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A single rose, red as fresh-spilled blood, lay crushed beneath the heel of a gleaming black boot.

“Did you drop this?”

The voice was rich, smooth as honey, yet laced with something sharp and dangerous beneath the surface.

The girl standing before him, no more than seven, barely reached the gilded buttons of his velvet coat. Her wide, frightened eyes darted from the ruined petals to the face of the man who had destroyed them. She had no words, only the tight grasp of her small fingers around the woven basket at her side—a basket lined with more roses, a meager offering she had hoped to sell for a few copper coins.

The Prince did not kneel, nor soften his stance. He merely watched, golden eyes alight with the amusement of a cat watching a trapped bird flutter against its cage.

“It is rather delicate, don’t you think?” His foot twisted ever so slightly, grinding the flower further into the stone. “A poor choice to bring into my path.”

The girl flinched, her fingers clenching so tightly around the handle of her basket that her knuckles turned white. A moment later, she dropped into a curtsy so quick and trembling it barely resembled the gesture of respect it was meant to be.

“My lord,” she stammered, voice small as a breath of wind.

He chuckled, the sound low and indulgent.

There was nothing particularly remarkable about the child—no tragic beauty to her, no charm to make her pitiable. She was one of many, just another commoner scurrying about the palace grounds, carrying wares that were of no real consequence. And yet, her fear was delicious. The way she shrank under his gaze, the way her hands trembled—oh, how easily they bent, these little things, at the slightest application of force.

“Shall I buy them?” His gloved fingers reached into his coat, withdrawing a single coin. A gold piece, catching the afternoon light as he turned it between his fingers. “One coin. That is fair, is it not?”

Her lips parted, her head bobbing in desperate agreement.

“Ah.” His hand moved swiftly, and the coin arced through the air—straight into the fountain behind her. The splash was soft, almost poetic. “Oops.”

The girl hesitated only a moment before she turned, scrambling toward the water. Her thin arms plunged into the fountain, fingers searching frantically for the lost coin beneath the rippling surface.

The Prince’s laughter rang through the courtyard, bright as a bell, but no warmth touched his eyes. Behind him, two noblemen who had been lounging by the garden wall chuckled as well, their jeweled cuffs glinting as they leaned closer to watch.

“Like a dog chasing scraps,” one mused, shaking his head in mock pity.

“A shame, truly,” the other added. “If only she had been born noble, she might have been a little pet in your court, my lord.”

The Prince tilted his head, considering. “Oh, I find dogs have more dignity.”

He turned on his heel, silk and gold swirling about him as he strode away, already bored.

This was not cruelty borne of necessity, nor of anger.

No, the Prince was cruel simply because he could be.

His days were spent in idle amusement, his time divided between lavish feasts, elaborate hunts, and whatever distractions his court could conjure to keep him entertained. The great halls of the palace rang with music and laughter, the scent of roasted meats and spiced wine thick in the air, the soft rustle of silk and velvet brushing against marble as courtiers twirled in endless, shimmering dances.

And at the center of it all, there he stood—a vision of gold and arrogance, lounging atop his throne as if the very world had been made for his pleasure.

He was beautiful.

And he knew it.

The court adored him, even as they feared him. They flattered him with every breath, their voices honeyed, their smiles painted. “Your Highness is magnificent tonight.” “No one in the realm possesses your wit.” “How lucky we are to serve such a future king.”

The future king.

His father still sat upon the throne, and despite the whispers that time was catching up to him, the King remained beloved. He had been a fair ruler, a wise man, a warrior when he needed to be, and a peacemaker when war no longer served. Under his reign, the kingdom had flourished, its coffers full, its lands prosperous.

But there was a crack in the golden facade.

A shadow at his side, draped in silk and arrogance.

The people did not speak against their Prince. They did not dare. But they whispered, when the nights grew long and the wine loosened their tongues, that perhaps fate had chosen the wrong son. That perhaps the younger prince, the one with gentler eyes and softer hands, would have made the better ruler.

For the Crown Prince had no love for his people.

He treated them as playthings, as insects beneath his boot.

A baker’s son who had laughed too loudly near the palace gates had been made to kneel in the mud for an entire day. A poor widow, desperate to pay her taxes, had offered him a ring—her wedding band, the only thing of value she had left. He had taken it with a smile, slipped it onto his finger, and then thrown it into the fire, watching it melt into nothing.

And still, the King did nothing.

“He is young,” he would say, with a tired smile and the weight of a kingdom on his shoulders. “He will learn.”

The King, for all his wisdom, chose not to see.

He would wave away complaints with a heavy sigh, rubbing a hand over his temple.

“He is only a boy.”

“Boys will be boys.”

“He will learn in time.”

But time had come and gone, and still, the Prince was unchanged.

The people of the kingdom lived in a strange, quiet contradiction.

They loved their King. They feared their Prince.

And so, they stayed silent.

Because silence was safer.

Because silence meant survival.

And the Prince?

The Prince thrived in silence.

And the Prince was not a child.

And he did not wish to learn.

He wished only to take, to command, to indulge.

To be adored, feared, worshiped.

To be untouchable.

And so, he continued his reign of quiet terror, wrapped in gold and silk, his cruelty hidden behind the shimmer of candlelight and the sweetness of wine.

The child’s frightened whimper was barely audible over the sharp clink of armor as the Prince’s soldiers descended.

