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The wind tasted like freedom.

Lyria had always imagined it would. She stood at the highest balcony of Eldervale’s palace tower, her fingers curled around the cool marble railing, her silk skirts snapping behind her in the sharp evening breeze. Below her, the entire kingdom lay spread like a painted tapestry—lanterns flickering in the dusk, streets winding like silver veins, the shimmering white wall that guarded the city, and beyond that... the dark green expanse of the Emberwild Forest.

A place she had been forbidden to enter her entire life.

A place whispered about in songs and warnings.

A place where monsters lived.

But monsters were not what frightened Lyria tonight.

No—tonight, the most terrifying thing in Eldervale was her father.

A soft knock sounded behind her. Before she could pretend she hadn’t heard it, the door opened and her handmaiden Annise slipped inside, face pale.

“Princess,” she whispered. “He’s waiting.”

Lyria’s stomach twisted. She turned from the balcony, smoothing the front of her gown—a beautiful thing of gold embroidery and crushed ivory silk. A gown she had not chosen. A gown meant for a daughter who obeyed her king’s desire.

A daughter who would smile sweetly and accept an arranged marriage to a man she despised.

“I can’t do this,” Lyria murmured, voice trembling despite her attempt at control.

Annise’s expression softened. “You must, Your Highness. King Aldric... he expects you in the throne hall now.”

Expected. Demanded. Decided.

Her life was his to control, and Lyria had grown weary of it.

She followed Annise through the palace corridors, her steps echoing against polished stone. Everything around her glowed with wealth—glittering chandeliers, tapestries embroidered with silver thread, guards wearing armor polished to a mirror shine. But none of it made her feel safe.

Her heart pounded the closer they came to the throne hall.

The double doors stood open. She could hear voices—deep, masculine, confident. One of them unmistakable: Prince Maelon. Her betrothed. Her prison sentence wrapped in noble clothing.

She entered.

The hall was filled with nobles in shimmering finery. King Aldric sat tall and regal on his throne of whitewood and gold. His dark beard was streaked with silver, his crown heavy and sharp. He did not smile at her arrival—he nodded once, simply acknowledging she was where she should always be: by his command.

Prince Maelon turned to face her. Handsome, in a cold and calculated way. His blue eyes assessed her as though inspecting a prized mare. His lips curled in satisfaction.

“There she is,” he drawled. “My future bride.”

Lyria’s entire body stiffened.

Her father stood. “Tonight, we announce the union between Princess Lyria Aldenhart and Prince Maelon of Ironreach. Their marriage will strengthen our northern defenses and secure peace for generations.”

Peace.

A word that meant nothing when traded for her freedom.

She forced herself to breathe. “Father... we’ve discussed this.”

“We have,” he replied calmly. “And my answer remains unchanged.”

“But I do not—”

“This is not a matter of want, Lyria.” King Aldric’s voice turned iron-hard. “This is duty.”

Maelon stepped closer, lowering his voice so only she and her father could hear. “You should be grateful. Many princesses would kill for a match as advantageous as this.”

“Then perhaps one of them should marry you,” she snapped before she could stop herself.

A stunned hush fell over the hall.

Her father’s eyes flashed. “Lyria.”

But something inside her had cracked—clean down the middle—split by years of confinement, expectation, and polite obedience. And the pieces of her were done being held together for anyone’s comfort.

“I will not marry him,” she said loudly enough for the nobles to hear. Her voice shook but her spine did not bend. “I will not live a life you chose for me.”

Whispers exploded around the hall.

Her father’s jaw clenched. “Take her to her chambers. She will remain there until she remembers her place.”

Guards stepped forward.

Lyria’s pulse thundered. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think. She only knew one truth:

If she allowed them to lock her away tonight, she would never escape.

And so, she ran.

She shoved through startled nobles, lifted her skirts, and sprinted. Guards shouted. Her father roared her name. Lyria tore through corridor after corridor, her slippers slipping on polished floors. She didn’t stop until she reached the servants’ passage, heart slamming against her ribs.

She yanked open the door and stumbled inside.

The narrow, torch-lit tunnel felt like the first breath of freedom she’d taken in years. She grabbed a cloak hanging on a peg, wrapped it around herself, and forced her trembling legs forward.

She made it to the stables unseen. Horses snorted softly as she passed, choosing the smallest one—quicker, quieter, less likely to be noticed. She mounted without a saddle and nudged the mare forward.

The stable gates stood open just enough to squeeze through. Fate—or luck—favored her for once.

