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​Chapter 1 ~ Sacrifice
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Saleen sighed softly as she stood before her father, "Since there have been so many deaths due to this war and neither side has shown a possible winner. I wish to put an end to it, this is why all fighting has been halted at the moment, and a proposal was sent here." She did her best not to laugh in his face as he acted like he cared for his people. 

"And?" Valerie squirmed in her seat next to their father, it looked as if she had been crying. "And that means I am sending you instead of Valerie..." 

Confusion clouded Saleen's face, "Sending me where?" King Dalon rolled his eyes, "You daft child, I am sending you to marry the Monster King of Bronsti! How would I ever dare send our gentle little Val!"  Saleen let the words soak in before she actually laughed, "So...you're telling me that I am supposed to marry the man I've been fighting this entire time?" 

King Dalon smiled, "I'm so glad your small brain understands that!!! Yes, as my oldest child isn't it right that I marry you off first? Not to mention, as you said you've been fighting with him for years so you guys should have no issues getting further acquainted."  

It didn't sound too bad to her though, "I'm pretty sure that is not a good way to start out a marriage..." Her father simply smiled, "Well if you don't play the part properly and he kills you and war starts up again that's on you."  Valerie bit her lip as she watched her half-sister, "F-father I don't mind marrying him..." Saleen glanced at Valerie, "No, Father has clearly made up his mind sister. Let me guess old man, you already sent a counter-proposal with my name correct?" 

King Dalon simply smirked as his eyes glared at her, "You bet I did, I wasn't going to ask you for your permission as you are my daughter I have full control over who you get to marry. Besides you are already twenty-eight, you should have been married off long ago, but you were too busy fighting!" Saleen stared at him cooly, "Yes because that was exactly what I wanted to be doing..." She said sarcastically. 

It only seemed to anger him, but she bowed before turning to leave, "You are getting married to him, you better get ready to leave, three days from now! Don't give me problems by trying to fight me as this is an order!"  

Saleen stopped before turning to look at him, "Yes your majesty, this worthless subject will follow your command as it has always done! I will prepare to leave and be gone before you know it!" She spat on the floor in front of him before storming out of the room. She heard her sister excuse herself and Dalon began to curse up a storm.  

Saleen wasn't upset about marrying someone, she was mad about the fact her father had agreed to it behind her back. Only summoning her to inform her after the fact, and if he wanted her gone then she would go!

A few hours had gone by and Saleen had everything packed up that she could think of. She turned heading to her favorite spot in the castle. A balcony that no one bothered visiting because it was deemed unsafe. She walked over to the ledge and sat on it, looking out to her kingdom. The sun was shining brightly, birds chirped happily and Saleen smiled. Finally, peace would greet her kingdom, even if it meant she was stuck marrying a man she didn't truly know. That wasn't a problem, not once had she thought of getting married for love. Not only would this marriage protect her people, but it would also set her free. 

She would, at last, be free of her father's beatings and mental abuse. There was only one thing that worried her at this point, the rumors that surrounded her future husband. People called him a ruthless killer and that was why she had been married off to him. To her father, it was an easy way to end the war and possibly have her killed. To her, it was a way to save her people, even if she was marrying a 'monster'.  

The man could be no more a monster than her father. The worry that haunted her was the fact that he could go back on his words and turn her away for the scars that marred her body. She could understand why any man would wish to marry her half-sister. Valerie was soft, gorgeous, and unscarred, as for putting up a fight? Well, no one actually knew her sister could be a little firecracker when she wanted to be.  Saleen recalled the time she had met him once when there had been a small truce in the wars. She had broken off from her soldiers needing a place to rest quietly and that was where she had found him. 

Sitting on a tree stump, his eyes closed as he took in each steady breath, when he opened his eyes to look at who approached neither of them moved. Her light hazel eyes stared into the icy blues of his and they both smiled, it had felt odd but comfortable. It was as if simply looking at each other made the darkness around them fade away. They had sat together for about an hour talking to each other about what they liked. It had been so random yet nice, that both of them didn’t know what to do at first after they had met again on the battlefield.  

Neither of them had wanted to continue the war, but her father kept pushing and Grayson's pride wouldn't allow her father to win. They had done their best after that encounter not to kill each other's forces only temporarily disabling them and both sides took notice of the change. Though it hadn’t stopped the bloodshed completely, there had still been many deaths on both sides. Saleen took in a deep breath as the winds blew in the sweet scent of cherry blossoms instead of the stench of blood. 

