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There are bonds the world names as duty, and there are bonds the world fears enough to call forbidden, yet the most dangerous ties are often the ones that are never spoken aloud, because they grow in silence and tighten in the dark where laws cannot reach. This is a story about such a bond—one written not in vows or crowns, but in blood that remembers even when the mind tries to forget.

Leorion was born to light. His life was shaped by marble halls, disciplined breath, and the quiet weight of a future measured in borders and treaties rather than desire. He learned early how to stand still while the world leaned on his shoulders, how to choose restraint over impulse, and how to let duty speak before the heart dared to open its mouth. To the kingdom, he is a prince of clarity and control, a promise that the light will endure. To himself, he is something far more fragile: a man who has never been taught how to lose without breaking.

Draven was shaped by shadow long before anyone named him cursed. His loyalty was forged in training yards and blood-soaked ground, in the instinct to protect even when protection cost more than survival. He knows how to endure pain without flinching, how to obey orders that ask him to erase parts of himself, and how to disappear when the world decides it no longer wants what he is. He does not dream of thrones or futures. He dreams only of keeping others alive, even if it means he must fade.

When their paths cross, it is not fate that binds them first, but choice—small, deliberate, and repeated until it becomes impossible to tell where one ends and the other begins. What follows is not a romance that blooms safely in daylight, but a connection that sharpens under pressure, revealing its truth only when threatened. The bond between them does not ask whether it is convenient or acceptable. It answers only to blood, and blood does not lie.

This world is one where power is watched closely and mercy is rationed, where ancient magic sleeps beneath stone and awakens only when provoked, and where the line between human and monster is drawn by those who benefit from keeping it sharp. Vampires exist here not as legends, but as a reality the kingdom would rather study, exploit, or erase than understand. Politics moves with polished smiles and hidden knives, and love—especially the kind that crosses boundaries of power and nature—is treated as a destabilizing force.

This book is not about salvation without cost. It is about what happens when closeness becomes dangerous, when protection turns into a weapon, and when the very thing that keeps two people alive also threatens to destroy them both. It is about restraint that hurts more than violence, about distance that wounds deeper than blades, and about a bond that refuses to loosen even when separation seems like the only mercy left.

What lies ahead is a slow burn into inevitability. Every choice tightens the chain. Every act of love carries consequence. And when blood finally answers blood, neither light nor shadow will emerge unchanged.
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Chapter 1: The Morning After the Truth Cracked
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Morning did not arrive in Solaris Academy so much as it was forced through stone, a thin blade of sun sliding over the high ramparts and into corridors that still held night in their seams, and when Leorion opened his eyes the chamber around him carried the wrong kind of quiet, the kind that settled after shouting, after steel, after something had been torn away and the air had not yet learned how to move again.

He rose without calling for attendants, because the bed beside the hearth remained untouched and the second hook by the door stayed empty, and the absence there tugged harder than any summons, a missing weight that should have been a cloak on a familiar set of shoulders, a presence that usually occupied the edge of every room like a guard-post no one questioned.

The corridor outside smelled of cold ash and damp linen, and the farther he moved the more that scent changed into metal left too long in rain, until it sharpened into blood that had cooled on stone, and when he reached the inner archway near the training wing the torchlight found a smear across the flagstones—dark red threaded with black, as though the spill had been mixed with soot—while the scuff marks around it told the story the stain refused to speak, heel dragged, shoulder slammed, blades or claws or something that struck and struck again without the neatness of drill.

Leorion did not name it. Naming made stories, and stories became verdicts. All he allowed himself was the hard fact of it—this was Draven’s blood, and someone had decided the corridor was a courtroom.

Rowan Ardent was already there, broad as a door, the crimson of his cloak muted in the dim, his jaw set in the way it was on the eve of battle, and the captain’s eyes tracked the blood first, then returned to Leorion with a careful steadiness that kept every other soldier in the corridor from opening their mouths too fast. “We swept the grounds before dawn,” Rowan said, voice low but carrying, because walls in an academy held ears and those ears belonged to boys who would be officers one day, “no sign of Commander Nightbane, no body, no trail beyond the outer wall, only this and broken latch-work at the service gate.”

Leorion stepped closer until the torchlight warmed his cheek and the iron smell pushed against his breath, and his boot stopped short of the stain without touching it, because a prince could be made to look spotless even when the world burned and he had learned too early what court eyes did with a single careless mark. His gaze followed the drag patterns to the edge of the corridor where splinters of wood clung to the stone as if something had been forced through too narrow a space, and for a moment the memory of Draven’s quiet precision—how he moved in training, how he held himself in war tents, how he stood slightly behind the prince’s shoulder without being asked—pressed against the scene like a hand over a wound.

