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Prologue
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The palace gardens were never meant for freedom. They were gilded cages of marble fountains and roses trimmed into obedience, fragrant but suffocating, beautiful but bound. The moonlight spilled across them like a secret, illuminating shadows where truth dared not walk.

He was meant to be one of those shadows. A guard. Silent. Unseen. His duty was as clear as the steel at his hip — protect the princess, serve the crown, ask for nothing.

But when she stepped into the garden that night, barefoot on dew-kissed grass, the world shifted.

The air itself seemed to still. Her silk gown shimmered with every movement, like water under moonlight. She paused beside the roses, her fingers hovering above the thorns, and in that moment, she looked less like a princess and more like a caged bird pressing against the bars.

He should have turned away. He should have fixed his eyes on the stars, on the marble walls, anywhere but her. Yet his gaze betrayed him. Their eyes met across the quiet distance — hers, bright with loneliness she dared not voice, his, dark with devotion he dared not name.

It was only a heartbeat, a glance. And yet in that fragile, forbidden silence, something ancient and undeniable was born.

A guard sworn to protect.

A princess bound to marry another.

And a kiss neither of them had yet stolen — but both already feared.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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The palace was a monument of splendor, every arch and corridor whispering of power. Sunlight streamed through tall stained-glass windows, casting jeweled colors on the polished marble floors. To the world outside, it was a place of dreams. But for Princess Serenya, it was a prison wrapped in silk.

She sat by the tall window in her chamber, the jeweled crownlet heavy on her brow though it weighed almost nothing. Beyond the iron gates, she could see the city — lively, free, unshackled. Merchants called out their wares, children laughed in the marketplace, and lovers walked hand in hand without fear of scandal. She envied them more than she dared admit.

In three months, she was to marry Prince Kaelen of the Eastern Isles — a political union meant to strengthen her father’s throne. Everyone called him a noble match, a fine man, a protector of kingdoms. But Serenya’s heart was not a coin to be bartered. She had met Kaelen only twice, both times in glittering halls filled with the smell of spiced wine and burning torches. His words had been polite, rehearsed, his smile empty.

She yearned for something else — something dangerous, perhaps even foolish. Something alive.

Her maid knocked softly. “Your Highness, the guard is stationed for your walk.”

Serenya rose. The gown of pale blue silk swept behind her as she left the chamber. Two guards fell into step, but her eyes sought only one.

He stood at the end of the corridor, tall, steady, a shadow carved from armor and discipline. Sir Kael.

His name was rarely spoken in her presence, yet she had memorized it, as though every syllable had been etched onto her skin. He had been assigned as her protector three months ago — the finest of the King’s young warriors, known for his skill with the blade and his unshakable loyalty. In all that time, he had spoken to her only when duty demanded it.

And yet, Serenya had felt it — the current that sparked each time their paths crossed.

As she approached, his gaze flicked toward her, just once, before returning to the cold vigilance expected of him. It was nothing. It was everything.

“Your Highness,” he murmured, bowing slightly as he fell into step beside her. His voice was a low rumble, controlled and precise.

They walked through the palace gardens, the afternoon sun painting gold upon the fountains. The roses were in bloom, wild with fragrance, though trimmed into perfect rows by unseen hands. Serenya brushed her fingers over one blossom, her expression wistful.

“Beautiful,” she said softly, almost to herself.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Kael replied, his tone unreadable.

“Do you ever think,” she continued, daring to keep her eyes on the rose, “that beauty can be its own kind of prison? So carefully arranged, admired by all... but never free to grow wild.”

There was a pause. She wondered if he would answer. Most guards never did when she spoke of such things. But Kael’s voice, deep and reluctant, came at last.

“A rose without its thorns is defenseless. Sometimes, the cage is what keeps it alive.”

Serenya’s lips curved faintly. “And yet, what is the worth of a life unlived?”

She turned to him then, her gaze searching his face. For the briefest moment, she saw it — a flicker in his eyes. Something unspoken, restrained, but burning. He looked away quickly, tightening his grip on the hilt of his sword as though it tethered him back to duty.

