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There are stories where love arrives like a blessing, and others where it enters as a fracture—quiet at first, then widening until the world must decide what to do with it.

This is the latter.

In a world governed by bloodlines, oaths, and ancient mechanisms that mistake obedience for order, love is not forbidden because it is weak. It is forbidden because it interferes. It bends systems built to endure. It introduces choice where destiny prefers certainty, and hesitation where crowns demand submission.

Draven was born carrying a curse that predates his name, a bloodline designed not for living but for function. He was meant to be a key—silent, precise, expendable—turned when the world required it, returned when it was done. His survival was an accident. His resistance, a flaw. His love, an error no ritual accounted for.

Leorion was raised in light that did not promise mercy, only responsibility. As a prince, he learned early that duty survives emotion, and that endurance is often mistaken for virtue. He was never meant to touch the mechanisms beneath the world, only to benefit from their quiet obedience. He was never meant to love what the system had already claimed.

When their paths crossed, nothing shattered immediately. There was no thunder, no prophecy fulfilled in a single breath. What formed between them was smaller and far more dangerous: recognition, persistence, a refusal to let distance become erasure. The bond that followed was not destiny’s reward, but its backlash—a violent attempt by the world to correct an imbalance it did not understand.

Book Three begins after the illusion of escape has collapsed.

The curse no longer waits patiently. The crown no longer watches from afar. Blood remembers what it was made for, and the world begins to lean, subtly but relentlessly, toward the ending it has always preferred. Every step forward now extracts a cost. Every act of closeness sharpens the blade pressed between survival and annihilation.

This is not a story about choosing love over the world.

It is a story about what happens when love becomes visible to a system that survives by consuming what resists it.

As shadows close and light thins, both Draven and Leorion will be forced to confront the truth beneath their devotion: that sacrifice is not always demanded by fate, but often by love itself—and that choosing how to break may be the last freedom left to those born inside a curse.

This book is about loyalty that refuses ownership, about sacrifice that is chosen rather than commanded, and about the quiet devastation of doing the right thing when the right thing offers no survival in return.

Some stories end in victory.

This one ends in meaning.
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Chapter 1: The Shadow Taken
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The sun never reached Elior’s chamber the way it reached the training yards, bold and uncomplicated; here, light arrived as a thin ribbon pushed through carved stone, caught by dust motes and made gentle by the thickness of the citadel’s walls, as if even dawn had learned to lower its voice around a prince who could not afford to be seen as fragile.

He dressed without attendants, the familiar ritual of buckles and straps anchoring him to something solid, because hands that served also watched and mouths that smiled also reported, and the council had already begun to arrange its faces for the day—measured grief, righteous caution, a readiness to speak of “loss” as though the word could be used like a gavel.

Rows of ink-black reports waited on the table by his door, their seals broken and re-tied with the neatness of men who feared disorder more than they feared truth, and he carried two at once as he walked, letting the parchment scrape faintly against his gloves, because the scrape gave the corridor a sound that was not his own breath.

The corridor outside the council wing smelled of old stone and polished metal, the kind of cleanliness that pretended blood had never touched these floors, and the guards at the archway straightened with synchronized precision when he approached, spears angling like sunrays pinned into a pattern.

“Your Highness,” one said, voice careful, and the carefulness was its own accusation, as if the air around Elior had become a thing to handle gently.

Elior did not slow, did not offer softness as permission. “Open it.”

The doors obeyed, heavy wood shifting with a low groan that rolled into the chamber and settled there, and inside, the High Council had already taken its seats in a ring that resembled unity until one looked closely enough to see the hairline fractures—Montreux in rich dark fabric with a smile too polished, Lorrain’s mage-lords with eyes that measured instead of met, Ardent’s soldiers holding their backs straight as though posture could hold the kingdom together.

Rowan Ardent stood to the side of the prince’s chair, not sitting, never sitting, broad as a shield and quiet as a threat; the captain’s presence carried the scent of leather and steel into a room that preferred parchment and perfumes.