A pair of junior officers approached with the rigid caution of men who wanted to be seen doing their duty and feared being seen at all, and with them came Lord Caelis Montreux, dressed for the council even at this hour, the silver-threaded sash of his house laid across his chest like a claim. He did not look at the stain first; he looked at Leorion, measured the angle of his shoulders, the state of his hair, whether grief had made him careless, and when his eyes finally dropped to the blood they narrowed in a satisfaction too thin to call it pleasure. “It happened inside your Academy,” Caelis said, and his voice carried more than it should have, a deliberate choice, “inside the fortress built to protect Aurellion’s future, and yet the one man you raised above others vanishes in the night, leaving behind a color of blood no soldier should shed.”

Rowan’s hand shifted near the hilt of his sword, not a threat so much as a reminder of lines that existed even in halls of learning, but Leorion lifted his own hand slightly and the captain stilled at once, because loyalty was a chain that tightened with a prince’s smallest motion. Leorion kept his gaze on Caelis and did not offer softness, because softness invited knives. “Say his name properly,” Leorion replied, and the words came out clean, polished like armor, even as heat trembled along his ribs with a force that had nothing to do with politics.

“And do not finish your sentence with guesses,” Leorion added, voice still level. “I do not care what you want him to be—I care what was done to him.”

Caelis spread his hands as if offering reason to a child. “Commander Nightbane,” he amended, then tilted his head toward the stain, “or whatever he is beneath the uniform you gifted him, Your Highness, because men do not bleed like that and vanish without leaving tracks unless they are either helped by sorcery or possessed by something that prefers shadows.”

Behind Caelis, a few murmurs rose and were immediately swallowed, the academy’s version of court gossip—the sons of houses who had watched Draven rise too quickly, the instructors who respected skill but did not trust mystery, the conservative bloc of minor nobles who had never forgiven the prince for placing a common-born soldier in command of a unit that operated in darkness along the border. Leorion’s eyes moved across those faces, and he named them in silence by their crests and habits: Montreux with his polished disdain, Lorrain’s scholars who watched as if the world were an equation, Ardent’s soldiers who held the line even when they doubted, and beneath it all the pulse of a kingdom that had begun, at last, to whisper that the old stories might have teeth.

The High Council chamber in Solaris Citadel lay above the academy’s central hall, its windows cut tall and narrow to admit light without inviting arrows, and when Leorion entered it later that morning the air inside held the stale thickness of sleepless argument, parchment and ink, armor worn too long, and the faint residue of incense used to steady men who did not want to admit fear. The table was a ring of dark wood scarred by years of war councils, and at its far side sat the generals, the ministers, the heads of four great houses who held Aurellion upright when the crown could not do it alone, while along the wall stood the lesser lords who had no seats but always had opinions.

Rowan remained at Leorion’s right, anchored, while High Mage Lysandra Lorrain stood with the composure of a statue carved from moonlight, her hands folded, her gaze fixed on the documents laid out before the council, because even when she spoke little her silence made space for truths others wanted buried. “The reports from the northern villages match the scout accounts,” Lysandra said, voice smooth as a blade sliding free, “animals drained, bodies found pale, and fog that lingers unnaturally near the tree line; the kingdom can no longer pretend Nocturn Vale is only a children’s nightmare, yet it remains unwise to assign blame without proof.”

“Proof sits in your academy corridor,” Caelis countered at once, and the council’s attention shifted like a flock turning, “a soldier vanishes, blood wrong-colored, and the prince who has kept him close insists we treat it as kidnapping rather than contamination.” Leorion’s reply came without heat, which was worse than anger. ‘You are reaching for a label because it is easier than searching,’ he said. ‘Bring me proof. Until then, this is an abduction—and an insult.’”

Leorion did not allow himself to glance at Lysandra for comfort, because comfort weakened posture, and posture was the first battlefield in a room like this. “Draven Nightbane was attacked,” Leorion said, and his voice did not rise, because a crown did not need volume to command, “and the only contamination in this chamber is the hunger to turn a loyal commander into a convenient monster.”

A rustle ran through the circle—outrage from Montreux, unease from those who had sons in the academy, grudging respect from the generals who had seen Draven hold a flank that should have collapsed. One of the older ministers, face lined like old parchment, tapped the table with a ringed finger. “Your Highness,” he said, “if the vampire threat is real—and all signs now point to it—then any man who returns from their claws may carry more than scars, and our duty is to the realm, not to one soldier, regardless of your attachment.”

Attachment was a word chosen to bruise without openly accusing, to imply softness where the prince had been trained to show none, and Leorion turned his head toward the minister with a controlled slowness that made the man’s breath catch. “The realm stands because soldiers like him have bled in its name,” Leorion replied, and the sentence lengthened, carried by restraint rather than fury, “and if you intend to make examples of those who defend you, then you will find your borders held by men who do not believe in you at all.”

