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            A Thief's Choice

          

        

      

    

    
      The moon was high, casting long, silvery shadows over the narrow streets of Solstraea’s capital. Liora moved like a wraith between buildings, the weight of the stolen jewels tugging at the pouch strapped to her side. Her heart pounded in rhythm with her swift steps, each footfall light and deliberate. She knew the patrols’ schedules down to the second—it wasn’t her first time in the Upper Market. But it might be her last.

      Rounding a corner, she came face-to-face with a guard, his torchlight flickering over her face. His eyes widened, and before he could call out, Liora dove into the nearest alley, her breath sharp in her throat. Her fingers itched for the dagger at her belt, but she pushed the thought away. Running had always worked better than fighting. She darted between crates and barrels, the jewels clinking faintly with each step.

      But then she heard it—the unmistakable sound of metal boots, more than one pair, approaching fast. Trapped. Panic clawed at her chest. The alleyway she had chosen was a dead end. Cursing under her breath, she spun, searching for a way out: a gate, a window, anything.

      Nothing.

      The guards closed in, their torches casting long shadows along the stone walls, flickering like the dreams she once had of escape. Liora pressed herself against the wall, trying to melt into the darkness. Her breathing slowed, her heart pounding in her ears. She could still fight, but against how many? Two? Three? She’d be lucky if they took her in alive.

      “Stop right there!” A rough voice echoed through the alley, followed by the heavy clank of armor.

      Liora’s jaw clenched. Caught.

      Before she could make her decision, a hand closed around her arm with iron force, dragging her into the open. She kicked back instinctively, aiming for the gap in the guard’s armor at his knee, but his grip didn’t falter. The others joined him, surrounding her in a circle of flickering light.

      “Liora Thornhand,” one of the guards sneered, his voice dripping with disdain. “Back to your old tricks, I see.”

      She spat on the ground near his feet, lifting her chin defiantly. “If you were better at your job, maybe I wouldn’t get so many chances.”

      His face darkened, but before he could retaliate, another voice broke through. “Enough.”

      A woman stepped forward from the shadows, her figure draped in a long, dark cloak. Her eyes gleamed under the hood, sharp as the blade Liora still clutched at her side. Liora didn’t recognize her—not a guard, not a noble.

      The woman’s gaze lingered on Liora, calculating. “You’re coming with me.”

      Liora’s stomach dropped. “I don’t think so.”

      “You don’t have a choice,” the woman said coolly, stepping closer. “But you’ll want to hear what I have to say.”

      Liora hesitated. Something in the woman’s voice sent a chill up her spine. She was dangerous, but not in the same way as the guards. There was power in her—power that Liora didn’t want to test.

      The guards shifted, waiting for an order. When the woman nodded, they seized Liora’s arms. She struggled, but it was pointless; they were too strong, and there were too many. The woman gestured, and they pulled Liora along, dragging her toward the palace at the city’s heart.
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      They led her through the towering gates of the palace and into a wide, dimly lit chamber that smelled faintly of smoke and ancient tomes. She knew this was no ordinary holding cell. The moment the guards stepped back and released her arms, Liora turned to face the woman who had brought her here.

      “What do you want?” Liora demanded, trying to keep the fear out of her voice. “If this is about the jewels, I⁠—"

      “It’s not about the jewels,” the woman interrupted, her tone sharp but calm. She pulled back her hood, revealing dark, silver-threaded hair and eyes that seemed to pierce straight through Liora’s defenses. “My name is Callia. I’m a mage of the court.”

      Liora’s heart sank further, a mage. She knew better than to underestimate them. Mages were feared for good reason, even by thieves like her.

      Callia stepped forward, studying Liora with a cold intensity. “You have a gift, Liora. A rare one.”

      Liora’s instinct was to deny it, but she kept silent. The mages always knew too much.

      “We’ve been watching you,” Callia continued. “Your ability to control thorns is not something to be squandered. It could save the kingdom.”

      Liora narrowed her eyes, heart pounding. “Save the kingdom? I’m a thief, not a heroine.”

      Callia smiled faintly, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “You don’t need to be a heroine. You just need to follow orders. Prince Kael is dying. His heart is locked inside a magical rose, and only someone with your ability—someone marked by thorns—can reach it.”

