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The first thing Alina noticed was the silence.

Not the quiet of night or the stillness before rain, but something heavier. Something that pressed against her chest and made every breath feel watched.

The entire village had gathered in the square, yet no one spoke.

They all knew why.

Alina kept her eyes on the ground as the royal guards approached, their armor dark as smoke, their presence swallowing the light around them. No banners. No warnings. Just arrival.

Just judgment.

“Raise your head,” one of them ordered.

She didn’t.

Not out of defiance, but fear. The kind that roots itself deep and refuses to move.

A hand gripped her chin and forced her gaze upward.

The guard studied her face as if searching for something beneath her skin. His expression revealed nothing, but the longer he looked, the tighter his grip became.

“This one,” he said.

The words fell like a blade.

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Not loud, not bold—just enough to confirm what she already knew.

No one would stop this.

“Please,” her mother whispered somewhere behind her, but even that sounded distant. Fragile. Useless.

Alina’s heart pounded, but her body refused to move as the guards pulled her forward.

“Why?” she managed to ask.

The guard didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he leaned closer, his voice low enough that only she could hear.

“Because the king has chosen.”

And in that moment, Alina understood something worse than fear.

She had not been taken.

She had been selected.
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The village disappeared faster than Alina expected.

One moment she could still see the crooked rooftops and the dirt paths she had walked her entire life... and the next, it was nothing but shadows behind her.

No one followed.

No one fought.

No one even called her name.

The realization settled slowly, like cold water soaking through fabric.

She was alone.

The guards said nothing as they led her through the forest, their movements precise and almost unnatural. Not a branch snapped beneath their boots. Not a leaf stirred unless they allowed it.

Alina stumbled once, her foot catching on a root hidden beneath the undergrowth.

A hand caught her arm before she hit the ground.

The same guard from the square.

His grip was firm, steady... but not cruel.

“Keep moving,” he said.

His voice wasn’t harsh. It wasn’t kind either. Just empty. Like a command carved into stone.

Alina pulled her arm free.

“I didn’t ask for this,” she said, her voice tighter than she wanted it to be.

The guard didn’t respond.

Of course he didn’t.

They walked for hours.

Or maybe it was longer.

Time felt different here, stretched thin between each step, each breath. The deeper they moved into the forest, the darker it became. Not because the sun had set—but because the light itself seemed afraid to follow.

Alina’s chest tightened.

“This isn’t the road to the capital,” she said.

Still nothing.

“Where are you taking me?”

The guard in front slowed slightly, just enough for her to notice.

“To the king,” he said.

“That doesn’t answer my question.”

“It’s the only answer you’ll receive.”

Frustration flared, hot and sharp.

“I’m not some animal you can drag around without explanation.”

This time, the guard beside her stopped completely.

The others halted with him.

The silence that followed was suffocating.

He turned to face her, his expression unreadable in the dim light.

“You were chosen,” he said.

“I was taken.”

“No,” he corrected, his voice lower now. “Taken implies resistance. There was none.”

The words struck deeper than she expected.

Alina swallowed hard.

“You think that makes it right?”

“No,” he said simply. “It makes it inevitable.”

For a moment, she didn’t know what to say.

Inevitable.

As if her life had already been decided long before she was even born.

The thought made her stomach twist.

“Why me?” she asked again, quieter this time.

The guard studied her for a long moment.

And then, unexpectedly, he answered.

“Because you survived.”

Alina blinked.

“What?”

“You were not the only one chosen.”

The air seemed to freeze around her.

“What do you mean?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

The guard turned away, signaling for the others to move again.

“Keep walking,” he said.

“Wait—”

“Keep walking.”

The finality in his tone silenced her.

But her thoughts wouldn’t stop.

Not the only one chosen.

How many others had been taken?

How many had not survived?

Her chest tightened, her breath coming faster now as they continued deeper into the forest.

Something wasn’t right.

Not just the situation—the air itself felt wrong.

Heavier.

Charged.

As if something unseen was watching.

Waiting.

Alina wrapped her arms around herself, trying to steady the growing unease crawling beneath her skin.

And then she felt it.

A flicker.

It was small. Almost nothing.