Caelis Montreux rose first, as though the room had been waiting for the moment it could move without the prince’s permission, and the lord’s hands opened with the smoothness of practiced sympathy. “We must speak of Commander Nightbane,” he began, voice pitched to travel, “and of the proper honors for a soldier—”

The first lance of pain struck beneath Elior’s ribs, sudden and deep, as if a hook had found the inside of his chest and pulled. His fingers tightened around the reports until paper crinkled, and for an instant the ring of faces blurred at the edges while breath fought to remain even.

A single drop of sweat cooled at the base of his throat.

Elior kept his chin level, moved to his seat with the same deliberate grace the court had trained into him, and set the crumpled pages on the table as if nothing inside him had shifted, as if the pain were merely the room’s stale air and not something reaching across distance to remind him of a man who should have been standing two steps behind his shoulder.

Lysandra Lorrain’s gaze flicked once, sharp as a blade catching light, then smoothed back into composure, her hands folded over one another like pale birds at rest. “We have no body,” she said, voice cool enough to frost the room, “and no proof of death, only signs of... interference.”

“Interference,” Caelis echoed, and the word wore satisfaction like a ring. “Or evidence. Blood on stone with a color that does not belong to any human soldier, broken latches that suggest unnatural strength, and a commander who has long been too skilled for his station; if we do not call it what it is, we invite it deeper into our walls.”

The pain tightened again, a second twist of that hidden hook, and Elior’s palm slid to the edge of the table, fingertips pressing hard into carved wood until the grain dug into leather; pressure anchored him, and anchoring mattered, because the room watched for cracks the way wolves watched for a limp.

“Say his name without turning it into a rumor,” Elior said, voice steady enough that it did not tremble, quiet enough that the chamber had to lean in to hear it, “and do not use my walls as an excuse to build your fear into law.”

Caelis’s smile did not falter; it only sharpened at the corners, a blade wrapped in velvet. “Fear keeps kingdoms standing, Your Highness. It keeps borders held and children alive. We propose a vigil at dusk, a formal declaration—”

The hook in Elior’s chest dragged downward, harder this time, and something beneath his sternum answered with a pulse that did not match his own heartbeat, a rhythm too quick, too urgent, as though another body somewhere had been forced into motion and the bond between them had decided Elior must share the consequence.

Rowan shifted one step closer, his shadow falling across the prince’s chair. “The commander’s unit reports nothing,” the captain said, voice like gravel turned smooth by loyalty. “No sign of betrayal, no pattern of desertion. Only absence.”

Absence had a weight, and Elior carried it the way he carried the crown’s expectations: without allowing his shoulders to drop.

A minister from Montreux’s allied house cleared his throat. “Your Highness, if the commander has been taken by vampires, then—”

The word vampire moved through the chamber like a draft, stirring unease in silk sleeves and between the cracks of carefully arranged certainty, because the north had whispered for years and the kingdom had pretended whispers were only wind; now, the wind had teeth.

Elior’s breath caught on the next pull of pain, and the catch was the first betrayal his body offered the room, a brief hesitation that could be read as weakness if anyone chose to read it that way.

Only Lysandra’s eyes held him for a fraction longer than courtesy required.

Elior stood, the chair’s legs scraping softly over stone, and the scrape restored order to the moment; he had learned long ago that sound could command attention when volume was unnecessary. “You want to mourn,” he said, and his gaze moved around the ring, not lingering on faces as individuals but as a single shape of power, “because mourning is convenient. It allows you to close a book without reading the last page.”

Caelis lifted his chin. “We want to protect the realm.”

“The realm has been protected by that man’s blade more times than any speech in this room,” Elior replied, and the words landed with controlled precision, each one placed like a step across ice, “and if you intend to reward loyalty by writing his grave before you have found him, then you are not protecting Aurellion; you are protecting yourselves from discomfort.”

A murmur rose, quickly pressed down by the weight of rank and the knowledge that a prince’s anger could change careers overnight, but discomfort lingered in eyes that avoided Elior’s too directly.

