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Copyright (c) 2026 by Madelyn Wray. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, kingdoms, events, and incidents are products of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted without written permission from the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews.
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For every mother who protected a child in silence, every child who was told to hide her light, and every wounded heart brave enough to believe the truth after years of pain.
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This romantic fantasy follows a war-scarred prince, a falsely accused mother, a hidden daughter with dragonfire, and the dangerous kingdom that tried to keep them apart.

The story is built around second-chance love, family loyalty, dragons, court danger, and the choice to protect a child even when power calls that love treason.

This repaired edition keeps the core story spine while strengthening scene movement, dialogue, the Queen Hunt conflict, and the emotional arc of Cassian, Elara, and Lyra Vale.
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Prince Cassian Thorne - heir of Aurelion, commander of the war beyond the Obsidian Mountains, and rider of the giant black dragon Nocturne.

Elara Vale - former palace maid and healer who was forced to stage a betrayal to save Cassian and hide their daughter from Queen Maribel.

Lyra Vale - Elara's seven-year-old daughter, bright, stubborn, and gifted with starfire that reveals royal dragonblood no law can erase.

Queen Maribel Thorne - Cassian's mother and regent of the Ten Crowns, determined to control the throne through fear, marriage, forged law, and the hunt for Lyra.

Nocturne - Cassian's ancient black dragon, proud, dangerous, and the first to recognize Lyra as dragonblood.
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Allies and Rivals
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Princess Seraphine of Valmyr - the political bride chosen for Cassian, clever enough to see the queen's trap and brave enough to become an ally.

Sir Dorian Ash - the knight forced into Elara's staged betrayal, now carrying proof of Queen Maribel's crimes.

Mira Fen - Elara's loyal friend from the lower kitchens, one of the first to protect Lyra.

Captain Kael - Cassian's battle-tested guard and one of the first soldiers to choose truth over palace command.

House Blackvale - the powerful grain house whose trade mission pulls Cassian away when Maribel begins the hunt for Lyra.
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Aurelion - the realm of the Ten Crowns, divided between old blood laws and a braver future.

Crownreach - the capital city where Blackglass Square, the palace, and the lower kitchens hold the story of Elara and Lyra.

Ebonfall Keep - the ancient fortress where Cassian gathers allies and where the final battle turns the realm toward truth.

Blackglass Square - the public square where Queen Maribel tries to turn fear into justice.

Obsidian Mountains - the war-scarred range where Cassian spent eight years fighting while Elara raised Lyra in hiding.

Saint Draven's Monastery - the cliff sanctuary where old chronicles expose the forged laws.

The Vault of First Crowns - the ancient chamber where Lyra's hidden-heir identity answers the Crownstone.
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Rain silvered the linen-room stones until every torch seemed to burn underwater. Elara Vale stood with folded sheets against her chest and one hand hiding the small, impossible swell beneath her apron.

Queen Maribel did not need guards to make the chamber feel like a cell. She looked once at Elara's hand, once at Elara's face, and the secret became a sentence waiting for a judge.

"A child," the queen said softly. "My son leaves for war at dawn, and you thought to place a servant's blood between him and the Ten Crowns."

Elara wanted to deny it, but the life inside her fluttered like a spark answering thunder. In that instant, love stopped being a secret and became the most dangerous thing in Aurelion.

Maribel's threat came without anger, which made it colder. She spoke of Blackglass Square, of witchfire, of crowds hungry for justice when a queen gave them a name to hate.

"Go to Cassian, and I will call you witch," Maribel said. "Keep the child, and I will turn your cradle into proof of treason."

Elara learned that night how power could make a mother choose between two deaths: the death of truth, or the death of the people she loved. She chose the only path that left Cassian breathing.

Before dawn, she would have to break him so completely that he would march away from her, marry as commanded, and never know a daughter waited beneath her heart.

Sir Dorian Ash trembled when Elara told him what the queen demanded. He was brave on horseback, not in rooms where royal women arranged lives like pieces on a board.

The staged betrayal lasted only minutes. A hand on Elara's waist. A door left open. Cassian in the hidden gallery, his face going still in the terrible way men go still before they shatter.

"I never loved you," Elara forced herself to say, though each word cut deeper than the knife Maribel had pressed beneath her chin.

Cassian believed her because heartbreak wanted an answer. Dorian bowed his head. Elara waited until the prince was gone before she let herself fall to the floor and weep without sound.

At sunrise, the war horns called Cassian Thorne to the Obsidian Mountains. He mounted Nocturne, the giant black dragon whose wings blackened the courtyard like a storm given bones.

Nocturne looked once toward the lower windows, where Elara stood hidden behind laundry linen. The dragon's golden eye narrowed, ancient enough to smell a lie and furious enough to remember it.

Cassian did not look back. Pride held his shoulders straight, but grief had already made a wound no battlefield could close.

Lyra Vale was born during a thunderstorm in the lower city, with Mira Fen boiling water, the roof leaking, and Elara biting a strip of linen to keep from screaming the prince's name.

The baby did not cry at first. She opened her eyes, dark as Cassian's and bright with a ring of blue fire, while tiny sparks moved over the blanket without burning it.

"Hide it," Mira whispered. Elara wrapped her daughter close and made the first vow of their secret life: Lyra would live, even if every crown in Aurelion called her impossible.

