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      I arrange the last stack of poetry books on the display table, my fingers lingering on their spines like they're old friends. The bookstore is quiet tonight, just the occasional creak of century-old floorboards and the whisper of pages turning. I've always found peace here among the stories of other worlds, other lives—maybe because I've never felt like I truly belonged in this one. The strange, golden flecks in my otherwise ordinary brown eyes catch the light as I glance at my reflection in the window, a reminder of the otherness I've carried my entire life.

      "Closing in five minutes," I call out to the last lingering customer, an elderly woman who visits every Thursday for a new mystery novel. She nods, clutching her selection to her chest.

      When she leaves, I flip the sign to "Closed" and begin my closing ritual. Count the register. Straighten the shelves. Sweep the floors. Activities that should anchor me to this world, this life, yet somehow make me feel even more like I'm playacting at being human.

      As I turn off the lights, a strange prickling sensation crawls up my spine. The feeling of being watched—not just observed, but studied—settles over me like a cold shroud. I peer through the darkened windows but see only the empty street bathed in the sickly glow of street lamps.

      "Get it together, Aria," I mutter to myself, locking the door behind me. My breath forms small clouds in the chilly night air as I pull my coat tighter around my body.

      The walk home is only ten blocks, a journey I've made hundreds of times before. Tonight, though, each shadow seems deeper, each alleyway more ominous. My keys jingle between my fingers—a makeshift weapon, a small comfort.

      Three blocks from the store, the sensation returns, stronger now. The hairs on my arms stand on end despite the layers of clothing. My pace quickens, heels clicking frantically against the pavement. The sound echoes off brick buildings like a frantic heartbeat.

      A glimpse of movement in my peripheral vision has me spinning around. Nothing. Just empty sidewalk stretching behind me.

      "You're being ridiculous," I tell myself, yet can't stop my heart from racing. I turn back and nearly scream.

      He stands directly in my path, impossibly tall and still. How did he get there without making a sound? He's at least six and a half feet of lean muscle wrapped in what looks like expensive black clothing. But it's his eyes that freeze me in place—molten silver that seems to glow in the darkness, fixed on me with predatory intensity.

      "Excuse me," I say, attempting to step around him.

      He moves with me, blocking my path again. "Aria," he says, and my name in his deep voice sends a chill racing through me—not entirely from fear.

      "How do you know my name?" I demand, fingers tightening around my keys.

      His mouth curves into something too sharp to be called a smile. "I know many things about you that you don't know about yourself."

      I take a step back. "That's not creepy at all. Look, I don't know who you are, but⁠—"

      "Kael," he offers, moving closer. "And you don't belong here."

      "Pretty sure I do, since I live three blocks that way," I retort, pointing past him. My attempt at bravado sounds hollow even to my own ears.

      He closes the distance between us in one fluid motion. I try to retreat, but my back hits rough brick wall. I hadn't realized I was so close to the building's edge.

      "Not in that apartment," he says. His voice drops lower. "Not in this world."

      I should scream. I should run. Instead, I stand transfixed as he raises one hand, hovering it near my face but not quite touching. The proximity of his fingers makes my skin tingle.

      "What are you talking about?" My voice betrays me, coming out as a whisper.

      "You've always felt it, haven't you?" His eyes search mine, reading secrets I've never told anyone. "The disconnect. The feeling that you're wearing a costume in a play where everyone else knows the lines but you."

      My breath catches. How could he possibly know that?

      His hand drops suddenly, fingers encircling my wrist. His grip is firm but not painful—a steel bracelet I couldn't break if I tried. Heat spreads from where his skin touches mine, racing up my arm and settling low in my belly.

      "Let go of me," I demand, hating how breathless I sound.

      He leans closer, and I'm suddenly aware of how small I am compared to him. His scent envelops me—midnight air and something wild, untamed.

      "You smell of magic," he murmurs, his breath warm against my ear. "It's faint, buried beneath years of human contamination, but unmistakable." His thumb strokes the inside of my wrist, right over my pulse point. "Your blood sings with it."