The hook inside his chest pulled again, not a twist this time but a long draw, like a chain tightening link by link, and Elior’s ribs flared with the instinct to inhale deeper; breath came, but it carried a metallic taste at the back of his tongue, faint and cold, as if the air itself had learned blood.

His hand moved to his sternum, not clutching, not dramatic, only resting there for a heartbeat too long to be incidental, because the body demanded acknowledgment when pain insisted on being real.

A mark formed beneath his glove—heat without flame, pressure without bruise—an imprint that did not belong to any wound he had earned in battle.

Lysandra rose, her robes whispering like pages turned too quickly. “Your Highness,” she said, and her voice softened by a single degree, which was more than most men ever received from her, “if you are unwell—”

“I am standing,” Elior answered, and the simplicity of it was both refusal and reminder, because a prince’s health was a political object and he would not hand it to them.

Caelis’s gaze sharpened toward the prince’s hand, toward the protective placement over his chest, and his voice grew almost kind. “Perhaps grief has already begun its work,” he said, “and perhaps that is why we must proceed with ceremony. A vigil will soothe the people, and it will soothe you.”

The hook yanked, sudden and brutal, and this time it stole a breath outright; Elior’s lungs tightened as though someone had pressed a cold palm over his mouth from the inside, and his vision narrowed to the edge of the table where candlelight trembled in a brass holder, the flame leaning as if the room had exhaled.

Rowan’s hand came up, fast as instinct, steadying Elior’s elbow without drawing attention with a dramatic gesture, and that touch—firm, respectful, brief—kept the prince upright in a way posture alone could not.

The moment Rowan’s grip made contact, the pain changed, no longer a blunt assault but a sharper thread that ran along Elior’s nerves like a wire pulled taut, and beneath it, something else moved: a sense of distance collapsing, a pull that did not belong to memory or imagination, a drag across space that carried cold stone, heavy air, and a pulse not his own.

Elior’s throat worked once, swallowing against iron.

He withdrew from Rowan’s support without offense, letting the captain’s hand fall away as quietly as it had arrived, and the withdrawal returned the room to its expected geometry: prince alone, council around him, power balanced on appearances.

“Call it what you want,” Elior said, and his voice returned to its measured cadence, the cadence of a man trained to hold a room even when his body tried to betray him, “vigil, declaration, ceremony. But you will not call him dead while my blood still answers his.”

Silence cut through the chamber so cleanly it felt like a blade’s edge, and across that silence, eyes met Elior’s with different kinds of fear—fear of vampires, fear of scandal, fear of a prince whose devotion had begun to look like rebellion.

Lysandra’s gaze narrowed, just enough to reveal calculation beneath her composure. “Your blood answers his,” she repeated, softer, as though testing the phrase against her own understanding of magic.

Elior did not explain; explanation invited questions, and questions invited cages built from other people’s curiosity. “Rowan,” he said, turning slightly, “prepare the western gate. Quietly. Two riders who know how to keep their mouths shut. No banners.”

Caelis’s chair scraped as he half rose. “You cannot—”

“I can,” Elior cut in, and the cut was precise, not loud, not theatrical, simply final.

A lord from Ardent’s allied house frowned. “Your Highness, the council must authorize—”

Elior’s hand slid to the edge of the table, palm flattening against the carved crest embedded in the wood, the sunburst of Valerius worn smooth by generations of fists and rings. “The council can authorize a vigil,” he said, and his gaze moved across them like sunlight finding dust, “and it can authorize prayers. It will not authorize my obedience.”

The pain lurched again, and this time it came with a sensation of pressure at his throat, as if another man somewhere had been forced to swallow something bitter, and the bond had decided Elior must taste it too; his jaw tightened, teeth pressing together until the ache traveled into his temples.

One of the ministers made a sound of disapproval, soft but present, and Elior watched the sound land on Caelis’s face like permission.

