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Deep in the demon realms—where shadows breathed, where the sky burned a perpetual crimson, and where demons carved kingdoms from bone and flame—the Demon Prince had a hundred names. They were whispered in fear across a hundred war-torn lands, etched into the memories of soldiers and kings who had once dared to defy him. But only one name ever carried weight in the deepest circles of power.

Jinu.

Heir to the Black Throne. Sovereign of the Ashen Legions. The last surviving son of the Bloodline of Embers.

His power was ancient—older than the mountains that encircled his fortress, older than the myths mortals told around their flickering hearths. His crimson eyes alone could send armies scattering, and the aura that bled from his skin could make even seasoned generals tremble. There were few things in the realms he could not conquer.

Yet despite the terror he commanded, the kingdoms he had razed, and the countless souls he had harvested in his rise to power, there was one realm forever barred to him.

Love.

Because he couldn’t.

Literally.

The curse carved into his soul centuries ago pulsed like a dark brand beneath his ribs, a venomous coil of magic that never slept. It was a punishment born of betrayal, of war, of choices made long before he ever drew his first breath. A curse meant to break him. To keep his heart frozen and unreachable.

No one had ever been able to melt it.

He felt rage, hunger, bloodlust, dominance—every dark emotion the demon realm nurtured with reverence. But love, the one emotion capable of restoring his kingdom’s dying heartstone, remained agonizingly out of reach.

The Oracle’s words, spoken years ago in a voice that still scraped like glass along the walls of his mind, drifted through him again:

Only the genuine love of a human can undo your curse. Only when she loves you freely will the heartstone reignite.

Absurd. Offensive. Impossible.

Humans were weak creatures—fragile bodies, fleeting lives, trembling spirits. Why should he need one? Why should the fate of his realm depend on a mortal heart so easily broken?

Jinu had never believed the oracles. He had never needed to; his power had always eclipsed prophecy.

And yet now, standing on the obsidian balcony of his fortress and gazing upon the dying kingdom below, doubt gnawed at the edges of his certainty.

The black spires that once thrummed with demonic fire now flickered weakly, dimming like dying embers. Rivers of magma that had spilled with strength for millennia now cooled and cracked. The winds carried the faint scent of decay—of a kingdom gasping its last breath.

His people suffered because of him. Because he could not love. Because he carried a curse he had never chosen, one he could not outrun.

The ground trembled with heavy, armored footsteps. His second-in-command, General Varos, approached with a bowed head, wings tucked respectfully behind him.

“My prince,” Varos rasped, his voice rough as a dying flame. “The heartstone’s decay worsens. The barrier protecting our borders has cracked. If the humans discover our weakness—”

“They won’t,” Jinu snapped, cutting him off. The words struck like a whip. “Not yet.”

Varos hesitated, his talons scraping against the obsidian floor. Then, carefully, he added, “The Oracle’s prophecy—”

“Enough about that prophecy,” Jinu hissed. His eyes flared a dangerous red, lighting the air between them with raw, unrestrained magic. “I will not debase myself chasing a human girl’s affection.”

The general’s wings rustled—an unconscious sign of fear—yet still, he dared to meet Jinu’s gaze.

“You may not have a choice.”

Jinu turned sharply away, cloak of shadow swirling behind him. The conversation was over. Dismissed. Yet even as Varos retreated, something inside Jinu twisted.

A small, poisonous seed of fear.

A feeling disturbingly close to desperation.

He despised it.

He despised feeling weak. He despised relying on a species he had every reason to loathe—humans who had once hunted his kind, who would gladly see his realm crumble to ash.

But what he despised most of all—what he refused to acknowledge—was the flicker of curiosity simmering beneath the anger.

If he truly needed a human...

If only the love of one mortal girl could save his people...

Then perhaps it was time to find one.

His gaze lifted toward the horizon—the distant edge where his dying realm met the mortal world. Beyond those lands, humans lived unaware of the darkness withering just beyond their borders. Unaware that the last demon prince would soon cross the veil.

He imagined her then: the unknown human girl destined to decide the fate of a kingdom.

Would she fear him? Hate him? Try to run from him?

Or would she look at him with something other than terror—something warm enough to thaw the curse locked inside his chest?

Jinu exhaled slowly. The air tasted of ash and dying magic.

