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    To my husband, my warrior in all of our battles who has stood next to me and shielded me from life's demons. I love you. 
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Prologue
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The flickering glow of a candlelight bathed the royal chambers in a soft warm hue, its light barely touching the shadows creeping in from the edges of the room.   Queen Elara sat by the window, her gaze lingering on the infant cradled in her arms. Outside, the night was still, but she could feel the tension, the quiet before the storm. The soft cooing of her daughter Primrose was the only thing that brought her a moment of peace.

With a deep sigh, Elara brushed her finger across the baby's brow, watching her eyes fluttered closed. “My little Primrose,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the distant rustle of wind. “How can I keep you safe in a world like this?” Her voice wavered as she held the tiny bundle closer, the weight of her words pressing down like a burden she could not shake.

A quiet knock on the door pulled her from her thoughts. Eamon, her most trusted captain and dearest friend, stepped inside.   His footsteps soft but deliberate. His armor clinked faintly as he approached, bowing his head with respect.

“My Queen,” Eamon said, his tone formal but laced with concern. “The High Lords grow restless. There are whispers in the court... rumors of betrayal.”

Elara didn't look up immediately. Instead, her eyes remained on her daughter, stroking the downy hair on her head as if the simple act could shield her from the world outside.

“I know,” she murmured. “they've always been envious, jealous really, of the peace. With peace, there is no war with no war there are no spoils to lay claim to. they hunger for what they cannot wield. This crown carries a heavy burden, a darkness that only the Solari’s light can wipe out.” 

Eamon stepped closer, his voice dropping. “It's more than jealousy now. Lord Kieran has been gathering support from the Western Regions. I've seen the signs - they plot to take the crown.”

At this, Elara's head lifted, her eyes narrowing. “Lord Kieran...” she said, bitterness curling around the name. “He was once loyal, or at least I thought so. How quickly ambition can poison a man's heart.”

Eamon shifted, his usual unshakable composure faltering for a moment. “There’s talk of... alliances,” he admitted carefully.   “The High Lords believe the Solari bloodline has ruled long enough. They see your power as a threat, a relic of the past. They want the crown for themselves.” 

Elara let out a humorless laugh, though it held no joy. “And what do they think will happen if they take the crown? Do they not know the curse it bears?” Her voice grew sharp, her free hand clenching the fabric of her gown. 

“It’s more than a symbol of power. It is bound to our blood, to the very essence of this kingdom. They are fools to think they could wield it without consequence.”

Eamon’s brow furrowed as he watched the queen’s face darken. “They do not fear what they don’t understand. They crave power more than they value the future.”

The queen rose from her seat, the infant still nestled in her arms, and crossed the room to stand before the hearth. “They do not know what they are asking for,” she said softly, though her voice carried the weight of centuries. 

“The Sun Crown was not always light; it was forged in darkness with the blood sacrifice of my ancestors. The Blood crown held the power to destroy... but only one of Solari blood can truly control it.” 

Eamon stepped forward; his voice low, steady. “If it comes to war, my Queen... we must prepare. The loyalty of your army is strong, but even we cannot stand against an uprising of all the High Lords.” 

Elara turned to him, her gaze piercing. “I will not let them tear apart this kingdom, Eamon. Not while I live, and not while my daughter draws breath.” 

Eamon nodded, though his face held a shadow of doubt. “What would you have me do, my Queen?”

“Strengthen our defenses,” she commanded. “Gather those who are still loyal. I will not be caught unprepared.” Her voice softened as she turned her gaze back to Primrose. 

“And, Eamon... If the worst should come to pass-if I should fall-promise me that you will protect her.”

Eamon hesitated for only a heartbeat before placing a fist over his heart and bowing his head. “With my life I make the blood vow, I Eamon of the Mountain Clan,” He pulled his short blade from his belt, slicing his palm, blood pooling at his feet. “Pledge my life, and the life of my heirs, to protecting my queen, my princess, and the kingdom of Solaria.” 