Caelis stepped into that permission with ease. “This is reckless,” he said. “If the commander has been taken into Nocturn Vale, then your pursuit is not a rescue; it is a surrender. You will walk into the mouth of the kingdom’s oldest nightmare for a single soldier—”

The hook inside Elior’s chest shifted, not pulling now but vibrating, as though something on the other end had been struck, and the vibration carried an image into his mind with the clarity of a blade’s reflection: a room lit in red, not by fire but by something crystalline, something that pulsed like a heart behind glass.

Elior’s breath went shallow, then steadied, and the steadiness was a practiced lie.

The metallic taste sharpened.

He moved his hand away from his sternum, letting the glove fall to his side so the council would not see the tremor that wanted to rise there, and he leaned forward just enough to let his voice drop into the space between them, the space where power did its quiet work. “You are afraid,” Elior said to Caelis, and the statement held no insult, only a mirror, “and you want me afraid with you so you can steer me where you prefer.”

Caelis’s eyes flashed. “I want you alive.”

Elior straightened, and the movement drew the room’s attention the way a drawn sword did. “So do I,” he said, and the words carried a truth that belonged to two men, not one. “But I will not be alive in a world where loyalty is punished because it is inconvenient.”

Rowan’s gaze met Elior’s from the side, and in that look, agreement existed without the weakness of sentiment, because soldiers understood vows that were not spoken aloud.

Lysandra’s fingers moved subtly, one ring turning on another, and the gesture held the scent of spells—controlled, restrained, never shown without purpose. “If you go,” she said, voice still even, “then you will need more than steel. Night does not behave like war.”

Elior held her gaze, letting the council watch the exchange and read it how they wished; he did not ask for her help, because asking created debt, and debt became leverage in rooms like this. “Then teach me what you already know,” he said, “without announcing that you are doing it.”

A beat of silence, then Lysandra nodded once, the smallest motion, and the nod carried the weight of an agreement that would not be written down.

The pain eased to a low, constant pressure, like a hand pressing from the inside of his chest, and the easing was not mercy; it was warning, the bond tightening into a steady line that could be followed if he dared to follow it far enough.

Elior turned toward the doors, letting the council’s gaze land on his back, letting them interpret that back as arrogance or devotion or madness, because interpretation did not matter as much as movement. The guards opened the doors again, and the corridor beyond breathed cooler air against his face, air that did not smell of politics.

He walked fast without running, because running belonged to boys and he had been trained into a different kind of urgency, one that wore restraint like armor.

The western stairwell carried him downward, away from marble and toward stone that had been built for siege rather than ceremony, and the deeper he went the more the citadel’s sounds changed—less echo of voices, more clink of harness, more muted hoof-stamp from the stables beyond the gate.

Each step drew the pressure tighter beneath his ribs, as though the bond approved of direction, as though something on the other end had turned its face toward him.

In the stable-yard, Rowan waited with two riders, their cloaks plain, their horses restless with the smell of cold morning. “No one followed,” the captain said, voice low.

“Yet,” Elior replied, and the word held a quiet understanding of Caelis’s persistence.

Rowan’s gaze dipped to Elior’s posture, to the slight tension he had not fully disguised. “That pain,” he said, not as question, not as accusation, simply naming what he saw.

Elior swung into the saddle in one smooth motion, leather creaking under him, and the movement forced the pressure in his chest to flare, sharp enough that his vision edged white for a heartbeat; he kept his chin level, kept his breath slow, because control mattered even when no one else could see the inside of him.

“It is not mine,” Elior said, and the confession was minimal, stripped of mystery, given only to the man whose loyalty had proven itself in blood rather than words.

Rowan’s jaw tightened. “Then it’s his.”

Elior did not answer with agreement; agreement would make it too real, too sharp, too easy to shape into fear. He only gathered the reins and nodded once, and the nod carried a vow without language.

The gate opened with a grinding sigh, the world outside raw and pale with morning, and as the horses moved forward into the road that led away from Solaris and toward the northern edge where legends began, the pressure beneath Elior’s ribs shifted again, not pain now but direction, a steady pull like a line drawn through fog.