Then she rode.

The moment hooves left stone and struck dirt, the kingdom fell behind her. Wind tore through her hair; the cloak whipped around her body. Lanterns became distant sparks, then disappeared entirely.

Ahead, the Emberwild rose like a wall of shadow.

Most people would have hesitated.

Lyria did not.

She entered the forest without looking back.

Branches swallowed the last traces of moonlight as she pressed deeper. The air grew colder, thicker. Strange sounds echoed from unseen creatures. The horse grew restless; she tightened her grip in a desperate attempt to calm it.

Crack.

A branch snapped behind her.

She froze.

Another crack—closer this time. The horse’s ears shot up, muscles quivering beneath her.

Something moved between the trees.

Lyria tugged the reins, whispering, “Easy... easy...”

But the forest did not care for ease.

A shriek tore through the night—high, sharp, and monstrous.

A wyvern burst from the darkness, wings wide, eyes glowing like molten gold. The horse reared in terror. Lyria tumbled to the ground, the impact knocking the breath from her lungs.

The wyvern lunged.

She scrambled backward in the dirt, heart in her throat, bracing for the end—

But a roar shook the entire forest.

Not the wyvern’s roar.

A deeper one. Ancient. Terrifying.

Something crashed from the sky—dark wings, scales glinting like obsidian fire—and slammed into the wyvern mid-air. Claws clashed. Teeth snapped. Lyria watched, stunned, unable to move, as the creature tore into the wyvern with furious precision.

The beast was not a wyvern.

It was far, far bigger.

A dragon.

No—not just a dragon.

A man.

He hit the ground in a crouch as the wyvern fled, shifting mid-landing—scales melting into skin, wings folding into broad shoulders. The transformation happened so fast she only caught fragments: glowing eyes, smoke drifting from his palms, a body built for war and flame.

He stood tall, powerful, breathing hard.

Eyes like burning steel locked onto her.

Every instinct screamed at Lyria to run.

But she couldn’t move—not from fear, but because something about him rooted her in place.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, voice low, rough, and not entirely human. “This forest will kill you.”

His gaze dropped to her cloak, her trembling hands, the terror she hadn’t been able to hide.

“And if it doesn’t...” His eyes narrowed, heat rippling off him in waves. “I might.”

His voice wrapped around her like smoke.

Lyria knew two things with absolute certainty:

She was no longer safe.

And her life had just changed forever.
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Lyria’s breath came in shallow bursts as the stranger watched her, his chest rising and falling with the remnants of battle. Smoke curled from his fingertips before fading into the night air. The forest seemed to shrink around them, holding its breath, waiting for something—anything—to happen.

She should have been terrified.

She should have begged for her life.

Instead, she found her voice. “You... saved me.”

The man didn’t move. He didn’t blink. His gaze was a blade pressed to her skin—assessing, weighing, judging.

“I didn’t do it for you,” he said at last.

His voice was gravel and flame, deep enough to rattle her bones. He turned slightly, sniffing the air like a predator cataloging his surroundings. His dark hair fell messily around his face, sweat glinting along the hard lines of his jaw.

He looked human.

He absolutely wasn’t.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he repeated. “This forest belongs to creatures far worse than you can imagine.”

“Creatures like you?” she whispered before she could stop herself.

A flicker of amusement—barely there—tugged at his mouth. “I am not the worst thing in these woods. Not even close.”

His eyes glowed faintly again. Lyria’s pulse quickened.

“Are you... a dragon?” she asked.

A long silence.

“Yes.”

No shame. No hesitation. No fear. He said it like a fact she should already know.

“But dragons are—” She swallowed. “They’re supposed to be extinct.”

At that, he stepped closer, the ground vibrating beneath his feet with each slow, deliberate stride.

“Your people believe many things that aren’t true,” he murmured. “Including that they own this forest.”

She pushed herself up, wincing as pain shot through her ankle. The fall must have twisted it. He noticed immediately.

“Don’t move.”

Lyria stiffened. “Why? Will I provoke you?”

A slow exhale. “Because something else will smell your blood if you take another step.”

She froze.

His eyes swept over her ankle, then her face. “I can take you somewhere safe. Or you can wait here until something comes to finish what the wyvern started.”

She hated how logical he sounded. She hated her shaking hands. She hated that she needed help—from him of all beings.

“I don’t even know your name,” she said quietly.

His jaw tightened, as if names were luxuries he didn’t give easily.

“Kael.”

She repeated it silently. Kael. Sharp. Strong. Dangerous.