If love is what the prophecy demands... then I will take what I need. By force. By fate. Or both.

Far away, in the human realm, a girl named Rumi would soon find her quiet life ending. She did not yet know that destiny had already reached for her—that the demon prince with a frozen heart was coming.

And this time, not even prophecy would stand in his way.
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Rumi Kang considered herself many things: sarcastic, stubborn, chronically unlucky—but never afraid.

Not of storms.
Not of shadows.
Not even of the strange nightmares that had haunted her since childhood, filled with burning skies and crimson eyes staring at her through the dark. Her friends claimed she had nerves of steel; she suspected it was more that her heart felt strangely stone cold, as if fear never quite reached it the way it reached others.
And she was definitely not afraid of the demon stories whispered around the village bonfires. Old warnings, old superstitions—meant to scare children into staying close to home. Fear is a choice, her grandmother always said, and Rumi had decided long ago she wasn’t interested in choosing it.

Still... she had to admit that taking the forest path at dusk might have been a very, very stupid decision.

She tugged her damp cloak tighter around her shoulders as she trudged through the trees, muttering under her breath. “Of course the wagon breaks down. Of course it starts raining. Of course I’m alone in demon territory. Why not? Why not add possible death to my to-do list?”

She kicked at a root sticking out of the muddy ground. The impact sent a sharp sting through her toe.

Perfect.

She was supposed to reach the next town by morning to deliver herbal supplies—an important job her family depended on. But fate seemed to enjoy laughing at her. Loudly.

A low rumble suddenly shook the earth beneath her boots.

Rumi froze.

“That better have been thunder,” she whispered. “I swear, if a storm starts now, I’m throwing myself into a ditch.”

It wasn’t thunder.

The air shifted—growing unnaturally still, too still. The woods seemed to hold their breath. Shadows thickened, stretching unnaturally long across the forest floor. A faint crimson glow flickered between the trees like dying embers trying to cling to life.

Rumi inhaled sharply.

Something was wrong.

Something was very wrong.

A deep voice rolled through the forest like smoke curling along the ground.

“You should not be here, human.”

She spun—and stumbled back a step.

A man stood a few paces away, emerging from the red-lit shadows as though they had shaped him. Tall. Grim. Broad-shouldered. Midnight hair brushed sharp cheekbones, falling partly over eyes that burned an impossible, unnatural crimson. Not a glow. A fire. Alive. Predatory. Ancient.

A demon.

And not the minor kind rumored to haunt remote caves.

A powerful one.

The moment stretched tight and electric between them.

Rumi forced her spine straight.

“Well,” she said dryly, “you’re definitely not from around here, are you?”

His brows lifted a fraction, as though no human had ever dared speak to him like that. Without screaming.

“What are you?” Rumi asked, narrowing her eyes. “Some forest spirit? A cursed king? A—”

“A demon prince,” he cut in sharply. “Jinu of the Ember Bloodline.”

She blinked. Then blinked again.

“...Oh.” A beat. “Well. That explains the dramatic entrance.”

His stare sharpened. “You dare make light of my presence?”

“Are you expecting me to faint or scream?” she shot back, planting her hands on her hips despite the tremor in her legs she hoped he couldn’t see. “Because that’s not happening.”

The prince looked at her—longer than necessary—studying her with a slow, deliberate intensity. Like she was a puzzle. An anomaly. A human who should have been shaking but wasn’t.

A human girl. Alone.
Yet unafraid.
Interesting.

Infuriating.

Perfect.

Shadows began to coil beneath his feet, swirling like ink spreading through water.

Rumi’s pulse jumped. “Um—okay, wait. What exactly are you—”

“Taking what I require,” he said simply, as if discussing the weather.

“I require you to slow down!” she snapped, backing up until her shoulders hit the rough bark of a tree. “Jinu—wait!”

His eyes glinted crimson.

And then the darkness surged upward.

Rumi gasped as the shadows swept around her, thick and cold, winding around her legs, her waist, her arms. The forest blurred into streaks of black and red as her breath caught in her throat.

“Oh, come on—this is so unfair—!”

The last thing she saw was Jinu’s unreadable face, the faint curve of something that might have been satisfaction—or triumph—touching his mouth.

And then the shadows swallowed her whole.
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Rumi came to with a pounding headache and a groan that conveyed the full extent of her disapproval of existence.