“My lady...” She turned to Gatash, the only person besides her half-sister, who had ever given a damn about her. “What can I do for you Gatash?” Her hazel eyes held a shimmer in them he had never seen before. He glanced at the floor of the balcony before looking back up, “Are you sure you want to do this? You have already sacrificed so much for us.” 

Saleen’s smile remained, “The news certainly spreads fast, was I the last to know?" She saw him flinch slightly and sighed, "Of course, everyone else knew before me... To answer your question though, yes, I'm sure. If I can stop my people from being sent out like lambs to slaughter. I will, I won’t think twice...even if the man I marry kills me. At least the war will be over and you will be safe.”

Gatash frowned, “How can you trust that to be true my Lady? What if he kills you and then sets off to start another war? Or what if he holds you as a hostage to take over the kingdom? You are putting way too much trust in this hope that peace may be obtained.” Saleen shook her head giving him a soft smile, “I don’t believe he will.” 

Gatash’s frown deepened, “You can’t be sure of that and besides, we don’t wish for our Lady to do this.” This caught her off guard, “We? If you are talking about my sister and you, I already know that...but...” 

“No! I'm talking about all of your knights...my lady you led us to battle countless times. Bringing us many victories and saving many of our lives. You have already fought so hard for us and now you want to sacrifice yourself to some person who has killed hundreds of our men?”

Saleen sighed, she knew how hard this was for Gatash to understand, “It's better for there to be one sacrifice rather than hundreds more Gatash. That is why I didn’t fight my father on this, that is why I will go peacefully even if it leads to my death. Besides, I want to break free from my father.” 

Gatash froze, unable to fight those last few words, “I could wipe him out...we could run away...” She hopped off the ledge moving to his side, “You can do nothing to my father and we both know this, even if we were to run away, my father wouldn't stop hunting us down until he found us. Not to mention my father would likely use it as a way to claim Grayson murdered me and the war would start back up.” 

Gatash bit his lip, his fists clenched, "So...you're just going to give in? You aren't going to try and fight your way out of this?"  Saleen shook her head and he pulled away, turning his back towards her, “I’m disappointed in you Saleen... Do you have such little faith in me?” The words stung but she understood, her words hurt him so his words should hurt her back. 

She placed a hand on his shoulder, “I would rather leave than watch you or the other knights die before my eyes trying to take down my father and his supporters.” She hadn’t known that the other knights had felt the same way and it pleased her. She hadn’t been fighting for nothing after all, she hadn’t gained even more scars and bloodied her hands for nothing. 

She turned him towards her once more as he did his best to hide the pain on his face, “If you want to think of it this way...I am breaking free of my father, I'm not leaving you all behind to land myself in the ground. I'm leaving to set myself free and maybe, just maybe I can do the same for those here once I marry Grayson. I really don’t think Grayson will harm me.” 

She held a soft smile as he bit his lip, “I have told you that I would protect you from Dalon... Do you really need to have some other man you don't even know protect you?” She pulled him into a hug and he froze, “I know you would tear down this entire kingdom for me if you could and for that I thank you. But if I want to go about this to where hopefully no one but my father suffers...this is the way to go.” 

Saleen felt Gatash tremble against her and she hoped he would return her hug but he only pushed her away, “Is that all you can say? Nothing else? Not even asking for me to come with you?”  The torn look on his face couldn’t be hidden any longer and he turned from her, she gave him a soft sad smile. 

"We both know I can't...Grayson probably..." She couldn't even finish her words, “Then I guess this is goodbye.” He rushed out from the balcony leaving her alone once more, not once had she ever seen Gatash cry and she hoped to keep it that way. He had been the pillar of strength she had relied on many times, her source of comfort when she had first killed a man. It hurt to see him rush off the way he had, but she had to part with him like this. 

She sighed, “Let’s make sure everything is actually packed.” It wasn’t as if she had a lot of things to take with her. Her father never lavished her with dresses or jewels and she wouldn’t have taken them even if he had. She left the balcony and walked through the halls of the castle, before turning down the hall leading to her room. Much to her surprise, Valerie was standing at her door, “Sister?” Valerie smiled, her black hair braided neatly and her dark green dress making her green eyes even brighter in their color. “How are your wounds?” 

