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I sprint across the cobbled streets of Hellena, breath burning in my chest. I’m late—late on my very first day.

I barely catch the shuttle to Upper Hellena, squeezing inside just as the doors slide shut. As it rattles upward, I chew on a piece of bread I’d grabbed in a panic that morning, tugging my maid uniform into place with clumsy fingers.

By the time I arrive at Ashbourne Palace, my legs are shaking.

The matron looks me over with thinly veiled disgust, her sharp eyes narrowing.

“One more minute and you’d be fired, girl,” she says coolly. “Do not make this mistake again. Report to Prince Lucien’s bedquarters.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I murmur, bowing quickly.

Prince Lucien’s room is chaos.

Clothes litter the floor. Notebooks filled with hurried scribbles cover the desk. The bed is unmade, sheets twisted like they’ve been abandoned mid-thought.

I get to work immediately.

An hour later, I’m vacuuming the carpet when the door slides open.

I look up—and freeze.

A young man stands in the doorway, tall and striking, dressed in an extravagant suit of red, gold, and black. Power radiates from him effortlessly.

“You’re not my usual maid,” he says. “Who are you?”

I jump to my feet and bow deeply.

“I’m Nyxara Hale. Your new maid.”

He studies me briefly.

“Are you almost finished? I have things to do.”

“I’ll just finish mopping, and I’ll be out of your way, Mr...?”

“You may call me Lucien,” he says. A pause. “Prince Lucien.”

“Right. Okay.”

I finish quickly, my hands trembling, then leave the room and close the door behind me.

At lunch, I join the other servants in the kitchen.

The food is unlike anything I’ve ever tasted. The stew is rich and fragrant, packed with tender vegetables, the rice perfectly soft and fluffy. I nearly moan at the first bite.

I grew up in Lower Hellena. Meals were dry rye bread, thin soups, bland porridge—whatever we could afford. My mother was always ill, and after high school, I worked to keep us alive. My father had died long ago in the Hellenic War.

Demonkind stood just above humans in the social hierarchy. After segregation, the Vampire Rule became a fascist state—humans enslaved, demons reduced to labourers. I was mocked for my horns, my human-like frame, my black eyes. Respect was never meant for people like me.

Though born in the deepest pits of Hell, I was raised in Hellena after my parents crossed into the human world.

“May I sit with you, Demon?”

The voice isn’t unkind.

I nod, and a young woman sits beside me.

“First day?” she asks.

I nod again.

“How’s it going? Did the Prince give you any trouble?” She smiles. “I serve the King. My name’s Maelis.”

“I’m Nyxara. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Likewise.”

“No trouble,” I say. “Just... intimidating.”

She laughs softly. “You’ll get used to it. He’s preparing for The Choosing, so the whole royal family is on edge.”

I frown.

“The Choosing?”

“You don’t know?” she asks, surprised. “The Prince will choose from twelve women in a year-long competition. One will become his bride. That’s why they’ve hired new maids—we’ll be cleaning up after ceremonies and festivities.”

“I wasn’t informed.”

She shrugs. “It’s not our concern. We’re the help.”

“What does The Choosing involve?”

“They test the women’s intelligence, poise, wealth, fertility, and compatibility with the Prince.”

“Fertility?” I scoff. “How?”

“They need heirs.”

“So, more privileged children to rule the kingdom and keep the rest of us starving?” I mutter.

Maelis sighs. “Vampires thrive on power. We’ll always be beneath them.”

“Are the women royalty?”

“Of course. No lower classes allowed.”

We talk a while longer, but The Choosing sounds pompous and hollow, so we change the subject to safer things—the weather, chores, the length of the workday.

Later, while cleaning the seamstress’s room, my attention is drawn to a gown draped across a stand. Satin and lace cascade in elegant layers, midnight blue with a gold-accented bustier. It’s breathtaking.

I reach out, barely brushing the fabric—

“Don’t touch my dress, Demon!”

I yank my hand back as an angry woman storms toward me.

“My apologies, miss,” I stammer.

“Who do you think you are?” she snaps. “Servants exist to work, not to fondle royal attire. This dress costs more than your entire life.”

The room fills with women—twelve of them—while seamstresses swarm, adjusting gowns and pinning hems. The matron enters moments later.

“Clean elsewhere,” she orders sharply. “The Choosing’s opening ceremony is tonight.”

I bow and hurry away.

As I move through the halls, soft music drifts toward me.

I pause—and follow it.

Prince Lucien sits at a grand piano, fingers gliding effortlessly over the keys. The melody is warm and haunting, wrapping around me like a spell. Then he begins to sing.

My heart stutters.

The sound is beautiful—rich, controlled, aching in a way I can’t explain.