“I’m Lyria.”

“I know,” he said.

She blinked. “How?”

“Your scent.” His gaze flicked across her cloak. “Royalty smells different. Softer. Cleaner. Like you’ve never known real hunger or fear.”

Heat crept up her neck. “That’s... unsettling.”

“It’s the truth.”

Another roar sounded in the distance, low and hungry.

Kael extended a hand. Not gently—more like a command than a gesture of comfort.

“Come with me if you want to survive the night.”

The wind rustled through the trees as Lyria stared at his hand, her mind racing. She thought of the palace. Her father. Maelon. Duty. Expectations. A future being forced into a marriage bed she never wanted.

Then she looked at Kael—danger embodied, a creature she had been raised to fear, a man who could end her life in one heartbeat... yet hadn’t.

She took his hand.

Heat shot through her instantly—warm, fiery, shockingly alive. Kael’s eyes widened just slightly, as if he felt it too. He pulled her closer, his grip firm but not cruel, and lowered his voice.

“Don’t speak,” he said. “And don’t look back.”

“But—”

A branch snapped behind them.

Kael didn’t give her time to argue. He swept her into his arms with effortless strength, cradling her against his chest. Lyria gasped, grabbing fistfuls of his shirt as he bolted forward—not running, but moving with an inhuman speed.

Wind whipped past her face. Trees blurred.

He wasn’t shifting—not fully. But his legs carried them faster than any human could run, his breath steady even as hers struggled to keep up. She felt his heartbeat beneath her cheek—strong, controlled, impossibly steady.

“What was that noise?” she whispered against his collarbone.

“Another wyvern,” he said. “A hungry one.”

She clung tighter.

Kael didn’t seem to notice—or maybe he did, and ignored the way her touch affected him. His arms were like steel around her, his warmth radiating through her chilled bones.

Minutes—or maybe moments—passed before he slowed. They broke into a clearing lit by moonlight. A waterfall glimmered nearby, cascading into a pool that shimmered like liquid starlight. Strange flowers glowed along the water’s edge, painting the air with soft blue light.

It looked like a dream.

Kael lowered her carefully to the ground, but his hands lingered at her waist a second too long—his warmth a brand on her skin. He stepped back quickly, as if burned.

“This is my temporary shelter,” he said. “Humans don’t usually find it.”

“Usually?”

“You’re not the first to wander into this forest.” His expression hardened. “But you may be the first who survives.”

Lyria swallowed, glancing around. “How do I know you won’t kill me?”

Kael shrugged one shoulder. “If I wanted you dead, you’d already be ash.”

Somehow, that didn’t reassure her as much as he seemed to think it would.

He crouched beside the waterfall, washing the blood from his hands—blood she hadn’t noticed until now. His movements were precise, almost ritualistic. The muscles in his back flexed beneath his shirt, each one a testament to power and violence.

She looked away.

“You’re running from something,” Kael said without turning around.

She froze.

“It’s written all over you. Your heart is beating too fast for someone who just escaped death. This fear is older.”

His head lifted slightly, voice dropping lower. “What are you running from, princess?”

Lyria’s breath caught. She hadn’t told him that. She hadn’t even used a title.

“How do you—”

“You wear a crown even when you’re stripped of jewels,” he murmured. “I can smell it on you. Privilege. Fear. Lies.”

Her pulse hammered.

Kael finally turned to face her, droplets sliding down his forearms, moonlight catching in his eyes.

“Who are you running from?” he repeated.

She opened her mouth.

Then the forest roared again—so close the ground trembled.

Kael’s entire body tensed. “Damn it.”

He rose in one smooth motion, eyes blazing gold. “Get behind me.”

“Is it another wyvern?”

“No.” His voice was a growl now. “Something worse.”

Lyria’s heart thudded painfully. “What could be worse?”

Kael bared his teeth, a faint curl of smoke drifting from his lips.

“A dragon hunter.”

Lyria’s blood ran cold.

And Kael’s eyes, bright and burning, turned toward her—suddenly sharp, suddenly suspicious.

“Someone tracked you into the forest,” he said. “Someone who wants you... or me.”

He stepped closer, towering over her.

“Tell me the truth, princess,” Kael murmured, voice a dangerous whisper.

“Did you lead a killer to my door?”
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Lyria’s eyes widened, her mind spinning. “I—no! Of course not!” Her voice trembled, small and fragile against the cavernous forest. She felt utterly exposed, every secret, every lie she’d ever told her father, every stolen glance toward freedom now bleeding into Kael’s sharp, piercing gaze.

