out of the bog and taught them hunger like a sweet. They hated our light with a religious devotion. They learned our paths in a single season.

Mother sent me away the way queens send away their last sons: like casting a coin into a well and telling herself it will turn to a ladder.

“Go into the forest that isn’t ours,” she said. “Sew distance. Tie the hunters to you and lead them somewhere old. Somewhere with teeth I don’t own.”

“Why me?” I asked, because asking is a luxury and luxury is a habit hard to break.

“Because you are bait,” she said, and kissed my forehead, and I did not hate her for her honesty as much as I wanted to.

I did as I was told. I can do that when the person holding my jaw is a mother and a monarch and the bees will change their song if I disobey.

Days turned to threads, to a braid. I kept ahead of the made-creatures because the forest remembers old blood even when it cannot name it. I sang when I must. Not a melody. A route. If the trees are a loom, then my job is to find the weft and hold.

They learned anyway. The made-creatures carry cunning like splinters.

So when the armored riders tripped my song and followed it toward me, I smiled without humor and told myself at least the savages would have other throat-meat to chew.

I did not expect the one in front to move like scent does, or to speak as if he could feel his way along the air by the sound my wings were not making.

“Turn your blade,” I said, because it felt like a kindness. “Not away. Just down. For your sake, not mine.”

He lowered the point until it kissed moss. Most men would not have listened. Most would have lunged toward either violence or retreat because both give them the illusion of control. He did neither. He stood and held the space as if it were a fragile thing. He smelled like steel rubbed with oil and a heat that hadn’t decided whether it belonged to anger or fever.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“A friend,” I said, and corrected myself, because if my Mother taught me anything it was that names are not costumes you shrug into to impress. “No. Not yet. But I could be. Or something else.”

His breath came like someone who had run a long distance under a mountain. I could feel his attention move over me the way a blind man feels sunlight on a cheek he has turned toward a window he’s been told exists.

“What do I call you?” His throat cracked slightly on the second word, and for reasons I refused to inspect, my wings warmed.

“Lyr,” I said. “If you must call me anything at all.”

The ground under us shivered.

He heard it first, somehow. His blade angled up, sleek as a thought. “Left,” he said to someone who wasn’t me.

The made-creature found us with the suddenness of a door slamming. It wasn’t like the others of its breed. It had been taught a new trick: patience. It waited for my voice, for the place where my song thickened—then it leapt for the throat behind the sound.

I answered it with the worst part of me. The wings that are my inheritance and my indictment snapped out and caught the dull light. Color bent; the world stuttered. The creature’s forelimbs pawed the air as if the gravity under it had been stolen.

The man—Kael, though I did not yet know his name—moved without looking. His sword bit the creature’s barbed jaw from below. The made-thing folded like a bad promise. Its mouth found his wrist and fastened, teeth like sickles grinding through leather.

I didn’t think. I touched him.

My hand closed over his, over his pulse, over the brand that raised under the skin like a crown of thorns. I meant only to steady him, to push my own steadiness through our skins the way you can sometimes calm a hive with your breath.

The forest gasped.

Light leapt through him in a line I felt more than saw. It traveled from my palm into his ribs, then outward to places no forest should have, because forests do not own the interior of men. I felt an opening. A shutter lifted in a house that had been dark for ten years.

His head snapped toward me, toward the space my wings made. He couldn’t see—his eyes told me that; they were closed not by lids but by a quiet too absolute to be human—but something in him turned and looked.

“What—” he began.

The second made-thing hit us both before he could finish.

I shoved him in the only direction that wasn’t death and took the impact on my shoulder. Bone bit. I folded around the force and hissed. The creature stank of wet metal. Claws dragged along my side and found nothing soft enough to call trophy. It wasn’t used to prey that refused its narrative.

“Move,” Kael snapped.

He didn’t say which way. It didn’t matter. The way was in the wingbeats that thundered somewhere that wasn’t sky.

I made room for his blade without looking. He swung low. The creature’s weight shifted toward him. He cut for the place where a throat should be, which is to say the center of a hunger. The metal found the seam the maker had left to cool, and heat hissed out. The thing collapsed, spitting brine and black.

We stood with our breath between us, then with our breath tangled, because I was close and he was closer.

“You shouldn’t be here,” I said, which was rich, considering I had sung him.

“You’re welcome,” he said dryly, which was worse, because he sounded like someone who didn’t know what gratitude would cost either of us.

The forest was not done with us. Three more came, then five, then a pause. They were testing. They were bored. They were being made to be neither.

“On me,” he called, and others answered in the trees, as if he had left pieces of himself tied to branches on his way in.

I rolled my shoulders and gave the song a new path. It bent around the riders the way streams find rocks and fold at their feet. I held the hum tight enough to cut myself. The creatures stumbled at the edge of it as if the world had shifted by half a step.

“You’re doing that,” Kael said, not a question.

“Do you dislike it?”