Caelis leaned forward, elbows nearly touching the table’s edge, a deliberate breach of decorum meant to look like urgency. “This is not about examples,” he said, “it is about what he may be becoming, because the legends agree on one point, Your Highness, and even your academy lectures have repeated it for years: shadows drink, and those who are bitten become weapons that no human chain can hold.”

Legends, lectures, whispers; words stacked into a tower meant to topple a man who was not there to defend himself. Leorion’s hand slid to the pommel of the ceremonial sword at his hip, not as threat but as anchor, and the cool metal beneath his glove pressed into his palm with a firmness that kept his breathing even.

“You speak as if he has already returned,” Leorion said, his gaze cutting across the council’s ring to the faces that had begun to flinch from his certainty, “as if you have already written the ending you want—Draven turned into a spectacle, and my loyalty turned into your evidence—before you have even searched.”

Rowan’s voice entered the chamber like a shield raised in time. “My men will search,” the captain said, “and we will search as we would for any commander taken in enemy action, because no one in this room has produced a body, and no one has produced a witness who saw Nightbane leave of his own will.”

A younger lord—one of Montreux’s cousins, too eager, too loud—laughed once under his breath, and that single sound drew every eye, because laughter in a war council was either stupidity or cruelty. “Perhaps the prince will search himself,” the young lord said, “since the commander has always answered to him more quickly than to any banner.”

The insult was small in words and sharp in intent, and it revealed the real fear beneath their politics: that Leorion’s loyalty to Draven had begun to look like a crack in the stone of the crown, an opening through which darkness might slip. Leorion turned to the speaker, and the room tightened, because princes did not often answer taunts directly unless they intended to make the answer permanent. “You will not speak of him as if he were a leash,” Leorion said, and the steadiness of his voice made the young lord’s bravado falter, “because if you cannot tell the difference between devotion earned and control demanded, then you are not fit to advise a throne, only to decorate it.”

Silence stretched, dense and delicate, and in that silence Leorion took one step forward, enough to bring him closer to the table’s ring without breaking the boundary of the seats, because boundaries mattered here as much as swords did on a field. His gaze moved around the council, and he let them see what he allowed: the prince shaped by duty, the heir of Valerius whose blood carried light meant to burn back night, the commander of men who would not be cowed by whispers. “As long as I have breath,” Leorion said, and the vow fell into the chamber with the weight of oath-stone, “he will not be branded a monster.” Not because Leorion knew what Draven was, but because he knew what this room was doing.”

Not dead.

The words did not require volume, and they did not require explanation, because every soldier in the room understood the difference between mourning and surrender, while every lord understood what it meant for a prince to refuse the story they were trying to write for him.

Lysandra’s gaze shifted at last, and for the first time that morning something like caution crossed her otherwise smooth composure, as though she listened to a current beneath the words and did not like where it was pulling. “Your Highness,” she said, “if he was taken, then whoever took him did so with purpose, and purpose implies knowledge; that corridor stain will not be the only sign, because those who move in shadow leave marks even when they try not to.”

Leorion did not answer her with gratitude, because gratitude could look like dependence, but her words offered the shape of a path, and paths were how wars were won. “Then we find the marks,” he replied, and his gaze returned to Rowan, because if there was a man in Solaris who could move quickly without the council’s permission it was the captain whose loyalty predated Leorion’s birth. “Gather the two most reliable, the ones who do not worship Montreux’s dinners, and meet me at the western gate before the sun reaches its highest point.”

Caelis’s smile cut in, quick as a flicker of a knife. “You cannot leave the Citadel without escort and without decree,” he said, and the words tasted of law, of chains, of the old fear that the crown might walk somewhere the lords could not follow, “and you certainly cannot chase rumors into cursed woods because a soldier has gone missing.”

Leorion’s reply came without softness, because softness in this room would become a wound on the border. “You can draft decrees while I recover him,” he said, and he let his gaze hold Caelis long enough for the lord’s smirk to stiffen, “and if you would rather spend the day deciding whether my commander is a threat than deciding how to counter the real one, then you will do it without my presence, because the kingdom does not need more men who speak well in chambers, it needs men who stand where blood falls.”

When he left the council chamber, the corridor beyond it seemed wider than it had moments ago, because the air outside did not demand masks with every breath, and yet the relief did not come as peace; it came as the tight kind of freedom that soldiers tasted when they stepped out from under banners and into mud. Rowan fell in beside him without asking, because the captain knew the sound of a decision made, and behind them the murmur of the council rose again, already shaping new arguments to chase the prince’s heels.

He returned to the place where the blood had dried, and the torchlight there now fought with daylight spilling in from the courtyard, making the stain look older, less like a fresh wound and more like evidence left too long in a world that refused to stop moving. The recruits along the hall’s edge stared when Leorion passed, because princes were meant to be above corridors stained with violence, and if the prince walked here it meant the academy itself was no longer safe. Leorion ignored their stares and crouched near the stone, gloved fingers hovering just above the darkened smear without touching it, because he had seen too many men die to waste time on ritual.