Silence stretched between them, but it was not empty. It was alive with everything they could not say.

Far off, the bell tower struck the hour. The spell of the moment broke. Kael stepped slightly ahead, resuming the distance expected of him.

“Your walk is complete, Princess. Shall I return you to your chambers?”

Her heart sank, though she smiled gracefully. “Yes, Sir Kael.”

But as she followed him back through the marble corridors, Serenya knew.

Something had shifted. Something dangerous had begun.
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The next morning dawned with ceremony. Servants rushed through the palace halls carrying bolts of fabric, trays of silver, and scrolls of parchment bearing royal decrees. Serenya sat stiffly in the council chamber while her father, the King, spoke of alliances and trade routes, of treaties sealed in ink and blood.

She nodded at the right moments, but her mind drifted elsewhere. To a pair of steady eyes that never seemed to linger long enough. To words spoken in the garden, sharper and truer than any counsel she had heard in these gilded rooms.

When the meeting ended, she slipped from the chamber as swiftly as dignity allowed. The corridors hummed with footsteps, but hers slowed as she passed the western stairwell. He was there, as always, stationed with watchful poise.

Kael.

The torchlight gleamed faintly on the curve of his armor. His expression was carved from stone, yet his presence filled the space around him with a weight she could not ignore. Their eyes brushed — a moment, nothing more — but it stole the air from her lungs.

“Your Highness,” he greeted, his bow curt and proper.

“Sir Kael,” she answered, her voice steadier than she felt. “Would you accompany me on a walk?”

It was not truly a question. She saw the flicker of hesitation in his stance before he nodded. “As you wish.”

The palace gardens stretched wide, drenched in sunlight and perfume. Yet even here, amid fountains and songbirds, Serenya felt the invisible chains of expectation. Every step she took was observed. Every smile judged. Even the roses seemed arranged for display, never for freedom.

She wandered slowly, letting her fingers trace the curve of a marble bench, the cool stone grounding her thoughts. Kael followed, a silent shadow, but she felt him with every heartbeat.

“Tell me, Sir Kael,” she said at last, breaking the hush. “Does duty weigh heavier than desire?”

He did not answer at once. His jaw tightened, his gaze fixed on the horizon beyond the palace walls. “Desire is fleeting,” he said at last, his tone low. “Duty endures.”

Her lips curved, though not in mirth. “A convenient belief for those who have the luxury of denying their hearts.”

This time, he looked at her — really looked. The steel in his gaze wavered, just for an instant, replaced by something raw, unguarded. Then it was gone, shuttered behind discipline.

“Your Highness,” he murmured, “some things are not meant to be spoken.”

The words should have been final. Instead, they hung between them like a secret vow. Serenya turned from him, feigning interest in a cluster of lilies, though her pulse beat wild beneath her calm.

The sound of footsteps on gravel broke the spell. A court attendant appeared, bowing low. “Your Highness, the King requests your presence in the grand hall.”

Serenya inhaled, smoothing the folds of her gown. When she turned back to Kael, his expression had already hardened into the mask of the perfect guard.

“As you command, Princess,” he said, stepping aside to lead her back.

But as they walked, Serenya knew the truth — and she feared he did too. Every glance, every word unsaid, was a spark. And sparks, when left untended, only ever sought flame.
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The palace settled into evening hush, its marble corridors echoing with the faint retreat of servants’ footsteps. The torches had been lit, casting golden shadows along the walls, but the gardens beyond still held the last traces of twilight.

It was here Serenya often fled when the weight of the crown grew unbearable. Tonight was no different. She slipped past the corridors of her father’s court, past the guards who bowed but did not question, until at last the air grew cool with the scent of roses and damp earth.

And as always, he followed.

Kael moved like silence itself — steady, constant, always a step behind her. She pretended not to notice at first, wandering among the roses, trailing her fingers along velvet petals. The garden was beautiful but too perfectly arranged, like herself: displayed, admired, bound.