A faint warmth at the center of her chest.

She froze.

The guards took a few steps before realizing she had stopped.

“What is it?” the lead guard asked.

Alina didn’t answer.

The warmth spread slowly, like embers stirring back to life after being buried in ash.

It wasn’t painful.

But it wasn’t normal either.

Her fingers trembled.

“Did you feel that?” she asked.

“Feel what?”

The warmth pulsed once.

Stronger.

Her breath hitched.

“I—” She pressed a hand to her chest. “Something’s—”

The air around her shifted.

The leaves above them rustled violently, though no wind passed through the trees.

The shadows stretched.

Moved.

The guards tensed instantly, hands going to their weapons.

“What did you do?” one of them demanded.

“I didn’t do anything!” Alina snapped, panic rising.

The warmth surged again.

This time it spread down her arms, into her fingertips.

A sharp crack split the silence.

One of the trees nearby splintered down the middle, its bark tearing apart as if struck by an invisible force.

Everyone froze.

Even the guards.

Alina stared at her hands, her heart hammering wildly.

“I didn’t—” she whispered.

But the words sounded hollow, even to her.

Because she had felt it.

That moment.

That surge.

The power hadn’t come from the forest.

It had come from her.

The lead guard stepped closer, his gaze sharper now.

More focused.

More... aware.

“Again,” he said.

Alina shook her head immediately.

“No. I can’t—”

“Again.”

“I don’t know how!”

“Then learn.”

His voice wasn’t loud.

But it carried something that made her pulse spike.

Fear.

Not of him.

But of what he now believed she could do.

The warmth flickered again, weaker this time.

Fading.

Like something retreating.

Alina wrapped her arms around herself, trying to hold onto it... or push it away. She wasn’t even sure which.

“I didn’t mean to,” she said.

The guard studied her carefully.

For the first time since she had been taken, there was a crack in his composure.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

But something close.

“Good,” he said.

The word sent a chill down her spine.

“Why is that good?” she asked.

He turned away, signaling for the group to move again.

“Because now we know,” he said.

“Know what?”

He didn’t slow down.

Didn’t look back.

“That the king chose correctly.”

Alina stood there for a second longer, her pulse still racing, her hands still trembling.

And for the first time since she had been taken, a new thought took root in her mind.

Not fear.

Not confusion.

Something worse.

What if this wasn’t a mistake?

What if she had been chosen... for exactly this?

The warmth in her chest flickered one last time.

And then went completely still.
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The forest ended without warning.

One step, there were trees.

The next, there was stone.

Alina slowed as the towering walls came into view, rising out of the earth like something ancient and unwilling to be moved. Black stone, jagged and uneven, as if it had grown instead of being built.

No banners.

No guards on the walls.

No sound.

“This... is the capital?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

“No,” the lead guard said. “This is the king’s domain.”

Something about the way he said it made her chest tighten.

Not the kingdom.

The king’s domain.

As if the place belonged to him alone.

The massive gates creaked open before they even reached them.

No one touched them.

No chains pulled.

No signal given.

They simply... opened.

Alina’s breath caught.

The guards didn’t react.

They walked forward like this was normal.

Like everything about this place was normal.

She hesitated at the entrance.

The darkness beyond the gates wasn’t just the absence of light. It felt deeper than that. Like stepping inside would mean crossing into something she couldn’t return from.

“Move,” the guard beside her said.

Alina swallowed and stepped through.

The moment she crossed the threshold, the air changed.

Colder.

Heavier.

The faint warmth she had felt in the forest stirred again, barely noticeable... but there.

Watching.

The gates slammed shut behind them with a thunderous echo.

She flinched.

The guards didn’t.

The courtyard stretched wide and empty, paved with the same black stone as the walls. No servants. No soldiers. No life.

Only shadows.

Too many shadows.

They clung to corners, pooled beneath archways, and shifted slightly when she wasn’t looking directly at them.

Alina kept her eyes forward.

Don’t look too closely.

Don’t think too much.

Just keep walking.

They led her up a set of wide steps and through towering doors that opened on their own, just like the gates had.

Inside, the silence deepened.