      Liora stared at her. The prince? She hadn’t seen him since before the curse, but rumors of his eternal sleep had spread far beyond the palace walls. His curse had left the kingdom leaderless, and the shadow of uncertainty had loomed over Solstraea for years.

      “And what happens if I refuse?” Liora asked, her voice steady despite the storm building inside her.

      Callia’s smile vanished. “Refuse, and you’ll be tried for your crimes. No more deals. No more escapes.”

      The weight of the decision settled on Liora like a suffocating cloak. The jewels she’d stolen seemed insignificant now compared to the gravity of the offer being placed before her: breaking a curse and entering some dream world to find a prince’s heart.

      She hated the feeling of being trapped, but more than that, she hated the idea of failing.

      “What’s the catch?” Liora asked, folding her arms.

      “You might not survive,” Callia replied simply. “The Dreamplane is dangerous, and the magic within it is unpredictable. But you’ll have a chance. A better one than most.”

      Liora let out a slow breath, weighing her options. Rot in a cell or face a nightmare.

      “Fine,” she said, meeting Callia’s gaze. “I’ll do it.”

      Callia nodded, satisfaction flickering in her expression. “Good. Then prepare yourself, Liora. You’ll enter the Dreamplane at dawn.”
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      The dim light of early morning filtered through the high windows of the chamber. Liora stood before the circle of mages, her heart thudding against her ribs. Callia was at the center, surrounded by arcane symbols etched into the stone floor, glowing faintly with a soft, silver light. Liora shifted uncomfortably. The air felt heavy with magic and every instinct she had told her to run.

      But there was no turning back.

      “Step into the circle,” Callia instructed, her voice steady, almost casual, as if sending someone into a cursed prince’s dream was a routine affair.

      Liora took a deep breath and obeyed, her boots making a soft click against the cold stone. The moment she entered the circle, she felt it—an invisible force pressing against her skin, like stepping into the eye of a storm. The world outside the circle felt distant, muffled as if she were sinking underwater.

      “You’ll be entering the Dreamplane, a world shaped by the prince’s mind,” Callia explained, her hands beginning to weave intricate patterns in the air. Silver threads of magic followed her movements, swirling around the circle. “Once inside, your task is to find the rose that holds his heart. Only you can release it, but beware—time moves differently there, and the longer you stay, the more dangerous it becomes.”

      Liora clenched her fists at her sides, her palms already damp with sweat. “And how do I get out?”

      Callia paused, her eyes locking with Liora’s. “When the heart is free, the prince will wake. If you fail… you won’t.”

      Helpful, Liora thought bitterly, but kept her mouth shut.

      The magic in the air thickened, and the symbols on the floor flared bright. The circle of mages began to chant in low, rhythmic tones. Liora’s vision blurred, and the world around her seemed to ripple. The floor beneath her feet fell away, replaced by nothing but a vast, endless blackness.

      She was falling.

      Her stomach lurched, and she reached out instinctively for something to grab, but there was nothing—just the sensation of being pulled downward, faster and faster, into the void.

      Then, with a sudden jolt, she landed.

      Liora blinked, disoriented. Her knees hit something solid and cold, and she steadied herself, hands pressing into the rough, damp earth. The scent of roses hit her immediately, a sharp, sweet fragrance that clung to the air like a thick fog.

      She pushed herself to her feet, eyes scanning her surroundings.

      She was standing in the middle of a garden—but not one she recognized. The roses that surrounded her were unlike any she had ever seen, their petals an eerie, glowing white, their stems winding with dark, thorn-covered vines. They twisted and spiraled up tall iron trellises that formed strange, jagged shapes against the sky.

      Above her, the sky itself looked wrong—too dark, too vast, as if it stretched into eternity without a single star.

      The Dreamplane.

      Liora swallowed hard, her heart still racing from the fall. Everything here felt too still, too quiet, like the world was holding its breath.

      She took a cautious step forward, her boots sinking slightly into the damp earth. The garden stretched out in all directions, a maze of twisting paths and towering, thorny walls.

      “Alright,” she muttered under her breath. “Now where’s this cursed prince?”
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      Liora wound her way through the maze, her eyes darting warily over the roses as she passed. The thorns seemed to move ever so slightly, as if they were alive, reaching toward her. She kept her distance, but the path ahead offered no clear direction, and she had no idea how long she had been walking.