Elara nodded, satisfied, though her heart clenched with fear she would never admit aloud. The storm was coming. She could feel it, as surely as she could feel the warmth of her child in her arms. Solaria was teetering on the edge of darkness, and she knew that in the days to come, her love for her daughter might be the only thing standing between salvation and ruin. 

As Eamon left the room, leaving the queen alone with her thoughts, she leaned down and pressed her lips to Primrose’s forehead. “I will keep you safe,” she whispered. “No matter the cost.” 

But outside, in the depths of the castle, the first tremors of rebellion had already begun. 

Their air crackled with tension as the sun dipped below the horizon, casting the battlefield in an eerie twilight glow. Queen Elara stood at the forefront of her crumbling castle, her golden crown glinting ominously against the chaos surrounding her. The clamor of clashing swords and anguished cries filled the air, each sound echoing like a death knell for her Kingdom.

“Hold the line!” Elara commanded; her voice unwavering despite the tremor of fear in her heart. Her loyal soldiers, weary but fierce, formed a protective barrier around her. Among them, her trusted Captain Eamon fought valiantly, parrying the strikes of the rebellious forces. 

“My Queen, we must retreat!” Eamon shouted, his face streaked with dirt and sweat. “We can’t hold them much longer!” 

“No!” Elara’s eyes blazed with defiance. “This is our home! I will not let them take it from us!” She tightened her grip on her sword, its blade shimmering with magic, the last remnants of her Solari power. 

Just then, a familiar cry pierced through the chaos, Elara's heart sank. “My daughter!” She gasped, glancing back at the castle where the sound had originated. “Primrose!”

Eamon turned, his expression shifting from concern to horror. “They’ve breached the inner sanctum! We must go!”

Elara shook her head, determination hardening her features. “No. I cannot leave her. I must protect her!” She raised her sword high, rallying her remaining troops. “For Solaria! For my daughter!” 

With a thunderous roar, the royal guards surged forward, their faces twisted with rage. Elara fought with every ounce of strength she could conjure, her sword weaving through the air like a deadly dance. 

“Queen Elara!” a voice shouted from the melee, the unmistakable sound of betrayal. It was Lord Kieran, once her ally, now leading the charge against her. “You are a fool to think you can save your legacy! The crown needs a new head to lay on.” Lord Kieran called Primrose wailing in his arms. “Hand over the crown and I will spare your child.” He spat with malice. 

Elara’s heart raced as Kieran approached, his blade glinting with malevolence. “You’ve ruled long enough! It’s time for the strong to lead. Your reign ends here!”

“No!” she cried, parrying his strike. “You will not take my daughter!” 

With a desperate glance towards her daughter and then toward her kingdom dying around her, she summoned every ounce of magic left in her. 

“Primrose,” she whispered, her voice cracking. “If you can hear me, I need you to be strong. I will protect you, even from beyond.” 

Without warning, Primrose evaporated from Lord Kieran’s arms. In the same moment, Queen Elara took down her crown from upon her head. Held it into the sky just as Lord Kieran thrust his blade through Elara’s core. 

She fell to her knees, pain searing through her body as she felt the life draining from her. But in her dying breath, she raised her other hand towards the heavens, casting a spell infused with love and desperation. 

“By the light of the sun and the strength of my blood, I curse this crown. Let it bind my spirit to you, my child. May it protect you from darkness, but know this: Power always comes at a price.” 

The crown in her hands warped and darkened the jewels now the deepest red. As the spell was cast a shockwave was sent through the air as a dark mist enveloped everything in the kingdom, forever marking the crown as both a weapon and a burden. 

As the world around her faded, Elara vanished from the battle field and came to rest on the soaked forest floor staring eye level with a beautiful vine covered in cactus like thorns. It was the rarest of rare plants known as The Queen of Night. 

“Tonight, my love, we shall slumber together. On the hundredth blood moon, a night like tonight, I will wake you my beautiful Primrose and you will avenge our family with your blood. Rest ... now... my flower.” she breathed, before succumbing to the darkness. 
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Chapter One 
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Primrose jolted awake, her heart pounding, body tense as if still bracing for the battle that had raged in her dreams. The early morning light filtered through the gaps in the wooden walls of her small cabin, casting golden patterns across her bed. She pressed a hand to her chest, willing her heart to slow. It was the same nightmare – shadowy figures, distant scrams, and an overwhelming sense of loss. 