It pressed against her ears, making every small sound feel too loud. Her footsteps echoed unnaturally, as if the hall itself was listening.

The corridor stretched endlessly ahead, lined with tall pillars that disappeared into darkness above.

Torches burned along the walls.

But their flames were wrong.

They flickered without warmth.

Without sound.

Without light strong enough to push the shadows back.

Alina’s pulse quickened.

“How many people live here?” she asked, trying to break the silence.

No answer.

“Is there anyone here at all?”

Still nothing.

The guards continued forward, their pace steady.

Unchanged.

Unbothered.

They stopped abruptly at a set of massive doors at the end of the corridor.

These were different.

Larger.

Heavier.

Important.

Alina didn’t need to be told.

This was where he was.

Her throat tightened.

The warmth in her chest pulsed once.

Stronger than before.

The lead guard turned to face her.

“From this point forward,” he said, his voice lower than she had ever heard it, “you speak only when spoken to.”

Alina forced herself to nod.

“Do not lie,” he continued.

Her stomach twisted.

“Do not resist.”

Her hands clenched at her sides.

“And whatever happens... do not show fear.”

That last part nearly made her laugh.

Fear was the only thing she felt.

The doors began to open.

Slowly.

Deliberately.

As if giving her time to understand that there was no turning back.

The space beyond was vast.

A throne room.

But unlike anything she had imagined.

No gold.

No color.

Only black stone stretching from floor to ceiling.

The throne itself stood at the far end, raised on a platform of jagged steps, carved from the same dark material as the walls.

And sitting upon it—

Alina’s breath stopped.

He didn’t move.

Didn’t speak.

But the moment her eyes landed on him, she felt it.

Pressure.

Like the air itself had thickened around him.

The Shadow King.

He leaned slightly forward, one arm resting on the arm of the throne, his fingers tapping slowly against the stone.

Watching her.

Studying her.

His face was partially hidden by shadow, but she could make out enough.

Sharp features.

Dark eyes.

Too still.

Too focused.

Too aware.

He wasn’t just looking at her.

He was seeing her.

Every thought.

Every fear.

Every flicker of uncertainty.

Alina forced herself to keep walking.

One step.

Then another.

Her heart pounded so loudly she was sure the entire room could hear it.

The guards stopped behind her.

She didn’t dare look back.

Didn’t dare break eye contact.

Not now.

Not in front of him.

She reached the base of the steps and stopped.

The silence stretched.

Heavy.

Expectant.

The Shadow King finally spoke.

His voice was low.

Calm.

And far more dangerous than she expected.

“So,” he said, his gaze never leaving hers, “this is the one who survived.”

Alina’s chest tightened.

Survived.

Not chosen.

Not worthy.

Survived.

The word echoed in her mind.

He stood slowly.

Every movement controlled.

Measured.

Powerful.

As he descended the steps, the shadows seemed to follow him.

Not around him.

Not behind him.

With him.

As if they belonged to him.

As if they obeyed.

He stopped just a few steps away from her.

Close enough that she could feel the cold radiating from him.

Close enough that she could see his eyes clearly now.

They weren’t just dark.

They were empty.

Not lifeless.

Not dull.

Just... empty.

Like something had been taken from them long ago.

“Look at me,” he said.

She already was.

But something in his tone made it feel like a command she couldn’t refuse.

Her body straightened.

Her breath steadied—barely.

His gaze sharpened.

“You’re afraid,” he said.

It wasn’t a question.

Alina swallowed.

The guard’s warning echoed in her mind.

Do not show fear.

But how could she not?

“I—” she started.

His expression shifted slightly.

Not softer.

Not kinder.

Just... interested.

“Good,” he said.

The same word the guard had used.

But this time, it felt different.

More dangerous.

More personal.

“Fear keeps people honest.”

His gaze dropped briefly to her hands.

Still trembling.

Still trying to stay still.

“And yet,” he continued, his voice quieter now, “you did something in the forest.”

Alina’s breath hitched.

So he knew.

Of course he knew.

“I didn’t mean to,” she said.

The words came out before she could stop them.

His eyes lifted back to hers.

Sharp.

Focused.

“Of course you didn’t,” he said.