For the first time since entering Ashbourne Palace, I forget where I am.

I accidentally knock my feather duster onto the floor, and the sound ricochets through the room. The Prince looks up and stops playing. I scurry out of the room before he can catch me staring, my chest heaving, and my heart racing.

That night, I stand at the edge of the grand hall, staring at the procession of young ladies assembled for the first night of The Choosing.

They line up beneath vaulted ceilings and chandeliers dripping with golden light, their gowns shimmering as though stitched from moonlight itself. Silk, velvet, satin—every fabric whispers wealth. Jewels glint at their throats and wrists, heirlooms passed down through generations that never knew hunger.

Each woman is flanked by attendants, their posture perfect, their expressions carefully practised. They move as if trained for this moment, their entire lives.

I tighten my grip on the tray in my hands.

They are beautiful—undeniably so. Tall, graceful, composed. Their laughter is light, musical, unburdened. I catch snippets of conversation as they pass: estate expansions, lineage disputes, bloodlines preserved like sacred texts.

Not one of them looks nervous.

Not one of them looks like they could lose.

At the far end of the hall, the royal family sits elevated on a dais. The King’s presence is heavy, his gaze cold and assessing as it drifts over the women like merchandise. Beside him sits the Queen, her expression unreadable, her smile sharp as a blade.

And then there is Prince Lucien.

He stands when the procession comes to an end, dressed in black and gold, a crown resting lightly on his dark hair. He looks every bit the heir to a ruthless empire—regal, controlled, untouchable.

Yet I remember him at the piano.

The warmth in his voice.

The way the music had softened something inside me.

My chest tightens at the contradiction.

One by one, the women are announced, their names echoing through the hall, each accompanied by a brief declaration of house, wealth, and notable accomplishments. Applause follows every introduction.

I fade into the background, just another demon servant in a borrowed uniform, unnoticed and unimportant.

“This is the future of Hellena,” someone murmurs behind me.

I glance down at my hands—calloused, marked by work and survival.

If this is the future, then there is no place in it for people like me.

As the final lady takes her place, the King rises.

“Let The Choosing begin.”

The hall erupts in applause, cheers ringing against stone and gold. I clap when expected, my hands moving on instinct, even as a strange, unwelcome feeling settles in my chest.

Because for the first time, I don’t just resent The Choosing.

I fear it.

And I don’t know why.
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The palace does not sleep after The Choosing begins.

Even as the crowds disperse and the chandeliers dim, Ashbourne Palace hums with quiet urgency. Servants hurry through corridors carrying lists, linens, wine trays, and whispered instructions. Every movement feels rehearsed, every breath monitored.

I am assigned night duties.

“Prince Lucien’s wing,” the matron says flatly, handing me a folded list. “Be quick. Be invisible.”

As if I could be anything else.

The halls leading to the Prince’s quarters are quieter than the rest of the palace, the air heavier somehow. Torchlight flickers along the stone walls, throwing long shadows that stretch and curl like claws.

I keep my head down.

When I reach his door, I hesitate.

I don’t know why. I’ve already been inside his room once. I’ve already spoken to him. And yet my pulse quickens as if I’m standing on the edge of something dangerous.

I knock.

“Enter,” a voice calls.

Prince Lucien stands near the window when I step inside, his back to me. He has removed his crown and jacket, his sleeves rolled up, and his dark hair is loose instead of perfectly styled. He looks... less distant like this. Less carved from stone.

“I was sent to collect the dinner tray, Your Highness,” I say quietly.

He turns.

For a moment, his eyes sharpen, clearly ready to dismiss another servant. Then recognition flickers.

“You,” he says. “Nyxara.”

I stiffen. Princes do not remember demons’ names.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“You may take the tray.” He gestures vaguely toward the table. “I didn’t touch it.”

I cross the room and lift the silver platter, careful not to meet his gaze. As I turn to leave, his voice stops me.

“You were at the ceremony tonight.”

My hands tighten around the tray.

“Yes, Your Highness. All servants were required to attend.”

He studies me in silence. I can feel his attention like a weight pressing into my back.

“What did you think of it?” he asks.

The question catches me off guard.

“I... don’t believe my thoughts are appropriate to share.”

His mouth curves—not quite a smile.

“Try me.”

I swallow.

“It was... impressive,” I say carefully. “Very... grand.”

“Liar.”

My head snaps up before I can stop myself.

He doesn’t look angry. If anything, he looks amused.

“You don’t strike me as someone easily impressed,” he continues. “You watched as though you were measuring the room, not admiring it.”

“I was just observing,” I say, lowering my gaze again. “It’s my job to notice things.”

“Is it?” he murmurs.