Kael’s eyes narrowed, the golden glow of his pupils deepening like molten metal. “You expect me to believe that?” His tone wasn’t cruel; it was wary, controlled, predatory even. “Humans lie for survival, princess. Especially royal ones.”

“I—please,” she stammered, “I barely even made it out alive! I don’t know anyone here. I was running... I was running for my life!”

He studied her for a long moment, his jaw tight, nostrils flaring slightly as if sniffing her words for deception. Finally, he exhaled, a plume of smoke curling in the cool night air. “Fine. I’ll give you that—for now. But one wrong move, and I will not hesitate to end this conversation permanently.”

Lyria swallowed hard, feeling the weight of his words settle in her chest. She nodded, too aware that any false step, any misjudged action, might cost her life. “I understand.”

Kael turned, gesturing toward the glowing waterfall, the cascading water painting silver streaks across the dark forest. “Sit.” His voice was an order, sharp, leaving no room for argument. He crouched across from her on the mossy bank, his legs folded like some impossible warrior-prince from a legend. Even in the dim light, she could see the taut muscles beneath his damp shirt, the sharp lines of his jaw, the scales glinting faintly along his forearms where his magic bled through.

“I need to know why you were being hunted,” Kael said, his eyes locking onto hers. “Who sent them?”

Lyria hesitated. She could lie. She could twist the truth and perhaps survive longer in his presence. But something in his gaze—the raw, unflinching honesty—made her shiver. She shook her head, lowering her eyes. “It was... my father. He wants me back. I—I was supposed to marry someone I don’t love. I ran.”

Kael’s expression flickered—hardness softened by something almost like surprise. “Your father?” he repeated. “He sent dragon hunters after a princess?”

“Yes!” she blurted, tears threatening her eyes. “He... he doesn’t care about what I want. He only cares about power, about appearances, about peace at any cost. And that—” her voice caught—“that life isn’t for me!”

Kael leaned back slightly, rubbing a hand across his face as if trying to make sense of it. “I’ve heard stories of humans like you,” he muttered, more to himself than to her. “Rebellious, stubborn, thinking the world bends to their will. Most die quickly.”

“And yet,” Lyria whispered, a small defiance threading her voice, “here I am. Alive.”

Kael’s lips twitched, almost a smirk, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Lucky. Or maybe not.”

A tense silence fell, broken only by the water tumbling over smooth stone and the distant rustle of trees. Lyria couldn’t tear her gaze away from him. There was something magnetic about Kael—danger and strength coiled together, impossible to resist. Even as fear pulsed through her veins, she felt a strange sense of safety, too. As if being near him meant survival, even if it came at a cost she didn’t yet understand.

“Why help me?” she finally asked, her voice soft. “You don’t owe me anything. I’m human. Most of your kind would—”

He cut her off with a low laugh, dark and gravelly. “Would what? Die laughing at you? Eat you for sport?” His gaze sharpened. “No. Humans like you... they’re fragile, yes. Weak, yes. But interesting. Unpredictable. I didn’t expect to care about one in centuries. And yet... here you are, defying everything.”

Lyria’s stomach fluttered. The intensity of his gaze, the raw power that radiated from him, made her pulse race. She looked down at her hands, clenched tight in her lap, then back up at him. “You make it sound like I’m a prize,” she said, trying to mask the trembling in her voice with bravado.

Kael’s eyes softened for a fraction of a second, then hardened again. “Perhaps you are,” he said quietly. “But that doesn’t mean you’re safe.”

Her heart skipped. Safe. He used the word, yet she knew safety was the last thing she would feel with him—or without him.

Before she could respond, a branch cracked sharply behind them. Lyria jumped, her pulse hammering. Kael’s head snapped toward the sound, his body shifting with lethal grace. Wings unfurled in a blur, casting shadows across the forest floor. His claws scraped the stone, ready to strike.

“Stay behind me,” he growled, voice low and dangerous.

From the darkness emerged a second figure, moving with deliberate stealth. Human. Armed. Kael’s eyes narrowed, glowing faintly as his power flared along his arms. The man paused at the edge of the clearing, hands raised slightly—not surrendering, but cautious.

Kael’s lips curled. “Dragon hunter,” he muttered. “And persistent, I see.”

The hunter’s voice was calm, precise. “The princess. Step aside, dragon. She comes with me.”

Lyria’s stomach turned to ice. Her life had led to this moment: trapped between the danger she ran from and the danger that had saved her.