Her vision swam. Slowly, shapes sharpened: towering walls made of polished obsidian, reflecting crimson torchlight like liquid fire; pillars carved with serpents and winged demons, their eyes gleaming in the flickering glow; a cracked stone on an altar at the far end of the hall, its faint pulse weakening, like a dying heartbeat.

And on the massive throne carved from dark bone and black crystal sat the demon prince.

Jinu.

He regarded her with all the warmth of a frostbitten cliff face.

“You kidnapped me,” Rumi said flatly, rubbing her temple.

“Yes.”

“Oh, good. Just checking.”

Several armored demons ringing the throne room froze in disbelief, as if they’d never heard a human speak to their prince without screaming or begging for mercy. One even dropped his spear with a loud clang.

Jinu rose from his throne and descended the steps with smooth, predatory grace. Every movement was controlled, deliberate, and dangerously quiet. Power radiated from him in tangible waves, brushing against Rumi’s skin like cold fire.

She refused to step back.

“You are here because you possess something my kingdom requires,” he announced, voice echoing through the cavernous hall.

Rumi snorted. “Unless your kingdom needs sarcasm, chronic bad luck, or twenty-seven silver coins of debt, you definitely grabbed the wrong girl.”

A muscle in Jinu’s jaw twitched.

That alone brought her a spark of satisfaction.

“You are human,” he said tightly.

“And you’re very observant,” she shot back.

A ripple of irritation crossed his features—quick, sharp, then buried. But beneath it, she saw something else flicker in those burning red eyes.

Something like... curiosity.

He stepped closer. Rumi felt his stare like a physical weight, pressing against her defenses, testing the edges of her calm. Shadows trailed behind him, bending toward him like living things.

“Your love,” Jinu said slowly, as if dragging the words from a place he despised, “is the cure to my curse.”

Rumi blinked.

Once.

Twice.

Then she burst out laughing.

Her laughter rang through the throne room, bright and loud and utterly horrified. Several demons recoiled as if struck. One covered his ears. Another muttered a prayer.

Jinu’s eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. “You find your fate amusing, girl?”

“Oh—oh, no—sorry—give me a second—” She pressed a hand to her chest, trying to breathe between bouts of choking laughter. “So let me get this straight. You need me—me—to fall in love with you so your... what... demon battery rock can stop dying?”

His eye twitched.

Just barely.

“The heartstone is the lifeblood of my realm,” he growled. “And only the genuine love of a human can—”

“Yeah, yeah, restore the magic, fix the realm, break your curse—listen, Jinu, I don’t know who fed you this prophecy nonsense, but I think you’ve made a massive, tragic mistake.”

He stepped closer, shadows coiling at his heels like restless wolves.

“I can command armies,” he said, voice low and lethal. “Crush kingdoms. Obliterate nations.”

“Great,” she said without missing a beat. “Can you command me to even care?”

Gasps erupted around the throne room like popping firecrackers. A demon guard staggered backward. Another choked on air.

Jinu stared at her.

Not with rage—though it simmered beneath the surface.

Not with superiority—though he had clearly expected her to cower.

No.

He stared at her with something he hadn’t felt in centuries.

Interest.

Rumi held his gaze, refusing to look away. Her heart hammered in her chest, but not from fear. From indignation. From disbelief. From the sheer absurdity of her situation.

I am not falling in love with a demon prince, she thought fiercely. I don’t care how dramatic his cheekbones are.

Jinu watched her like she was a storm he didn’t know how to predict.

A human girl who should have been terrified. Who should have begged for mercy. Who should have been powerless against him.

Yet here she stood—defiant, sarcastic, stubborn.

Unmoved.

Unimpressed.

Unpredictable.

And for the first time in his long, cursed existence, Jinu felt the faintest spark of something unfamiliar rising beneath his ribs.

Not hunger.

Not cruelty.

Not anger.

Interest.

Dangerously close to fascination.

And he realized—with a slow, cold certainty—that breaking this girl’s heart open enough to coax love from it would not be as simple as abducting her.

No.

This human... would require something far more complicated.

Effort.
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Rumi woke the next morning in a chamber so luxurious it took her brain a full ten seconds to process it.