But it was just a dream. “Just a dream,” she told herself, though a part of her whispered otherwise. 

She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood, her body still humming with tension. Wrapping herself in the simple linen tunic that marked her as a hunter of Albia, she inhaled deeply. Outside, the village was already stirring, the soft hum of life buzzing from the canopy above.  

Albia, part of the Forest Sentinel, was a hidden sanctuary where nature ruled. Tall trees, older than the oldest stories, towered above their homes. Houses built into the ancient oaks, with bridges of woven vines connecting them like threads in a tapestry. The scent of pine and damp earth was a constant, grounding reminder of the peaceful yet powerful wilderness they lived within. It was breathtaking—a place where nature and magic danced in quiet harmony.

Yet despite its beauty, Primrose often felt like an outsider looking in. She was liked, even admired for her skills as a hunter, but there was always something about her that didn’t quite fit. 

“Prim!” A cheerful voice called from outside, followed by a knock on her door. “You’re going to miss the morning hunt!” 

She smiled at the familiar voice. Her younger brother, Talen, always full of energy. She opened the door to find him grinning at her, his bow slung over his shoulder. His brown hair was still messy from sleep, his wide grin infectious.

“You overslept again,” he teased. “Bad dreams?”

She shrugged, trying to hide the discomfort. “Something like that.” She rubbed the back of her neck and glanced past him toward the village square. “Is Mother up?”

“Of course! She’s been up for hours with Eldra,” Talen said. “She’s driving her mad about the wedding preparations.”

Primrose couldn’t help but smirk. Her older sister, Eldra, was set to marry Baine, one of the village’s top warriors, in two nights' time. The entire village was buzzing with excitement. It was a union that carried weight and honor—especially since Baine had returned victorious from hunting the Nightshade Prowler, a beast that many thought was just a myth. His success had cemented his place as one of Albia's great champions.

“Mother probably hasn’t stopped fussing,” Primrose said, shaking her head. “I don’t envy Eldra.”

Talen laughed, adjusting his quiver. “You know Eldra’s used to it. Besides, Baine bagging that Prowler means she’s practically royalty now.”

Primrose smiled, though something in her tightened. She loved her family—her brother’s optimism, her mother’s warmth, and her sister’s strength—but that familiar sense of being an outsider lingered.

“And what about you?” she asked, arching an eyebrow. “Think you’re ready to catch your first deer today?”

Talen puffed out his chest. “More than ready! I’ve been practicing my aim every day. You’ll see.” 

Primrose chuckled softly, ruffling his hair. “We’ll see. Go on ahead, I’ll catch up.”

As Talen darted off into the trees, she grabbed her quiver of arrows and slung it across her back, along with her longbow. 

The bow was a prized possession—finely crafted with dark wood, carved with intricate patterns, and strung with a line that hummed with magic. She had earned her place as one of Albia's best hunters, and yet, even as she took pride in her skill, a weight settled over her.

Stepping out into the cool morning air, she inhaled deeply. The sounds of the village waking up surrounded her—birds chirping from the treetops, the rustle of leaves, and the soft voices of villagers going about their day. Everywhere she went, she was greeted warmly.

“Morning, Primrose!” called Mara, one of the village weavers, from her perch up in the trees. “Going to bring back something for the feast?”

Primrose waved, offering a small smile. “That’s the plan.”

Despite her smile, an emptiness gnawed at her. She was well-liked, even respected, but that didn’t change the feeling that something in her life was missing—a truth she hadn’t yet found.

Even though she was well liked and respected, she often felt like she was playing a part in someone else's life. She had friends, Mara, Eldra and others, but there was always a gnawing emptiness inside, a sense of detachment she couldn't explain. Like there was a part of her that didn't belong in this serene, orderly world.

