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CHAPTER ONE: CHAINS OF WHISPERED GOLD
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The cold kissed her skin like a lover denied. Snow drifted in slow spirals from the shattered dome overhead, settling on the broken stone beneath Seren’s knees. She didn’t flinch. She didn’t move. The world could collapse around her in fire and blood, and still she would kneel in silence, chained to the altar of a dead god’s church.

Silver links coiled around her arms like serpents. Her wrists were red and rubbed raw where the sacred metals touched her flesh, each chain infused with spells that silenced the soul. But the worst of them was the one across her mouth.

It wasn’t just a gag. It was a seal. Wrought of melted relics from the Old World, kissed by priests and cursed by kings. Her voice was no longer hers. It belonged to fate, to magic, to the gods who no longer answered prayers. And it was this voice—locked behind her trembling lips—that had brought Lucien to her.

He entered like a storm.

Darkness flooded the hollow arches of the ruin with each of his steps, and the air thickened with the scent of burning cedar and smoke-soaked steel. The torches along the corridor hadn’t been lit in decades, yet they flickered to life in his presence. The walls, lined with faded runes, seemed to hum in mourning as he approached.

Lucien’s eyes found her instantly.

There was no confusion. No hesitation. He knew her.

The Warlord of the Blood Wastes, breaker of kings and butcher of seers, paused at the edge of the altar’s ring and tilted his head, as if savoring the moment.

“You’re the last,” he said, his voice a gravel rasp pulled from centuries of war. “The last oracle. The last sealed mouth. And the last key.”

Seren’s heart beat faster. It shouldn’t have. She had trained herself for stillness. For nothingness. She had swallowed years of pain without flinching, watched as the others were unbound and burned for speaking truths. But Lucien’s voice—coarse, commanding, and low enough to crawl beneath her skin—made her spine curve inward, made her breath hitch.

He stepped closer.

Every inch of him was destruction dressed in mortal skin. His chest was bare beneath a thick black coat, tattered and stained from battles that didn’t belong to this realm. His body bore scars like prayers—raised white sigils of war and curses bound into his very bones. His right hand glowed faintly with a twisted brand, pulsing faint gold through the leather wrap that failed to hide it.

She recognized the mark.

It was the curse of endless thirst—the same one carved into every page of the forbidden texts buried beneath the Temple’s lowest floor.

Lucien had not come seeking salvation.

He had come seeking her ruin.

“You’ve kept your silence well, oracle,” he said as he circled her slowly, boots crunching against the frost-laced floor. “But I don’t need your permission to take what I want.”

He stopped behind her, and she felt his presence like a thundercloud against her back.

His fingers brushed against the metal at her mouth. Just a graze. But her whole body flinched, magic recoiling as if threatened. A tiny tremor moved down her thighs, pooling heat low in her belly despite the cold. She hated how her body responded. She hated that she still felt anything.

He noticed.

Lucien’s chuckle was low and dangerous.

“Ah. There she is. Still fighting. Good.”

He reached forward, his palm pressing flat against her stomach. Her muscles tensed. She didn’t dare breathe.

“I was told the voice of an oracle could rip apart the sky,” he whispered into her ear, lips ghosting the curve of it. “That a single word, if unbound, could kill a king.”

His hand drifted downward.

Seren shuddered violently, the chains rattling against stone. Her thighs pressed together on instinct, but he was faster. His knee pushed between them, spreading her open until her bound hands scrambled for grip behind her on the slick altar. Her breath came fast and heavy through her nose, but she made no sound.

“Good girl,” he murmured, his breath fogging against her temple. “But we’ll fix that.”

She wanted to spit in his face.

But she couldn’t open her mouth.

He laughed again—quieter this time. More intimate. Like a man sharing a secret instead of delivering a threat.

“You’re not just a key to my curse,” he said, dragging his tongue lightly along the edge of her jaw. “You’re my offering. My penance. And my punishment.”

With a swift tug, one of the chains on her ankles snapped loose. Not broken. Unlocked. Like it had been waiting for him to touch it. Her body jolted with the sudden release, the rush of magic bleeding upward like ink in water.

She gasped—still silent—but the pressure behind her eyes pulsed painfully.

She wanted to scream.

He turned her face toward him with a harsh grip on her chin. Their eyes locked. Hers were wide and wild and wet. His were coal and flame and something not quite human anymore.

“I’m not going to free you all at once,” he whispered. “No, little oracle. You’ll earn each chain’s release with obedience. With surrender.”

Her body tensed. Fire licked at the edge of her vision.

He grinned.

Then he stripped her.

