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Prologue

The Day Trust Died
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The kingdom of Elaria glittered beneath a sky painted gold and violet by the setting sun.

From the highest balcony of the royal palace, Princess Seraphina Valerian watched the city come alive with evening lanterns. Thousands of tiny lights flickered through the streets like fallen stars, illuminating cobblestone roads, market squares, and the silver river that wound through the heart of the kingdom.

To anyone looking up, she appeared every inch the future queen.

Strong.

Graceful.

Untouchable.

Yet her heart belonged entirely to one man.

Kael Ashbourne.

The thought of his name softened her expression instantly.

For seven years, he had been her shadow, her protector, and her closest friend.

Her impossible love.

He wasn't a prince.

He possessed no noble blood.

He owned no vast fortune or ancient title.

He was simply Kael.

The captain of her personal guard.

The boy who had once thrown himself between her and an assassin's blade when they were barely sixteen.

The man who always stood one step behind her throne but somehow remained at the center of her world.

The only person she trusted completely.

A familiar pair of footsteps echoed behind her.

She smiled before turning.

"You're late."

Kael emerged from the palace corridor.

Tall and broad-shouldered, he wore black armor etched with silver markings of the royal guard. His dark hair was damp from training, and a fresh scar traced his jawline.

A scar he had earned protecting her.

His gray eyes immediately found hers.

Always hers.

"My deepest apologies, Your Highness."

His voice carried its usual teasing warmth.

"I was busy preventing Lord Cedric from challenging another nobleman to a duel over wine."

Seraphina laughed.

"Again?"

"Apparently one insulted his horse."

"Which horse?"

"That was the problem. No one knows."

For a moment, they simply stood there smiling at each other.

The world seemed quieter when Kael was near.

Safer.

The silence stretched.

Comfortable.

Familiar.

Dangerous.

Because neither of them could admit what lived beneath it.

Not yet.

Maybe not ever.

Seraphina stepped closer.

Close enough to smell rain and steel.

Close enough that her pulse betrayed her.

"You look exhausted."

"I've had worse days."

His eyes softened.

"You should be resting too."

She rolled her eyes.

"You sound exactly like my father."

"That's because your father is right."

"And you never disagree with him."

"I enjoy remaining employed."

She laughed again.

The sound made Kael's chest tighten.

Because he loved that laugh.

Loved it far more than he should.

Loved her far more than he was allowed.

He would have crossed oceans for her.

Started wars for her.

Died for her.

But he would never tell her.

A princess deserved freedom.

Not the burden of a guard's impossible devotion.

So he kept his feelings buried beneath duty.

Where they could hurt no one.

At least that was the lie he told himself.

Far below them, bells suddenly rang throughout the city.

The evening signal.

One by one, lanterns illuminated the kingdom.

Seraphina rested her arms on the balcony railing.

"It's beautiful."

Kael joined her.

"It is."

But he wasn't looking at the city.

He was looking at her.

The fading sunlight turned her silver-blonde hair into liquid fire.

For one reckless second, he imagined taking her hand.

Imagined telling her everything.

Imagined a life that could never belong to him.

Then reality returned.

As it always did.

The future queen.

The loyal guard.

Nothing more.

Nothing less.

A cold wind swept across the balcony.

Kael's expression changed instantly.

Every muscle in his body tightened.

Seraphina noticed.

"What is it?"

His hand drifted toward his sword.

"The wind."

She frowned.

"What about it?"

"It's wrong."

The words barely left his mouth before darkness exploded across the horizon.

A wave of black clouds surged over distant mountains.

Not natural clouds.

Magic.

Ancient.

Terrifying.

The sky itself seemed to bleed.

Every bell in Elaria began ringing at once.

Not celebration.

Warning.

Panic erupted throughout the city.

Soldiers rushed through the streets.

People pointed toward the horizon.

Toward the approaching darkness.

Seraphina's stomach dropped.

"No..."

Kael's face turned pale.