“Do you not tire of shadows, Sir Kael?” she asked suddenly, turning toward the fountain where moonlight shimmered on water.

His brow furrowed. “It is my place, Princess.”

“Always behind me. Always unseen. Do you never wish to step into the light?”

The question was reckless, but she could not stop herself. Every hour spent under the watchful eyes of the court, every moment forced into a role she did not choose — all of it made her ache for something real, unguarded.

Kael’s silence pressed heavier than words. He stood near the roses, his hand resting on the hilt of his sword as if it could tether him to his duty.

Finally, he spoke, his voice low, almost rough. “A shadow does not belong in the light. To step beyond... would burn.”

Serenya’s heart twisted. She took a step closer, emboldened by his honesty, by the faint crack in his perfect restraint. “And yet you guard me even here, when no threat lingers but the thorns. Tell me, Sir Kael — who protects the protector?”

For the first time, his eyes met hers fully. The distance between them shrank, though neither moved. The air thickened, charged with something unspoken.

A nightingale sang in the branches overhead, its song piercing the quiet. Serenya’s breath caught. Their hands brushed as she reached for the edge of the fountain, the barest touch, yet it jolted through her like fire.

Kael drew back at once, tension flashing across his face. “You should return, Your Highness. The night grows colder.”

Her lips curved in a soft, defiant smile. “Perhaps I prefer the night.”

He said nothing, only bowed his head, but she saw it — the war in his eyes, the hunger carefully hidden beneath discipline. And in that moment, she knew with dangerous certainty: the walls between them were not as unshakable as they seemed.
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The storm came swiftly.

Clouds rolled over the palace towers, shrouding the moon in restless gray. Rain began to fall in fine silver sheets, pattering against the stone courtyards and dripping from the roses in the gardens. Thunder rumbled in the distance, low and promising.

Serenya could not sleep. Her chamber felt stifling, the walls pressing closer with every breath. She shed her crown, slipped from her bed, and wrapped herself in a cloak of deep violet. The corridors outside were quiet, the guards weary from the day’s endless festivities. She moved like a whisper through the halls, guided by instinct, by longing.

The garden called to her.

She stepped into the night air, the rain cool against her skin, and inhaled the scent of wet earth and roses. For a moment, she believed she was alone — free.

Until she felt him.

“Your Highness,” came the low voice from the shadows.

Kael. Of course. He was always there.

He emerged from the shelter of an archway, rain already darkening his cloak. His hair clung damply to his brow, but his stance remained unshaken, as though no storm could move him. His eyes, however, betrayed him. They burned in the flickering torchlight, uncertain, questioning.

“You should not be here,” he said, his voice steady but strained.

Serenya lifted her chin, defiance softening into something more tender. “And yet, here you are as well.”

He hesitated. “It is my duty.”

“Duty,” she repeated, stepping closer. “That word again. Tell me, Sir Kael—when does a man stop being his oath and start being himself?”

He faltered. For the first time since she had known him, his composure cracked. He glanced away, jaw tightening, as though fighting a war he had already lost.

“Princess...” His voice was low, ragged. “You do not understand what you ask of me.”

“Then help me understand.”

The rain fell harder, drumming against the fountain, running in rivulets along the roses. She stood so near now she could feel the heat radiating from him, despite the storm. Her hand lifted before she could think better of it, brushing lightly against his cheek. His breath caught — a sound she was not meant to hear, but it undid her completely.

For one suspended heartbeat, the world ceased. The storm, the palace, the crown — all of it fell away. There was only him.

And then he yielded.

Kael’s lips found hers, fierce and desperate, as though years of restraint had broken in an instant. His hands framed her face, pulling her closer, though every muscle in his body trembled with conflict. Serenya melted into him, tasting rain and fire, the kiss both a confession and a sin.

It lasted a breath, a lifetime, and yet not long enough. He tore himself back, chest heaving, eyes blazing with anguish.

“This cannot be,” he whispered, though his voice betrayed his own doubt.

Serenya’s lips trembled into a smile, soft but certain. “And yet it already is.”