Rowan knelt opposite him, and the captain’s shadow fell across the stain. “There,” Rowan said, pointing to a shallow nick in the stone where a blade had struck, and the groove held a faint sheen as if something sharp had scraped away more than surface. “And the latch splinters match the service gate wood, which means whoever moved him didn’t carry him out through the main yard, and they knew the academy’s blind corners.”

“Or they had help,” Leorion replied, and his words stayed practical even as his chest held a pressure that tightened when he looked at the drag marks again, because drag meant weight, and weight meant a body that did not walk willingly.

A small figure approached at the edge of their vision, an academy runner with ink-stained fingers and a face too young for the hours he kept, holding out a folded scrap of cloth as if it were a holy relic. “Your Highness,” the boy stammered, “found near the outer wall by the postern, tucked under a loose stone.”

Leorion took the cloth carefully, because it might have been laced with poison or spellwork or some other cleverness meant to punish hands that searched, and the fabric pressed cool against his glove, heavier than its size suggested. It was a strip torn from a cloak—blackened along one edge as if it had brushed fire or acid, and stitched at the corner with a thread so dark it almost vanished in daylight, yet when he turned it slightly the thread caught the sun and revealed a pattern too deliberate to be random, a small sigil worked into the seam like a secret signature.

Rowan leaned closer, brows tightening. “That isn’t academy work,” he said, and his voice dropped as if the fabric could hear, “and it isn’t any house stitch I recognize.”

Leorion did not call it magic. He did not call it a warning. He called it what it was: direction. A hand had left him a thread, expecting him to pull.”

Leorion’s fingers tightened around the strip, and the rough edge bit into the glove’s leather, a small sting that made his breath hitch once, and in that hitch the world narrowed the way it did in the instant before steel met steel, the way it did when he reached for Draven in a battlefield crush and found only empty air. The cloth carried a faint scent beneath the blood and smoke—something like cold earth after rain, something that did not belong in Solaris’s sunlit stone—and the wrongness of it made the corridor’s daylight look paler, as though the academy itself had been washed by a shadow that refused to leave.

He rose, holding the strip at his side rather than lifting it like a banner, because this was not a symbol meant for speeches, it was a direction pressed into his hand by an enemy that assumed he would follow. Rowan watched him with the careful stillness of a man waiting for the first command that would turn decision into action. Leorion walked toward the courtyard gates without pausing to let the academy breathe around him, and the recruits parted in uneasy silence as he passed, because the prince moved like someone who had stopped asking permission.

Outside, Solaris Citadel gleamed in late morning, its towers bright enough to hurt the eye, and beyond the walls the line of trees at the western edge waited in a haze of thin mist that did not belong to the season, a pale veil drawn over the path that led toward the borderlands and the stories men told in low voices. Leorion did not look back to the council chamber windows, and he did not raise the cloth for anyone to see, yet the torn seam rested against his palm as he walked, a quiet proof that Draven’s disappearance had a hand behind it, and that hand had left a signature in thread meant to be followed.
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Chapter 2: The Forest Where Blood Calls
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The forest did not welcome him so much as it swallowed him, closing around his path with wet leaves and black pine trunks, with undergrowth that clawed at his boots and a low mist that kept the moon from laying clean silver on the ground, and Draven moved deeper until the last suggestion of road vanished behind him, until even the birdsong thinned into a wary hush as though the woods had learned to listen for hunters with more than human patience.

He chose a hollow between roots where rainwater gathered and then drained away, a place that left the air cool enough to dull breath without turning it to frost, and he scraped aside moss with the edge of his dagger, because moss held scent and scent carried stories, while the dark in his veins kept insisting on new hungers that did not belong to a soldier sworn to a prince of dawn.

The blood on his sleeve had dried into a crust that cracked when he flexed his arm, and beneath the crust the skin still burned where teeth had once pierced deeper than any battlefield wound, a slow, pulsing irritation that did not heal cleanly no matter how he wrapped it, no matter how he pressed cloth to it until his knuckles went white, because whatever had entered him did not behave like fever or poison, and the night in his body obeyed a different clock than the sun.

He washed in a shallow stream that ran cold as iron, pushing his hands beneath the current until numbness climbed his fingers, and when the water struck the torn bite-mark his breath hitched sharply enough to scrape the inside of his throat, the pain not clean but threaded, spreading under the skin as if veins had learned to sing in a language he had never been taught, while the stream carried away the faintest ribbon of red that darkened and then vanished between stones.

For a moment his vision shimmered, the trees doubling at their edges, and he had to brace one hand on the riverbed until the world chose a single shape again.

He kept his back to a tree while he ate, because old instincts remained truer than any oath, and because the new instinct that rose under his ribs wanted the opposite of caution, wanted movement, wanted a sound to answer, yet every time he opened his mouth for more than dry bread the taste of it turned thin and wrong, leaving behind a bitter emptiness that demanded something warmer, something living, something that would not stop at his tongue.