The silk shift she wore was no protection, and he tore it from her with one practiced motion, exposing her to the bitter air and his merciless gaze. Her nipples tightened in the cold, her stomach hollowing beneath the hunger of his stare.

She was beautiful.

And furious.

And caged.

Lucien stepped back to admire her, his hands working the buttons of his belt, slow and deliberate. She didn’t dare look down. She didn’t dare look away.

“You think silence keeps you pure?” he asked, lowering his voice until it was almost a growl. “You think your gods gave you chains to protect the world from your truth?”

He stepped forward again, pressing the weight of himself between her open thighs. She gasped as heat met heat, her body already slick despite every part of her that screamed no.

“They didn’t seal your mouth for them, little oracle,” he hissed, thrusting his hips forward just enough for her to feel the promise of pain and pleasure. “They sealed it for you. Because they knew once you tasted power—real power—you’d never stop.”

His mouth descended on her neck, biting—not kissing—as his hand slid down to cup the throbbing space between her legs. She twisted against him, teeth clenched behind her gag, magic pulsing beneath her skin like a dying sun.

“Break for me,” he commanded.

Her body arched in resistance.

In need.

Her mind screamed that this was wrong, that she was sacred, that her voice was meant to guide kings not moan for devils.

But her body didn’t listen.

Lucien thrust inside her in one brutal motion, and Seren’s world exploded in silent color. The pain was bright, sharp, holy. The pleasure came after—hot and traitorous and raw.

He fucked her like he was tearing through centuries of fate, each thrust deep and punishing, his hand on her throat, his teeth marking her skin like vows. And she—she wept in silence. Not from shame. Not from fear.

But because her magic—trapped, twisted, screaming—liked it.

She felt the chain on her mouth twitch.

Just a crack. Just a shift.

Lucien felt it too.

He growled against her shoulder, hips jerking harder, faster.

“Not yet,” he snarled. “Not until I own every breath you’ve ever held.”

She came with a soundless scream, body bucking, walls tightening, power shattering beneath her skin like glass. And with it—one more chain fell free.

Lucien collapsed against her, sweat dripping from his brow, hands fisting her hair as he whispered the only word that made her tremble more than any curse:

“Mine.”

And still, she did not speak.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE PRICE OF UNBINDING
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The snow had stopped falling. The ruin was quieter now—too quiet. The kind of silence that lived in the breath between lightning and thunder. The kind that only came after something sacred had been broken.

Seren lay where he left her, curled on the altar’s edge, one ankle unchained, arms still pinned behind her, mouth gagged with silver and thorn. Her thighs were sticky with his mark, her skin bruised with the memory of him. But it wasn’t the ache in her body that haunted her.

It was the shift.

She felt it.

Deep in her belly. In her bones. In the breath she hadn’t been allowed to release.

The second chain—gone.

Something inside her had moved. Stirred.

Woken.

Lucien stood at a distance now, back to her, blade drawn across his palm as he carved a sigil into the cracked stone floor. Blood ran in rivulets down his wrist, feeding the pattern, thick and black in the moonlight.

He didn’t speak.

Neither did she.

But the air was tense, straining like the seam of a wound before it split.

Her eyes tracked his movements. The lines he drew weren’t random. She’d studied those symbols once—before the Temple’s scrolls were burned in the Night of Culling. The spell he worked was old. Forbidden. Something meant to anchor a soul to a body. Or to sever it from one.

She shivered.

Lucien turned slowly, his blood-slick hand clenching and opening like it could still feel the ghosts of gods. His expression was unreadable. Not soft. Not cruel. Just... waiting.

“You felt it,” he said finally, voice quiet but edged like steel. “Didn’t you?”

Seren didn’t answer. Couldn’t.

He walked toward her again, every step deliberate. Controlled. Like approaching a beast he wasn’t sure would purr or bite.

“I thought it would take longer,” he admitted, crouching before her. “But you cracked open like a promise.”

His fingers brushed the chain at her other ankle. He didn’t unlock it. Just touched it. Just made her feel the weight of his intent.

“I don’t want to rush this,” he murmured. “I want to taste every rebellion you offer.”

Her body betrayed her again. Heat bloomed between her thighs, shame and desire twining like roots around a buried seed. She didn’t want to give him anything. But gods, how her body ached for more.

Lucien reached up, trailing fingers along her jaw, thumb brushing the edge of the gag.

“This one,” he whispered, “is going to be the last.”

Her breath hitched.

The mouth seal wasn’t just enchanted—it was alive. It pulsed faintly with her heartbeat, glowing dull gold against her lips, vines tightening any time her magic surged too close to the surface. If he broke it now—before the ritual, before the chains were ready—her prophecy could explode from her like fire through dry bone. She would die. He might die.