He stepped closer.

Too close.

The air between them felt charged, like a storm waiting to break.

“Which is precisely why it matters.”

The warmth in her chest flickered again.

Stronger.

Faster.

Reacting to him.

Alina’s pulse raced.

“I don’t know what it is,” she admitted, her voice quieter now.

For a moment, he said nothing.

Just watched her.

And then—

He reached out.

His hand hovered just inches from her chest.

Not touching.

But close enough that she could feel the cold radiating from his skin.

The warmth surged violently in response.

Alina gasped.

The shadows in the room shifted.

Not subtly this time.

Not quietly.

They moved.

Rising.

Twisting.

Responding.

The Shadow King’s expression didn’t change.

But his eyes darkened.

Something dangerous sparked behind them.

“There it is,” he said softly.

Alina’s breath came faster now, her heart pounding wildly.

“What... is happening?” she whispered.

His gaze locked onto hers.

Unyielding.

Unrelenting.

“You,” he said, his voice low and certain, “are far more important than you realize.”

The shadows stilled.

The warmth flickered.

And in that moment, standing before him, Alina understood something she couldn’t yet explain.

She hadn’t just been brought here.

She had been pulled.

Drawn into something much bigger than herself.

Something darker.

Something dangerous.

And whatever it was—

The Shadow King already knew.
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The shadows settled as quickly as they had risen.

The warmth in Alina’s chest flickered once more—then stilled, as if it had never existed at all.

But the silence that followed felt different now.

Heavier.

Watching.

The Shadow King lowered his hand slowly, his gaze never leaving hers. For a brief moment, something unreadable crossed his expression. Not surprise. Not confusion.

Recognition.

“You will be housed in the east wing,” he said, his voice returning to its calm, controlled tone. “Under guard.”

Alina blinked.

That was it?

No explanation. No questions. No acknowledgment of what had just happened.

Her breath was still uneven, her pulse racing, yet he had already moved on—as if what she had done was expected.

As if it had only confirmed something he already believed.

“Wait,” she said, before she could stop herself.

The guards behind her stiffened.

The Shadow King paused.

The air shifted again, subtle—but enough to make her regret speaking immediately.

“You speak out of turn,” one of the guards warned.

“I told you,” she said, her voice unsteady but refusing to fall silent, “I don’t understand what’s happening. You bring me here, you say I survived something—something I don’t even know about—and then you just—send me away?”

The words echoed too loudly in the vast throne room.

For a moment, no one spoke.

The Shadow King turned back to her fully.

Slowly.

Deliberately.

“And what is it you expect?” he asked.

His voice wasn’t raised.

But it carried weight.

Alina swallowed, forcing herself to meet his gaze.

“The truth,” she said.

The silence that followed stretched long enough for doubt to creep in.

Maybe she had gone too far.

Maybe—

He stepped closer.

Close enough that the cold around him wrapped tightly around her, pulling the air from her lungs.

“The truth,” he repeated, his voice quieter now.

Not mocking.

Not dismissive.

Testing.

Alina held her ground.

Barely.

“You were chosen,” he said. “Because you survived a process that others did not.”

Her stomach tightened.

“What process?”

He studied her face, as if deciding something.

“Asking questions you are not prepared to understand will not protect you,” he said.

“That’s not an answer.”

“No,” he agreed. “It isn’t.”

Something in his tone shifted again.

Not softer.

But... measured.

“You will learn,” he continued, “when it becomes necessary for you to know.”

Alina’s hands clenched at her sides.

“That’s not fair.”

One of the guards inhaled sharply, but the Shadow King lifted a hand slightly, silencing him.

“Fairness,” he said, almost as if the word itself held no meaning, “has no place here.”

The finality in his voice left no room for argument.

Alina’s frustration burned hot in her chest.

But beneath it—

Fear.

Real fear.

Not just of him.

But of everything she didn’t know.

Everything she wasn’t being told.

The Shadow King turned away from her, already done with the conversation.

“Take her,” he said.

Two guards stepped forward immediately.

Alina didn’t move.

“Wait,” she said again, quieter this time.

He didn’t turn back.

“Am I a prisoner?” she asked.