"The Shadow King."

The name alone carried centuries of fear.

A monster from forgotten legends.

A conqueror who commanded armies born from nightmares.

For decades he had remained hidden beyond the northern wastelands.

Now he was coming.

And he was bringing war.

The darkness continued spreading.

Swallowing the stars.

Swallowing hope.

Swallowing peace.

Kael stepped protectively in front of Seraphina.

A reflex.

A promise.

A vow.

No matter what came.

No matter how terrible the future became.

He would protect her.

Even if it cost everything.

Even if it cost her love.

Even if it cost her trust.

Even if one day she looked at him with hatred instead of affection.

He would endure it.

Because some sacrifices demanded silence.

And some acts of love could never be explained.

Far away, beyond the mountains, a pair of crimson eyes opened within the darkness.

Watching.

Waiting.

Planning.

The first move of a devastating game had already begun.

And neither Seraphina nor Kael knew that before the war ended, trust would shatter, hearts would break, and the greatest enemy they faced would not be the Shadow King—

—but the terrible cost of a misunderstood sacrifice.

The day the darkness arrived was not the day their kingdom began to fall.

It was the day their love began to die.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

The Boy Who Stayed
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The first thing Seraphina heard that morning was laughter.

Not the gentle laughter of children playing in the castle courtyards.

Not the warm laughter of friends sharing stories over breakfast.

No.

This was the loud, shrill laughter of nobles.

The kind that echoed endlessly through palace corridors and made her want to throw a pillow at someone.

She groaned and buried her face deeper into the blankets.

A sharp knock sounded on her bedroom door.

"Your Highness."

Another knock.

"Your Highness."

Then a third.

More aggressive.

"Seraphina Valerian, future Queen of Elaria, if you do not get out of bed this instant, I swear I will drag you out myself."

Seraphina sighed dramatically.

"You're supposed to respect royalty."

The door opened anyway.

Lady Miriam entered carrying armfuls of gowns.

"Respect must be earned."

Seraphina sat up and narrowed her eyes.

"I hate birthdays."

Miriam laughed.

"No, you hate attention."

"Same thing."

Outside her chamber windows, snow drifted softly across the palace gardens.

The entire kingdom looked like a painting.

White rooftops.

Silver trees.

Golden sunlight reflecting off frozen fountains.

Beautiful.

And completely wasted on the hundreds of nobles currently flooding the palace for her birthday celebration.

As future queen, every important family in Elaria wanted to attend.

Which meant every ambitious mother would spend the day trying to marry their son to her.

A nightmare.

Miriam tossed a sapphire-blue gown onto the bed.

"Wear this one."

Seraphina stared.

"It weighs more than I do."

"It's elegant."

"It's armor made of fabric."

"It's expensive."

"That's not helping."

Miriam smiled triumphantly.

"Exactly."
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An hour later, Seraphina stood before a massive mirror while servants adjusted the final details of her appearance.

The reflection staring back felt unfamiliar.

The woman in the mirror looked regal.

Powerful.

Beautiful.

Silver-blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders in elegant curls.

The sapphire gown shimmered like starlight.

The royal crown rested lightly atop her head.

She looked every bit the future queen.

But inside?

Inside she was still the girl who loved sneaking into the kitchens for honey cakes.

The girl who preferred riding horses to attending royal banquets.

The girl who climbed trees despite repeated lectures from her father.

The girl who had once cried herself to sleep after her mother died.

The girl who had been comforted by a quiet boy with gray eyes.

A boy named Kael.

A sudden warmth spread through her chest.

As always, the thought of him made everything feel lighter.

Then came the familiar knock.

Three taps.

Pause.

One tap.

Her heart skipped instantly.

Miriam noticed.

Of course she noticed.

The woman noticed everything.

"Oh?"

Seraphina groaned.

"Don't."

"Your face just changed."

"It did not."

"It absolutely did."

Before Seraphina could argue, the door opened.

And there he was.

