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The night the shadows came, they did not creep.

They rode.

Kaira first heard them before she saw them—a tremor beneath the earth, like distant thunder rolling under bone. The goats began bleating in their pen, frantic and wild, and the wind shifted as if the sky itself had inhaled and forgotten how to breathe out.

She stood from the low wooden stool outside her cottage and scanned the darkening hills beyond the village of Vayal. The sun had already slipped behind the western ridge, bleeding amber into indigo. Too early for a storm. Too still for raiders.

Then the shadows moved.

Not cast by torchlight. Not shaped by trees.

They peeled themselves from the ground.

A scream split the quiet.

“Kaira!”

It was Meera.

Kaira was already running before her mind caught up to her body.

The village square erupted into chaos. Chickens scattered. Children cried. Men grabbed rusted blades that would not save them from what galloped through the mist.

The riders were tall—too tall for men. Their cloaks were not cloth but darkness itself, shifting and writhing like living smoke. Pale, gleaming faces glimmered beneath deep hoods. Their eyes shone like fractured sapphires.

Fae.

Not the golden forest spirits of lullabies.

These were from the Chhaya Court.

The Shadow Realms.

Kaira skidded to a halt as one rider leaned down from his monstrous steed—its hooves striking sparks of cold blue fire—and seized Meera around the waist. Her sister’s scream tore through Kaira’s chest like a blade.

“Let her go!” Kaira roared, sprinting forward.

A second rider turned toward her. His gaze fell over her like a blade drawn slowly across skin.

Humans were nothing to them. Toys. Livestock.

Kaira lunged, dagger flashing in her grip.

The blade met nothing.

Shadow swallowed steel.

The rider holding Meera tilted his head, studying Kaira with something like amusement. Then he spoke—not aloud, but inside her mind.

Come to the shadows if you dare.

The horse reared. Darkness exploded outward like wings unfurling.

And they were gone.

Silence followed.

No hoofbeats.

No wind.

Only the echo of Meera’s final scream.

Kaira dropped to her knees in the churned mud of the square. The villagers stared at her as if she had summoned the nightmare herself.

The elders had warned of this.

The Fae of the Chhaya Court did not take randomly.

They took with purpose.

And purpose meant something far worse than hunger.

By dawn, the village was already pretending nothing had happened.

Doors were barred. Windows shuttered. Mothers pulled children close and whispered prayers to gods that did not answer border villages.

Kaira did not pray.

She sharpened her blade.

Her cottage still smelled like Meera’s jasmine oil. Her sister’s shawl lay folded neatly at the foot of her bed. The sight of it made something vicious bloom in Kaira’s chest.

Meera had been the gentle one. The hopeful one. The one who believed the Fae were stories twisted by fear.

Kaira had always known better.

She wrapped leather around her forearms and strapped two daggers at her thighs. Over her shoulder she slung her father’s sword—a weapon too large for her frame but balanced enough in her hands.

A knock sounded at the door.

Old Bhavin stood there, bent with age but sharp-eyed as ever. “You’re thinking of crossing the Veil.”

“Yes.”

His mouth thinned. “No human survives the Shadow Realms.”

“Then I will be the first.”

“You don’t know what waits there.”

“I know what waits here,” she replied. “Nothing.”

Bhavin’s gaze softened. “If you go, they will not see you as a sister seeking blood.”

“I do not need them to.”

He pressed something into her palm—a small obsidian shard threaded on cord. “From when I was young and foolish. It hums near Veil crossings.”

Kaira tied it around her neck.

“Thank you.”

“Child,” Bhavin said quietly, “if a prince of shadows offers you anything—refuse it.”

She did not ask how he knew to warn her of princes.

The Veil lay beyond the northern forest where the trees grew crooked and pale, their bark like bone.

The obsidian shard began to vibrate as she stepped between them.

The air thickened.

Sound dulled.

A pressure built behind her eyes, and the world shimmered as though submerged beneath black water.

Kaira did not hesitate.

She stepped through.

Cold seized her lungs.

The forest changed.

The trees were taller here, impossibly so, their branches woven into a ceiling that hid any sky. Bioluminescent moss pulsed faint silver along the ground. Mist curled in deliberate spirals, as if guided by unseen hands.

The Shadow Realms.

The stories had failed to capture its terrible beauty.

She moved forward cautiously, every sense sharpened.

A whisper followed her.

Not wind.

Not language.