His stomach cramped anyway, not with hunger but with refusal, and the sour twist made him swallow hard as if bile could be forced back down by discipline.

The longer he stayed away from Solaris, the clearer the pull became—not a chain you could see, not a command that arrived in words, but a pressure that shifted when the wind shifted, tightening whenever his attention drifted toward the direction of the Citadel’s light, as though his blood leaned toward one particular heartbeat and refused to be convinced that distance was safety.

It stole seconds at a time—small blank slips between one breath and the next—until he had to stop and count his own heartbeats to be sure he had not missed a step.

He kept telling himself the same rule with the discipline he had built in the Academy yard: stay away, stay hidden, stay intact, because the last time Leorion’s skin had been close enough to brush his glove, something inside Draven had surged with a sweetness that bordered on violence, and the idea of that sweetness turning into hunger made his stomach twist with shame more brutal than any wound.

A rabbit moved through the brush at dusk, a small flash of fur and panic, and the sight of it jolted his senses into sharp alignment, because the creature’s pulse drummed loud in the quiet, a fast, fragile percussion that made his jaw tighten, while his fingers curled around nothing as if already reaching, and he forced his hands open again with the deliberate slowness of someone defusing a trap.

His teeth clicked once—an involuntary snap—and the sound disgusted him more than the rabbit ever could.

He tracked the rabbit anyway, not as prey but as proof of control, following the soft break of twigs and the shifting of grass until the animal froze near a fallen log, and in that stillness he saw the shape of what he was becoming, a soldier who could stand perfectly motionless while his body screamed for pursuit, and that scream carried Leorion’s name like a splinter lodged beneath the nail.

His throat tightened on a swallow that turned into a near-choke, and he spat into the leaves as if he could expel the taste of wanting.

When night fully settled, he built no fire, because fire drew eyes and fire invited questions, and instead he wrapped his cloak tight and let the cold press into him until his teeth nearly clicked, hoping that chill would blunt the heat that kept building behind his sternum, yet the cold only sharpened the internal throb, turning it into something like a drumbeat deep in his ears, steady and relentless, louder each time he exhaled.

The beat slipped once—too fast, then too slow—and panic flashed cold under his ribs before he forced his breath to steady it again.

Sleep came in fragments, not in mercy, and it dragged him under like a tide that did not care whether a man wanted to drown, because the moment his body loosened enough to rest the darkness inside him stretched, eager, and the forest around him dissolved into another place made of stone and shadow, where air tasted of metal and old incense and something sweeter that turned his stomach.

Glass rose around him in that dream—panels like polished blood, reflecting his face in endless angles, each reflection slightly wrong, eyes too red, skin too pale, mouth set with an unfamiliar arrogance—as if the world wanted to show him every version of himself that could exist once he stopped resisting, and the sight of those mouths made his throat tighten with disgust.

A throne sat beyond the glass, carved from something darker than obsidian and colder than night river-stone, and on it lounged a figure whose stillness held the kind of authority that made soldiers go quiet before commands were spoken, because this was not a general who needed banners, but a predator who had never required permission.

The vampire king did not step down; the distance between them closed without footsteps, the way fog closed, and the pressure of his presence pressed into Draven’s lungs until breathing became a labor, each inhale scraping as though the air itself had turned heavy with blood, while the king’s gaze moved over him with the calm entitlement of ownership.

“You ran,” the king said, and his voice carried no anger, only amusement sharpened to a point, “but your veins still remember where they belong.”

The words struck like a hand closing around a wrist, and the bite-mark on Draven’s arm flared with sudden heat, a hot line that radiated through muscle and bone, forcing a harsh sound from his throat that he swallowed too late, because the pain did not behave like injury, it behaved like a signal, a flare fired into darkness so someone far away could track him.

Draven’s feet planted as if bracing for a blow, and his fingers flexed toward his dagger even in the dream, because the body kept its habits, yet the king only lifted his hand and the air itself tightened, and Draven’s forearm jerked as though tugged by invisible wire, the bite burning brighter until it felt less like skin and more like brand.

“Returned bloodline,” the king murmured, and the title slid across the dream like velvet dragged over a blade, “half in daylight, half in my night, and still pretending a human oath can hold you.”

The glass panels around Draven shimmered, and each reflection showed the same moment from a different angle: his lips parting, his breath quickening, his eyes flaring red, his jaw tightening on restraint that looked almost like desire, and the king watched those reflections as though studying a chessboard, already mapping which pieces would break first.

In the far edge of the dream, past the glass and past the throne, a flare of gold appeared—small, distant, unmistakable—like sunlight caught in a crack of stone, and Draven’s throat closed around a sound he could not shape, because the gold did not belong here and yet it pulled at him with a force stronger than fear.