They stood there, rain-soaked and trembling, two souls bound by chains they had just begun to break. Somewhere deep in the palace, a bell tolled the hour — and with it, the world returned.

Kael stepped back, retreating into shadow, his face carved with torment. Serenya touched her lips, still burning from his kiss, her heart alive in ways it had never been before.

The forbidden had been crossed.

And nothing could be undone.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5


[image: ]


The days that followed were a blur of restless nights and stolen moments.

Serenya wore her crown, smiled at courtiers, and sat at her father’s feasts as though nothing had changed — but everything had. Beneath the silks and jewels, her lips still burned with the memory of Kael’s kiss, her heart racing with every glance she dared to steal in his direction.

And Kael... he was no longer the perfect shadow he had been. His movements remained sharp, disciplined, his voice clipped with formality when others were near. But Serenya had seen the fracture. She had felt the heat of his touch, the tremor in his restraint. And now, every word, every brush of his hand as he helped her into a carriage, every pause in his step when their eyes met across a hall — all of it hummed with dangerous, unspoken truth.

The garden became their sanctuary.

At dusk, she would slip from her chambers, the corridors dim with torchlight. Kael would follow, silent as ever, though now there was no need for pretense. They would meet by the roses, hidden by shadows and the murmur of fountains, where the world dared not intrude.

Sometimes they only spoke, voices low and urgent. She would tell him of her fears, her resentment of the marriage looming ahead, her longing for freedom. He would answer reluctantly, each word dragged from him as though confessing a sin — but in his voice, she heard tenderness, a softness no one else knew.

And sometimes, words dissolved into silence, and silence into touch. His hand would linger against hers, his lips brushing her knuckles with a reverence that felt holier than any prayer. There were nights when restraint crumbled again, and their mouths found each other with fevered desperation, each kiss more dangerous than the last.

Yet even as their passion deepened, shadows gathered.

Rumors stirred among the court. Servants whispered of the princess’s unusual absences, of the way her guard followed her with eyes too intent. A lady-in-waiting remarked on Serenya’s distracted smiles, the glow that lingered on her face after evening walks.

And then came the banquet.

The hall glittered with gold and torchlight, musicians playing beneath painted ceilings. Serenya sat beside her father, her betrothal suitor across the table, his smile as practiced as the jewels at his throat. But she could not look at him. Her eyes sought Kael at the edge of the room, where he stood at his post — tall, vigilant, untouchable.

Their gazes met only once. A heartbeat. Barely a flicker. Yet it was enough.

When she turned back, she caught her cousin’s eyes narrowing, lips curling with suspicion. And when she laughed too brightly at the prince’s dull remark, she felt the weight of others’ stares.

Later that night, in the garden, she pressed her face into Kael’s chest, her voice trembling.

“They know,” she whispered. “I feel it. Every step I take, every glance... it is as though the walls themselves are watching.”

Kael’s arms wrapped around her, iron and warmth all at once. His breath was steady, though his heart thundered beneath her cheek.

“Then we must end this,” he said, his voice low, breaking. “For your sake. For your safety.”

Her fingers clutched at his cloak. “No. Do not speak of ending what has barely begun. I would rather burn in the fire than return to the cold.”

The anguish in his eyes cut her deeper than any blade. For a long moment, he said nothing, torn between his oath and his desire. Then, slowly, he pressed his lips to her brow, a kiss both tender and desperate.

“We are already in the fire, Princess,” he murmured. “And the flames are closing in.”

Above them, thunder rolled again in the distance, though the sky was clear.

And somewhere, unseen in the shadows of the palace, a pair of eyes watched — and understood too much.
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The palace had always been a place of whispers, but now the whispers followed her like shadows.

At meals, Serenya could feel the weight of her cousin Lady Miriel’s gaze, sharp and calculating. In the corridors, courtiers fell silent when she passed, their eyes lingering too long. Even her maid grew hesitant, bowing more stiffly, as though afraid to be caught too near her mistress’s secrets.