Human.

The word slid along her spine.

Figures shifted between trees—too graceful to be mortal. Their eyes gleamed like frostbitten stars. None approached her.

They were watching.

Judging.

Measuring her worth.

Hours passed—or minutes; time felt unstable here. Eventually the forest thinned.

And she saw it.

The palace rose from a cliff of black stone, carved from night itself. Towers curved like serpents coiled to strike. Windows burned with cold sapphire fire.

The seat of the Shadow Realms.

The heart of the Chhaya Court.

Guards waited at the base of the obsidian bridge leading to its gates. Their armor shimmered like oil on water.

One stepped forward.

“You are either lost,” he said smoothly, “or suicidal.”

“I seek the rider who took my sister.”

Murmurs rippled between them.

“A human demanding audience,” another laughed softly.

“Take me to him,” Kaira said, lifting her chin. “Or I will carve my way inside.”

The first guard studied her for a long moment.

Then he smiled.

“Very well.”

The gates opened.

The throne room was vast, carved in jagged arches. Shadows pooled in corners like obedient beasts. Fae nobles lined the chamber, their garments spun from darkness and starlight.

And at the far end, upon a throne of curved onyx—

He sat.

Prince Varun.

Even seated, he radiated lethal stillness. Black hair fell to his shoulders, framing a face sculpted in sharp lines and cold arrogance. His eyes were exactly as Meera had described before the rider’s cloak swallowed her—sapphire and merciless.

He did not rise as she approached.

He did not need to.

Power clung to him like a second skin.

“A human,” he said at last, voice low and smooth as silk dragged over steel. “In my court.”

“I want my sister.”

His gaze flickered—interest, faint and dangerous.

“Humans do not demand here.”

“I am not asking.”

A ripple of laughter moved through the nobles.

Varun leaned forward slightly, resting one elbow on the throne’s arm. “You crossed the Veil alone.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because she would have done the same for me.”

Silence settled, thicker than before.

For a fraction of a second, something shifted behind his eyes.

Then it vanished.

“Your sister was taken for a reason,” he said. “All are.”

“Then tell me the reason.”

“I owe you nothing.”

Kaira drew her dagger and pressed the tip against her own throat.

Gasps echoed.

“If she dies,” she said steadily, “I will not return to your world as prey. You will lose whatever game you are playing.”

Varun’s gaze sharpened.

He stood.

The room seemed to shrink around him as he descended the steps of his throne. When he stopped before her, she realized he was taller than she’d expected—intimidatingly so.

He smelled faintly of night rain and something darker.

“You threaten yourself in my presence?” he murmured.

“I threaten your leverage.”

For a heartbeat, they stood suspended in silence.

Then Varun’s hand moved—faster than thought.

He gripped her wrist, twisting the dagger away from her throat without breaking skin.

His touch burned cold.

Electric.

Her breath hitched traitorously.

He noticed.

A faint smile touched his mouth.

“You are either foolish,” he said softly, “or far more dangerous than you appear.”

“Return my sister.”

“No.”

Rage flared in her chest.

“But,” he continued, voice lowering further, “I will offer you something else.”

Kaira stilled.

“A bargain.”

The word echoed unnaturally through the chamber.

Every Fae present leaned closer.

“What bargain?” she asked carefully.

Varun circled her slowly, like a predator assessing prey.

“You wish to save her. I wish to test something.”

“Test what?”

“You.”

His fingers brushed the back of her neck where the obsidian shard rested.

It pulsed.

So did the shadows around the room.

Interest deepened in his gaze.

“Serve me for thirty days,” he said. “As my personal blade.”

Murmurs erupted again.

Kaira frowned. “Your assassin?”

“My shadow. My weapon.”

“And in return?”

“Your sister lives.”

“And after thirty days?”

“If you survive them,” he said quietly, “you may both leave.”

Her pulse pounded.

“What is the catch?”

His smile turned slow. Dangerous.

“If you fall in love with me before the thirtieth night...” He leaned closer, lips nearly brushing her ear. “Your soul belongs to the shadows. Forever.”

The room held its breath.

Kaira’s heart slammed against her ribs.

Love?

For him?

Impossible.

“I would sooner die.”

Varun’s sapphire eyes gleamed.

“Most who enter my service do.”

Silence stretched between them.

Meera’s scream echoed in her memory.

Thirty days.

She could endure anything for thirty days.

“I accept,” she said.