Reaching the clearing where the hunters gathered, Primrose spotted Baine leaning casually against a tree, arms folded, his sharp eyes scanning the group. He had the build of a seasoned warrior—broad shoulders, muscled arms, and an air of easy confidence that always seemed to put others at ease. He was speaking with Eldra, who was adjusting her bow, but the moment he saw Primrose, a wide grin spread across his face.

“Well, look who finally decided to join us,” Baine teased, pushing off from the tree and strolling over to her. “Thought maybe you’d gotten lost in your dreams again, Prim.”

Primrose shot him a smirk as she adjusted the quiver on her back. “Funny, Baine. I didn’t realize you were still waiting on me to show you how to use that bow of yours.”

Baine laughed, a deep, hearty sound. “You’re right. I was starting to worry I’d have to carry this entire hunt on my own today.”

Eldra, overhearing, rolled her eyes with a grin. “Play nice, Baine. Prim’s the one who’ll be saving you if you run into another Nightshade Prowler.”

“Don’t remind me.” Baine feigned a shudder, but the gleam in his eyes showed he enjoyed the banter. “But seriously, Prim, if you see another one of those things, let me know. I need a new rug.”

Primrose chuckled. “Only if you’re fast enough to catch it this time.”

Baine placed a hand over his heart, mockingly wounded. “Ah, you wound me. After all we’ve been through, you still doubt my hunting prowess?”

“I don’t doubt your hunting,” Primrose said, grinning. “I doubt your aim. You can swing a sword well enough, but that bow you’re holding... let’s just say, I’ll stick to taking point today.”

He let out a low chuckle. “Fair enough. I’ll just follow your lead then, little sis.”

Though he said it lightly, the affectionate term made Primrose pause for a moment, warmth spreading in her chest. Baine had always treated her like family, not just as Eldra’s younger sister, and in moments like these, she almost forgot the nagging sense of not belonging. Almost.

“Careful,” she said, shaking off the feeling. “You keep calling me ‘little sis,’ and I might start making demands—like teaching you to shoot properly.”

Eldra laughed from where she stood, strapping her quiver in place. “I think we’d all appreciate that, Prim. Baine could use a few pointers.”

Baine held up his hands in surrender. “Alright, alright! I’ll admit it—Prim’s the better shot. But I’m the one marrying into the family, so I’d appreciate a little respect.”

Primrose smirked. “Respect? From me? You’ll be waiting a long time, Baine.”

He grinned, but there was genuine affection in his eyes. “Wouldn’t expect anything less.”

With that, the group of hunters finished preparing and set off into the forest. As they moved through the dense underbrush, Baine stayed close to Primrose, his banter now quieter, but his presence reassuring. They fell into a comfortable rhythm—like two siblings who had long since learned to rely on each other, even in silence.

As the morning wore on, Primrose found herself grateful for Baine’s lightheartedness.
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The forest was alive with the sounds of birdsong and rustling leaves as Primrose moved silently through the underbrush. The sunlight filtered down through the thick canopy, dappling the ground in patches of golden light. She should’ve been more focused on the hunt, but her mind kept drifting—back to the dreams, the crown, and the lingering feeling that something was just out of reach.

She paused, crouching low and surveying the area. There were tracks in the mud near the riverbank. Fresh. Her instincts told her the deer couldn’t be far.

Baine, a few paces behind, made almost no sound despite his size. His eyes followed her gaze to the tracks, his expression serious for a moment, but then he grinned. “Don’t tell me you’re losing your edge, Prim. You’ve been trailing this thing for an hour.”

Primrose shot him a sidelong glance, rolling her eyes. “I haven’t lost anything, Baine. Just being thorough.”

“Thorough?” he teased. “If you get any slower, Eldra’s going to send out search parties.” He stepped up beside her, nudging her lightly with his elbow.

She couldn’t help but smile, though the teasing didn’t distract her from the tension still coiling in her chest. Baine was like the older brother she never had—always quick to joke, but dependable when it mattered. And as much as she enjoyed their banter, her heart wasn’t in it today. The dreams had been worse than usual last night, and the ache in her chest hadn’t left since she’d woken up.

They moved forward again, deeper into the forest, their steps in sync. The rest of the hunting party had fanned out, leaving them in relative silence except for the occasional creak of branches underfoot.

