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​Chapter 1: The Ashes of a Stolen Crown
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[image: ]he wind howled through the broken arches of the old citadel, carrying with it the scent of rain and decay.


Elara pulled her tattered cloak tighter around her shoulders, shivering not from cold but from the memory of fire. She watched the smoke rise from the distant capital, a gray scar against the twilight sky that refused to fade. Her heart pounded in her chest like a trapped bird desperate for freedom from its cage.

She had been Princess Elara once, beloved by the people and feared by her enemies. Now she was nothing more than a ghost haunting the borders of her own kingdom. The betrayal still tasted bitter on her tongue, sharp and metallic like blood. Her brother had taken everything from her in a single night of whispered lies and drawn swords. He had stolen her crown and her dignity without hesitation or remorse.

Elara kicked a loose stone across the cracked flagstones, watching it skitter into the darkness below. The drop was steep, leading down to the jagged rocks where the sea crashed violently against the shore. It would be so easy to let go, to surrender to the pull of gravity and end the pain forever. But survival was a stubborn instinct that refused to be extinguished
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by despair or grief.

She turned away from the edge, her boots crunching on the gravel as she moved toward the shadows of the crumbling walls. There was no safety here, only the illusion of it. The guards would come eventually, searching for any sign of the exiled royal who had escaped their grasp. They would not stop until they found her body or brought her back in chains to face judgment. Elara closed her eyes and listened to the rhythm of the waves crashing against the cliffside. Each sound was a reminder of the life she had lost and the future that had been stolen from her. She needed to move, to find shelter before the storm broke overhead. The sky was darkening rapidly, promising a deluge

that would wash away any trace of her presence here.

Her fingers brushed against the hilt of the dagger hidden beneath her cloak. It was a small comfort, a sliver of steel in a world that had turned against her. She had learned to fight in the months since her exile, trading silk for leather and grace for grit. The princess who had once danced in ballrooms was now a warrior forged in the fires of hardship and loss.

A sudden noise behind her made her spin around, her hand tightening on the weapon. A figure stood in the shadows, tall and imposing against the fading light. Elara’s breath caught in her throat as she recognized the silhouette of massive wings folded tightly against his back. It was him, the General who had led the charge against her family’s loyalists. The man who had destroyed her life.

He stepped forward into the dim light, his eyes glowing with an eerie silver hue that pierced through the darkness. Kaelen did not speak, but his presence was heavy with unspoken threats and ancient sorrow. He wore the black armor of the Obsidian Guard, polished to a mirror shine despite the dust of the journey.
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His wings twitched slightly, a subtle sign of agitation that she had learned to read.

Elara raised her dagger, pointing it steadily at his chest despite the trembling in her hands. She would not go down without a fight, not after everything she had endured. Kaelen looked at the blade with a mixture of amusement and pity, his expression unreadable behind the mask of duty. He knew she was no threat to him, yet he respected her defiance enough to pause.

“You should not be here,” he said, his voice low and rough like grinding stones. It was not a warning but a statement of fact, delivered with cold precision. Elara scoffed, lowering the dagger slightly but keeping her guard up. She knew better than to trust a word that came from his lips, especially now when they were alone.

“And you should not be following me,” she retorted, her voice steady despite the fear coursing through her veins. Kaelen tilted his head, studying her with an intensity that made her skin crawl. He took another step closer, invading her personal space with deliberate slowness. The air between them crackled with tension, thick with history and unresolved anger.

“I am not following you, Elara,” he replied, using her name with a familiarity that felt like a violation. “I am waiting for you.” The words hung in the air, heavy with implication and hidden meaning. Elara frowned, confused by his cryptic statement and the lack of hostility in his tone. Something was wrong, something deeper than mere pursuit or duty.

She glanced around the ruins, looking for any sign of other soldiers or traps. The area was deserted, save for the two of them and the screaming wind. Kaelen remained still, his wings spread slightly to balance himself against the gusts. He looked tired, older than she remembered, with lines of exhaustion
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etched into his face. It was a vulnerability she had never seen in him before.