By the time the storm passed, the kingdom believed one lie, Cassian carried another into war, and Elara held the only truth small enough to fit in her arms.
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The Dragon over Crownreach

Nocturne descended through rain like a fallen piece of night, claws striking the black stones while the crowd roared Cassian's name. Victory songs rose from every balcony, yet Cassian heard only the old sentence Elara had spoken before he rode away: I never loved you.

Cassian had seen wounds before, but the wound around the dragon's warning had manners, polished words, and guards ready to make cruelty look official.

When the silence around a lantern hidden beneath a cloak broke, it broke like a door forced open from the inside.

For eight years, silence had been called protection, but the dragon's warning made that silence smell of rot beneath the perfume of royal words.

Queen Maribel met him beneath the dragon arch with pearls at her throat and command in her eyes. She praised the war, named the dead, and turned grief into ceremony before he could ask why the servant quarters were guarded.

No one said aloud how fragile the hour had become, yet a courtroom smelling of wax and fear made one decision feel capable of hardening into law or breaking into mercy.

What followed after a courtroom smelling of wax and fear would not be mercy granted from above, but mercy defended by scarred hands and stubborn friends.

The moment did not ask to be beautiful; it asked to be survived, and survival could become the first stone of a new law.

Cassian searched the yard for one face he told himself he hated. Nocturne's nostrils flared toward the lower kitchens, and the dragon gave a warning rumble that made horses rear.

The old palace habit was simple - isolate the weak, shame the loyal, and call obedience peace - but the dragon's warning had begun to ruin that habit.

Cassian had won a war beyond the mountains, but dragon smoke under the rafters asked for a victory built on listening, kneeling, and choosing a child over applause.

Cassian understood the trap: Maribel never struck one person if she could wound the mother, the child, and the prince who would blame himself.

Maribel introduced the waiting nobles as if the last eight years had been a road built only toward her plans. Cassian bowed because soldiers were watching, but he did not lower his eyes.

Cassian counted exits, listeners, and hands near weapons while a bell ringing too early made the air feel too close for another lie.

Seraphine watched a bell ringing too early and understood that a crown could be refused, but an unanswered conscience would follow a woman forever.

Cassian did not need certainty to move, because certainty was the luxury Maribel used to keep honest people waiting.

At the feast, every cup tasted of smoke. Men called him conqueror, savior, future king. Cassian answered politely while counting exits and listening for the name no one dared say.

Aurelion loved ceremony because ceremony told frightened people where to stand, but a knife of morning at the window left everyone uncertain which side would be safe by nightfall.

Nocturne judged the evidence in front of them by scent, heartbeat, and whether a hand trembled from deceit or courage.

For eight years, silence had been called protection, but the evidence in front of them made that silence smell of rot beneath the perfume of royal words.

Captain Kael found him in the gallery. 'The queen has changed the palace guard,' he said. 'Too many new men. Too many orders sealed in red wax.'

Kael did not mistake quiet for peace; quiet was fear holding its breath around the queen's command.

The page of history being written around the queen's command would not flatter anyone, and that was its first sign of honesty.

The moment did not ask to be beautiful; it asked to be survived, and survival could become the first stone of a new law, as rain on black stone made the silence heavier.

Nocturne refused the royal stable and curled instead around the servant courtyard. Cassian watched from the tower and wondered why a dragon would choose kitchens over silk banners.

The moment asked for practical courage: doors to bar, names to protect, horses to saddle, and the dragon's warning kept out of the queen's reach.

The danger around the dragon's warning did not vanish, but it stopped belonging only to Elara and Lyra.

Cassian understood the trap: Maribel never struck one person if she could wound the mother, the child, and the prince who would blame himself, as a torch guttering in a draft held the door between fear and action open.

A shout rose below. A maid had dropped a tray. For one heartbeat Cassian saw dark hair, a hand lifted in apology, and eight years of anger lost its shape.

The court wanted a clean story, but pearls clicking at a throat made the truth too messy, human, and dangerous to fold back into gossip.

Cassian did not trust hope yet, but the evidence in front of them gave hope work to do: open a door, hide a name, speak a truth, or stand in front of flame.

Cassian did not need certainty to move, because certainty was the luxury Maribel used to keep honest people waiting, as dragon smoke under the rafters pulled every eye toward the truth.

He did not follow. Pride held him still; pain held him harder. But when the woman vanished through the smoke, Nocturne opened one golden eye and stared at Cassian as if calling him a coward.

Every old command in Crownreach depended on delay, and the dragon's warning made waiting look too much like surrender.

Crownreach kept pretending it understood itself, but the dragon's warning cracked that pretense and let one honest breath into the room.

For eight years, silence had been called protection, but the dragon's warning made that silence smell of rot beneath the perfume of royal words, as wet bootprints on marble gave courage a place to stand.

By midnight, Crownreach slept badly. Cassian removed his medals one by one, each ribbon smelling of rain, and promised the empty room that before he wore any crown he would learn what his mother had hidden from him.

Cassian let the silence show its teeth while a treaty ribbon cut too short turned danger from an idea into boots, hands, orders, and a road toward Lyra.

The choice ahead, sharpened by the Crownstone's answer, would cost something real, but this time Elara and Lyra would not be the only ones ordered to pay.

The moment did not ask to be beautiful; it asked to be survived, and survival could become the first stone of a new law, as red wax cooling on an order made the next choice unavoidable.

Cassian did not yet know the child's place in his blood. He only knew the palace had taught itself to fear her, and that was reason enough to keep watching.
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