The guards hesitated.

For the first time since she had arrived, there was uncertainty in their movements.

The Shadow King paused at the base of the steps.

For a long moment, he said nothing.

Then—

“That depends,” he said, “on whether you choose to act like one.”

Alina frowned.

“I didn’t choose any of this.”

“No,” he said, glancing back at her over his shoulder, his eyes dark and unreadable. “But what you do next... will be entirely your choice.”

With that, he walked away.

The shadows seemed to swallow him as he ascended back toward the throne, disappearing into the darkness behind it.

The room felt colder without him.

Quieter.

Empty.

The guards didn’t give her time to process it.

“Move,” one of them said.

This time, she didn’t argue.

Didn’t resist.

She let them lead her from the throne room, her mind racing with everything that had just happened.

Survived.

Chosen.

Power.

None of it made sense.

But one thing was clear.

She wasn’t safe here.

Not in the way she had once understood safety.

They guided her through different corridors this time—narrower, less grand, but no less unsettling. The torches still burned with that same unnatural flame, casting shadows that lingered too long, moved too slowly.

Alina kept her eyes forward.

Her thoughts inward.

The warmth in her chest had gone quiet again.

But she could still feel it.

Waiting.

They reached a set of doors at the end of a long hallway.

Unlike the others, these didn’t open on their own.

One of the guards pushed them open with a firm shove.

“Inside,” he said.

Alina stepped through.

The room was... unexpected.

Large.

Clean.

Too clean.

A wide bed stood against one wall, covered in dark fabrics. A tall window overlooked the courtyard below, though the glass was thick and slightly tinted, muting whatever light tried to pass through.

There was a table.

A chair.

A basin of water.

Everything she needed.

Everything she didn’t trust.

“You will remain here,” the guard said from the doorway.

“Under watch.”

Alina turned to face him.

“For how long?”

He didn’t answer.

Of course he didn’t.

“Am I allowed to leave?” she asked.

The guard’s expression didn’t change.

“No.”

The door shut behind her.

The sound echoed louder than it should have.

Alina stood there for a moment, staring at the closed door.

Then slowly—

She exhaled.

Her body sagged slightly, the tension finally catching up with her.

Alone.

Finally alone.

She crossed the room cautiously, as if expecting something to jump out at her from the shadows.

Nothing did.

The silence pressed in.

Different from before.

Not watching.

Not threatening.

Just... quiet.

Too quiet.

Alina moved to the window and looked out.

The courtyard below was just as empty as it had been when she entered.

No movement.

No life.

Just stone and shadow.

Her reflection stared back at her faintly in the glass.

She barely recognized it.

The girl who had been taken from the village felt... distant now.

Like someone she used to know.

Her chest tightened.

The warmth flickered.

Suddenly.

Sharply.

Alina gasped, clutching at her chest as the sensation surged stronger than before.

It wasn’t just warmth this time.

It was pressure.

Energy.

Pushing outward.

Her breath quickened.

“What is happening to me?” she whispered.

The air in the room shifted.

The shadows along the walls stretched—

Moved.

Alina froze.

No.

No, no, no—

The candle on the table flickered violently.

Then went out.

Darkness swallowed the room.

Her heart slammed against her ribs.

“Stop,” she whispered, panic rising.

“I don’t want this—”

The shadows twisted again, rising slightly from the corners of the room, responding to something she couldn’t control.

Something she didn’t understand.

The warmth surged again.

Stronger.

Faster.

Her vision blurred at the edges.

“Please—”

And then—

It stopped.

Abruptly.

The shadows dropped.

The air stilled.

The warmth faded back into nothing.

Alina collapsed onto her knees, her breath coming in sharp, uneven bursts.

Silence.

Complete.

Terrifying silence.

Tears stung her eyes, though she wasn’t sure why.

Fear.

Frustration.

Or the sinking realization settling deep in her chest.

This wasn’t going away.

Whatever this was—

It was a part of her now.

And somewhere in this place...

The Shadow King already knew how to use it.

Alina lowered her head, her hands trembling against the cold stone floor.

For the first time since she had arrived—

She wasn’t just afraid of him.

She was afraid of herself.
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