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  The Prince’s Grand Day

  
  




“Did you spill ink on your hands, or is that just how they always look?”

The servant, a boy no older than fifteen, froze mid-bow. A tray trembled in his hands, the polished silver catching the morning light. His fingers—stained with remnants of polish from buffing the prince’s boots—curled inward, as if he could will away the evidence of his labor.

Lior barely spared him a glance as he walked past, the tail of his deep blue robe skimming over the mosaic floor. His sleeves, embroidered in gold, billowed slightly with his movements, a prince in every sense of the word—except for the regard he had for those beneath him.

“Well?” Lior paused, tilting his head just so. “Which is it?”

The boy swallowed. “Your Highness, I—”

“Never mind.” Lior waved a hand, stepping onto the grand balcony that overlooked the palace gardens. “It doesn’t matter.”

He heard the servant exhale in relief, as if the worst had passed.

It had not.

With one swift motion, Lior plucked a goblet of chilled nectar from the tray. He lifted it to his lips, let the coolness settle on his tongue—then clicked his tongue in disapproval.

“Sour.”

The word landed like a stone.

The boy blanched, lips parting in silent horror as Lior turned the goblet in his hand, watching the golden liquid swirl.

“I wonder,” Lior mused, “if I should be concerned that my own servants would serve me something so unworthy of my taste.” His voice was light, conversational even, but the boy’s grip on the tray whitened at the knuckles.

A flick of Lior’s wrist, and the nectar spilled in an unceremonious arc over the marble railing, disappearing into the garden below. The goblet, however, he kept—rolling the delicate stem between his fingers as he turned away.

“Have it fixed,” he said over his shoulder, already losing interest. “Or have yourself replaced. Either way.”

Behind him, the servant bowed so quickly it was nearly a stumble. “Yes, Your Highness.”

Lior did not look back.

But this was not the result of nerves or fleeting irritation. No, this was Lior in his most natural state—a disposition cultivated over years, not moments.

He had been no older than five when he first tasted the intoxicating power of privilege. In the nursery, surrounded by carved wooden toys gilded with gold leaf and velvet cushions stitched with his family crest, Lior discovered that tears were more than just expressions of sadness—they were instruments of command. When the palace cat, a sleek creature with emerald eyes, refused to sit still for his amusement, Lior’s wail summoned a flurry of servants. The cat was whisked away, never to return. In its place came a menagerie of creatures more pliant to his whims, their presence a testament to how easily dissatisfaction could bend the world.

At six, he realized words held power too. A careless comment about the kitchen bread being “too plain” resulted in an entire staff being reprimanded. The head baker, a stout woman with flour-dusted sleeves, bowed so deeply her knees creaked, apologizing profusely for offending royal taste. Lior didn’t remember her name, only the satisfying way the next batch was adorned with honey glaze and sugared almonds.

At eight, during a garden fête attended by foreign dignitaries, Lior grew bored of the elaborate puppet show arranged for his entertainment. Without hesitation, he stood, crossed the delicate stage, and kicked over the marionettes with the careless disdain one might reserve for broken toys. The puppeteer—a man whose fingers were as skilled as they were calloused—watched in silent horror. No reprimand followed. Instead, laughter echoed from the nobles, hollow and obligatory, as if cruelty disguised as charm was something to be applauded.

By twelve, Lior had mastered the art of indifference. His tutors—scholars with ink-stained fingers and weary eyes—spoke of history, diplomacy, and governance with fervor. Lior listened only when it suited him. One such morning, frustrated by a lesson on the kingdom’s agricultural reforms, he poured ink over the meticulously penned ledgers. “Fix it,” he had said lazily, reclining against a chaise draped in imported silks. “Or find someone who can.” The tutor bowed, swallowing his indignation, and did exactly that.

At fourteen, he discovered that charm, when wielded skillfully, could excuse nearly anything. A stable boy had forgotten to saddle his horse precisely to his liking. Lior’s reprimand was sharp, cutting through the morning air like a blade. But later that evening, in the glow of the ballroom’s chandeliers, he recounted the incident with a roguish grin, framing his cruelty as wit. The courtiers laughed, eager to remain in his favor.

At sixteen, he orchestrated a masquerade simply because he desired to see the palace awash in candlelight and glittering masks. When a young courtier’s dress—a modest garment compared to the opulence around her—offended his aesthetic sensibilities, he had the guards escort her out mid-dance. The girl’s flushed face lingered in the minds of many, but not in Lior’s. She was an afterthought the moment she disappeared from view.

Now, standing on the precipice of his coronation, Lior remained unburdened by the weight of consequence. The kingdom was his inheritance, not a responsibility. Every polished stone of the palace floor, every servant’s bowed head, every carefully curated luxury reinforced a singular, immutable truth in his mind:

He was a prince. The world owed him its perfection.

—

The palace was alive with movement.

From distant kingdoms and hidden realms, guests had arrived in a dazzling procession, turning the royal grounds into a convergence of magic and splendor. The air thrummed with anticipation, scented with spices carried from sun-soaked deserts and blooms plucked from enchanted groves.