Marble floors gleamed beneath a canopy of soft morning light. Velvet drapes cascaded down like waterfalls of crimson silk. The bedding beneath her was embroidered with metallic thread so fine it practically shimmered. No chains. No iron bars. No cages.

If not for the two demon guards flanking her door like gargoyles, she might’ve convinced herself she’d dreamed the whole thing.

“Kidnapped by a demon prince,” she muttered, dragging a hand through her hair. “Grandma would laugh herself straight into the grave.”

A knock sounded.

Before she could answer, Jinu stepped inside.

Just—walked in. As if doors were optional concepts in his world.

His dark hair was slightly tousled, as though he’d run a frustrated hand through it one too many times. His shirt hung open at the collar, exposing runes etched along his skin—sharp, elegant markings that pulsed faintly with an inner ember-like glow.

Despite herself, Rumi’s breath hitched.

He was... annoyingly attractive. In the way a wildfire was attractive: beautiful, dangerous, and absolutely not something you stood too close to unless you had a death wish.

“Human,” he said. “You will come join me.”

She raised an eyebrow. “For what? Breakfast? Torture? A lesson in emotionally unavailable demon etiquette?”

The corner of his mouth twitched—

Almost a smile.

Almost.

“No,” he replied. “For negotiations.”

Rumi folded her arms. “Here’s my counteroffer: send me home and pretend this never happened.”

He stepped closer. Shadows rose at his feet, restless, like wolves answering a silent call. “You are the only human within reach,” he said. “You will help me.”

“And if I don’t?”

The shadows surged—

Then abruptly dimmed, curling back like smoke retreating from flame.

Jinu hesitated.

For the first time since she’d met him, he looked as though he was choosing his next words with care.

“I will not harm you,” he said slowly, as if the admission cost him something.

Rumi blinked. “...Really? That doesn’t sound very demon-y of you.”

“I require you alive.”

She huffed. “Wow. So romantic. Be still, my beating heart.”

Their eyes locked—fire against storm—and for a fleeting heartbeat, she felt something tug inside her chest. Something she absolutely did not want to acknowledge.

Jinu extended a hand.

“Come,” he said. “See what your choice will affect.”

Rumi hesitated only a moment before following him. Curiosity—or maybe responsibility—pushed her feet forward.

They walked through the fortress corridors. Dim lanterns flickered, casting weak light against walls etched with fading runes. Cracks webbed the stone, as if the place itself were slowly fracturing.

Demons they passed stared at her—not with hatred, but desperation. Their eyes were hollow, their movements sluggish. Not a single one reached for a weapon.

Her stomach twisted.

Something was wrong here.

Deeply wrong.

Finally, Jinu led her to a balcony overlooking the demon realm beyond his fortress walls.

Rumi stepped forward—

And froze.

The kingdom wasn’t just dying.

It was collapsing.

Forests once full of dark magic had blackened into skeletal tangles. Rivers of molten fire now sputtered like dying candles. The sky flickered with a dimming, unnatural glow. Entire mountains bore cracks like deep, gaping wounds.

And at the center of the realm pulsed a colossal crystal heartstone, suspended in a lattice of ancient runes. It flickered erratically—each pulse weaker than the last, like it was fighting to keep its final ember alive.

Rumi felt her breath catch.

This... this is what he brought me to see.

Jinu gripped the balcony railing, his knuckles white against obsidian.

“This is my burden,” he said quietly. The cold arrogance she’d seen in him before faded, replaced by something raw. Something heavy. “My failure. My curse. And my people pay the price for it.”

Rumi’s chest tightened. She stared at him in profile—jaw clenched, eyes shadowed, shoulders rigid beneath the weight of power and guilt.

This wasn’t just a demon prince.

This was a ruler watching his world tear itself apart. A leader carrying centuries of pain. A man trapped in a fate he never asked for.

And she... was the solution he despised needing.

Rumi swallowed hard.

She couldn’t ignore what she saw. Not the suffering. Not the grief carved deep beneath his harsh exterior.

Not the tiny, flickering hope in his eyes when he looked at her.

She exhaled slowly. “Okay,” she said at last, her voice quiet but steady. “Show me what you need.”

Jinu turned to her fully.

For the first time, his crimson eyes didn’t look dangerous.

They looked grateful.

And that—of all the impossible things she’d lived through in the last twenty-four hours—scared her more than anything else.
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Rumi spent the next day in Jinu’s presence far more than she intended to—or wanted to admit.