The king’s gaze followed that gold, and for the first time something cold sharpened at the corner of his mouth, not surprise, but irritation that something else had a claim. “You carry him in your blood now,” the king said, and the words pressed into Draven’s ribs as if searching for the exact place where devotion lived, “and that will either make you obedient, or it will make you break.”

The gold brightened in the distance, and with it came a second rhythm beneath Draven’s pulse, a steady cadence like a heartbeat heard through a wall, and the moment the sound reached him the hunger inside him surged, not toward the king, not toward the dream, but toward that heartbeat, toward that warmth, toward the one person his body recognized as both sanctuary and ruin.

Draven’s breath came ragged, and the pain in his arm threaded into his chest, and the dream tilted as though the world were shifting its weight, because his instincts lunged toward the gold even while every ounce of training screamed to retreat, and his mouth formed words that did not match the hunger vibrating behind them. “I have to stay away,” he rasped, the sentence scraped raw, because the moment he drew close again the sweetness of that royal blood would turn him into something that could not be trusted with hands near a throat.

The king laughed softly, and the sound was a low purr that made the glass quiver, because laughter in a predator carried promise. “Say it again,” the king said, “say you will stay away, and watch how your veins answer.”

The gold in the distance pulsed once, and the pain in Draven’s arm answered, a sharp spike that stole his breath and forced his fingers to clench hard enough that nails bit palm, and in that involuntary reaction his body betrayed him more completely than any confession, because the pull did not loosen at his vow, it tightened, as if his blood took his denial as challenge.

He woke with a violent gasp that tore the cold night air into his lungs, and his hand flew to his forearm as though to tear the bite out of his skin, but there was only damp cloth and the familiar ridge of healing that refused to smooth, and the forest around him remained silent except for the soft drip of condensation from leaves overhead, the sound too gentle for how hard his pulse hammered.

His hands shook so hard he couldn’t retie the cloth at first; he had to press his forearm to the trunk and wait until the tremor obeyed.

His mouth tasted of copper though no blood lay on his tongue, and his throat burned with the aftermath of shouting he had not done aloud, while the cold ground beneath him had taken the warmth from his back so thoroughly that his muscles cramped when he tried to move, yet even that discomfort could not drown the deeper sensation of being watched, the lingering impression that the dream’s gaze had not ended with waking.

He forced himself upright and pressed his back to the trunk again, because standing kept discipline intact, and discipline was the only barrier between him and the thing that wanted to run toward Solaris with teeth bared and hands trembling, the thing that insisted the prince’s blood would quiet the ache even as it would also ignite it.

The night stretched on, and the moon shifted between branches in slow increments, and each time pale light landed on his hands the veins beneath his skin looked darker than they used to, as though ink had bled into him from the inside, and he wrapped his fingers tighter around the edge of his cloak to hide that change from the sky.

He listened for pursuit, for wolves, for patrols, for the rustle of something larger moving through brush, but the only rhythm that persisted was inside him, the double cadence of his own heart and that other steady beat that did not belong to the forest, and the more he resisted it the more it pressed against his ribs with insistence that bordered on tenderness.

When dawn finally thinned the dark, it did not bring relief; it only made the hunger less romantic and more practical, a gnawing demand that turned his mouth dry and his stomach hollow, and he climbed higher into the trees where the ground was less muddy, moving with careful steps that kept leaves from snapping under his weight, because even daylight could carry enemies when the world had started admitting monsters were real.

He found a clearing where wildflowers grew in stubborn patches despite the damp, and the sight of that color should have felt like mercy, but it only highlighted how wrong his senses had become, because the flowers’ sweetness in the air blended with the phantom scent that rose whenever Leorion bled in training, and the blending made his jaw lock so hard it ached.

A memory intruded uninvited: Leorion’s glove tugged off after drills, the pale line of wrist revealed, sweat shining at the hollow, the prince’s breath slightly uneven but controlled, and the image carried such immediate pressure in Draven’s throat that he turned away as if turning could extinguish it.

He moved again, deeper and farther, because distance was the only thing he could offer Leorion that did not risk teeth, yet each step away tightened the pull, the invisible tether that ran through blood rather than rope, and it made the forest feel smaller, as though the world itself had begun folding inward around the path that led back to the prince.

By midday he stopped near a rock outcrop slick with moss, and he pressed his palm to the stone to ground himself in something cold and unyielding, but the contact sent a sharp jolt through his forearm where the bite-mark lay. Pain opened a narrow door into his chest where panic lived, and with it came a sudden, humiliating pull in his mouth, saliva gathering as if his body mistook fear for thirst—because the king’s claim had not been only a dream, it had been a pressure that could reach him even here.

His breath dragged in, and this time he let the exhale go slow, forcing air through clenched teeth until the tremor in his hands eased, and he spoke to the empty woods in a voice that did not deserve to be heard. “I have to stay away from you,” he said, the words steady despite the tightness in his throat, “before it is too late.”