“I like not being dead.”

His men were good. They found one another by sound and fury. He made them a center—not by shouting, but by being a point the air could cling to. I had the irrational desire to touch his throat and feel how closely his heart followed mine.

“Why are you here?” he asked suddenly, low, blade flashing.

“I thought I was luring the hunt away from the hive,” I said. “It appears I lured it into your lap.”

“Wonderful,” he muttered. “My lap needed teeth.”

The last of the creatures learned despair. It tried to back into the space between trees. I let the song go sharp just once and it turned as if hauled by a hook. Kael met it with a clean downward stroke. The antlers shattered like cheap plates.

Silence raised its head. It is a different animal after killing. It looks at you and counts what you’ve used.

“How many more?” he asked.

“As many as whoever is making them can’t bear to part with yet,” I said. “You won’t like the number.”

“I rarely like numbers.”

His men regrouped with the controlled noise of soldiers who want to collapse and won’t. One of them began to ask what I was and thought better of it.

Kael stood very near me and didn’t realize it until whatever sits inside his skin that measures distance began to complain. I could feel his attention on my face the way a blind dancer feels the wall in a familiar hall. The brand under my hand still hummed, though I had let go minutes ago. I wanted to touch him again with the kind of wanting that tastes like first hunger.

“Let me see you,” he said, and I wanted to laugh because of all the men to say that to me, he was the one built to be cruel without meaning to.

“Turn your head to the light,” I said instead, because cruelty bored me and practicalities do not.

“There is none,” he said.

“There is,” I said, and unfurled my wings.

The forest flinched. Light is a hard thing to look at, even when you think you deserve it. The colors that live in me are not colors men name. They exist where a prism gives up in confusion. The air itself drank.

He did not look with his eyes. He couldn’t. He looked with the place under his breastbone that had just realized there is a key to it and it had always been searching.

His breath snapped in. He reached for me without raising his hand, then checked the reach with a discipline that made me want to break every oath he’d ever made to silence.

“What are you?” he asked, but there was awe where contempt would have been in another man.

“Hungry,” I said. “And hunted.”

As if my confession were a summons, the forest stirred. The made-creatures did not return, but something watched that was their author. It felt like standing in a chapel that had forgotten who it prayed to.

“I have to keep moving,” I said. “If I don’t, something clever will decide that staying still is a kind of permission.”

“Then move,” he said, as if offering assent mattered. As if his consent could change the way the old things hunt.

“You’ll follow,” I said. Not a question.

“I shouldn’t,” he said honestly.

“And yet.” I let the word dangle between us like a strand of silk. “Your men?”

“They’ll hold. Or they’ll hate me later. Either way, I move.”

I folded my wings until the light could house itself again without shattering. The dark returned to the trees like a hand reclaiming a glove. The echo of the color sat in the roof of my mouth.

He stepped and stumbled. So did I, because fate enjoys symmetry when it feels like being a little too obvious. He caught his balance on the nearest thing with a pulse.

His palm landed against the bare skin just below my throat.

Heat shocked through me. Not fire—something older. The Nectar answers to that place; it’s where Mother says we keep our oldest promises to ourselves. The little pool in me filled with the taste of summer.

“Don’t,” I said.

“I know,” he whispered, though I hadn’t told him what I was refusing.

He withdrew as if the act had cost him blood. I didn’t breathe until air remembered its job and fell into me.

“You should go back,” I said, because some kindnesses are bad habits and I am very faithful to mine.

“Not yet.”

“You don’t even know my kind.”

“I don’t need to,” he said softly, and in that moment I believed him in a way that frightened me more than the maker and his pets. “I know the forest chose you not to die today. I’d like to agree with it.”

“Agreement isn’t salvation,” I said. “It’s just grammar.”

He laughed. The sound ruined my resolve for as long as it took to become memory.

“Come,” I said, and took the lead. He followed at the distance where our breaths tried to learn one another. The trees moved out of our way with the absentminded effect of royalty correcting a floorboard. We walked until the smell of honey rose between us like a story we were bravely refusing to tell.

He did not ask me to sing. He did not ask why my skin carried the hum of a hive or why the air quivered when my shoulder brushed a fern. He did not, blessedly, ask for promises I could not give.

When the path narrowed to one man and one ghost of a boy born in a chrysalis of glass, he touched my wrist to keep me from sinking into an old bog. Skin met skin.

The brand under his fingers flared.

He inhaled as if stabbed. His closed eyes opened a fraction, a flick, a miracle men would write down badly later. No pupil met mine; there had been no pupils for ten years. But in the hollow behind those lids, a light sparked.

He stood very still, and the forest stood still with him, as if it too had been waiting for this precise mistake. Then he turned his face toward me, toward the space my folded wings had stowed their color, and I watched a blind prince look unerringly at me as if something bright had ignited behind his ribs, as if his sealed eyes had begun to see the light of my wings in the theater of his heart.
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