And yet, Serenya could not stop.

Night after night, she returned to the gardens. Kael was always there, waiting as though bound to her not by duty but by something far deeper. Their meetings grew more desperate, each stolen embrace laced with the fear of discovery.

“Every step I take feels watched,” she whispered one evening, her voice muffled against his chest.

“You are watched,” Kael murmured, his hand cradling the back of her head. “You are the crown. Every soul in this palace has eyes for you.”

“But not as you do,” she said, tilting her face to his, her lips brushing his jaw. “Yours see me, not the title.”

The kiss that followed was fierce, almost painful, born from equal parts longing and defiance. But even as passion consumed them, Kael’s body was taut with tension, his eyes scanning the shadows beyond the roses.

For good reason.

That same night, Lady Miriel stood in her chamber, pen scratching across parchment. Her words were smooth as venom:

Your Majesty,

Forgive my boldness, but I fear impropriety has taken root where it should not. The princess’s virtue is compromised by the very man sworn to protect her. I dare not speak more without proof, but I beg you — watch her closely, lest scandal destroy the throne.

She sealed the letter with crimson wax, her smile cold as she pressed the emblem of her ring into it.

By morning, the King would know.

—-
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SERENYA WAS SUMMONED to her father’s hall the next day. The vast chamber was heavy with silence, the banners above unmoving in the still air. The King sat upon his throne, his crown gleaming like judgment.

“My daughter,” he said, his voice low but firm. “I hear troubling whispers. That you wander too freely. That your guard lingers too near.”

Her blood turned to ice. She kept her chin high, her expression calm, though her heart thundered. “Whispers are all the court knows how to trade, Father. Shall I be caged in my chambers to satisfy their gossip?”

The King studied her, his eyes like flint. At last, he waved a hand. “You will wed Prince Kaelen sooner than planned. Preparations begin at once. Until then, you will remain under closer watch.”

Her lips parted, the protest dying on her tongue. To defy him outright would be to confirm the suspicions. She bowed her head, voice soft and steady. “As you wish, Father.”

When she left the hall, Kael was waiting, stationed at the door. His eyes searched hers, and in that silent exchange, everything was understood.

They were discovered. Not fully, not yet — but the noose was tightening.

That night, beneath the moonlit roses, Serenya clutched his hands with desperation. “They mean to take me from you. Sooner than we thought. Kael, if we do nothing, they will lock me in a marriage I cannot endure.”

He looked at her as though she were both salvation and damnation, his jaw clenched, his breath uneven. “If we do something, Princess... it will destroy us both.”

Serenya pressed her lips to his, silencing his fears with the only truth she knew. “Then let it destroy us. At least it will be our choice.”

And as thunder cracked in the distance once more, Kael held her with the certainty of a man who knew the storm had already begun.
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The palace no longer felt like home.

Servants bowed lower than usual, their eyes skittering away when Serenya passed. Courtiers lingered too long at the edges of her vision, whispering behind jeweled fans. The King’s spies were everywhere; she could feel them breathing down her neck.

But the worst of it was her father himself. His gaze had sharpened, his tone hardened. The date of her wedding had been fixed. Only two weeks remained until she would stand beside Prince Kaelen and vow a love she did not feel.

Every night, Serenya sought Kael in the gardens as though each meeting might be their last. Their kisses had grown desperate, fevered, no longer soft with hesitation but fierce with the terror of time running out.

“Two weeks,” she whispered one night, clutching his tunic with trembling hands. “Two weeks, and I will be his. You mustn’t let it happen, Kael. You can’t.”

His arms tightened around her, as though he could shield her from fate itself. His jaw was tense, his eyes haunted. “If I take you from here, Princess, they will brand me a traitor. They will hunt us until the ends of the earth.”

“Then let them hunt,” she pleaded, pressing her forehead to his. “Better hunted with you than crowned with chains.”

The weight of her words seemed to crush him. He drew in a sharp breath, his heart thundering beneath her touch. For a moment, silence stretched — the world held still, waiting.

And
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