He didn’t drag her around. Didn’t force her. He simply appeared each time she thought she’d found a moment alone, saying “Come,” in that clipped, unreadable tone of his, and before she could protest, she found herself following.

He introduced her to ancient texts detailing the origins of his curse—sprawling, brittle manuscripts inked with forgotten spells. He walked her through the halls where demon children played with flickering blue flames cupped in their palms. He showed her murals carved into walls that stretched back thousands of years, depicting heroes, battles, triumphs... and losses.

He even brought her to the tomb of his ancestors—towering statues guarding stone sarcophagi, each one bearing a rune of their legacy.

As he spoke, as he revealed history she’d never imagined demons had, Rumi felt something unexpected uncurl inside her.

They weren’t monsters.

They were wounded.

Cursed.

Twisted by a magic that stripped them of gentler emotions—joy, tenderness, affection. Leaving only anger and hunger behind. Leaving them hollow, grieving echoes of what they once were.

His people weren’t heartless.

They were heartbroken.

By the time sunset painted the sky in streaks of crimson and gold, Rumi pressed her fingers to her temples, overwhelmed.

“So... your curse blocks love?” she asked, sinking onto a bench outside the library.

Jinu nodded once. “Yes.”

“And the cure is genuine love from a human. And you’re the one the prophecy talks about?”

“Yes,” he replied again, jaw tightening.

Rumi exhaled through her nose. “So if I fall in love with you—”

“You won’t.” The response was immediate. Too quick. His entire body went rigid, tension flickering through his jaw like a crack in stone. “Humans fear me.”

“But I don’t.”

The words slipped out before she could stop them.

Jinu’s head snapped toward her, crimson eyes sharpening—not with anger, but something far more dangerous.

Heat swirled between them.

Rumi realized what she had unintentionally admitted, and her cheeks flushed, warmth rising against her will.

Jinu stepped closer. Not looming. Not threatening. Just... nearer. His voice softened, low and almost reverent.

“You should fear me.”

Rumi swallowed. “Maybe I should.”

His hand lifted slowly, as if moving through water. His fingers brushed her cheek—barely a touch, a whisper of contact, hesitant and unsure, as though tenderness was an unfamiliar language on his skin.

Her breath caught.

Jinu froze.

His eyes widened the slightest fraction, shock flickering across his face.

She hadn’t recoiled.

She hadn’t flinched from him.

Instead, her heartbeat stuttered—loud enough she feared he could hear it.

The space between them thickened.

Charged.

Crackling like static before a storm.

For the first time in centuries, something sparking and unsteady flickered behind Jinu’s glowing crimson gaze.

A spark he didn’t understand.

A spark he couldn’t name.

And she felt it too.

Her pulse jumped. Her thoughts tangled. Her body felt weightless, suspended between fear and something far more treacherous.

Rumi abruptly stepped back, heartbeat racing out of rhythm. “Okay. Nope. Nope. That’s enough demon prince bonding for one day.”

Jinu stared at her retreating form, expression unreadable—but something in his chest tightened, a strange, unwelcome pressure.

Something was shifting inside him.

Something impossible.

He had kidnapped her.

He needed her—for his kingdom, for the curse.

But suddenly...

He wanted her, too.

Not her fear.
Not her obedience.
Her.

And that—
That was far more dangerous than any curse ever could be.
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Rumi had never seen a sky like Ashenfell’s.

It wasn’t black. It wasn’t stormy. It was an endless sweep of smoky violet, as if someone had bruised the heavens with their bare hands. Thin ribbons of crimson light pulsed through the clouds like veins, and the very air shimmered faintly with residual magic. Even breathing tasted different here—heavier, metallic, tinged with something ancient.

Great, she thought dryly. Kidnapped and now breathing demon atmosphere. Fantastic.

“Stay close,” Jinu said, striding ahead with the confidence of someone who expected the world—realms included—to obey him.

“I’m literally kidnapped,” she muttered. “Where else am I going to go? A weekend spa retreat?”

He ignored her sarcasm, though the slight twitch at the corner of his jaw suggested he’d heard every word. For him, that might’ve been the equivalent of a full-blown laugh.