“Why?” she asked, the word slipping out before she could stop it. Curiosity was a dangerous thing, but she needed to understand his motives. Kaelen sighed, a sound that seemed to carry the weight of the world on his shoulders. He looked away from her, staring out at the stormy sea with a distant expression.

“The King is dead,” he said quietly, the words hitting her like a physical blow. Elara froze, her mind reeling from the shock of the announcement. Her brother, the usurper, was dead? It seemed impossible, yet the seriousness in Kaelen’s eyes told her it was true. She struggled to process the information, her heart racing with a mix of hope and dread.

“How?” she managed to whisper, her voice barely audible over the wind. Kaelen turned back to her, his gaze intense and unwavering. He did not answer immediately, letting the silence stretch between them until it became unbearable. Elara felt a chill run down her spine, sensing that the truth was far more complicated than a simple assassination.

“Poison,” he finally said, the word dripping with disdain. “Not by my hand, but by those who claim to serve him.” Elara’s mind raced, trying to piece together the puzzle of court politics and betrayal. If her brother was dead, then who held the power now? And why was Kaelen here, telling her this instead of capturing her?

“What do you want from me?” she demanded, her grip on the dagger tightening again. Kaelen shook his head slowly, a gesture of negation that confused her further. He reached into his tunic and pulled out a sealed scroll, holding it out to her with a tentative hand. Elara hesitated, unsure if it was a trap or
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a genuine offer of alliance.

“Read it,” he urged, his voice softening slightly. “Then decide if you wish to live or die.” Elara stared at the scroll, her mind warring with her instincts. Trusting him was suicide, but ignoring him might mean missing her only chance at redemption. She slowly lowered her dagger, reaching out to take the parchment from his gloved hand.

The seal was broken, already opened by him before he had arrived. Elara unfolded the paper, her eyes scanning the hurried handwriting inside. It was a message from her father’s oldest ally, a lord who had supposedly died in the initial purge. The letter spoke of a resistance, a hidden army waiting for a leader to rally them. It was a call to arms, signed with a name she thought was lost to history.

“This is a forgery,” she said, though her heart told her otherwise. Kaelen shrugged, his wings folding back against his spine. “Perhaps,” he admitted. “But it is the only thread you have left to pull.” Elara looked up at him, searching for any sign of deception in his features. He met her gaze evenly, offering no reassurance but no lie either.

“Why help me?” she asked again, needing to hear the reason from his own lips. Kaelen looked away, his jaw tightening as if the question caused him physical pain. “Because I made a promise,” he said vaguely, refusing to elaborate further. Elara frowned, frustrated by his evasiveness but knowing she would get no more answers tonight.

The first drops of rain began to fall, large and heavy against the stone floor. Elara tucked the scroll into her cloak, securing it against her chest. She looked at Kaelen, really looked at him, and saw the conflict raging within his soul. He was a soldier bound by duty, yet he acted against his king. It was a
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contradiction that intrigued and terrified her in equal measure. “We cannot stay here,” he said, turning toward the exit of the ruins. “The storm will bring others, and they will not be as merciful as I am.” Elara hesitated, weighing her options carefully. Following him meant walking into the lion’s den, but staying here meant certain death. She had no choice but to trust

him, however reluctantly.

“Lead the way,” she said, her voice firm despite the turmoil in her heart. Kaelen nodded, spreading his wings wide to catch the wind. He launched himself into the air, soaring above the cliffs with graceful ease. Elara watched him go, feeling a strange sense of loss as he disappeared into the rain. She knew she had to follow, but her legs felt heavy with doubt.

She climbed down the rocky path, her boots slipping on the wet stone. The descent was treacherous, requiring all her focus to avoid falling into the churning sea below. Every step was a testament to her resilience, a refusal to be broken by circumstance. She thought of her father, of the lessons he had taught her about strength and honor.

When she reached the bottom, Kaelen was waiting for her, perched on a large boulder. He looked down at her with an expression she could not decipher. Was it respect? Pity? Or something else entirely? Elara pushed aside her questions, focusing on the immediate task of survival. They had a long journey ahead of them, and little time to waste.

“Where are we going?” she asked, wiping rain from her face. Kaelen pointed toward the dense forest that lined the coast
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