Silence stretches between us.

Then footsteps echo in the corridor.

Lucien steps back, the distance between us restored in an instant.

“You may go.”

I leave quickly, heart pounding far harder than it should.

The following days blur together.

The Choosing consumes the palace. Each morning brings new tasks—cleaning halls after private dinners, carrying trays past guarded doors, laundering gowns worth more than my entire upbringing.

The ladies in waiting grow bolder.

They sweep through the corridors like peacocks, voices sharp with competition, eyes cold with calculation. Some ignore us entirely. Others make a sport of reminding demons and humans alike of our place.

“Careful,” one woman says when I nearly collide with her. “I’d hate for my gown to be ruined by clumsiness.”

I bow. I always bow.

But I notice things.

I notice how they watch Prince Lucien when they think no one is looking.

How they angle their laughter, their silence, their glances.

I notice how he watches none of them.

He attends the dinners. The tests. The formal conversations. He plays his role flawlessly—polite, charming, distant.

Empty.

One evening, while polishing silverware in the music hall, I heard the piano again.

The notes drift through the air—soft, aching, unguarded.

I know better than to linger.

I linger anyway.

Lucien sits at the piano alone, shoulders tense, fingers moving with controlled intensity. The melody is different this time—restless, unresolved. As if the song itself doesn’t know where it’s meant to end.

I don’t realise I’ve stepped closer until the music falters.

He looks up.

“Do I have an audience again?” he asks dryly.

“I-I was cleaning,” I say quickly. “I’ll leave.”

“No.”

The word is firm, but not cruel.

“Stay,” he says. “If you wish.”

I hesitate, then stand near the wall, hands folded tightly in front of me.

“Does the music bother you?” he asks.

“No,” I admit. “It’s... comforting.”

His fingers rest on the keys.

“That’s not a word often used in this palace.”

“Not much here is comforting,” I say before I can stop myself.

He exhales slowly.

“No,” he agrees. “It isn’t.”

The silence that follows is different from before—less strained, more honest.

“Do you believe in fate, Nyxara?” he asks suddenly.

I blink.

“I believe in survival.”

That finally makes him smile.

A real one.

Footsteps approach in the corridor. The moment shatters.

Lucien straightens, the Prince returning like armour snapping into place.

“You should go,” he says quietly. “Before someone sees you here.”

I nod and slip away, my chest tight with something unfamiliar.

That night, lying on my narrow servant’s cot, I stared at the ceiling long after the lights dimmed.

I don’t think about the ladies in waiting.

I think about the way Lucien’s music sounds when no one is listening.

And I wonder—terrified and foolish—

What it would cost someone like me to be seen.
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The announcement comes at dawn.

Servants are summoned before the sun fully crests the palace spires, gathered in the east corridor where echoes carry too easily. The matron stands rigid, a parchment clutched in her hand like a weapon.

“The first Choosing trial will take place this morning,” she says. “All staff assigned to the Grand Atrium will report immediately. Absolute silence is expected.”

My stomach tightens.

The Grand Atrium is only used for ceremonies meant to impress—or intimidate.

When I arrive, the space has been transformed. Long marble tables stretch across the hall, draped in white and gold. At the centre stands a raised platform, where the royal family already sits. Sunlight spills through the glass ceiling above, illuminating every flaw, every movement.

The twelve women stand in a semicircle before the dais.

They are dressed simply today—no jewels, no extravagant gowns. Pale fabrics, clean lines. Equality, at least in appearance.

Maelis appears beside me, her voice barely above a whisper.

“First test,” she murmurs. “They always begin with the mind.”

A tall, robed official steps forward.

“The first trial of The Choosing,” he announces, “will assess judgment and governance.”

A ripple of tension moves through the women.

“You will be presented with a hypothetical crisis within the realm,” the official continues. “Each of you will propose a solution. The Prince will observe. The King will judge.”

I glance toward Prince Lucien.

He sits forward in his chair, elbows resting on his knees, expression unreadable. His eyes are sharp, alert—not bored.

The first woman is called.

She steps onto the platform with confidence. The scenario is read aloud: a famine in the southern provinces, limited resources, rising unrest.

Her answer is immediate.

“Increase taxation on the lower districts to fund imports,” she says. “Order enforcement to suppress dissent.”

The King nods approvingly.

My jaw tightens.

One by one, the women present their solutions.

Stronger borders. Harsher labour quotas. Military presence. Every answer is polished. Efficient.

Cruel.

I don’t realise my hands are shaking until Maelis lightly nudges my arm.

“Careful,” she whispers.

Then the final woman steps forward.

She hesitates.

“For the famine,” she says slowly, “I would redirect palace reserves and negotiate aid with allied regions. Starving citizens cannot serve a kingdom.”