      "I don't know what you're talking about." But even as I deny it, something deep inside me responds to his words, unfurling like a flower finally exposed to sunlight after years in darkness.

      "Your eyes give you away," he continues, his free hand now tilting my chin up. "Golden brown. The mark of the Liora Court."

      I try to jerk away, but he holds me firmly. "You're insane."

      "Am I?" He studies my face like it's a puzzle he's trying to solve. "Then why is your heart racing? Why are your pupils dilated? Is it fear..." his lips curve into that dangerous almost-smile again, "or recognition?"

      I hate him. I hate how he's making me feel—cornered and exposed. I hate even more that my body is reacting to him in ways it shouldn't. Heat pools between my thighs, my breasts feel heavy, nipples tightening against the fabric of my bra. It's like my body is answering a call my mind doesn't understand.

      "Let me go, or I'll scream," I threaten.

      "No one would hear you," he says with absolute certainty. "I've made sure of that."

      I glance around and realize with mounting horror that the street has gone completely silent. No cars passing. No distant voices. Even the ambient city noise has vanished, like we're standing in a bubble cut off from the rest of the world.

      "What are you?" The question slips out before I can stop it.

      His smile widens, revealing teeth too white, too sharp. "The question isn't what am I, Aria. It's what are you?" His fingers tighten on my wrist. "And why have you been hiding in the human world when your power could topple kingdoms?"

      "I'm not hiding from anything!" I try to push him away with my free hand, but it's like shoving against a mountain. "I'm just a normal woman who works at a bookstore and wants to go home!"

      "Normal?" He laughs, the sound like broken glass. "Is that why you've never quite fit in? Why you've never felt truly connected to anyone or anything in this realm? Why those dreams of flying and singing mountains have haunted you since childhood?"

      I freeze. How could he possibly know about those dreams?

      His face moves closer to mine, silver eyes consuming my vision. "You're not normal, Aria. You're magnificent. And it's time for you to come home."

      "I am home," I insist, but the words ring hollow.

      His thumb strokes my cheek, an oddly gentle gesture from someone so dangerous. "No, little queen. You're a prisoner here, trapped in a life too small for what you truly are."

      My heart hammers against my ribs. The rational part of my brain screams that this is madness, that I should be fighting harder. But something else, something ancient and buried, stirs in response to his words.

      "I don't know you," I whisper, a last defense.

      "Not yet," he agrees. "But you will. Intimately."

      The promise in his voice makes my legs weak. I hate myself for it, hate him for the reaction he pulls from me without even trying. His fingers release my wrist only to slide up my arm, leaving goosebumps in their wake.

      "I can smell your desire," he murmurs, leaning so close his lips nearly brush my ear. "Your body remembers what your mind has forgotten."

      "Stop," I gasp, but it lacks conviction.

      He pulls back just enough to look into my eyes, and what I see in that silver gaze terrifies me—hunger, yes, but also something possessive, something that says he's already claimed me in ways I don't understand.

      "I've waited too long already," he says, his voice firm with decision. "The human world has had you for twenty-five years. Now you belong to me."

      Before I can process his words, before I can scream or fight or run, his arms wrap around me in an iron embrace, and the world dissolves into shadows.
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      I'm drowning in darkness. It pours into my mouth, my nose, my eyes—thick and cold like liquid midnight. I try to scream but there's no air, only the sensation of being pulled apart and reassembled, my atoms scattered across some void between worlds. Kael's arms remain locked around me, the only solid thing in this nightmare of dissolution. I fight against him, my fingers clawing at anything I can reach, but it's like struggling against the tide—futile and exhausting.

      We're falling. Or maybe we're flying. Directions lose meaning in this between-place. Colors that shouldn't exist flash across my vision—hues that human eyes were never meant to process. The pressure builds in my skull until I'm certain it will crack open.

      "Stop fighting," Kael's voice somehow cuts through the chaos. "You're only making it harder on yourself."

      Like hell I will. I twist in his grip, driving my elbow into what I hope is his ribs. He grunts—a small victory that emboldens me. I kick backward, connecting with his shin, but his hold only tightens.