Primrose suddenly stilled, her sharp eyes catching movement ahead. A flicker of brown fur in the distance. The deer was close, just beyond a thicket of brambles.

She raised her hand, signaling for Baine to hold back. Slowly, she notched an arrow and took aim, her breath steadying as she drew the bowstring back. The tension in the string mirrored the tightness in her chest, the weight of her dreams pressing down once more. For a moment, the world around her blurred, the edges of her vision darkening, like something pulling her into the past.

The deer stepped into view, perfectly positioned. But as Primrose released the arrow, a sharp pain flared in her temple. Her vision faltered, and the arrow flew wide, missing its target.

Baine didn’t miss a beat. He moved swiftly, drawing his own bow and releasing an arrow in one smooth motion. It struck true, bringing the deer down with a clean shot.

Primrose blinked, trying to clear her head. “Damn it,” she muttered under her breath, rubbing her temple.

Baine turned to her; concern etched into his brow as he slung his bow over his shoulder. “You alright?” He stepped closer, his teasing tone gone, replaced with something more serious.

She forced a smile, even though her heart was still racing. “Yeah, just... distracted.”

“You’ve been off all morning,” Baine said, his voice low. He crouched beside the downed deer, making quick work of checking the kill before looking back at her. “That’s not like you.”

Primrose opened her mouth to brush it off, but the words caught in her throat. She couldn’t shake the image of the crown, of shadows closing in around her. How could she explain that to Baine without sounding like she’d lost her mind?

“I didn’t sleep well last night,” she said instead, keeping her tone casual. “Same old nightmares.”

Baine stood up, wiping his hands on the leather straps of his armor. “Those nightmares of yours are starting to get in the way of the hunt. You know you can talk to me, right?” His voice was lighter, but there was an undercurrent of genuine concern.   
“Eldra will have my hide if I let anything happen to her little sister.”
Primrose scoffed, trying to ease the weight in her chest. “Like anything could happen to me with you around.”

Baine gave a half-smile. “Damn right.”

He hauled the deer over his shoulders effortlessly, nodding for her to follow. As they started making their way back toward the clearing, Primrose couldn’t shake the feeling that Baine had noticed more than she wanted him to. The friendly banter between them was one thing, but the tension gnawing at her from the inside—that was something she wasn’t ready to share. Not yet.

Once they reached the clearing, the rest of the hunters were waiting, gathered around and chatting while they cleaned their weapons or checked their traps. Eldra was among them, her sharp eyes scanning the trees until she spotted them.

“Well, well,” Eldra called out, hands on her hips as she looked at Baine carrying the deer. “What took you two so long?”

“Prim wanted to give the deer a head start,” Baine said with a straight face, though there was a teasing lilt in his voice. “Thought it’d be more sporting.”

Primrose shot him a look but didn’t argue. “Maybe I just wanted you to earn your keep for once.”

Eldra laughed, shaking her head. “Baine catching something before you? Never thought I’d see the day.”

“You and me both,” Primrose muttered under her breath, still feeling the lingering ache in her head.

As Baine set the deer down and joined the rest of the hunters, Eldra pulled Primrose aside, her expression softening. “You, okay?”

“Yeah,” Primrose lied, offering a small smile. “Just a bad night.”

Eldra studied her for a moment before nodding. “If you need to talk...”

“I know,” Primrose said quickly, grateful but also eager to avoid the conversation. She didn’t want to worry her sister, not when Eldra had the wedding and everything else on her mind.

Primrose walked back through the forest, the chatter of her fellow hunters fading behind her. The evening air was cool, and the scent of pine mingled with the earthy fragrance of the damp ground. Although they had returned with a decent kill—Baine's impressive deer—Primrose couldn’t shake the feeling of distraction that had plagued her throughout the hunt.

As she approached the cabin, she spotted her mother, Elys, kneeling in the garden, tending to a cluster of vibrant herbs. The sight of her mother brought a sense of calm, a reminder of the warmth and wisdom she embodied.

“Mother,” Primrose called softly, stepping into the garden’s embrace.