Saleen smiled, “They are healing nicely, though I can’t say yet if I'll be able to wear white for my wedding day.” Valerie laughed softly, “Why didn’t you let the healers heal you in secret? It would have been better that way since you are planning to leave today. I'm sure father wouldn't have found out or minded, maybe for once he'd praise you for being so quick to follow his orders....” There was a hint of sadness in Val’s voice and Saleen’s smile dropped slightly, “Well there were others who needed to be healed more than I, you know me, what are a few more scars?” Now Valerie outright frowned, “I’m sorry.” Confusion crossed Sal’s face, “Why are you apologizing?”

“Because you are being sent to marry that man in my stead!”  Tears now began to fall from Val’s face and Saleen moved in pulling her half-sister into a hug. “I’m okay Val...besides you know father hates me. I was simply surprised that Grayson accepted me as his bride.” Her sister clung to her, trembling, “But what if he kills you, they say he is a psycho...” Saleen gently brushed her sister's hair, “It'll be okay, I have seen him on the battlefield, but I don’t think he's a monster like they say. When we met...everything felt peaceful.” 

Valerie pulled back, “Y-you've only ever met him on the battlefield, right? That doesn't sound like a good meeting to me. I don't understand how you could even call that peaceful...” Saleen laughed softly, "Yes, but I have met him off the battlefield as well. It was by chance." Saleen wiped at the tears, “I met him in a forest, sure at first we were both guarded, but after a bit, we began to talk. He isn’t as terrible as others claim him to be. He never wanted war, which means only one thing and you know it.” 

Val’s eyes grew wide, “Father started this.” It wasn’t a question, there had been rumors that the Hastella Kingdom had been the one to start the war. But there had never been proof of who or how it had started. Saleen’s nod made Valerie grasp, “But why...” 

Saleen sighed, “I think he was bored...” 

Valerie couldn’t wrap her head around such a thing, “That’s too cruel sister... How could our father do such a thing? So many lives have been lost simply because he was bored? Alvin was killed b-because of that...” A fresh batch of tears started to fall and Val’s legs grew weak, Saleen caught her and the two slid to the floor.

“I'm sorry...I know how much you loved Alvin.” Valerie sobbed into her sister's embrace, they weren’t sure how much time had passed before Valerie finally calmed down. “Are you okay now?” Saleen asked, knowing it was a stupid question.  

Valerie looked like she could break down once more, but she forced herself to nod slowly. “I don’t want to leave you with father after telling you all that but...father has to be punished and I can’t do that under the Hastella name. You know I don't have any true power here.” Shock clouded Val’s eyes, “Do you mean...”  Saleen nodded, “I plan to overthrow father and place you as the new ruler.” 

Valerie gasped, “I CAN’T DO THAT!!!” 

“Shh...Yes, you can Val...you have the brains and the humbleness to rule over our people. Give them back their lives and while you do that I plan to support you. Making the Hastella and the Bronsti Kingdom strong allies, but that will only work if Grayson agrees with my idea.” 

“Grayson, he is the one you are to marry, correct?” Saleen smiled, “That he is, the so-called monster I am to marry.” It made Valerie giggle, “Certainly doesn’t sound like a monster's name and the way you speak of him helps me feel a bit better.”  

"Not to mention he isn't bad on the eyes either." Saleen said with a small smirk, the two of them laughed together for a bit before Valerie turned serious. “Promise me you'll be okay. That you won't give up no matter what and you will find your own happiness. Even if it means leaving me here, I'm okay with that. You don't need to suffer more thanks to our father.”  

Saleen helped Valerie stand, “I mean it even if it means starting a war again. Sister, I don't want you to go to this man and be killed.” Worry filled Val’s voice as she stared at Saleen. “I promise to work hard for both our sakes, so we can both find happiness. But I can’t promise that if for some reason things turn south and Grayson gives me the choice of dying or letting war break out again. You should know me better than anyone Val, I will choose death ten times over.” She said before giving her sister one last hug. “If you need my help don’t hesitate to send me a letter or messenger bird if it is something more private.”  

Valerie hugged her sister tightly, she was honestly afraid to see Saleen leave, but she knew it was for the greater good. Valerie built up her strength before pulling away with a sad smile, “Now get going, god forbid father see us together.” Valerie pulled back, “I'll see you when you come back.” She turned to leave, before rushing back to Saleen for another hug, “I will miss you and I wish you find what you deserve, a life of love...I truly hope that with my whole being.” Saleen smiled, “I wish that for you as well...now get going before you get into trouble.” Valerie nodded before dashing off and vanishing, leaving Saleen to do her original task. She walked into her small room, “Let’s get this show on the road.”  