The forest offered no answer, and yet beneath his ribs the second cadence persisted, patient, unwavering, and it pressed against his resolve like a hand against a door that would not stay closed forever.

That night, when sleep crept back with its cruel insistence, the dream returned without transition, and the vampire king’s voice arrived like a knife drawn across silk, close enough to lift the hair at the back of Draven’s neck. “Run as far as you like,” the king whispered, “your blood will bring you back to him—and through him, to me.”
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Chapter 3: The Prince Enters the Forbidden Woods
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Leorion left Solaris Citadel before the bells finished arguing with dawn, riding through the western gate with only three figures at his back—Rowan Ardent in his familiar crimson, Lieutenant Maris Vale with her quiet, watchful eyes, and a single scout chosen for feet that knew how to lie to sound—because a prince could command an army with a word but could only follow a shadow with restraint, and restraint was the only currency that bought him time before the council noticed the full measure of his absence.

The road thinned quickly, stone giving way to packed earth and then to a narrow ribbon pressed into grass by generations of carts that had no business traveling farther, and with each mile the air cooled until breath left faint ghosts in front of mouths, the morning fog gathering low and dense enough to turn the world into layers of pale and darker pale, as though the land itself were being erased one careful stroke at a time.

Rowan rode close enough that their stirrups nearly touched, not out of ceremony but habit, his gaze sweeping the tree line with the patience of a man who had learned that danger announced itself only when it wanted applause, while Maris lingered a few lengths behind, counting pauses between birdcalls and the way the mist bent around trunks, her silence a steady pressure at Leorion’s back that reminded him this was not a solitary pilgrimage, no matter how narrow the path felt beneath his horse.

They dismounted where the road ended without warning, swallowed by a stand of trees whose roots rose like knuckles through black soil, and the moment Leorion’s boots met the ground the forest closed around them with a damp hush, the temperature dropping enough to make leather creak and breath thicken, because the Forbidden Woods did not announce themselves with gates or signs, only with the sensation that the rules of daylight had been quietly renegotiated.

Leorion moved first, because rank mattered less here than intent, and the undergrowth parted reluctantly, branches snagging at cloaks and mail as if testing resolve, while the fog slid between trunks in slow currents that erased distance and depth, making even Rowan’s broad silhouette soften at the edges as though the forest were deciding how much of him to accept.

A branch snapped somewhere ahead, sharp and wrong in its timing, and Maris raised a hand without a word, the small gesture tightening the formation until boots found rhythm again, softer now, careful enough that leaves sighed instead of cracked, and Leorion felt the weight of every rule he had broken settle along his spine—not as regret, but as clarity—because rules only mattered when there was something worth breaking them for.

The deeper they went, the stranger the light became, sunlight filtering through the canopy in thin strands that caught on mist and drifted like loose threads, guiding the eye forward even as the ground underfoot grew treacherous with slick moss and roots that shifted at the wrong angle, and Leorion let that light pull him onward without questioning why, because the direction felt earned rather than chosen.

They found the first sign near a fallen birch whose white bark lay split open like a wound, and it was Rowan who halted first, crouching with a soundless ease that made his armor seem an afterthought, his gloved fingers hovering just above the trunk where something dark had been smeared deliberately rather than spilled.

Leorion knelt beside him, the cold seeping through the leather at his knees, and the mark resolved under closer inspection into a pattern too precise to be accident, a looping sigil traced in blood that had dried to a deep rust, the lines intersecting at angles that suggested intent rather than desperation, while the faint metallic scent still lingered despite the damp, sharp enough to sting the back of his throat.

Maris drew closer, her expression tightening as she took in the shape. “That isn’t a hunter’s sign,” she said quietly, because hunters marked trees to warn others away, and this mark did not warn so much as announce, “and it isn’t human script.”

Leorion reached out without thinking and stopped short of contact, his fingers hovering a breath from the bark, because the sigil pulled at something under his skin with the same insistence the torn strip of cloak had carried, a recognition that did not belong to study or lesson, only to proximity, and the fog seemed to press closer in response, thickening around his wrist as though curious.

“It’s fresh,” Rowan said, pressing two fingers to the edge of the mark and lifting them again, the faint smear glistening before dulling, “no more than a day old.”

The confirmation landed like a held breath released too quickly, sharp and dizzying, and Leorion rose in one smooth motion, the forest tilting for a moment before settling, because Draven had been here, not carried unconscious through the trees but moving with enough awareness to leave a sign that required strength and control, and the relief threaded through his chest burned hotter than fear.

They followed the marks as they appeared and vanished, sometimes on bark, sometimes on stone, sometimes in the soil itself where a boot had pressed deep enough to leave a print that did not quite match human weight distribution, the heel too light, the forefoot too sure, and each sign tightened the path until the forest felt less like a maze and more like a corridor narrowing toward something inevitable.