Elys looked up, her face lighting up with a smile that could chase away any shadows. “Primrose, dear! You’re back. How was the hunt?”

“It was... fine,” Primrose replied, trying to muster a smile in return. “Baine made a good shot. I, um, missed my mark.”

Elys’s brow furrowed with concern as she stood, brushing dirt from her hands. “You’ve been a bit distracted lately. Is there something on your mind?”

Primrose hesitated, her heart heavy with unspoken thoughts. “It’s just... the dreams I’ve been having. They feel so real, Mother. Sometimes I can’t tell where they end and reality begins.”

Elys’s expression softened as she stepped closer, taking Primrose’s hands in hers. “Tell me about them. Dreams are often more than they seem, my love. They can be guides, warnings. Our ancestors believed that the forest speaks to us in our sleep.”

Primrose took a breath, the words spilling out like the leaves in the breeze. “I see flashes of a battle, and there’s this feeling of loss. It’s like I’m meant to be part of something bigger, something dangerous. I don’t understand it. I feel like the Gods are playing a sick joke with me.”

Elys nodded; her eyes filled with understanding. “Dreams can be a powerful reflection of our fears and hopes. It may be your mind trying to make sense of the turmoil around us, especially with the Blood Crown Tournament coming up.”

Primrose sighed, pulling her knees up to her chest. “I feel like I don’t belong here.”

Elys smiled softly, brushing a strand of hair from Primrose’s face. “You belong, Prim. Whether you see it or not. But that doesn’t mean you’re bound to this place forever. Sometimes, the wind changes, and we are carried away to where we’re meant to be. You will always be a part of me, a part of this village, but maybe you are also fated to be a part of more.”

Primrose sighed, feeling the weight of the world on her shoulders. “But what if I’m not strong enough? What if I let everyone down?”

“Strength comes in many forms, Primrose,” Elys replied, her voice soothing. “It’s not always about physical prowess. Sometimes, it’s about knowing who you are and standing by those you love. You’ve shown great resilience in the face of your fears.”

Primrose looked into her mother’s eyes, searching for reassurance. “Do you really believe that?”

“I do,” Elys affirmed, squeezing Primrose's hands gently. “You carry the spirit of our ancestors within you. You’re braver than you realize, and you have a family that supports you. No matter what happens in the tournament, you will never be alone.”

“Thanks, Mother,” Primrose said, her voice softening. “I just wish I could shake this feeling of dread.”

Elys released her hands, stepping back to survey the garden. “Sometimes, facing those fears is the only way to overcome them. But remember, it’s okay to lean on your loved ones. We’re here for you, always.”

Just then, Eldra and Baine appeared, their laughter filling the air. Primrose felt a pang of gratitude for her family, but the shadows of her dreams lingered in the back of her mind.

“Come on, Prim! We’re celebrating Baine’s kill!” Eldra called, her voice bright.

Primrose glanced back at her mother, who nodded with encouragement. With a deep breath, she stepped into the warmth of her family, determined to hold onto the strength her mother had instilled in her, even as the weight of the tournament loomed on the horizon.

As the sun set, casting the forest in hues of orange and purple, the village gathered in the clearing for the selection of champions for the Blood Crown Tournament. The man from the castle had arrived hours ago to make the announcement. 

Primrose felt a mix of excitement and dread swirl in her stomach as she stood among her fellow villagers, the whispers of anxious anticipation filling the air.

Eldra stood beside her, her grip on Primrose's arm tightening. “I can’t believe it’s finally here,” she said, her voice strained, eyes darting around the gathering crowd.

Baine leaned casually against a tree, his easy smile belying the tension in the air. He caught Primrose’s gaze and raised an eyebrow, a teasing challenge flickering in his eyes. “Are you ready to show the world just how fierce the little sister of the bride can be?” he joked, the levity of his tone attempting to lighten the heavy atmosphere.

Primrose managed a laugh, but a twinge of anxiety knotted her stomach. “Fierce? More like terrified.”

“Terrified or not, I’ll be right there beside you,” Baine said, his voice low and reassuring. “You’ll be amazing. Just remember to keep your head in the game, not in the clouds like this morning.”