      "You're quite spirited for someone who's been living as a human," he says, and I swear I can hear amusement in his voice. "That will serve you well in court."

      "Take me back!" I demand, the words immediately swallowed by the void around us.

      His laugh vibrates through his chest against my back. "There is no 'back,' princess. Only forward."

      The darkness begins to thin, giving way to streaks of silver and midnight blue. We're moving so fast that my stomach lurches, like being on a roller coaster with no track. I try once more to break free, throwing all my weight forward, only to have Kael spin me around to face him.

      His silver eyes are the only point of focus in the swirling chaos. They hold mine, hypnotic and commanding. "Enough."

      The single word carries such authority that I momentarily freeze. It's enough for him to secure both my wrists in one large hand, pinning them above my head. With his free hand, he cups my face, his touch almost gentle compared to the bruising grip on my wrists.

      "The transition is difficult the first time," he says, his voice softer now. "Stop fighting and it will be easier."

      "Fuck you," I spit, resuming my struggles.

      His eyes narrow, but that dangerous smile returns. "All in good time, little queen."

      Before I can process the implication of his words, the sensation changes. The darkness solidifies around us, no longer pulling us but pushing, compressing. I can't breathe. Panic claws at my throat as my lungs scream for air.

      Kael's face remains perfectly composed, not even a hint of discomfort. He watches my distress with clinical interest, like a scientist observing a specimen. When black spots begin dancing across my vision, he leans forward, his lips brushing my ear.

      "Let go," he whispers. "Surrender to it."

      I want to tell him where he can shove his suggestions, but my body makes the decision for me. Consciousness slips away like water through cupped hands, and I fall into blessed darkness.
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      I wake to silk and softness. For one blissful moment, I think it was all a nightmare—the silver-eyed stranger, the void between worlds. Then I try to stretch and feel the cold kiss of metal around my right wrist.

      My eyes fly open. I'm lying in a bed so massive it could comfortably fit six people, draped in sheets that shimmer with an inner light, like they've been woven from captured starlight. The room around me is equally magnificent—soaring stone walls inlaid with veins of what looks like silver, windows taller than my entire apartment framed by heavy curtains in midnight blue, furnishings that appear to be grown rather than built from wood that seems almost alive.

      But what really captures my attention is the delicate yet sturdy manacle around my wrist, attached to a chain that connects to one of the ornately carved bedposts.

      "What the hell?" I whisper, tugging experimentally. The chain has enough give to allow me to move around the bed but not enough to reach the edge.

      I look down at myself and freeze. My clothes—the practical jeans, sweater, and coat I'd worn home from the bookstore—are gone. In their place is a nightgown that redefines the meaning of "revealing." It's made of some fabric that seems to flow like water across my skin, so sheer that it's barely there at all, clinging to every curve and hollow of my body. It's the color of moonlight, with intricate embroidery that seems to shift and change when I move.

      Horror and violation wash over me in equal measure. Someone—Kael?—undressed me while I was unconscious. Touched me. Put me in this…this thing that barely qualifies as clothing.

      I wrap my free arm across my chest, a futile attempt at modesty. My cheeks burn with humiliation and rage.

      "You're awake." Kael's voice comes from the direction of a doorway I hadn't noticed before.

      He stands there like something out of a dark fairy tale—all lean muscle and predatory grace. He's changed clothes too, now wearing what looks like formal attire: a jacket of some material that absorbs light rather than reflects it, tailored to perfection over a shirt so white it seems to glow against his tanned skin. His silver eyes take in my huddled form with unabashed interest.

      "Give me back my clothes," I demand, my voice shaking slightly despite my best efforts.

      He pushes away from the doorframe and approaches the bed with measured steps. "Those human rags? I had them burned."

      "You had no right!" My voice rises, echoing off the stone walls. "You had no right to take me, to…to change me, to chain me up like an animal!"

      His eyebrow arches. "Would you prefer I left you naked?" He gestures at the nightgown. "That's Lyrian silk, worth more than you earned in a year at that quaint little bookshop. It's a gift."