Rumi kept pace behind him, rubbing her arms as the cool air brushed her skin. Ashenfell looked like it had been carved out of stone and sorrow—towering obsidian cliffs, ghostly trees with silver leaves trembling in a wind that didn’t quite exist, and a castle growing from volcanic rock like a wounded titan rising from the earth. Beautiful in a haunting, gothic sort of way.

And she was trapped in it.

“You could at least tell me what you plan to do with me,” she said, lengthening her steps.

Jinu didn’t slow. “You will be under protection.”

“Whose? Yours?” She snorted. “Thank you, Your Royal High Demon-ness, but you’re the one I need protecting from.”

He stopped.

Abruptly.

He turned to her, crimson eyes glowing faintly—not with anger, but something almost... tired. Worn.

“You misunderstand,” he said quietly. “Protection from others. And from my curse.”

Rumi crossed her arms. “You keep saying that like it explains anything.”

Jinu exhaled—a sound like cracks spreading through old stone—and faced her fully. As he did, the shadows at their feet shifted, pulling toward him like loyal hounds sensing their master’s mood.

“Very well,” he said.

Something changed in his expression. It was subtle, but Rumi felt the shift in the air—like the world itself leaned in to listen.

“My curse binds everything I am,” he began. “I can command armies, burn worlds, bend shadows to my will... but I cannot feel love.”

Rumi raised a brow. “Sounds like the witches were onto something.”

“They believed love would make me too powerful,” he continued, ignoring her jab. “They feared what I could become if I felt anything other than rage. So they cursed me before I was even born. Only genuine love from a human can break the seal.”

Rumi blinked. “...And you think that human is me?” She gestured vaguely at herself. “I’m not even your type.”

“You’re not,” he said bluntly.

She gaped at him. “Wow. Thank you for the ego boost.”

“But the witches’ prophecy points to you.” His expression tightened—not angry, but resigned. “I did not choose this. If I could change your fate, I would.”

Her irritation faltered, replaced by a shrinking coldness in her stomach. She didn’t want to feel sympathy for a kidnapper. She didn’t want to feel anything.

But dread... that she couldn’t stop.

“And if the curse isn’t broken?” she asked quietly.

Jinu looked past her, toward the pulsing red horizon where cracks of dying magic tore through the sky.

“Ashenfell will fall,” he said. “And I will fall with it. Everyone would be gone.”

Rumi swallowed. Hard.

“So you kidnapped me to... what?” she asked. “Force me to love you?”

His entire body stiffened. Offence—pure, sharp—flashed across his features.

“No,” he snapped. Then, softer: “Love cannot be forced. I brought you here because others would kill you. Because you are necessary. And because leaving you unprotected would doom us both.”

“So what? I just live here now?”

“For now,” he said. “Until you break the curse.”

Rumi groaned into her hands. “Great. Do you at least have indoor plumbing?”

Jinu blinked slowly. “I... do not know what that is.”

“Figures,” she muttered.

He turned again, leading her through a stone archway carved with runes. As he passed, the symbols glowed faintly, reacting to his presence. Rumi followed reluctantly, her pulse too fast, her thoughts too loud.

This was real.

All of it.

She wasn’t just a stolen girl.

She wasn’t just a bargaining chip.

She was the key to an entire realm’s survival.

Or its destruction.

Her feet felt too heavy, her breath too thin.

“What happens if I fail?” she whispered as they walked deeper into the castle.

Jinu didn’t look at her when he answered.

“Then the demon prince becomes a monster.”

And the terrifying part?

He sounded like he already believed he was halfway there.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 7

[image: ]


Jinu ushered Rumi into a massive hall lined with towering obsidian pillars that rose like petrified shadows. Torches burned with eerie blue flame, casting ghostly light over the smooth dark marble floors. Demons filled the space—some humanoid with sharp features and glowing eyes, others bearing curled horns, scaled skin, or wings that rustled like parchment. One by one, they stopped what they were doing and stared.

Rumi resisted the urge to hide behind Jinu.

Absolutely not. She refused to give him the satisfaction.

“Don’t bow,” he murmured under his breath.

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

As Jinu passed, some demons knelt; others lowered their heads respectfully, thumping fists against armored chests. Their gazes slid toward Rumi—curious, suspicious, cautious, and in a few cases, openly hostile.

“Who is she?”

“A human?”

“Is that the one from the prophecy?”