      Time, like everything else here, felt strange.

      After what felt like hours, the thorny walls finally opened up into a wide clearing. At the center stood a towering rose bush, larger than any Liora had seen. Its twisted branches arched high into the sky and nestled deep within the tangle of vines was a single glowing rose.

      Her heart skipped a beat. That must be it.

      But before she could take a step forward, something stirred at the base of the rose bush.

      A figure, half-hidden in the shadows, stood slowly. He was tall, with dark hair falling just below his chin, dressed in clothes that looked like they belonged to another time: worn, faded, but finely made. His eyes, however, were the most striking—icy blue, with a depth that made Liora’s breath catch for a moment.

      She recognized him immediately. Prince Kael.

      But there was something wrong. He looked… distant. His eyes were sharp, but they seemed to look through her, not at her.

      “You,” he said, his voice low and cold. “Who are you?”

      Liora froze. She had been prepared for hostility, but something about the way he looked at her unsettled her. She straightened, forcing a smirk. “A thief, apparently. The mages sent me to break your curse.”

      Kael’s expression hardened. He stepped forward, his gaze narrowing. “Another one,” he muttered, half to himself. “How many more are they going to send before they realize it’s useless?”

      Liora crossed her arms. “So, I’m not the first. Good to know.”

      Kael didn’t answer. He looked her over, his eyes flicking to the pouch at her side where she still kept the stolen jewels—though they felt utterly useless here. “Why should I believe you?”

      “I don’t care if you do,” Liora shot back, her patience already thinning. “I’m not here for you, anyway. I’m here for the rose.”

      At this, Kael’s eyes darkened, a flicker of something unreadable passing over his face. “The rose,” he repeated, his voice softer now, almost bitter. “Of course.”

      Liora took a step toward the rose bush, but Kael moved suddenly, blocking her path. His eyes were sharper now, more focused. “You think it’s that simple?” he asked, his voice low. “That you can just come here and take it?”

      She frowned, her pulse quickening. “Isn’t that the idea?”

      Kael’s lips curled into a humorless smile. “It’s never that simple.”
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      Before Liora could respond, the ground beneath them shifted. The earth trembled, and from the shadows at the edges of the clearing, something moved.

      Her heart lurched as she saw them—dark, twisted shapes, emerging from the thorn walls, their forms flickering and shifting like smoke. They moved with unnatural grace, their eyes glowing a faint, malevolent red.

      Liora’s hands instinctively went to her belt, but there were no daggers, no weapons. Of course not. This was the Dreamplane. Nothing was as it should be.

      Kael glanced over his shoulder, his expression unreadable. “They’ll tear you apart.”

      Liora’s fingers twitched. She could feel the pull of the thorns around her, their magic calling to her like an old friend.

      She stretched out her hand, and the nearest thorny vine obeyed.

      With a sharp snap, the vine broke free of the rose bush, curling through the air toward the nearest shadow creature. The creature let out a shriek, its form unraveling as the thorns wrapped around it, slicing through the darkness like a knife through fabric.

      Kael’s eyes widened, surprise flickering over his face. “You⁠—”

      Liora didn’t wait for him to finish. She thrust her hand forward again, sending another vine after the second creature. This one collapsed in a swirling mass of black smoke as the thorns pierced its chest.

      The remaining creatures hesitated, their glowing eyes flicking between Liora and Kael. For a moment, the clearing was silent, the tension hanging thick in the air.

      Then, with a final screech, they dissolved into the shadows, vanishing as quickly as they had come.

      Liora exhaled, her heart pounding in her chest. She turned to Kael, her eyes narrowed. “Still think I’m useless?”
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      Kael stared at her for a long moment, his expression unreadable. The hostility in his eyes had faded, replaced by something else—caution, maybe. Or curiosity.

      “You’re not like the others,” he said finally, his voice quieter now.

      Liora shrugged, trying to ignore the way her heart was still racing. “Guess not.”

      Kael’s gaze shifted to the thorns that still hung in the air around them, their sharp points gleaming faintly in the dream-light. He frowned, his brow furrowing. “What are you?”