A rough hand seized the boy’s arm. He yelped as he was yanked forward, stumbling on unsteady feet, his toy ball rolling forgotten into the gutter.

The Prince barely spared it a glance.

“Ah,” he murmured, surveying the child as if inspecting a particularly offensive bit of filth stuck to his boot. “And what do we have here?”

The boy squirmed, his small hands clawing at the guard’s grip. His lower lip trembled, but he refused to cry. Not yet.

A foolish display of defiance.

The Prince’s gaze darkened.

Without warning, he struck.

A sharp crack rang out as his gloved hand met the child’s cheek, snapping his head to the side. A gasp rippled through the onlookers.

The boy staggered, knees buckling, but the guard held him upright, an iron grip digging into his thin arm.

The Prince’s lip curled. “Did I grant you permission to dirty my path, you sniveling little wretch?”

Tears welled up in the boy’s eyes, but still, he did not answer.

Annoying.

The Prince clicked his tongue in irritation. Then, with slow, deliberate cruelty, he spat.

A wet glob landed on the child’s tear-streaked face.

A single, horrified breath ran through the watching crowd.

The boy flinched, his breath hitching in ragged gasps.

And then—his small frame trembled violently.

A dark stain spread down the front of his tattered trousers.

For a moment, there was nothing but silence.

Then—laughter.

It began with the guards, low and cruel, before spreading like wildfire. Soldiers smirked behind their helmets, smothering chuckles; the merchants, though some turned away in shame, could not block out the sound.

The Prince sighed.

“Pathetic,” he muttered, flicking a speck of invisible dust from his sleeve. Then his gaze dropped—first to the child, then to his own pristine boots, now marred by filth.

His expression twisted in disgust.

Slowly, he turned his gaze back to the trembling child. “Well,” he mused, voice laced with amusement, “I suppose even vermin should learn their place.”

He lifted his foot slightly, the polished leather gleaming under the afternoon sun.

“Kneel.”

The boy stiffened. His breath came in shallow gasps, his little fists clenched at his sides.

The Prince’s smile did not falter.

He nudged the tip of his boot forward.

“Clean it.”

The hush that fell over the marketplace was suffocating.

The boy’s mother let out a strangled sob. She surged forward, but a soldier barred her way with an armored arm, shoving her back.

“Please, Your Highness—”

A single, lazy wave of the Prince’s hand silenced her.

He did not look away from the boy.

“Well?” His voice was soft, almost coaxing. “You wouldn’t disobey your Prince, would you?”

The child trembled.

His small body shook so violently that for a moment, it seemed as though he might collapse altogether.

Then—slowly, haltingly—he lowered himself to the ground.

His tiny hands pressed into the dirt.

His head bowed.

And then—

With a soft, shuddering sob, the boy pressed his lips to the Prince’s boot.

The laughter of the guards swelled, echoing through the square.
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The sharp clatter of hurried footsteps on uneven cobblestones shattered the stillness that had settled over the marketplace like an oppressive shroud.

The town’s headman, a portly man with thinning gray hair and a permanent furrow of worry carved into his brow, pushed his way through the stunned onlookers, his breath coming in short, panicked gasps. His once-fine robes, embroidered with symbols of authority that now seemed laughably meaningless, flapped around his stout frame as he staggered forward, his sandals scraping against the dirt.

He dropped to his knees.

“Your Highness—” He barely managed to keep his voice from cracking, though the desperate tremor was unmistakable. “Please, I beg of you—”

The Prince, still standing over the trembling child, tilted his head with slow amusement. His dark eyes flickered with a lazy sort of interest, the way a cat might observe a cornered mouse.

“Oh?” The single syllable was drawn out, rich with condescension. “Begging already? How disappointingly swift.”

The town head’s fingers curled into the dirt, his pride stripped away like the dust swept from the marketplace stones. “The child meant no offense,” he choked out. “He is young, foolish. Please… have mercy.”

The Prince hummed, tapping a gloved finger idly against his chin, as though considering the notion with great depth.

“Mercy,” he mused, rolling the word over his tongue as if it were something foreign, something peculiar and distasteful. His lips twitched. “I do not believe I am acquainted with it.”

A small, broken sob interrupted him.

From beyond the circle of guards, a woman came stumbling into the square, breathless, wild-eyed, her chest heaving as though she had run across the entire kingdom with nothing but sheer desperation propelling her forward.

She was young—perhaps barely past her twentieth year—but her face was etched with the kind of anguish that aged a person before their time. Her hands trembled as she reached for the boy, still curled in on himself, his frail body quaking with silent, hiccupping gasps.

“Mael,” she whispered, his name a prayer, a plea, a shattered cry.

The boy lifted his head at the sound of her voice, his wide, tear-filled eyes locking onto hers.

And then he broke completely.

A strangled wail ripped from his throat as he crawled toward her, his limbs weak, his face streaked with dirt and shame and misery. She caught him, cradling his small frame against her chest, pressing frantic kisses to his damp hair, murmuring words of comfort that could do nothing to mend what had already been shattered.

She lifted her gaze to the Prince.

Her dark eyes, so like her son’s, were molten with fury, with grief so raw it could have been something sacred.

“You—” The word barely passed her lips before it choked her. She swallowed, trying to steady herself, though her hands clenched against the boy’s trembling back. “You are a monster.”

The Prince did not flinch.

If anything, he looked mildly intrigued.

“Oh?” He arched
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