A few whispers carried too clearly; demons were terrible at whispering.

Jinu’s voice cut through the air like a blade. “Enough.”

The hall fell silent instantly.

“Rumi will be staying here,” he announced, gaze sweeping the room like a warning. “She is under royal protection. Harming her is an act of treason.”

Rumi flinched—not at the threat, but at the way several demons had tensed, as if tempted to challenge him regardless.

Jinu continued forward, leading her toward a sweeping staircase carved from black stone. As they climbed, she leaned closer and muttered, “So this is normal? People glaring at me like I’m lunch?”

“You are safer with me,” he answered.

“That doesn’t mean much.”

A faint thrum of irritation radiated from him. “Your sarcasm is exhausting.”

“And your attitude is medieval.”

He stopped halfway up, turning with a sharp movement. Shadows clung to him like a second skin.

“You are unafraid. Even now. Why?”

Rumi met his red gaze steadily, refusing to look away. “Because fear gives you power over me. And I’m not handing you that.”

Jinu stared at her a moment too long, as if she were something written in a language he had never learned—something confounding, unsettling, fascinating.

Finally, he turned away. “Come.”

They ascended the remaining steps and entered a long corridor lined with ornate doors, each carved with swirling runes that glowed faintly as Jinu passed. He stopped at the final door and opened it.

“This will be your room.”

Rumi stepped inside—and froze.

It wasn’t a dungeon. Not even remotely close. Soft carpets covered the floor in deep shades of crimson and charcoal. Silk sheets draped the bed. Tall windows overlooked Ashenfell’s stormy, violet sky—so close the lightning seemed to crackle against the glass.

“It’s... actually nice,” she admitted.

“You will be comfortable here,” Jinu said stiffly, sounding almost offended by the concept of comfort.

“Why? Because you think pampering me will make me fall in love with you?”

His jaw tightened. “I do not expect your love.”

“Good.” Her voice was sharp, defensive. “Because you’re not getting it.”

The air chilled instantly.

Jinu stepped closer, shadows tightening around his form like living armor. “This is not a game,” he said, voice low. “This isn’t a romance you can refuse out of pride. If you do not attempt to break the curse—”

“Attempt?” she snapped. “Oh, so now I’m supposed to try to fall for you?”

His eyes flared brighter, heat simmering beneath the crimson. “If the curse remains, my realm will collapse. My people will die.”

Rumi opened her mouth, ready with another sarcastic retort—then stopped.

There was something beneath his anger. Something raw and hollow. Something like desperation, but colder, sharper.

He wasn’t threatening her.

He was... begging. Or the closest thing someone like him could come to begging.

“I do not ask for affection,” Jinu said quietly. “Only that you remain. That you try to understand Ashenfell. Understand me.”

Rumi’s throat tightened—not with sympathy, she told herself firmly, but with the crushing weight of responsibility. She hadn’t asked for this. She didn’t want it. But standing here, seeing the cracks forming in his realm and in him... ignoring it felt impossible.

“Fine,” she whispered. “I’ll stay. For now.”

Jinu stepped back. Tension slid from his shoulders, almost imperceptibly.

“Good.”

But Rumi wasn’t done.

“Just know this—” she pointed a finger at him, “you don’t get to own me. Protect me? Sure. Kidnap me? Unfortunately, yes. But control me? Not happening.”

Something flickered across his face—heat? Annoyance? Amusement? Interest? She couldn’t tell.

“You are one strange human,” he murmured.

“And you’re a frustrating demon.”

Jinu inclined his head—an almost-bow, stiff and reluctant. “Rest. Tomorrow your lessons begin.”

Rumi lifted an eyebrow. “What lessons?”

Jinu stepped back into the doorway, shadows curling around him like smoke.

“Lessons in survival in this realm.”

Then he was gone, leaving Rumi staring after him—

And wondering what, exactly, she had agreed to survive.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 8
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The next morning, Rumi found herself standing in what could only be described as a cross between an arena and a nightmare. The training grounds stretched across a jagged cliffside behind the castle, bordered by towering black stone archways. Strange runes pulsed faintly along the ground, and the air shimmered with leftover magic, like heat waves rising off desert sand.

It was beautiful in a terrible, horror-movie sort of way.

Jinu stood in the center, arms crossed, waiting like an annoyed gargoyle.