She picked up the two bags that held her things. All they were were clothes and a few healing tonics. Something that she had always kept on her for others, never for herself unless it was truly needed. She sighed as she headed for where her horse waited, Zen snorted at her as she loaded up the bags and she pressed her face into his neck. 

“It’ll be a bit of a long journey boy, but hopefully it’ll become our home. A place where we both won't have to worry about losing our lives every day...”  He nibbled at her hair making her smile before she grabbed his reins leading him to the knight's quarters. 

Now that she knew the knights backed her she wanted to tell the knights her plan, but she knew if she did they would instantly want to attack. That wouldn’t work yet though, they needed solid proof or they would be deemed traitors and killed and she could never allow that to happen. There was the familiar sound of metal clashing and she looked up, seeing her knights training. They stopped when they took notice of Saleen and Zen, “Hello everyone.”  

There was silence, as they stared at her. “I wanted to say thank you, I never knew until Gat informed me that you guys appreciated me. I was happy to hear that.” She bowed her head to them making them gasp and Ryan stepped forward, “Please don’t bow to us, Princess.”  He said kneeling before her, “Many of us already owed our lives to you and now it seems all of us owe our lives to you. If we could follow you to the Bronsti Kingdom we would do so in a heartbeat. You will forever have our gratitude and should you need our services, we will be there even if it means going against our King.” 

An ache formed in Saleen’s chest as she saw her men nod in agreement to their second-in-command words and she smiled. “Please stand Ryan and don’t let anyone else hear those words.” He did as asked, staring at Saleen, she reminded him of his daughter. 

He had always feared that he would lose her on the battlefield, but now it seemed he was losing her in another manner. “I would say it again even in front of the king. He has done nothing to earn our support and we would truly follow you to the end of the world even if it meant no return.” 

She smiled resting a hand on Ryan’s shoulder as the other knights nodded once more. They truly meant it, if she asked them to follow her they would take up arms and kill her father in a heartbeat. “You guys mean a lot to me and I am so glad to have battled alongside each of you. Please take care of yourselves, and live well, that is my greatest wish for you all. Try not to worry too much and don't you dare slack off with me being gone! Understand!”  

They straighten, bringing a hand over their hearts, "We understand and follow your last command!!!" She nodded before turning to leave but stopped glancing back briefly, “If you see Gatash, tell him thank you for being my strength...”  They nodded but knew they didn’t need to tell him as Gatash was hiding watching his lady head off to face their enemy and he was stuck here. He bit his lip, stopping himself from calling out to her, he knew he would say something he'd regret. It wasn’t like she would return his feelings, a single tear slid down his face and he turned to leave the castle grounds. 

If his lady was leaving there was no longer any point for him to stay. A few of the knights watched him leave and not a soul stopped him, knowing it would be pointless. They knew Gatash would follow Saleen in the shadows, making sure no harm came to her even if it meant taking down a king from another kingdom. 

Saleen got on Zen heading for the front gates, she paused once more looking over the grounds of the castle that never felt like home in the first place, “I will return one day, you best be ready....father.” She whispered before urging her horse into a trot and heading to meet her future husband once more. 

“I hope he is as kind as he was that day.” Then again if he wasn’t she could live with it, between war and her father's treatment nothing could break her now!
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It took her almost three days to arrive at Grayson’s castle and of course, on the last day, it decided to pour down. Usually, it took longer, but since she was alone she could move at the pace she and Zen could handle, without needing any kind of spell or potions. She leaned down, whispering in his ear, "Don't worry boy, once we reach where we are going I'll get you the best meal, and give you a good grooming." 

The large black stallion snorted at her, shaking water from himself. He had seen her through many battles, so he could withstand rushed travels. She wondered what had been going through her fathers mind after hearing she had left the very day she had been told about the marriage. Did he think she had run? It would be interesting to get a letter sent to him, confirming she arrived at Graysons. What made her laugh was the men he had hired to watch her movements, they had probably reported that she was planning to leave.

About an hour passed before Saleen caught a glimpse of light in the distance and then the castle came to view. She squinted her eyes as she grew closer seeing smaller silhouettes. She blinked a few times taking notice of the gated walls circling the large piece of property. 