Rowan broke the silence once when the ground sloped sharply downward, his voice pitched low. “Your Highness,” he said, not as warning but as grounding, “this is farther than any patrol goes, and whatever made those marks knows it.”

“I know,” Leorion replied, because denial would insult the man’s experience, and because the awareness had been building since the moment the fog first closed around his horse, “and if they know it, then they also know someone will follow.”

Maris glanced between them, concern flickering and then hardening into resolve, because she had chosen this path as surely as either of them. “Then we don’t give them the luxury of surprise,” she said, adjusting her grip on her spear, the metal dull in the forest light, “we move as if we’re expected.”

The woods changed as they descended, the trees growing closer together, the air carrying a cooler bite that slipped beneath armor and cloth, and Leorion felt it settle along his skin, not hostile but intimate, as if the forest had leaned in to test him, to see whether light would flinch when shadow pressed close enough to blur the edges.

Another sign waited ahead, this one cut into the trunk of an ancient oak whose bark was thick enough to swallow knives, the sigil deeper here, the blood darker and tacky to the touch when Rowan tested it, and beneath the mark a smear suggested a hand had steadied itself there, fingers splayed, the impression wide enough to speak of strain without collapse.

“He stopped,” Maris murmured, tracing the air beside the handprint, “or slowed.”

Leorion stepped closer until the oak filled his vision, and for a moment the world narrowed to bark and blood and the faint copper scent that rose from it, and his breath went shallow without permission, because the image of Draven braced against the tree pressed into his chest with a force that bypassed language, a silent echo of shoulders he knew by sight and habit.

“Not caught,” Leorion said, and the words came out steadier than the tightness beneath them, “not yet.”

They moved on, the ground growing softer underfoot, damp enough that footprints held shape before slowly surrendering to seep and moss, and when Leorion spotted the next set he stopped so abruptly that Rowan nearly collided with him, the prints pressed into mud still dark with moisture, the edges crisp enough to suggest the weight had lifted minutes rather than hours ago.

The smell here was stronger, blood and earth tangled together, and when Leorion crouched the cold seeped into his joints until his teeth threatened to click, yet the chill did nothing to dull the warmth that flared behind his sternum, a heat that rose with each breath and settled lower with each exhale, because whatever tether had been pulling at him since dawn tightened into something undeniable.

He reached out this time and pressed two fingers into the nearest print, the mud yielding easily, cool and slick, and the contact sent a jolt through his arm that stopped just short of pain, a sudden clarity that did not explain itself but insisted on direction, on movement, on refusal to stop here and debate.

Rowan straightened slowly, scanning the trees with renewed focus. “Someone’s watching,” he said, not alarmed, simply certain, and the forest answered with a soft rustle that might have been wind if the air had not been so still.

Leorion rose and took a step forward, the fog thinning just enough to reveal a darker shape between the trunks ahead, not a figure exactly, more the suggestion of space being held, of absence shaped like intent, and his breath caught once, sharply, because the woods seemed to hold that pause with him, waiting.

“Draven,” he whispered, the name carried on a breath rather than voice, and the sound of it loosened something in his chest that had been braced too long, because this was not declaration or promise, only acknowledgment of a bond that refused to be dismissed as duty.

He did not say love, because the word still felt too exposed, too final, but the forest heard the truth beneath the restraint all the same, and the silence that followed pressed close enough to feel like listening.

Somewhere to their left, a branch shifted without breaking, slow and deliberate, and the sound carried weight enough to draw every eye, the fog parting just slightly as if to reveal a path that had not been there a moment before, and Leorion stood poised at its edge, light held tight against his ribs, knowing with a certainty that tasted like iron and warmth that whatever waited ahead had already noticed him.
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Chapter 4: The Moment Their Paths Collide Again
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The forest pressed on Draven from every side, damp bark and cold air closing around him with the patience of something that had watched men stumble here for centuries, and he moved through it as if wading through deep water, each step heavier than the last while heat raged beneath his skin in pulses that did not match the night’s chill.

He found a hollow between two leaning pines where the ground dipped and collected mist, and he dropped to one knee before the roots because his legs finally refused the command to keep going, his breath coming too fast and too hot, the exhale steaming against his knuckles as he braced a hand in the wet soil, the bite-mark on his forearm burning like a brand pressed from the inside.

The world narrowed to sound and pressure, the soft drip of condensed fog slipping from needles overhead, the slow drag of blood through veins that now carried a second rhythm, and when he pressed his palm to the bite through cloth the contact sent a sharp line of pain along his arm that made his jaw lock, because the pain no longer behaved like injury, it behaved like a signal—summoning, insisting—meant to pull him toward a presence he had sworn to keep distant.

He forced himself upright again, shoulders set against the sway that tried to take him, and staggered deeper until the hollow gave way to a darker corridor of trees, because stopping entirely would
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