“You’re late,” he said.

Rumi glared. “There was a demon outside my room. With six eyes.”

“That is Sentinel Varos. He is your guard.”

“Well, he stares like he wants to eat me; it creeps me out.”

“That is how he looks at everyone.”

“Comforting.”

He didn’t smile—Rumi suspected he only smiled once every geological era—but there was the slightest softening around his eyes.

“Today,” he said, “you learn to defend yourself.”

“From who? You?”

“No,” he replied quietly. “From everything else.”

He extended his hand, and shadows curled upward from his palm like smoke. They stretched, condensed, and formed into a dark blade crackling with violet veins of energy.

Rumi stepped back sharply. “That is not happening.”

“You will need to protect yourself,” he said. “This realm is dangerous. You are fragile.”

Her eye twitched. “Stop calling me fragile.”

“You are a human. It is a fact.”

“Still rude.”

Jinu flicked his fingers. The shadow blade shrank, twisting into a smaller weapon—a sleek dagger made of something darker than night.

“Better?” he asked.

“Barely.”

He approached, slow and deliberate, and placed the dagger into her hand. It was cold—icy, but strangely alive, like holding a pulse of frozen starlight.

“Shadowsteel,” Jinu explained. “It responds to emotion. Anger strengthens it. Fear sharpens it.”

Rumi raised an eyebrow. “What does sarcasm do?”

“It makes it unpredictable.” He paused. “Much like you.”

Before she could fire back, the ground rumbled beneath her feet. One of the archways pulsed, and a creature emerged—a towering wolf-shaped monster made entirely of jagged obsidian shards. Its eyes blazed ember-orange, and when it breathed, smoke curled from its nostrils.

Rumi’s soul tried to leave her body. “No. Absolutely not. Put that back.”

“It is only a shade-beast,” Jinu said, maddeningly calm. “A small one.”

“It’s the size of a car!”

He lifted a hand, and the beast lunged—but not at her. It tore into a training dummy behind him, shredding it into strips like wet paper.

Rumi squeaked—SQUEAKED. “ARE YOU TRYING TO TRAUMATIZE ME?”

“You must learn,” he insisted. “Now, ready your stance.”

“No!”

His eyes glowed brighter. “Rumi.”

She shook her head, backing away. “I am not fighting that—”

Shadows wrapped around her wrist, firm but not painful, pulling her toward him. Jinu stepped close—too close—and guided her arm with surprising gentleness.

“You are not fighting it,” he murmured. “You are learning how to survive it.”

His voice—soft, intentional—steadied something inside her. Not because she trusted him. She absolutely did not trust Mr. Kidnapper Demon Prince. But because... he genuinely believed she could do this.

No one had believed in her like that in a long time.

She swallowed hard. “...Okay. Teach me.”

Jinu released her wrist and stepped back, though his gaze remained fixed on her with unwavering focus.

“Again. Stance.”

Rumi positioned her feet as he’d taught her—one forward, knees bent, weight balanced. The dagger felt less foreign now, almost eager.

“Good.”

Jinu snapped his fingers, and the shade-beast whipped its head toward her.

“JINU!”

“It will not kill you,” he said. “It cannot touch you without my command.”

“THAT IS NOT REASSURING!”

The creature prowled closer, obsidian claws cracking the stone underfoot. Rumi’s breath hitched; her heart thrashed.

“Strike the illusion,” Jinu instructed. “Not the claws. Not the jaws. The heart.”

“It has a heart?!”

“In a manner of speaking.”

The beast lunged.

Rumi screamed—very heroically, she decided—and swung wildly.

The dagger erupted in blinding white light, slicing through the creature’s chest. The shade-beast shattered, exploding into black smoke that evaporated on the wind.

Rumi stood frozen, panting, the dagger trembling in her grip.

Jinu approached slowly, expression unreadable.

Then—

“Well done.”

She blinked at him. “Did... did I actually do that?”

“Yes.”

A glowing warmth bloomed in her chest. Pride. Triumph. Maybe even a little exhilaration.

Jinu noticed instantly.

And for the first time, his lips curved.

Not a smirk.
Not a taunt.
A real smile.
It was devastating.

“Again,” he said.

And Rumi felt her stomach drop—not from fear this time.

But from something far more dangerous.
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