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Prologue
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The cold stone of the throne room always seemed to leech the warmth from any hope of mercy. Prince Alaric, aged just eighteen, stood before his father, King Theron, the air thick with the unspoken tensions of a kingdom straining under the weight of tradition and rebellion.

Tonight, the rebellion was personal.

Lord Valerius, a gaunt political rival with hungry eyes, stood in the shadows, his expression a mask of manufactured outrage. Beside the King, the High Priest—a man whose voice could turn bread to ash—whispered fiercely into Theron’s ear. Their words were lost to the young prince, but their meaning was clear: the line of succession must be pure, the laws of the realm must be absolute.

"Treason," the King's voice boomed, a sound Alaric had known since birth but never directed so coldly at him. Theron’s face was a map of fury and disappointment, a man who saw his only son as a betrayal of his bloodline.

Alaric didn't flinch. His hand found the hilt of his sword, a gesture of instinctual defiance rather than an actual threat. He was a prince of the realm, the future king, yet in this hall, he was a captive of his father’s narrow vision.

The object of their ire was not a foreign army or a rival noble, but a single, quiet boy standing off to the side: Elias, a mere soldier, whose loyalty was forged in mutual respect and shared dreams, not blood or titles. Elias met Theron’s furious gaze with a steady calm that spoke of true courage.

The High Priest pointed a bony finger at Elias. "The boy must be dealt with, Your Majesty. For the stability of the realm, and the purity of the crown."

The King nodded stiffly, his eyes never leaving his son's. He gave a silent order to the guards.

"No," Alaric said, his voice quiet but carrying through the tense silence. "You touch him, and I burn this kingdom to the ground."

The room inhaled a collective gasp. Alaric knew in that moment he had crossed a line he could never return from. He had chosen his love over his duty, a decision that would not only shatter his family but ignite the very war his father desperately sought to avoid. The true fight had begun.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One: The Vulture's Nest
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The air in the capital was a heavy concoction of coal smoke, expensive perfume, and the ever-present scent of political ambition. For Prince Alaric, aged eighteen, the palace walls adorned with tapestries depicting glorious family victories felt less like a home and more like a snug prison cell.

Alaric stood at the high window of his chambers, gazing down at the bustling courtyard. Knights in armor—many owing allegiance more to Lord Valerius’s coin than King Theron’s crown—clattered across the cobblestones. The sight never failed to irritate him. Valerius, a gaunt, perpetually scowling man, had been accumulating influence like a plague rat hoards grain, leveraging the kingdom’s instability to push his own agenda. Theron, exhausted by constant minor rebellions and external pressures from the Northern Hill Tribes, seemed willfully blind to the viper in his own court.

Duty. The word was a heavy, lifeless thing. Alaric was the sole heir. His entire existence was a rehearsal for a performance he didn't want to give. Today’s rehearsal involved meeting the Baron of Eastmarch’s daughter. Another arranged marriage prospect, another hour of forced, awkward smiles and polite conversation about harvest yields and embroidery.

"Your Highness," a page said, bowing low. "Lord Valerius requests your presence in the war council chambers."

"I am otherwise engaged," Alaric replied curtly, turning from the window. "Inform him I will attend the next one."

The page looked terrified. "My lord, he was most insistent. He mentioned the King is already there."

A trap. Valerius was trying to force a confrontation, to highlight Alaric’s supposed lack of dedication in front of the King.

Alaric sighed, running a hand through his dark hair. "Very well. Lead the way."

He followed the page through the labyrinthine corridors. The war council chambers were in the older part of the castle, a place where the stone was rougher and the echoes lasted longer. As he approached, he could hear raised voices.

He entered the room to find King Theron standing over a large map of the northern border, his face etched with worry lines that seemed permanent features of his middle age. Lord Valerius stood opposite him, a smug look plastered on his face. The High Priest, a shadow in the corner, observed silently.

"Ah, the Prince," Valerius said, his voice dripping with mock pleasantness. "We feared the kingdom's pressing matters might have escaped your notice."

"They have not," Alaric said, his tone flat as slate. He moved to stand by his father, meeting Theron’s cold, disapproving glare. The King said nothing, simply turning back to the map.

"The Hill Tribes have secured the trade pass," Valerius continued, pointing with a long, thin finger. "A decisive strike is needed. A commander of the King's own blood would inspire the men." He looked at Alaric pointedly.

It was a test. Valerius wanted Alaric to volunteer and fail, or refuse and look weak.

"Serpent's Head Castle guards that pass," Alaric noted, keeping his voice neutral. "It is the strongest fortress on the border. We should reinforce it and hold the line there."

"Defense is a coward's move," Valerius spat. "We need action. Aggression."

"Aggression without strategy is foolish," Alaric replied. "Serpent's Head is vital to our defense. The commander there needs loyal, strong men."

Theron finally spoke, his voice weary. "The commander at Serpent's Head is old, Lord Valerius. He grows soft. The men need a leader with fire in his belly." He looked at Alaric. "You have training drills this afternoon, son. Do not be late."

He dismissed Alaric without another word. The message was clear: stay out of the war room, focus on basic training, and stop talking politics. Alaric bowed stiffly, his stomach churning with frustration. The kingdom was a mess, his father was distant, and the vultures were circling.

He needed an ally. He needed something real.

He turned and left the stone-cold room, heading toward the training yards, where at least the conflicts were honest and the sweat was real. He had no idea that today, in the dust of the yard, he would find the one thing that would change his life—and his kingdom—forever.
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