Kael.

For one embarrassing second, the room disappeared.

It happened every time.

No matter how often she saw him.

No matter how many years had passed.

Something inside her always stopped.

He wore the black uniform of the royal guard.

A silver sword rested against his hip.

Snowflakes still clung to his dark hair.

His broad shoulders nearly filled the doorway.

But it wasn't his appearance that affected her.

It was his eyes.

Those storm-gray eyes that somehow always looked at her as if she mattered.

As if she wasn't a princess.

As if she was simply Seraphina.

Kael bowed.

"Happy birthday, Your Highness."

His voice was deep and familiar.

Comfort itself.

She smiled before she could stop herself.

"Thank you."

The smile he returned nearly destroyed her composure.

Miriam looked between them.

Then rolled her eyes.

"Dreadful."

"What?" Seraphina asked.

"You two."

Neither answered.

Which was answer enough.

Miriam left muttering about hopeless fools.

The door clicked shut.

Silence settled.

Suddenly the room felt too small.

Kael shifted awkwardly.

"You look beautiful."

The words escaped before he could stop them.

His eyes widened immediately.

A faint blush appeared along his neck.

Seraphina stared.

Her heartbeat doubled.

Beautiful.

Not elegant.

Not royal.

Not appropriate.

Beautiful.

The word hung between them.

Heavy.

Dangerous.

Real.

Kael cleared his throat.

"I mean—"

"The dress?" she teased.

His suffering became immediate.

"Yes."

"The dress is beautiful."

"Exactly."

"And not me?"

He looked directly at her.

For one endless moment.

The entire world disappeared.

Then he said quietly,

"You too."

The honesty in his voice stole her breath.

Neither spoke afterward.

Because neither knew how.
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The celebration began at noon.

The grand ballroom sparkled with crystal chandeliers.

Music drifted through the air.

Hundreds of nobles danced beneath ceilings painted with scenes from ancient legends.

Everywhere Seraphina looked, people smiled.

But very few smiles reached their eyes.

Politics hid behind every conversation.

Every compliment.

Every bow.

Every gift.

The palace was beautiful.

Yet sometimes it felt like a battlefield disguised as a party.

"Princess Seraphina."

Lord Adrian approached.

Young.

Handsome.

Wealthy.

Every mother's dream.

Every noble's favorite candidate for her future husband.

He offered a charming smile.

"I was hoping for a dance."

Around them, several nobles watched eagerly.

Waiting.

Observing.

Calculating.

Seraphina felt exhausted already.

Then her gaze drifted across the ballroom.

To Kael.

He stood near one of the marble columns.

Alert.

Watchful.

Protecting her as always.

Their eyes met.

Something flickered across his face.

Gone almost instantly.

But she saw it.

Sadness.

Tiny.

Brief.

Painfully human.

And suddenly she understood.

The idea of dancing with another man hurt him.

The realization struck her harder than it should have.

Because if it hurt him...

Why did it also hurt her?

"No thank you," she told Adrian gently.

His smile faltered.

Disappointment flashed across his face.

He bowed and walked away.

Across the ballroom, Kael looked relieved.

A ridiculous warmth spread through her chest.

And she hated how much she loved seeing it.
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Hours later, long after the celebration ended, Seraphina escaped to the palace gardens.

The snow crunched beneath her boots.

Moonlight transformed the world into silver and crystal.

The air was cold enough to sting.

She welcomed it.

Finally.

Peace.

Footsteps approached.

She smiled without turning.

"You're late."

Kael appeared beside her.

"You disappeared."

"I escaped."

"Princesses don't escape."

She laughed.

"You clearly haven't met many princesses."

His laughter joined hers.

And just like that, the weight of the day disappeared.

This was what she loved most.

Not grand gestures.

Not royal ceremonies.

Not gifts.

Simply this.

Walking beside him.

Talking.

Existing.

Feeling understood.

They eventually stopped beside a frozen fountain overlooking the kingdom.