      "A gift," I repeat flatly. "Like this?" I raise my shackled wrist.

      "A precaution," he corrects, reaching the edge of the bed. The mattress dips as he sits, still maintaining enough distance that I can't reach him. "Until you learn to control yourself in this realm."

      "Control myself?" I laugh, the sound tinged with hysteria. "I'm not the one kidnapping people and bringing them to…wherever this is."

      "The Dark Court of the Fae," he says simply, as if telling me we're in Cleveland. "And you're not 'people,' Aria. You never were."

      I shake my head. "I don't know what kind of delusion you're operating under, but I am very much human. Born and raised in Chicago. I have a birth certificate and a social security number to prove it."

      His smile is condescending. "Clever forgeries. Necessary to hide you among the humans."

      "Hide me? From what?"

      "From those who would use your power. Or destroy it." His eyes travel over my face, lingering on my eyes. "Though they did a poor job. Those eyes of yours practically announce your heritage to anyone who knows what to look for."

      I want to argue, to tell him he's insane, but there's something about this place that resonates with parts of me I've never understood. The air itself feels different here—heavier, richer, charged with something that makes my skin tingle and my blood feel effervescent in my veins.

      As if reading my thoughts, Kael reaches out, his fingers hovering just above my bare shoulder. "You can feel it, can't you? The magic in the air. Your body craves it, even if your mind doesn't understand."

      When his fingers finally make contact with my skin, it's like touching a live wire. Electricity shoots from the point of contact, racing through my body in waves of heat and pleasure so intense it borders on pain. I gasp, jerking away, but not before a humiliating moan escapes my lips.

      Kael's smile widens. "You see? Your body knows what you are, even if you've forgotten."

      "What—" I have to swallow to wet my suddenly dry throat. "What did you just do to me?"

      "I didn't do anything. That was your own body responding to fae magic after being starved of it for years." His fingers trail down my arm, lighter this time but still leaving a wake of tingling sensation. "It will only get stronger the longer you're here."

      I pull away as far as the chain will allow. "Stop touching me."

      "Why? Because you enjoy it?" He leans closer, his scent—that wild, midnight scent—making my head swim. "There's no shame in it, Aria. It's natural. Like calls to like."

      "There's nothing natural about kidnapping," I snap. "Or chaining someone to a bed."

      "The chains are for your own protection." His tone is maddeningly reasonable. "Fae magic saturates everything here. Without proper training, your latent abilities could manifest in dangerous ways. The transition can be…volatile."

      "I don't have 'abilities,'" I insist, even as something deep inside me stirs at his words, like a creature waking from hibernation.

      "No?" He reaches out so suddenly I don't have time to evade. His palm presses flat against my sternum, directly over my heart. This time the sensation is a thousand times stronger—a rush of heat and power that floods every nerve ending. My back arches involuntarily, my body betraying me as pleasure courses through me like liquid fire.

      When he pulls his hand away, I collapse against the pillows, breathing heavily, my body humming with lingering sensation.

      "That," he says, voice lower now, rougher, "is just a taste of what's to come. Your power responding to mine."

      Tears of frustration and unwanted arousal sting my eyes. "Why are you doing this? What do you want from me?"

      He stands, moving to a small table I hadn't noticed before. From it, he retrieves what looks like a key made of the same silver-like metal as my shackle. "I want what was promised to me. What is rightfully mine."

      Before I can question him further, he returns to the bed, this time moving with such speed that I have no chance to retreat. He grabs my free wrist, ignoring my struggles as he secures it with a second manacle. Now both my arms are restrained, chains connecting to opposite bedposts.

      "The Court will expect to see you tomorrow," he says, his fingers lingering on the inside of my newly restrained wrist, tracing small circles that send unwanted shivers down my spine. "Rest while you can. You'll need your strength."

      "Let me go," I demand, pulling against the chains. They rattle but hold firm.