Kael’s eyes burned brighter, scales rippling along his forearms. “Over my dead body,” he said, every word a promise, a warning.

And Lyria realized, with a pulse of fear and something else—something she had never admitted before—that she wanted him to keep that promise.

Even if it meant fire, blood, and everything else the forest had yet to throw at them.

Kael stepped forward, wings casting a shadow over her as the hunter advanced, and the night erupted into a clash of power, steel, and magic—an explosion that would mark the beginning of a bond neither of them had anticipated, yet neither could deny.

Lyria’s fingers dug into the moss at her side, her breath ragged. And as Kael’s golden eyes met hers, she knew one terrifying truth: her life, her freedom, and her heart were now all entwined with the dragon shifter.

And there was no turning back.
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The forest exploded around them.

Kael’s wings unfurled fully, spanning wide enough to blot out the moonlight in jagged shadows. His body coiled with lethal precision as he faced the intruder, every muscle honed for battle. The dragon hunter advanced with calm certainty, sword drawn, a faint glow of magic rippling along its steel. But Kael moved faster than Lyria’s eyes could track, a blur of obsidian scales and muscle, and the hunter barely had time to react before Kael’s fist slammed into the ground, sending a shockwave that threw him backward into the thick underbrush.

Lyria stumbled back, clutching a tree for balance, heart hammering so violently it felt as though it might leap from her chest. Her mouth opened, but no sound came out. She had expected dragons to be dangerous in storybooks. She had never imagined one could obliterate a man’s defenses with a single strike, let alone in a movement that seemed almost casual.

Kael’s golden eyes flicked to her, narrow and sharp. “Stay behind me,” he ordered again, voice low, every word vibrating with power.

She obeyed, pressing herself against the mossy bank of the waterfall, knees trembling. From this vantage point, she could see the hunter struggling to rise. He wasn’t humanly fast enough to escape Kael’s shadow now.

Kael’s wings flexed, claws scraping the wet stone. “You should not have come here,” he growled. His words weren’t a threat—they were the truth. “You will not leave alive.”

For a moment, Lyria panicked. Alive? Her mind flashed to her family, to her father’s throne room, to the freedom she had risked everything for. And yet, something about Kael, something in the sheer force of his presence, rooted her in place.

The hunter sprang again, but Kael shifted in a heartbeat. His body elongated, scales shifting, claws slicing through the air. With a roar that rattled the treetops, he lashed out, catching the man mid-leap and throwing him headfirst into a nearby tree. The impact sent a shower of leaves and sparks from the enchanted bark.

Lyria’s hands flew to her mouth. The hunter groaned, dazed, but Kael was already upon him, moving with that terrifying combination of elegance and violence that was impossible for any human to anticipate. The hunter tried to fight back, swinging the sword, but each strike met nothing but empty air or Kael’s unyielding scales.

“You—are—stubborn,” Kael muttered through clenched teeth, almost conversationally, before the hunter’s sword shattered beneath a single strike from Kael’s clawed hand. The sound of splintering steel echoed through the clearing like a clap of thunder.

And then it was over.

Kael didn’t even breathe heavily. The hunter lay unconscious, trapped beneath the roots of a massive tree, magically restrained by Kael’s power. His eyes, however, were alive with fear and fury, even if he couldn’t move.

Lyria approached cautiously, hands shaking. “He... he’s alive?” she asked.

Kael’s gaze shifted to her, sharp, almost incredulous. “Do you want him dead?” he asked flatly.

She shook her head. “No... I just...” Her voice faltered. “I didn’t expect—anything like this.”

Kael’s lips quirked in a brief, grim smile, but it didn’t soften his eyes. “Then remember this: the forest does not forgive. I do not forgive. And humans... humans are quick to forget that.”

The weight of his words pressed down on her. She swallowed hard, realizing that she had been thrust into a world far beyond her imagination, a world of living legends and deadly truths. And the man in front of her—half-dragon, half-warrior, all danger—was now her protector, her only chance at survival.

She wanted to step back, to question him, to demand answers, but her instincts kept her rooted in place. She felt exposed, small, fragile, yet strangely alive. There was a strange heat in Kael’s presence, something primal and dangerous, that both terrified and drew her closer.

Kael straightened, turning his attention to the waterfall. “Come,” he commanded. “We can’t stay here. Others may have tracked him. Others may be coming.”

Lyria hesitated. “Where... where are we going?”