Thousands of lanterns glowed below.

Tiny stars scattered across the darkness.

Kael leaned against the stone railing.

"What do you want?"

The question surprised her.

"What do you mean?"

"When you're queen."

He looked at her.

"What do you want?"

No one had ever asked her that.

Not truly.

People asked what she would do.

What laws she would pass.

Who she would marry.

What alliances she would build.

But no one asked what she wanted.

The answer came easily.

"Freedom."

Kael smiled softly.

"Freedom?"

"I want to travel."

She looked toward the horizon.

"I want to see oceans."

Her voice grew quieter.

"Mountains. Forests. Foreign cities."

She laughed.

"I want one year where nobody calls me Your Highness."

Kael watched her.

His chest tightening.

Because she deserved that.

She deserved everything.

And he feared she would never have it.

"What about you?" she asked.

His smile faded.

No one ever asked him that.

Not really.

He stared at the kingdom below.

The people he protected.

The life he had built.

The responsibilities he carried.

Then he realized he didn't know the answer.

Not anymore.

"I don't remember."

Seraphina looked at him.

"What?"

His voice was barely above a whisper.

"I don't remember what I wanted before duty."

Something broke inside her then.

Because she suddenly saw the loneliness he carried.

Everyone depended on Kael.

But who took care of him?

Who protected him?

Who asked if he was tired?

Who asked if he was afraid?

Without thinking, she reached for his hand.

Their fingers brushed.

The contact was tiny.

Barely noticeable.

Yet both froze instantly.

Kael looked down.

Seraphina couldn't breathe.

Their hands remained touching.

Neither pulling away.

Neither moving closer.

The entire world seemed suspended between heartbeats.

One step.

One confession.

One moment.

That was all it would take.

But fear remained stronger than courage.

Slowly, Kael withdrew.

The loss of his warmth felt unbearable.

Neither spoke.

Neither knew how.

Far above them, hidden within the darkness beyond the palace walls, a shadow watched.

Red eyes glowed briefly.

Patient.

Calculating.

The enemy had found exactly what it needed.

Not a weakness in Elaria's walls.

Not a weakness in its army.

A weakness in two hearts.

And soon that weakness would be used against them.

Neither Seraphina nor Kael knew it yet.

But this peaceful night would become one of their most treasured memories.

Because before long, trust would shatter.

Love would become grief.

And the boy who had always stayed would be forced to walk away.
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Chapter Two

The Arrow in the Crowd

[image: ]


Three days after Seraphina's birthday, winter still clung stubbornly to Elaria.

The palace courtyards shimmered beneath fresh snow, and the city beyond the castle walls bustled with preparations for the Winter Blessing Festival—a celebration held every year to honor the kingdom's founders.

Normally, Seraphina loved the festival.

Normally.

This year, she couldn't stop thinking about a certain pair of gray eyes.

Which was becoming a problem.

A very serious problem.

"You are staring again."

Seraphina nearly dropped her teacup.

Across the breakfast table, her younger cousin Elara grinned wickedly.

"I am not."

"You absolutely are."

"I wasn't staring."

"You were."

"I was thinking."

"About Kael."

Seraphina nearly choked.

"Lower your voice!"

Elara laughed.

"You're impossible."

The princess glared.

Unfortunately, her cousin was right.

Everywhere she looked, she found herself searching for him.

In the training grounds.

During council meetings.

Across crowded hallways.

Even now, she knew exactly where he stood without turning around.

Near the eastern doorway.

Watching.

Always watching.

Protecting.

She hated how aware she had become of his presence.

And she hated even more how much she liked it.

The city celebration began shortly before noon.

Crowds packed the streets.

Colorful banners fluttered from buildings.

Children raced through the snow laughing.

Merchants sold roasted chestnuts and sweet pastries.

Musicians filled the air with cheerful melodies.

For a few precious hours, Elaria felt untouched by darkness.

Untouched by war.