      He leans over me, one hand braced beside my head, the other tracing the line of my jaw. His face is so close I can see flecks of darker gray in his silver eyes, like storm clouds gathering. "You've been lost for too long, Princess Aria of the Liora Court. Now you're where you belong."

      His thumb brushes across my lower lip, and I hate the way my body responds, how my lips part slightly at his touch. "You belong to me now, little queen." His voice drops to a whisper, intimate and possessive. "And I intend to collect what I'm owed."
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      I wake to the weight of silver eyes. Kael sits in a chair beside the bed, watching me with the patience of a predator that knows its prey has nowhere to run. He's perfectly still, one leg crossed over the other, fingers steepled before him. The chains at my wrists clink softly as I shift, reminding me of my captivity. My body feels different here—more alive, more sensitive, like my nerves have been turned up to maximum sensitivity. Even the air brushing against my skin through the sheer nightgown feels like a deliberate caress.

      "How long have you been sitting there?" I ask, my voice rough with sleep.

      "Long enough to watch you dream." His voice is smooth as polished stone. "Your power leaks when you sleep. Little tendrils of gold light, reaching out from your fingertips." He leans forward slightly. "What were you dreaming of, I wonder?"

      I had been dreaming—fragments of strange places with impossible architecture, of singing that made mountains bow. But I'll be damned if I tell him that.

      "Being rescued by the police and watching you get arrested," I lie.

      His smile tells me he knows better. "The human authorities can't reach you here. No one from that world can."

      I pull myself into a sitting position, as dignified as one can be while chained to a bed in a nightgown that leaves little to the imagination. "What do you want from me, Kael?"

      "The truth is a good place to start." He rises from his chair in one fluid motion, moving to perch on the edge of the bed. "You are Princess Aria of the Liora Court, daughter of Queen Elysia and King Orion, heir to the Throne of Whistling Stones."

      I stare at him, waiting for the punchline. When none comes, I shake my head. "That's not funny."

      "It's not meant to be. You were hidden in the human world as an infant, during the Blood Tide War." His eyes never leave mine, searching for recognition. "Your parents knew your power would make you a target. The voice that could break the world—or remake it."

      "I can barely carry a tune in the shower," I counter, though something about his words resonates in that deep, hidden part of me.

      "Because you've been suppressed. Hidden. Your true nature buried beneath glamours and bindings." He reaches out, and I flinch away, but he only touches the strange material of my nightgown. "This isn't just for show, you know. Lyrian silk helps contain wild magic. Keeps it from...spilling."

      I look down at the shimmering fabric with new wariness. "You're talking nonsense. I'm not a princess, I'm not magical, and I certainly don't have a voice that can 'break the world.'"

      He ignores my protest. "The problem, Aria, is that your very existence threatens the balance we've maintained for centuries. Your court—the Liora—was thought destroyed in the war. The peace that followed was built on that belief." His mouth tightens. "If the other courts learn of your survival, of what you can do..."

      "What I can do?" I repeat, incredulous. "What exactly is it that you think I can do?"

      "The royal line of Liora carries the Voice—a magic so rare and powerful it appears perhaps once in a thousand years." His fingers trace patterns on the silk covering my knee, sending unwelcome warmth through me. "With it, you can command reality itself. Bend matter, mind, even magic to your will."

      I laugh, the sound brittle. "If I had that kind of power, don't you think I'd know? Don't you think I'd use it?"

      "Would you?" He cocks his head, studying me like a curious artifact. "Or would you, as you've done your entire life, suppress anything that made you different? Anything that separated you from the humans you so desperately wanted to be?"

      His words hit too close to home. All my life, I've tamped down the things that make me odd—the strange dreams, the occasional sensation that I could almost hear the thoughts of others, the way animals sometimes follow me for blocks.

      My silence seems to satisfy him. "You see? Even now, you recognize the truth."

      "Why did you bring me here?" I demand, changing tactics. "If I'm such a threat to your precious balance, why not just..." I swallow hard, "eliminate me?"

      Something dark flashes in his eyes. "Because you were promised to me."

      My blood runs cold. "Excuse me?"

      "Before your parents sent
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