Somewhere beyond the border, in a place the kingdom had named nightmare to keep it distant, something answered his blood with a pulse that was not his own, and the answer held the cold sheen of red crystal behind glass, as though the bond had found a room and wanted him to see it.

Elior’s fingers tightened on the reins until leather bit into his gloves, and he let the horse’s breath plume into the air like smoke, the sound of it close and real enough to keep him anchored on this side of the world.

He did not look back at the citadel.

The pull did not allow it.
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Chapter 2: The Prince Refuses to Mourn the Living
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Morning returned to Solaris Citadel with the discipline of a soldier, arriving on schedule and without tenderness, and yet the light that spilled through the narrow windows of the prince’s chamber carried a chill as if it had crossed a battlefield before it reached him.

Since the northern reports began naming Nocturn Vale, the court had pretended it was only a story with a border drawn around it—until that border reached back and touched the inside of his chest.

Leorion stood at the washstand and watched water tremble in a porcelain basin, his reflection breaking into fragments each time his fingers disturbed the surface, while the rest of the room remained unnaturally orderly—cloak folded on the chair, sword belt hung straight, papers stacked in sharp corners—because there were only two kinds of control left to him in a palace that had begun to look at his grief as leverage.

A thin bandage wrapped his upper arm beneath the linen of his shirt, the wound shallow enough to be dismissed by anyone who had not seen what a single misstep cost on the border, and still it tugged each time he moved as though the body refused to let him forget how easily blood could be taken.

Ink lingered in the air from the reports laid open across his table, faint and metallic, blending with the colder scent of stone and distant rain that seeped through the citadel’s seams, and the words on those pages marched in rigid lines—scout accounts, casualty tallies, supply counts—each one attempting to turn chaos into something that could be filed and shelved.

A knock came, then another, measured and patient, and when the door opened Captain Rowan Ardent entered without the hesitancy most men wore around a prince, his crimson cloak dark against the pale morning and his expression set into the same line it took on the eve of sieges.

“They’ve gathered early,” Rowan said, voice low, eyes flicking once to the open reports before returning to Leorion’s face, as though even paper could be weaponized in the wrong hands. “Montreux brought half his circle, and the rest followed because they fear being the last to speak.”

Leorion fastened the clasp of his collar, the small motion tightening fabric at his throat until breath had to push through more deliberately, and the restraint steadied him in the way armor did when fear tried to slip between ribs.

“Let them speak,” he answered, and the words carried no invitation.

The walk to the council chamber took him through corridors where servants bowed too quickly and guards avoided meeting his eyes for too long, as if contact might obligate them to choose a side, and the further he went the more he heard it beneath the ordinary sounds of palace life—soft murmurs, shifting feet, the hush that followed his passing like a shadow trying to keep pace.

The council doors stood open, and within, the room had been arranged into solemnity: black banners draped beside the sunburst of Valerius, unlit braziers set as if waiting for a vigil, and an empty chair at the ring’s edge that looked less like respect than a staged absence meant to guide the eye.

Caelis Montreux rose at once, his movements smooth, his mourning band perfectly placed, and the performance of gravity sat on him the way expensive fabric did—cut to flatter rather than to serve.

“Your Highness,” Caelis began, voice pitched to fill the chamber without strain, “we are here to bring order to what happened, to honor the commander who served you, and to reassure the people that Solaris remains unbroken.”

The first beat of pain struck beneath Leorion’s sternum, sharp and inward, like a blade pressing from the inside rather than from any enemy’s hand, and it stole nothing visible from him except a brief tightening at the corner of his mouth that he smoothed away before it could become a tell.

Rowan took his place behind Leorion’s chair, broad and silent, and the captain’s presence made the air feel denser, as though the room had acquired a spine.

Leorion sat without touching the offered black ribbon, his hands resting on the table’s edge, and the wood’s carved sunburst pressed into his gloves with a familiar bite that reminded him of lineage and its expectations.

Lysandra Lorrain sat opposite, still as a statue, her pale fingers folded and her gaze unwavering, and even in mourning colors she looked like someone who did not believe in the comfort of rituals.