Untouched by fear.

Seraphina rode through the city in an open carriage alongside her father, King Aldric.

People cheered from every side.

Flowers landed around them.

Voices called her name.

She smiled and waved.

A future queen's duty.

Yet despite the joyful atmosphere, Kael felt uneasy.

Very uneasy.

His horse moved beside the carriage.

His gaze never stopped moving.

Roofs.

Windows.

Crowds.

Alleys.

Potential threats.

Years of experience had taught him one thing.

The most dangerous moments often arrived disguised as peaceful ones.

A strange sensation crawled up his spine.

Instinct.

The same instinct that had saved his life countless times.

Something was wrong.

He just didn't know what.

Not yet.

"Captain?"

One of the guards rode closer.

"You seem tense."

Kael's eyes scanned the rooftops.

"I don't like this."

"The festival?"

"The crowd."

The guard frowned.

"Everything seems normal."

Kael didn't answer.

Because that was exactly what worried him.

Everything seemed too normal.

Half a mile away, hidden atop an abandoned watchtower, a man slowly raised a bow.

His face remained concealed beneath a hood.

His eyes were cold.

Emotionless.

Patient.

He had waited weeks for this opportunity.

Weeks.

And now his target sat in plain sight.

Princess Seraphina.

The future queen.

The heart of the kingdom.

The assassin pulled back the bowstring.

The arrow gleamed black.

Poison coated its tip.

One shot.

That was all it would take.

Below, the crowd continued cheering.

Laughing.

Celebrating.

Completely unaware.

The assassin smiled.

And released the arrow.

Kael heard it before he saw it.

A whistle.

Sharp.

Fast.

Wrong.

Time seemed to slow.

His eyes found the arrow instantly.

Flying straight toward the carriage.

Straight toward Seraphina.

Everything happened in a single heartbeat.

Kael launched himself from his horse.

People screamed.

The world blurred.

Seraphina turned just as he collided with her.

The force sent both of them crashing from the carriage.

Pain exploded through Kael's shoulder.

Snow filled his mouth.

The crowd erupted into panic.

Then came a sickening sound.

THUNK.

The arrow buried itself in the carriage where Seraphina's chest had been moments earlier.

Silence followed.

One terrible second of silence.

Then chaos exploded.

"ASSASSIN!"

Guards rushed forward.

Citizens scattered.

Horses screamed.

The festival dissolved into madness.

Kael ignored everything.

All of it.

His attention remained fixed on one thing.

Seraphina.

She lay beneath him in the snow.

Wide blue eyes staring up at him.

Alive.

Alive.

Thank the gods.

Alive.

For a moment neither moved.

Neither spoke.

Their faces were inches apart.

Close enough to feel each other's breath.

Close enough to hear each other's racing hearts.

Seraphina's hands clutched his coat.

Kael's arm remained wrapped protectively around her waist.

The world vanished.

Just for a second.

Then reality returned.

"Are you hurt?"

His voice sounded strained.

Desperate.

Seraphina shook her head.

"No."

Relief flooded his face.

So overwhelming it almost hurt.

And suddenly she saw something she had never fully understood before.

Fear.

Not fear for himself.

Fear for her.

Raw.

Unfiltered.

Terrifying.

He had genuinely believed she might die.

The realization shook her.

Because no one looked at her the way Kael did in that moment.

No one.

The assassin escaped.

Despite dozens of guards searching the city.

Despite locked gates.

Despite every effort.

He vanished.

As if he had never existed.

By evening, the palace was in an uproar.

Council members argued.

Military commanders demanded action.

Rumors spread throughout the kingdom.

King Aldric was furious.

"Someone knew her route."

His fist struck the council table.

"Someone provided information."

The room fell silent.

No one wanted to voice the possibility aloud.

A traitor.

Inside the kingdom.

Inside the palace.

The idea chilled everyone.

Kael stood near the chamber wall.

Listening.

Watching.

Thinking.

Something about the attack bothered him.