The shadows roared.

Darkness coiled around her wrist, forming a band of living night. It tightened—not painfully, but possessively.

Varun’s expression changed—not triumph.

Something else.

Something wary.

The magic had answered too eagerly.

“Very well,” he said quietly.

The serpent had found his blade.

And Kaira had just stepped willingly into the jaws of the abyss.
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The magic did not fade when the bargain sealed.

It burrowed.

Kaira felt it like a second pulse beneath her skin—cold and coiling around her wrist where the band of living shadow had formed. It was not metal, not smoke, not flesh. It shifted as though aware of her thoughts, tightening whenever fear flared too brightly in her chest.

The throne room of the Chhaya Court slowly exhaled.

Fae nobles resumed their lazy postures, though none removed their eyes from her. Whispers moved through the chamber like a rustling nest of serpents.

A human blade.

The prince grows bored.

Or reckless.

Prince Varun stepped back from her as if she were a problem already unfolding in ways he had not anticipated.

“Take her,” he said to the guards. “Prepare chambers within the eastern wing.”

Eastern wing.

Not the dungeons.

Not servant quarters.

That earned another ripple of murmurs.

Kaira noticed.

So did he.

His sapphire gaze flicked back to her briefly, unreadable.

“Train at dawn,” he added. “She answers to me.”

The band at her wrist pulsed in agreement.

She swallowed her reaction.

The guards flanked her, but they did not touch her. The shadow mark was protection enough. No one in this court would dare interfere with something bound directly to the prince.

As they led her from the throne room, she refused to look back at him.

She felt his gaze anyway.

It followed like a blade pressed gently between her shoulder blades.

The palace corridors were worse up close.

They shifted.

Kaira swore they did.

The walls were carved from black stone veined with faint silver light, but the patterns seemed to rearrange themselves when she blinked. Tapestries woven of shadow depicted scenes of war—Fae armies rising from darkness, human kingdoms falling beneath waves of living night.

“Does it change?” she asked abruptly.

One guard glanced at her. His eyes were pale gray, almost colorless. “The castle?”

“Yes.”

“It breathes.”

That was not an answer.

They crossed a bridge suspended over a chasm within the palace itself. There was no visible bottom—only swirling darkness.

She forced herself not to look down too long.

“Do humans often survive here?” she asked.

The second guard gave a quiet laugh. “Survive? Yes.”

“And leave?”

Silence.

That was answer enough.

They reached a set of doors carved with serpents devouring their own tails. When the guards pushed them open, cool silver light spilled across polished black floors.

Her chambers.

They were... beautiful.

Too beautiful.

Tall arched windows overlooked the jagged cliffs beyond the palace. Gauzy curtains shimmered like captured moonlight. A large bed dominated the center of the room, draped in silks the color of midnight.

This was not a cage.

It was a gilded trap.

“Why here?” she demanded.

“You are bound to the prince,” the first guard replied. “You remain where he commands.”

“And if I wander?”

His gaze flicked to her wrist. “The bond will remind you.”

They left without another word.

The doors shut with a final, echoing click.

Kaira stood alone.

For the first time since crossing into the Shadow Realms, silence wrapped around her without immediate threat.

She walked slowly to the window.

Beyond it, the world stretched into an endless expanse of jagged rock and glowing mist. No sun. No moon.

Only a sky of layered twilight.

Her reflection stared back at her in the glass—mud-streaked, armed, human.

The only human in a court of predators.

A faint vibration ran through the shadow band on her wrist.

It tightened briefly.

Then released.

As if reminding her—

Thirty days.

She exhaled slowly.

“Meera,” she whispered. “I’m here.”

A knock sounded.

She spun, dagger already in hand.

The doors opened without waiting for permission.

Prince Varun stepped inside.

The air shifted with him.

He had removed his court cloak, leaving him dressed in fitted black leathers that clung to broad shoulders and lean muscle. Up close, he seemed less ethereal and more dangerous—like something carved for war rather than ceremony.

His gaze swept the room once before landing on her.

“You’re still armed.”

“I intend to remain that way.”

A faint curve touched his mouth. “Good.”

He walked further into the chamber as if he owned not only the palace but the air she breathed.

Which, perhaps, he did.

“You will learn quickly,” he said, voice calm, “that this court survives on weakness. Display none.”

“I have none to display.”

His eyes glinted. “Everyone does.”

Silence stretched between them
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