A minister cleared his throat and pushed forward a parchment sealed with wax. “The public decree,” he said, careful, “for the vigil at dusk. The wording names Commander Nightbane as lost in service, presumed fallen, honored—”

The pain pulled again, deeper, as though something on the other end of a tether had shifted and tightened it without warning, and the sensation carried an echo of cold air and heavy silence that did not belong to the council chamber, making Leorion’s breath scrape the inside of his throat on its way out.

He did not reach for the parchment, and the refusal hung in the room longer than it should have, long enough for men like Caelis to lean toward it.

“We cannot leave the city suspended between rumor and hope,” Caelis said, voice softening into something that imitated compassion. “The people will cling to any story that spares them fear, and fear will turn into unrest if we do not give it a boundary.”

Leorion’s fingers tightened on the table’s edge until leather creaked, and the table became the only fixed thing in a world that insisted on moving without his consent.

“You want a boundary,” Leorion replied, and his tone remained even because anger in a chamber like this was currency that others spent on you, “because you think boundaries can hold back what is coming.”

Caelis’s eyes flicked, quick and bright. “We want to protect Aurellion.”

“The kingdom does not need protecting from mourning,” Leorion said, voice steady enough to cut through the chamber’s careful hush, “it needs protecting from cowardice dressed as ceremony.”

A murmur rose and fell, the sound of silk sleeves shifting and rings tapping wood, and the empty chair at the ring’s edge seemed to become louder in its silence, a prop demanding to be used.

One of the elder lords leaned forward, his hands clasped. “Your Highness, it is not cowardice to grieve. It is duty. The commander’s unit has been scattered, the border reports worsen, and the city requires a symbol of closure so we may act as one.”

Leorion’s gaze moved across the ring, marking the faces that wanted closure because closure ended responsibility, because closure allowed them to stop searching and start controlling the narrative, and in that measured survey the pain beneath his sternum eased briefly as if it were listening.

“We will act,” Leorion said, and the words did not rise. “But we will not close him into a grave while his blood still moves.”

Caelis’s expression tightened in practiced concern, and the tightening made his next words sound like a plea rather than a trap. “Your Highness, your devotion honors him, but devotion does not change the facts. No body has been found, no trail remains, and every day that passes makes the truth clearer.”

The tether yanked, sudden and brutal, and Leorion’s lungs constricted as if a hand had closed around his breath from within, compressing air into a thin, harsh thread; the table’s edge dug into his palms, and in that pressure he found enough steadiness to keep his posture unchanged.

Lysandra’s gaze sharpened, her attention narrowing toward Leorion’s chest as though she could see the invisible line that had just tightened.

Leorion’s hand moved to his sternum, not clutching but pressing, a controlled motion that looked like a brief adjustment of his collar to anyone who wanted to believe that lie, and beneath his glove the skin felt hot in a concentrated point as though a brand had been laid there without flame.

He exhaled slowly, and with that exhale came a taste of iron at the back of his tongue, faint but undeniable, as if the bond had dragged a drop of someone else’s pain into his mouth.

Rowan shifted behind him, a silent question carried in the angle of the captain’s shoulders, and Leorion answered it without turning by stilling his hand and straightening his spine.

Caelis took the opening he believed he’d earned. “We should proceed with the vigil,” he said, “and with the decree. We should declare the commander honored, fallen, and—if the rumors are true—ensure the realm understands that monsters cannot hide behind our banners.”

Leorion’s gaze snapped to him, the movement quick enough to startle a few of the lesser lords, and the tether inside his chest vibrated as if it resented the word monster being spoken so easily.

“Do not,” Leorion said, voice quieter now, and the quiet made it sharper. “Do not use his name as a shield for your fear, and do not try to turn loyalty into contamination.”

A beat of silence followed, thick and precarious, and for a moment the chamber held the shape of a standoff rather than a council.

Then the elder lord tried again, gentler. “Your Highness, the people are already whispering. They will speak of vampires, and they will speak of curses, because the north has been sending back stories the crown cannot silence any longer. We need a public posture.”