      “Thief,” Liora replied with a smirk, though it felt more like a shield than anything else. “But I already told you that.”

      Kael didn’t smile. He studied her for another moment, then glanced at the towering rose bush behind him. “The rose isn’t what you think,” he said quietly. “And if you’re here to break the curse, then we’re going to have to work together.”

      Liora raised an eyebrow. “What, no more threats? No more trying to scare me off?”

      Kael’s lips twitched, but it wasn’t quite a smile. “You’re still here, aren’t you?”

      There was a pause, the silence between them heavy with unspoken tension.

      Finally, Liora sighed, glancing at the twisted vines that surrounded them. “Fine. We work together. But if you try anything⁠—”

      Kael raised a hand in surrender. “I won’t.”

      For the first time since she had arrived, Liora felt a strange, uneasy truce settle between them. It was fragile, and she didn’t trust it. But for now, it would have to do.
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      The air in the Dreamplane was heavier now. As Liora and Kael moved through the twisting pathways of the rose garden, the ground beneath their feet seemed less solid, as if the world itself was fraying at the edges. It gave Liora a strange, uneasy feeling, as though she might slip through the earth at any moment.

      Kael walked ahead, silent and distant, his eyes flicking over the landscape with an intensity that made her wonder what he was seeing—if he was seeing the same things she was. She couldn’t quite shake the feeling that everything around them was somehow tied to him, a reflection of his mind, his memories.

      Liora’s footsteps slowed as they came to a narrow bridge of stone, arching over what appeared to be a bottomless abyss. Below them, the darkness churned, restless and alive.

      Kael hesitated at the edge, his eyes narrowing as he stared down into the void.

      “What’s down there?” Liora asked, her voice hushed. She couldn’t explain why, but the sight of the churning darkness made her stomach twist.

      Kael didn’t answer for a long moment. Then, without looking at her, he muttered, “Nothing. But it shouldn’t be there.”

      Liora frowned, her unease growing. “What do you mean?”

      Kael’s expression tightened. “The Dreamplane isn’t a fixed place. It’s... alive in a way. Shaped by memories, thoughts, and dreams. Right now, it’s unraveling, losing coherence, because the magic sustaining it is failing.”

      Liora’s stomach clenched as she glanced down into the dark, churning abyss below them. “So it’s part of the curse, too? Like it’s tied to you?”

      Kael nodded slowly, his voice thick with tension. “Exactly. The Dreamplane mirrors my state. As I grow weaker, the Dreamplane breaks down, piece by piece, memory by memory. If it collapses completely, everything tied to it—my past, the curse, and anyone inside—disappears.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at her, his eyes shadowed with something that looked like fear. “And once they’re gone, so am I.”

      Liora’s heart skipped a beat. She hadn’t realized how close the curse had come to claiming him. She could see it now—the weariness in his eyes, the way his shoulders sagged slightly, as if he was carrying a burden too heavy for anyone to bear.

      She opened her mouth to say something—anything—but the words caught in her throat.

      Kael turned away, stepping onto the bridge. “Let’s keep moving.”

      Liora followed, her footsteps echoing hollowly across the stone. But as they crossed, she couldn’t help glancing down into the darkness again, wondering what memories Kael had already lost—and what it would cost them both to save him.
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      The bridge led them into another twisted garden, but this one felt more hostile than the last. The thorn-covered vines were thicker here, their sharp, dark spines curling in unnatural patterns as if they were waiting to strike.

      Liora clenched her fists, feeling the familiar tug of the thorns’ magic under her skin. She had grown up among thorns—learned to control them, bend them to her will—but this place was different. These thorns felt… alive.

      Kael slowed his pace, his eyes scanning the thorny walls with suspicion. “There’s something wrong here.”

      “You think?” Liora muttered under her breath, keeping a wary eye on the vines that seemed to pulse with a faint, dark energy.

      As they moved deeper into the garden, the path narrowed, forcing them closer to the thorny walls. Liora could feel the thorns brushing against her arms, tugging at the sleeves of her jacket like fingers trying to pull her in. She gritted her teeth and pushed them back with a flick of her wrist, the vines obeying her magic without resistance.

      “Stay close,” Kael said, his voice low. “These thorns… they’re not just part of the Dreamplane. They’re connected to the curse.”