The hall goes quiet.

The King’s expression darkens.

Prince Lucien tilts his head—interested.

“An expensive solution,” the King says coolly.

“A necessary one,” the woman replies, voice steady.

There is no applause when she steps down.

The official dismisses the candidates, and the women are escorted away, murmuring among themselves.

The King rises.

“The trial is concluded.”

Servants exhale as one.

As the hall empties, I begin clearing goblets from the table near the dais. I keep my eyes down—until a shadow falls across my hands.

“You disagree.”

I look up.

Prince Lucien stands before me.

“I—Your Highness—”

“You disagreed with most of them,” he says calmly. “I saw it.”

My pulse thunders.

“I don’t believe my opinions are relevant.”

“They are to me.”

I hesitate, then speak quietly.

“They spoke of people like numbers. Not lives.”

Lucien studies me for a long moment.

“That,” he says, “is what frightened my father.”

Footsteps approach. The King’s advisor appears at the edge of the platform.

Lucien steps back at once, the distance restored.

“Return to your duties,” he says, voice neutral.

I bow and retreat, heart racing.

As I move through the corridor, I realise something unsettling.

The first test wasn’t about intelligence.

It was about obedience.

And Prince Lucien had been watching for something else entirely.
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The consequences come swiftly.

They always do.

By midday, the palace hum has shifted. The servants whisper less freely, their heads bent closer together, eyes darting down corridors as though the walls themselves might be listening.

I hear about it in fragments.

“She’s been reassigned.”

“No, removed.”

“They say she won’t return to the capital.”

By evening, the truth is unavoidable.

The woman who spoke of feeding the starving provinces is gone.

No announcement is made. No formal dismissal. Her rooms are stripped clean within hours—gowns folded away, personal effects boxed and sealed. By nightfall, it is as if she never existed.

I am sent to clean the east wing shortly after sunset.

The corridor outside the former candidate’s chambers smells faintly of lavender and polish, too clean, too empty. Two guards stand watch, their expressions blank.

“Don’t linger,” one of them mutters as I pass.

Inside, the room feels wrong.

The bed is perfectly made, the windows shut tight. A single hairpin lies abandoned on the dresser, overlooked in the haste. I pick it up before I can stop myself—gold, warm from the light spilling in through the curtains.

A life reduced to a forgotten object.

My chest tightens.

“She was foolish,” a voice says from the doorway.

I turn to see one of the remaining ladies in waiting, her expression carefully neutral.

“She embarrassed the King,” the woman continues. “Compassion is admirable in theory. In practice, it’s dangerous.”

I bow, lowering my eyes.

“Yes, my lady.”

She pauses, studying me.

“You servants listen more than you should,” she says coolly. “Be careful what lessons you take from this.”

When she leaves, the silence presses in harder than before.

That night, I find Prince Lucien alone in the music hall.

I hadn’t intended to. Truly. But my duties bring me past the open doors, and the absence of sound draws me in more than any melody ever has.

He stands at the window, staring out over the palace grounds, hands clasped behind his back. The piano sits untouched.

“She’s been exiled,” he says without turning.

My breath catches.

“I—Your Highness, I didn’t—”

“She will live,” he continues. “That is the mercy my father granted.”

Mercy.

I choose my words carefully.

“For speaking her mind?”

“For challenging authority,” he corrects. “There is a difference here.”

I step closer before I realise what I’m doing.

“She wasn’t wrong,” I say softly. “People are starving.”

He turns then, and something dark flickers across his face—anger, frustration, something far more dangerous.

“I know.”

The words are sharp, restrained, as if he’s bitten them back too many times already.

“That’s why she had to be removed,” he adds. “If compassion is allowed on that stage, it becomes expectation. And expectation becomes rebellion.”

I look at him.

“You’re trapped,” I say.

The admission seems to surprise him.

“Everyone here is,” I continue. “Some of us just wear crowns instead of collars.”

Silence falls.

For a moment, I think I’ve gone too far.

Then Lucien exhales slowly.

“You should not speak like this to me.”

“I know.”

“And yet,” he says, studying me, “you do.”

Footsteps echo faintly in the distance.

Lucien straightens at once, the Prince reassembling himself piece by piece.

“You saw what happens to those who stand apart,” he says quietly. “Learn from it, Nyxara.”

I bow.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

But as I turn to leave, his voice stops me once more.

“Not all consequences are visible,” he says. “Some are simply... delayed.”

That night, sleep does not come easily.

I keep seeing the empty room.

The abandoned hairpin.

The way Prince Lucien said mercy, like it was a curse.

The Choosing is no longer a spectacle.

It is a warning.
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