The word vampires slid into the room like cold smoke, curling around the black banners and the unlit braziers, and with it came the sting of the tether beneath Leorion’s sternum tightening into a steady line, as if distance itself had been pulled taut.

Lysandra’s voice entered with surgical calm. “Public posture is not the same as truth,” she said. “If the commander lives, then a vigil will become a lie that costs us more later.”

Caelis turned toward her, polite skepticism rehearsed into his posture. “If he lives, then he has not returned, and a prince cannot govern by chasing hope into darkness.”

Leorion’s hand flattened on the table, palm down, and the carved sunburst bit into leather again, grounding him in a reminder that light was not a decoration; it was a weapon, inherited and demanded.

“A prince governs by refusing to be steered,” Leorion said, and the words carried the weight of a decision that had already been made in his bones. “As long as I stand, he lives.”

The sentence landed, and it did not need embellishment.

One of the ministers breathed out sharply, as if the vow had cut him, and Caelis’s expression held for an instant—surprise, then calculation, then something that could pass for sorrow if anyone wanted to be fooled.

“You will say that to the city?” Caelis asked, voice careful. “You will stand before grieving families and tell them the commander’s fate matters more than the stability of their homes?”

Leorion rose, the chair scraping softly, and the sound drew the room into stillness the way a drawn sword did; he moved around the table with measured steps until he stood within the ring of their gazes rather than seated beneath them, and the shift changed the chamber’s balance.

“I will stand before the city and tell them the truth,” Leorion said, and his voice remained controlled, but the tether beneath his sternum pulsed in agreement as though another heart had struck once in the dark. “I will tell them their prince does not bury the living because politics prefers clean endings.”

Rowan’s presence behind him broadened, a silent reinforcement, and the lesser lords’ eyes slid toward the captain as though seeking a hint of how far Leorion intended to go.

Caelis’s fingers tapped once on the parchment, a small gesture of irritation hidden beneath ceremony. “Then you force our hand,” he said. “If you refuse the vigil, the council will have to act to prevent unrest. We will declare the commander missing in service and proceed with mobilization to the north; we will also restrict your movements, Your Highness, for your own safety.”

The tether snapped tight, and the pain that followed was not sharp but deep, a sustained pressure that made breath work harder, as if the bond were warning that time had begun to shorten.

Leorion looked at Caelis with an expression that offered no heat, because heat gave men like him something to twist.

“You will not restrict me,” Leorion said. “You will not place my grief under guard like a prisoner and call it protection.”

The elder lord spread his hands. “Your Highness—”

Leorion lifted one hand, palm outward, a gesture that stopped speech without demanding it. “Enough. You may prepare whatever decree makes you sleep at night, but do not mistake your signatures for my consent.”

He turned, and the movement of his cloak disturbed the air in a single controlled sweep, like sunlight cutting through dust, and as he walked toward the chamber doors the tether beneath his sternum eased into a lower, constant pulse that felt less like pain and more like direction.

Rowan followed without being commanded, his boots quiet on stone, and once they were in the corridor the captain’s voice came closer, pitched low enough that even listening walls would struggle to catch it.

“That wasn’t a refusal,” Rowan said. “That was a declaration of war.”

Leorion’s jaw tightened, and the metallic taste at the back of his tongue sharpened as the tether pulsed again. “It was a declaration of intent,” he answered. “Let them call it what they want.”

They moved through the citadel with the speed of men who understood that time could become an enemy even without blades, and servants pressed themselves into alcoves as the prince passed, the bowing deeper and faster than usual as if they sensed the air around him had become dangerous.

Leorion did not return to his chamber; he went instead to a smaller war room tucked behind the royal library, a place that smelled of old parchment and wax, where maps lay rolled in tubes and the walls held pegs for keys that should not be carried openly.

Rowan closed the door behind them, and in the quiet the tether beneath Leorion’s sternum surged once, hard enough that his hand came up again and pressed into his chest, this time with less concern for how it looked and more need for contact with something real.