Before Primrose could respond, a stranger’s voice boomed across the clearing. “The Blood Crown Tournament is upon us once again. Let the chosen champions step forward!”

Primrose’s heart raced as names were called one by one. The anticipation buzzed in her ears until finally, the call she’d both hoped and feared echoed out. “Primrose, daughter of Elys, you are chosen!” She stepped forward, momentarily stunned by the gravity of what this meant. Gasps echoed in the crowd.

“Primrose!” Eldra exclaimed, her eyes wide with a mix of pride and concern. “No! You’re going to compete!”

But before Primrose could fully celebrate, Baine’s name rang out next, slicing through the air like a knife. The atmosphere shifted immediately. Cheers were muffled by Eldra’s sharp intake of breath. Her face paled as the implications sank in. She turned to Baine, her hands clenched tightly at her sides. “Baine? No... this can’t be happening.”

Baine shrugged, but the concern in his eyes mirrored Eldra's. “I didn’t expect it either. But it’s not like we have a choice.”

Primrose turned to Eldra, her expression reflecting her sister’s shock. “Eldra, what’s wrong?”

“Baine can’t go,” Eldra whispered, panic creeping into her voice. “Not now! Not on the eve of our wedding!”

As Baine stepped forward, his face lit with determination but shadowed by concern, Eldra's expression turned frantic. She rushed toward him, grasping his shoulders. “You can’t do this, Baine! You can’t leave me! Not now!” Her voice trembled, tears brimming in her eyes as she looked at him, pleading.

Baine looked torn, his brow furrowing as he took in Eldra’s distress. “I have to, Eldra. It’s a duty—”

“Duty?” Eldra interrupted, her voice trembling. “What about us? You’ll be going into a deadly tournament! What if you don’t come back?”

“Eldra, please.” Baine’s voice softened, his gaze steady. “I’ll do everything I can to come back to you. You know I will.”

Primrose felt a lump form in her throat. She stepped forward, her heart aching for both of them. “I’ll make sure he comes back safe. I promise, Eldra.”

Eldra’s eyes glistened with tears. “You don’t understand, Prim! I can’t lose both of you! What if something happens to either of you? You’re my family!”

“We’re going to fight, Eldra,” Baine reassured her, his grip on her hand firm. “We’ll make it through this together. Just like we always have.”

But the worry in Eldra’s eyes didn’t wane. “You’re my baby sister, Primrose,” she said, her voice cracking. “You have to promise me you’ll bring him home safe.”

“I will,” Primrose vowed, though uncertainty gnawed at her. “We’ll look out for each other.”

As the ceremony continued, Primrose stood between her sister and Baine, the weight of the moment heavy on her shoulders. She could feel the tension coiling around them like a noose, and in that instant, the looming shadows of her dreams felt closer than ever.
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Chapter Three 
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Primrose awoke to the soft light filtering through the trees, the familiar sounds of the forest wrapping around her like a warm embrace. Yet, the lingering weight of the previous day’s events pressed heavily on her heart. She lay still for a moment, wrestling with the remnants of her dreams—visions of a golden crown, shadowy figures, and a voice whispering secrets of a lineage she had never known.

Sitting up, she glanced around her modest room, the wooden walls adorned with the trinkets of her childhood. The scent of herbs and wildflowers wafted in through the open window, mingling with the crisp morning air. But today, the comfort of home felt suffocating, as if the very walls were closing in around her.

“Primrose! Breakfast is ready!” Eldra’s voice called from the kitchen, sharp and filled with tension.

Taking a deep breath, Primrose climbed out of bed, the floor cool beneath her bare feet. She dressed quickly, her mind racing as she recalled the selection ceremony, the disbelief that had washed over her when her name was called alongside Baine’s.

“Why me?” she murmured to herself, the question echoing in her mind like a haunting melody. “I’m not strong like the others.”

As she stepped into the main room, she found her family gathered around the table. Elys was stirring a pot of porridge, her brow furrowed in concentration, while Talen excitedly recounted the previous day’s events to Eldra.

“Did you see how big the
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