She could have stopped in the town a mile back, but she had wished to arrive as soon as possible. She knew if she didn’t arrive soon and her sister got worried then a search party would be sent out to find her. What shocked her the most was the fact that Grayson’s people were standing out in the rain waiting for her.

She pulled on the reins bringing Zen to a halt, "You guys didn't need to wait in the rain for me. I would hate for you to fall sick, this rain is rather chilly."

Even as she spoke those who waited on her simply smiled, “Good day Princess Saleen, Princess Valerie sent a message to us saying you had left without your father knowing and would be arriving soon.” Saleen laughed softly, “Still trying to take care of me I see.” She sighed, “Well here I am, would you mind if I go get cleaned up first before meeting with King Grayson? I would rather not look like a wet dog in front of the man I am to marry.”

A few of the people looked as if they were going to laugh, but they refrained from doing such and simply bowed. She held her hands up, “Th-there is no reason to bow to me, I’m not married to your king yet.”

“You are perfect just as you are Saleen.” She twisted slightly on her horse only to have arms pull her down. “W-woah!" She clung to the person pulling her down out of the sheer fact she didn’t feel like eating mud. Her hazel eyes met ice-blue eyes that seemed to hold laughter.

"G-grayson?"

He smiled and damn if it didn't stop her heart, "In the flesh. I have to say I was a bit surprised when I heard you were heading here without any sort of escort, not to mention several days before I was to come get you... While I know you can take care of yourself, I don't want my bride-to-be getting hurt."

Saleen gently smacked his arm, "Then please release me...I still have some wounds that haven't healed up yet and you are hugging me far too tightly." He released her in seconds, "Sorry I was just glad to see you again." She was shocked at how happy he was to see her, she hadn't known what to expect really. But having such a warm welcome made her forget the chill of the rain. 

Something about Grayson made her feel relaxed, "Can we move out of the rain? I’m sure the others would be more comfortable as well." Grayson glanced at his people, "You heard the lady, let's move inside everyone." They nodded, smiling at Saleen when she walked by.

What she saw was all pretty standard for a castle, there were clear paths for those who arrived in carriages and a large stable to the left. Nothing like what she had heard or been told, it wasn’t rundown. Zen was already happily following a stable boy, who had a carrot. She smiled slightly, "I see Zen will be in good hands." Grayson chuckled, "I remember you charging forwards on that horse many times in battle. I wanted him to feel at home just as much as I wish for you to."

"Yes, he may be getting old, but he is strong and I trust him with my life like I would any comrade." Grayson nodded, "Hard not to bond with those creatures when they've seen you through war. Don't worry, Hadin is the best stable boy we have, Zen is in great hands."

She nodded, "I wasn't worried...well, maybe just a little. But since your people waited outside for me in the rain, I know they are trustworthy and loyal to you." He paused, glancing at her, “They are that way for you as well, you are my bride. If they ever show you anything other than respect, tell me right away and I will handle it.” There was a coldness in his voice and eyes that she knew all too well. 

She nodded with a small smile, “I'm sure no one will show me such disrespect.” Though she wasn’t truly sure, it felt like they would treat her kindly.

Towels were brought to them as soon as they stepped through the doors of the place she would now call home. "Master, food will be done within an hour. If you and the lady would like to take your time getting cleaned up and relaxing." Grayson nodded, "Thank you, Marcus." Though his attention didn't last long on those around him, "So why didn't your healers heal you. As royalty, you should have been healed first."

"There were others who were in worse shape than me." It was a lie and he saw right through it. He grabbed her chin, tugging it upwards, "Don't lie to me Sal, there are many things I will tolerate from you but lying is not one of them especially when your health is the subject." Saleen felt a fluttering in her stomach as he referred to her as Sal, but she ignored it, stepping away from him, “That...there is something I need to talk to you about Grayson. And to be straight to the point, it concerns wiping out my father.” Those around them gasped, staring at Saleen as if she had gone crazy.

Even Grayson seemed confused and startled by her words, “Do you perhaps have a fever?” He asked, reaching out to touch her forehead, but she blocked his hand, her eyes staring into his seriously and he frowned.

“You know who started this war, it was my father, he needs to be taken out. I've already talked to my sister about this and she will side with me." She bowed her head to Gray, “I need your help in finding solid proof so we can kick my father from the throne with little to no deaths. I don't wish for anyone to die other than my father and his followers!” He was quick to bring Saleen up from
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