      Liora shot him a sideways glance. “And how do you know that?”

      Kael’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t answer right away. Instead, he stepped closer to one of the vines, reaching out with a hesitant hand. As his fingers brushed the dark spines, the thorn trembled and pulled away, retreating into the wall with a faint hiss.

      “They react to me,” he said quietly, almost to himself. “It’s as if they know who I am. As if they’re waiting for something.”

      Liora frowned. “Waiting for what?”

      Kael’s eyes flicked to hers, but he didn’t answer.

      For a moment, the only sound was the soft rustling of the vines as they moved through the garden. Then, without warning, the thorns lashed out.

      Liora barely had time to react before a vine wrapped around her ankle, yanking her off her feet. She hit the ground hard, her breath knocked out of her chest. Kael shouted something, but she couldn’t hear him over the roar of her own pulse. The thorns were tightening around her legs, pulling her deeper into the twisted, writhing mass.

      Panic surged through her, and she instinctively reached out with her magic. The thorns resisted, fighting back against her control. They were alive. And they wanted her.

      “Liora!”

      Kael’s voice cut through the haze of panic, and she saw him struggling against his own tangle of vines, his face pale with fear.

      Her heart pounded in her chest as she focused her magic, pushing harder, forcing the thorns to bend to her will. Slowly, painfully, the vines began to loosen their grip, retreating back into the walls.

      Liora gasped for air as she stumbled to her feet, her legs trembling beneath her. Kael was beside her in an instant, his hand gripping her arm to steady her.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, his voice tight with concern.

      She nodded, still catching her breath. “Yeah. Just… give me a second.”

      Kael’s eyes were sharp, his grip firm but not painful. “We need to move. This place isn’t safe.”

      Liora glanced at the retreating thorns, her pulse still racing. “Yeah. No kidding.”
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      By the time they found a place to stop for the night, Liora’s legs were aching, and her head was throbbing with the strain of keeping the thorns at bay. They had made it out of the cursed garden, but the feeling of being hunted still lingered, thick and oppressive in the air.

      Kael led her to a small, crumbling tower tucked into the side of a cliff. It was barely standing, its stone walls cracked and weathered, but it was better than nothing. The inside was empty, save for a few scattered pieces of broken furniture and a narrow window that overlooked the dreamscape below.

      Liora sat down on a dusty, half-broken bench, her body sagging with exhaustion. She watched as Kael moved to the window, his gaze distant and troubled.

      For a moment, neither of them spoke.

      Then Kael broke the silence. “The curse is spreading faster than I thought.”

      Liora blinked, sitting up straighter. “What do you mean?”

      Kael didn’t turn to face her. “The thorns. They weren’t here before. Not like that. They’re a sign of the curse getting stronger.”

      Liora frowned, her heart sinking. “How much time do we have?”

      Kael’s shoulders tensed. “Not long.”

      A heavy silence settled between them. Liora leaned back against the wall, her mind racing. The weight of the curse felt heavier now, more real. She hadn’t realized how close they were to losing everything—not just Kael, but the kingdom, too.

      “You’re quiet,” Kael said suddenly, his voice soft. “That’s unusual.”

      Liora shot him a sidelong glance, though there wasn’t much bite to it. “Just thinking.”

      “About what?”

      “About how we’re probably going to die,” she said, half-joking, though the fear in her chest made it hard to laugh.

      Kael’s lips twitched, but it wasn’t quite a smile. “Comforting.”

      They sat in silence for a while longer, the tension between them thick but not hostile. It was strange, Liora thought, how quickly the dynamic between them had shifted. They were still strangers in a way, but there was a growing sense of… something, not quite trust, but something close.

      Kael glanced at her, his gaze unreadable in the fading light. “Why did you agree to this? To come here?”

      Liora hesitated. “Does it matter?”

      “It does to me.”

      She met his gaze, her throat tightening. She had told herself that she didn’t care about him—about any of this. She had taken the deal because it was better than rotting in a cell. But now…

      Now, it felt different.

      “I guess… I didn’t want to waste my life,” she said quietly, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’ve made a lot of bad choices, and this felt like a chance to do something right.”

      Kael’s eyes softened, just for a
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