The assassin hadn't targeted the king.

Or the royal guards.

Or military leadership.

Only Seraphina.

Why?

The answer felt important.

Dangerously important.

But he couldn't see it yet.

That night, Seraphina couldn't sleep.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the arrow.

Saw death racing toward her.

Saw Kael throwing himself into danger without hesitation.

Again.

Always again.

A quiet knock interrupted her thoughts.

Three taps.

Pause.

One tap.

Her heart instantly recognized it.

"Come in."

The door opened.

Kael stepped inside.

For once, he looked exhausted.

The strong captain who always seemed invincible suddenly looked human.

Tired.

Worried.

Vulnerable.

Neither spoke immediately.

Finally Kael broke the silence.

"I wanted to make sure you were alright."

Something inside her softened.

"You're checking on me?"

His expression suggested the question itself was ridiculous.

"Of course."

She laughed quietly.

A little sadly.

"You nearly got yourself killed today."

"I've survived worse."

"Kael."

His eyes met hers.

And suddenly all her composure vanished.

"Don't do that again."

The words escaped before she could stop them.

His brow furrowed.

"What?"

"Throwing yourself in front of arrows."

A faint smile appeared.

"I'll try."

"I'm serious."

"So am I."

The smile disappeared.

His voice became quiet.

Deadly sincere.

"If it keeps you alive, I'll do it every time."

The room fell silent.

Seraphina forgot how to breathe.

Because he wasn't joking.

He meant it.

Every word.

Every syllable.

Every promise.

He would die for her.

And somehow that realization felt more frightening than the assassin.

Because she wasn't sure her heart could survive losing him.

Neither of them noticed the shadow outside the window.

Watching.

Listening.

Waiting.

Far away, beyond the frozen mountains, word of the failed assassination was already traveling toward darker ears.

Toward a king cloaked in shadow.

Toward a plan only beginning to unfold.

The attack had failed.

But it had accomplished something far more valuable.

It had revealed exactly how much Kael Ashbourne loved the princess.

And soon, that love would become the weapon used to destroy them both.
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Chapter Three

What the Heart Refuses to Say
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The palace did not sleep after the assassination attempt.

For days, tension hung over Elaria like a storm cloud.

Extra guards patrolled every hallway.

Council meetings stretched late into the night.

Rumors spread through the kingdom faster than wildfire.

Some believed a neighboring kingdom was responsible.

Others whispered that dark magic had returned.

The most frightening rumor of all suggested there was a traitor inside the palace itself.

No one trusted anyone completely anymore.

No one except Seraphina.

Because despite the fear surrounding her, there was still one person whose presence made the world feel safe.

Kael.

Unfortunately, that was becoming its own problem.

Three days after the attack, Seraphina found herself unable to focus during a council meeting.

Lord Cedric was discussing trade routes.

Or taxes.

Or grain shortages.

Honestly, she had stopped listening ten minutes ago.

Because Kael stood across the room.

And every time she looked up, she found him watching her.

Not in a romantic way.

Not openly.

Just carefully.

Protectively.

As if he were constantly making sure she was still breathing.

It should have annoyed her.

Instead, it warmed places inside her heart she wasn't prepared to examine.

The meeting finally ended.

Nobles filed from the chamber.

Advisors gathered their documents.

King Aldric disappeared into a private discussion with his generals.

Within minutes, only Seraphina and Kael remained.

The silence felt different these days.

Heavier.

Charged.

Filled with words neither dared speak.

"You haven't slept."

The observation came from Kael.

She blinked.

"Excuse me?"

"You look tired."

She folded her arms.

"That's a very rude thing to say."

His lips twitched.

"You know what I mean."

Unfortunately, she did.

The truth was she hadn't slept well.

Every night she remembered the arrow.

Remembered the terror in his eyes.

Remembered how close she had come to losing everything.

Including him.

Especially him.

"I'm fine."

"You say that every time."

"Because it's true."