Elven dignitaries from the Emerald Glades glided through the halls, their emerald robes stitched with threads of starlight, faces serene yet watchful. Dwarven emissaries from the Onyx Holds trudged beside them, clad in ornate armor etched with runes that pulsed faintly under the morning sun. Fae nobles drifted lazily above the crowd, wings shimmering like spun glass, their laughter carrying a lilting, otherworldly melody.

Merfolk ambassadors, their skin kissed by the hues of the deep sea, moved gracefully on cleverly crafted water spheres that hovered just above the polished floors, leaving trails of mist in their wake. Shapeshifters from the Wild Moorlands shifted subtly as they passed, eyes flickering between colors, their forms never quite settling, as if reality itself struggled to contain them.

The mingling of languages—some lilting, others sharp as flint—wove an intricate chorus beneath the grand vaulted ceilings. Courtiers strained to catch whispers of foreign intrigue, while servants navigated the chaos with practiced ease, balancing trays of glistening fruits and crystal goblets filled with sparkling nectar.

Down below, in the vast courtyards, banners of royal blue and gold billowed in the breeze. Servants scurried from one wing to another, arranging tables laden with fruit and candied delicacies, directing musicians to their designated places, ensuring that the stage for today’s grand ceremony was nothing short of perfection.

It was, after all, a day of great importance.

Prince Lior’s eighteenth birthday.

The day he would be formally declared heir.

The moment he would be honored before the court, the nobility, and all the gathered dignitaries from across the realms.

And yet—

Lior exhaled slowly, surveying it all from the upper terrace, expression unreadable.

A pair of noblewomen walked past, their whispers carrying just enough for him to hear.

“How magnificent it all is!” one gushed, her silk skirts brushing the floor. “They say the elves have brought the Eterna itself!”

“Their sacred tree?” the other gasped. “But they never part with such things!”

“And yet they have. A gift for the prince. A sign of trust!”

“A once-in-a-lifetime spectacle,” the second agreed. “Oh, to see it with our own eyes!”

Lior arched a brow.

A tree.

People were gathering in droves, brimming with breathless excitement, for a tree.

He stifled the urge to laugh.

There was something almost endearing about their fascination, the way they whispered of it as though it were a rare jewel, a priceless relic instead of mere roots and bark. He could already imagine the ceremony—the tedious speeches, the solemn faces, the weighty declarations of peace and unity.

Lior rolled his eyes and turned away.

He had no patience for sentimentality.

If it pleased his father to secure relations with a few branches and leaves, so be it. But Lior would not feign reverence for the sake of appeasing foreign dignitaries.

Let them all fawn over the elves’ gift.

He had no use for it.

“You’re late.”

The words were crisp, edged with mild irritation.

Lior smiled. “And yet, here I am.”

The head steward—an elderly man with a spine as straight as the staff he carried—pressed his lips into a thin line. “You were expected at the royal pavilion an hour ago.”

“Ah,” Lior murmured, adjusting the lace cuff at his wrist. “A tragedy, truly.”

“The king—”

“—will endure the wait.”

Lior stepped past him with unhurried ease, descending the marble steps that led to the ceremonial courtyard.

The steward made a sound halfway between a sigh and a resigned grunt. “Your Highness—”

“Has anyone died in my absence?”

The older man blinked. “No, but—”

“Has the kingdom fallen into ruin?”

“Of course not, but—”

“Then I fail to see the catastrophe.”

The steward inhaled sharply, nostrils flaring. “Your Highness—”

But Lior was already walking, leaving behind a frustrated string of muttered exclamations.

The courtyard stretched before him, a masterpiece of architecture and artistry. Stone pathways, inlaid with gold, led toward a grand stage where the king and queen sat in waiting. The nobility lined the edges, their eyes flicking toward him as he approached.

Lior let the scrutiny wash over him like a warm breeze.

Some were exasperated, some disapproving.

But most—most simply watched.

Because he was the prince.

Because he was beautiful, untouchable, irreplaceable.

He smiled, slow and knowing, as he reached the foot of the stage.

A servant moved to adjust his ceremonial sash, hands careful, movements practiced.

“Your Highness,” she murmured, “the elves have arrived. They bear—”

“Yes, yes,” Lior cut in, lifting his chin as she fastened the golden clasp at his shoulder. “A tree, I’ve heard. How utterly moving.”

The servant hesitated. “It is—”

“—a symbol of peace, a gesture of goodwill, a sacred relic of their people,” Lior recited with exaggerated patience. “Yes, I’m aware.”

She lowered her gaze. “Of course, Your Highness.”

He hummed, satisfied.

Across the courtyard, the ceremonial procession had begun. The elves, dressed in robes woven with threads of silver and green, moved in a slow, deliberate line.

The nobility held their breath.

Even the servants stilled.

Lior turned his gaze toward them, toward the grand unveiling of the Eterna, toward the whispered awe of the gathered court—

And he yawned.

A slow, drawn-out thing, hidden behind the curve of his hand.

The steward—who had finally caught up—looked ready to faint.

But Lior merely stretched, tilting his head toward the sky, where banners flapped in the wind and sunlight streamed in golden ribbons.

“Let’s get this over with, shall we?”

And with that, he ascended the steps to claim his place beside the king.

The heir of the empire.

The prince of a kingdom.

And the boy who, at this very moment, could not care less.
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