His eyes flickered toward her, unreadable, then back to the dark forest. “Somewhere safe. For now. Then you tell me everything. Every lie, every secret, every reason you ran.”

She nodded, though her throat was tight. Somehow, she knew she couldn’t lie to him—not now, not with the weight of his gaze and the power in his body pressing against her senses.

Kael moved first, lifting her gently—though with enough strength to make her heart race—and took flight. The wind tore through her hair, whipping her cloak around her as the waterfall and forest blurred beneath them. The sheer speed and force of it made her stomach lurch, but she didn’t scream. Somehow, she didn’t want to.

The forest opened beneath them, revealing a hidden valley she could scarcely believe existed. Moonlight spilled across crystalline pools, shimmering flowers that glowed softly, and massive trees whose branches seemed to stretch toward the sky like the arms of giants. The air smelled of earth, fire, and something ancient—something alive.

Kael landed with a grace that belied his size, setting Lyria down beside him. He crouched, his eyes scanning the perimeter, alert to every shadow, every rustle of movement.

“You can stay here,” he said finally, his voice calmer but still carrying that low, dangerous edge. “For tonight. You cannot go further until I know you are not a threat... or until I know the truth.”

Lyria nodded, feeling the tension in her body slowly unwind—just slightly. She looked around the hidden valley, heart pounding, mind racing, and realized that she had stumbled into something extraordinary, something terrifying, and something that would change her life forever.

And as Kael turned away for a moment, she caught a glimpse of the faint golden glow in his eyes—the eyes of a dragon, of a warrior, of someone who could destroy kingdoms with a thought. And yet... he had saved her.

Her pulse quickened for reasons she did not yet understand.

For the first time in her life, Lyria felt... free.

But she also knew that freedom came at a price she was only beginning to comprehend.

And Kael... the dragon shifter, the brooding, impossible creature who had just saved her life, would demand more than her trust. He would demand something far deeper—something she wasn’t yet ready to give.

Yet she knew, somehow, that she would.

Even if it meant burning everything she had ever known to ashes.
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The valley was quiet now, the only sounds the gentle rush of the waterfall and the occasional rustle of leaves as small nocturnal creatures stirred. Lyria sank onto a moss-covered rock, her hands still trembling, her heart racing long after the danger had passed. She could feel the lingering heat of Kael’s presence beside her, steady and overwhelming, and it unnerved her more than the wyverns ever had.

Kael didn’t sit immediately. He stood near the water’s edge, wings partially folded, his gaze sweeping the perimeter as if daring anything else to enter. Only when he was satisfied that they were alone did he settle onto the stone beside her. Even then, he didn’t offer comfort, didn’t speak. He just sat, taut and watchful, the faint glow of his scales reflecting the moonlight in irregular, mesmerizing patterns.

Lyria wanted to speak, wanted to break the silence, but she couldn’t find the words. Her throat was dry, her mind still tangled in fear and awe. Finally, she whispered, “Why... why did you save me?”

Kael’s golden eyes fixed on her. He exhaled slowly, smoke curling from his lips. “I shouldn’t have,” he said, flat, almost as if saying it aloud would lessen its weight. “I don’t usually save humans. Not ones who wander into my territory.”

“You did,” she murmured, her voice barely audible. “So... you care.”

He turned his head slightly, and she caught a glimpse of something human flicker across his expression—an almost imperceptible softness. Then it was gone. “Care? Don’t be foolish. I saved you because... it was necessary. You were prey. And I don’t leave prey to die if it’s inconvenient for me.”

She studied him. That was Kael’s version of compassion, she realized. Gruff, reluctant, almost cruel in its honesty—but it was the first glimmer of it she had seen. And strangely, it made her heart ache.

Her gaze dropped to her hands, noticing for the first time the scratches along her arms, the dirt under her fingernails, the bruises forming on her knees from the fall. “I...” she began, but the words faltered. “I’ve never been... protected like this before. Not by anyone. Not like you just did.”

Kael shifted slightly, his eyes never leaving hers. “Protection comes with conditions,” he said. “And it is not given freely.”

She nodded, understanding the meaning even if it unsettled her. Somehow, she felt seen by him in a way she had never been seen before—not as a princess, not as a political pawn, not as someone to be admired or controlled, but as herself: small, fragile, but alive.

A moment passed. Then, unexpectedly, Kael’s hand brushed against hers—not fully, just a fleeting touch, but enough to send a shiver through her body. Her stomach tightened. “Why...” she began, but stopped herself. She had no idea why she was asking the question.

“Why what?” Kael’s voice was low
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