"It never is."

Her frustration vanished.

Because there was no judgment in his voice.

Only concern.

Always concern.

Always care.

The realization made her chest ache.

How was it possible for someone to care this much?

And how was it possible that she had never truly noticed before?

Later that afternoon, Seraphina escaped to the royal stables.

Whenever life became overwhelming, she came here.

The scent of hay.

The sound of horses.

The simple honesty of the place.

No politics.

No expectations.

No masks.

Just peace.

Her favorite horse, a chestnut mare named Ember, greeted her with a soft nudge.

Seraphina smiled.

"At least someone is happy to see me."

"Only because you bring treats."

She jumped.

Kael leaned against a nearby stall.

Looking entirely too pleased with himself.

She narrowed her eyes.

"Do you enjoy sneaking up on people?"

"Immensely."

"I could have had a heart attack."

His expression became dramatically concerned.

"The kingdom would never recover."

She threw an apple at him.

He caught it effortlessly.

Of course he did.

Show-off.

For a while they simply worked together.

Brushing horses.

Preparing saddles.

Talking about nothing important.

And somehow those moments became her favorite.

Because with Kael, silence never felt awkward.

It felt comfortable.

Like coming home.

Eventually they took their horses and rode beyond the palace grounds.

Snow-covered fields stretched endlessly before them.

The sky glowed pale blue overhead.

For the first time in days, Seraphina felt free.

No guards.

No nobles.

No duties.

Just them.

The wind tangled her hair as she laughed.

Actually laughed.

The sound startled Kael.

Not because it was unusual.

Because he realized how long it had been since he'd heard it.

The genuine version.

Not the polite smile she wore for court.

Not the practiced laugh expected of a princess.

The real one.

The one he would do anything to protect.

And that realization frightened him.

Because every day it became harder to pretend his feelings weren't growing.

Harder to maintain distance.

Harder to remember his place.

A guard.

Nothing more.

Nothing less.

A dangerous lie.

As the afternoon faded into evening, they reached a frozen lake.

The surface shimmered beneath the setting sun.

Orange and gold reflected across the ice.

The sight was breathtaking.

Seraphina dismounted first.

She walked toward the lake's edge.

For several moments neither spoke.

Then she asked quietly,

"Were you scared?"

Kael looked up.

"During the attack."

The memory instantly returned.

The arrow.

The panic.

The possibility of losing her.

His jaw tightened.

"Yes."

The answer surprised her.

Kael rarely admitted fear.

"You were?"

He stared across the frozen water.

For a long moment he seemed to debate whether to continue.

Finally he said,

"I thought I was too late."

Her heart clenched.

The vulnerability in his voice felt almost painful.

"I wasn't hurt."

"I know."

His gaze lowered.

"But for one second I thought you would be."

The confession settled heavily between them.

Raw.

Honest.

Human.

And suddenly Seraphina realized something.

Kael wasn't fearless.

He wasn't invincible.

He wasn't some legendary hero untouched by pain.

He was a man.

A man carrying burdens no one ever noticed.

A man who worried.

Who suffered.

Who felt.

And somehow seeing that made her love him even more.

The thought hit her so suddenly she almost stumbled.

Love.

The word echoed inside her.

Terrifying.

Beautiful.

Impossible.

She loved him.

Not as a friend.

Not as a protector.

Not as the boy who had always been there.

As a woman loves a man.

The realization stole her breath.

She looked away quickly.

Afraid he might somehow see the truth written across her face.

Afraid of what would happen if he did.

Afraid of what would happen if he didn't.

That night, Kael couldn't sleep.

The frozen lake remained trapped inside his thoughts.

The way she'd looked at him.

The softness in her eyes.

The unspoken questions lingering between them.

He sat alone in his chamber.

A small room compared to the luxurious suites occupied by nobles.

Simple.

Practical.

Comfortable enough.

Yet loneliness filled every corner.

His gaze drifted toward an old wooden box resting
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