The world might burn.

He knew that.

But he was playing with fire anyway.

Lucien stood. “You’ll speak,” he said. “But not until I’ve carved obedience into every inch of your skin.”

He moved fast then—so fast her eyes didn’t catch the first motion.

In one fluid movement, he unhooked the chain binding her arms, caught her by the throat, and lifted her off the altar like she weighed nothing. Her legs kicked once in the air before he pinned her to the wall of the ruin, stone ice-cold against her spine.

“I want you to remember something,” he said, pressing his forehead to hers. “I’m not trying to break you.”

His hips ground into her, forcing her legs open around him.

“I’m trying to become you.”

She gasped, hips shifting against him, nerves raw. He hadn't even touched her properly again, and she was already on fire.

He moved against her with maddening slowness, the friction unbearable, one hand gripping her thigh, the other sliding between them.

She moaned behind the gag, the sound muffled and desperate.

Lucien’s eyes flared. “There she is,” he whispered. “My little oracle, begging in silence.”

He found her slick and swollen, and when he pushed inside her again, it was with the control of a man determined to make her forget her name. Each thrust was slow and punishing. Deep. Possessive. Measured to destroy. Her body clenched, magic sparking along her limbs, fingers clawing at the stone behind her as she struggled to hold back the storm rising within.

She was going to break.

He wanted her to.

His mouth descended on her neck again, this time biting hard enough to bruise.

“I’ll fuck the silence out of you,” he growled. “Even if it kills us both.”

Her eyes rolled back, the edges of her vision blurring. The pressure was too much. Her orgasm hit like thunder, sudden and violent, her body seizing around him. Her scream tore through the gag in a wild, muted cry—and this time, a crack split the seal across her lips.

Lucien froze.

Her eyes snapped open.

A golden light poured from the break in the gag, searing across the ruin in a burst of pure, undiluted prophecy.

The runes he’d carved on the floor flared to life.

And the world shifted.

Lucien stepped back, panting, sweat dripping from his jaw. His chest heaved with more than exhaustion. It was fear. Or awe. Maybe both.

Seren fell to her knees.

The seal on her mouth held—but barely. One more fracture and her voice would be free. She blinked, dazed, body trembling in aftershock.

Lucien stared down at her.

“What did I just unleash?” he whispered.

She looked up at him, lips parted just enough to glow.

And smiled.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE BURNING OATH
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The chains whispered in the silence.

Seren sat still in the middle of the altar room, her knees bruised, the stone beneath her slick with sweat and remnants of the war that had just played out across her skin. The air around her pulsed with a lingering gold—soft glows of prophecy bleeding from the crack in the gag that still clung stubbornly to her mouth.

Lucien hadn’t touched her again.

Not yet.

He stood several feet away, one hand braced against a stone pillar, head bowed, chest rising with ragged breath. Whatever she had unleashed when the seal first split had shaken him to the core. Not physically. Spiritually. That primal thing beneath his warlord skin—the part of him still tethered to the curse—was now awake and hungry.

Her magic had called to it.

And now, neither of them could pretend they were the same.

“You smiled,” he said without turning around.

Seren didn’t move.

“That wasn’t an accident,” he went on, voice lower now, edged with something volatile. “You let the crack form. You wanted it.”

Her silence pressed between them like a second presence.

He turned to face her, slow and methodical, like something barely chained inside him was pacing beneath his skin.

“You think if you speak, you’ll destroy me?” He tilted his head. “No. That’s not how this works.”

He stalked toward her, each step heavy with promise. Her pulse fluttered. Her thighs still ached from the last time he touched her, but it wasn’t pain she felt when he dropped to his knees in front of her—it was anticipation. Unearned, unwanted, and deep as hunger.

“I felt what’s inside you.” His fingers curled around her throat. “I heard the truth hiding behind your moans.”

She shivered.

“I want it,” he breathed, dragging her forward by the neck. “All of it.”

He didn’t kiss her.

He bit.

Teeth scraped across her jawline, her collarbone, the soft swell of her breast. She gasped through her nose, body writhing against his grip as fire licked down her spine. Her hands flew up—unbound now—but powerless. She could push him away. She didn’t.

Because a part of her wanted it.

Lucien’s hand slid between her thighs again, spreading her open as he pressed her back against the altar. He didn’t undress her this time. He shoved the torn remnants of her robe aside, baring her as easily as if she were a gift already unwrapped.

He stared.

Her lips glistened with want.

Her thighs trembled.

He growled low and deep and pulled her down onto his lap.

Seren arched, a gasp stifled behind the gag, as his cock pressed into her without warning. She was still slick from the last time. Still stretched. But he felt bigger now. Or maybe it was the way her body knew what was coming—knew what it wanted—that made the intrusion feel sharper, more dangerous.

He didn’t fuck her like before.

He moved slow.

Cruel.

Each thrust was deliberate, calculated, meant to tear past her control and shatter it.

Seren clenched her fists at her sides, fighting the scream building in her throat. The crack in the seal pulsed.

One more word. One single syllable, and it would rip open.

Lucien leaned forward, his mouth against her ear, his breath hot with fury and lust.

“Say it.”

She shook her head violently.

“Say it,” he growled, thrusting harder.

Tears pricked her eyes as her orgasm rose again, savage and too soon. Her body spasmed around him, betraying her with a pleasure she didn’t consent to but couldn’t deny. She wanted to scream. She wanted to curse him. But she was bound by a promise older than blood.

And yet—

The crack widened.

A hiss escaped her gag. Barely sound. Barely air. But Lucien felt it.

He stilled inside her.

“Do it again,” he whispered.

Seren turned her head. Her eyes were fire.

She wanted to.

Lucien pulled out slowly, watching her tremble, before flipping her onto her stomach and dragging her hips up to meet him again. She cried out against the altar stone, teeth grinding against the metal seal as he entered her from behind. Her back arched, hair spilling across her shoulders like dark ink.

“You’re not afraid of what happens when you speak,” he muttered, slamming into her. “You’re afraid of what happens when you enjoy it.”

He wasn’t wrong.

Something inside her wanted to be broken.

To burn.

The gag shimmered gold again, more cracks spreading along its surface like veins of light. The air in the ruin thickened. Ancient energy pulsed from the stones beneath them, echoing with the names of oracles long buried.

Lucien’s pace grew faster.

She rocked against him now, matching each thrust with silent need, tears spilling freely down her cheeks. She was ashamed of her body. Of the wetness slicking their skin. Of the moans breaking from her nose. But mostly—she was ashamed of the voice building inside her.

The truth.

The prophecy.

The want.

Her orgasm hit like a spear. White-hot. Devastating. Her scream shattered against the gag—and this time, a piece of it fell off.

Lucien choked on a gasp as golden light exploded from her mouth, knocking him backward onto the stone floor. Seren collapsed beside him, panting, hand over her lips as the rest of the seal hissed like dying embers.

One piece remained.

The final link.

Lucien sat up slowly, blood trickling from his nose, magic flickering across his skin like firelight. His eyes were wide, not with fear—but hunger.

He looked at her like she was the god now.

“Say something,” he begged, voice hoarse. “Let me hear it.”

Seren sat up, lips glowing faintly, the last piece of the seal clinging to the curve of her lower lip.

Her voice stirred behind it.

But she didn’t speak.

Not yet.

She reached out slowly, fingers tracing the line of his jaw, thumb brushing the corner of his bruised mouth.

Lucien leaned into her touch.

And for the first time—his voice broke.

“I don’t want to be cursed anymore,” he whispered.

Seren’s mouth opened.

The seal flared.

And the ruin trembled beneath them both.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE GOD IN HIS BLOOD
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The floor of the temple shook like a beast waking from a centuries-long slumber. Cracks snaked along the ancient marble, flickering with gold light as the last remnant of the gag clung stubbornly to Seren’s lips. The final sliver. The thinnest barrier between prophecy and apocalypse.

Lucien knelt before her, bare-chested, blood staining the corners of his mouth. His breath came in hard, uneven pulls, and his eyes were still wide with awe, still glassy with something too raw to be named. He looked like a man who had glimpsed the edge of heaven—and was terrified it wanted him back.

“Do it,” he rasped. “End it.”

His voice wasn’t cruel now.

It wasn’t a command.

It was a plea.

Seren blinked, chest heaving. The magic inside her had gone quiet, but it wasn’t dormant. It had coiled back deep within her ribs like a predator crouching in wait. She could feel her voice pressing against the seal like warm breath against a thin windowpane.

One word.

One name.

And everything would change.

But her silence wasn’t obedience.

It was power.

Lucien leaned closer, trembling hands bracketing her face, eyes locked to her mouth. “Say it,” he begged again. “Say my name.”

She could taste it. The syllables of his soul. Lucien Iskar Vayn. The Warlord of the Burning Moors. The man cursed by the blood of a forgotten god. If she said it now, aloud, with truth in her voice, the curse would answer.
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