The moment his glove pressed down, the world tilted inward, and the pain sharpened into a clear line that dragged sensation across distance—cold air heavy with metal, a pulse not his own hammering too fast, and a brief impression of red light beating behind glass as if some heart had been trapped in crystal.

Leorion’s breath rasped once, and the rasp was the closest thing to a crack he allowed himself.

Rowan’s hand came to his shoulder, firm and steady, anchoring him, and the pressure of that touch forced the tether’s pain to shift, turning from a crushing pull into a narrower thread that he could endure without losing his stance.

“Where?” Rowan asked, not demanding explanation, only direction.

Leorion’s fingers dug into the fabric over his sternum, as though he could pin the tether in place.   “Nocturn Vale,” he said, and the name tasted like night—the wider realm the court mapped in ink, with its inner dominion the soldiers called Nightfall, and the Obsidian Throne at its heart. “Or the edge of it.”

Rowan’s expression tightened. “That’s not a scouting ride, Your Highness.”

Leorion lowered his hand slowly, letting the glove fall to his side, and the act of lowering looked like composure returning even though the pulse remained. “Then we won’t ride like scouts,” he answered. “We’ll move like men who already know the border is a lie.”

He crossed the room to the wall where the keys hung, and he lifted one ring free—a small cluster that opened doors most men never saw—and the metal clinked softly like a promise made in secrecy.

Rowan watched the keys, then the prince, and the captain’s voice dropped further. “If Montreux hears you’re planning to cross—”

“He will,” Leorion said, and the certainty in his tone came from the way the council chamber had already leaned toward containment, already begun to close its fist. “That’s why it must be quiet, and that’s why it must be fast.”

He unrolled a map across the table, weights at the corners to keep it from curling back into itself, and the parchment spread beneath his hands like a body laid open for surgery, lines of roads and rivers and border marks that had been drawn by men who wanted the world to be tame enough to measure.

Rowan leaned in, pointing with two fingers rather than a dagger, respect for paper mirroring respect for order. “The western pass is watched,” he said. “The southern route takes longer. The old forest track—”

Leorion’s chest pulsed again, a hard beat that made his breath hitch, and the hitch pulled a thin sound from his throat despite his effort to keep every movement regal. The tether carried a quick impression of pressure against ribs, as if another body somewhere had been forced against stone, and the sensation made Leorion’s fingertips curl involuntarily against the map’s surface.

Rowan’s gaze snapped to him, then back to the map as if giving the prince the dignity of pretending nothing happened.

“The old forest track,” Leorion said, and his voice regained steadiness by sheer will. “We take it at dusk, after the council announces their vigil; while they gather their candles, we gather our provisions.”

Rowan nodded once, decisive. “Two riders, no banners, no crest. I’ll choose men who don’t worship Montreux’s dinners.”

Leorion’s mouth tightened, not amusement, not relief, merely acknowledgment. “And we need a way through the wards at the outer gate,” he said, turning the key ring in his hand until it clicked softly. “The ones Lysandra’s circle set after the northern reports worsened.”

Rowan’s brows lowered. “You’ll ask her?”

Leorion set the keys down with a controlled tap, then reached for a second map tube, this one marked with older ink, routes less formal, paths that belonged to smuggling and war rather than ceremony. “I won’t ask,” he replied. “I’ll leave enough space for her to decide where she stands.”

The tether beneath his sternum eased into a constant pull again, and the steadiness of it carried a quiet truth that made the room feel smaller: the bond had not loosened, and a bond that remained meant the other end still held.

Leorion’s hand slid across the map’s edge, stopping at the northern border line where the parchment had been creased and re-creased by countless meetings that never became action, and the line looked suddenly inadequate, a thin stroke of ink pretending it could separate sunlight from night.

Rowan’s voice softened by a fraction. “If he’s alive, he’ll be guarded,” he said. “If he’s... changed—”

Leorion’s fingers curled around the map’s corner until the paper crumpled slightly under his grip, and the metallic taste returned, sharper now, as if the tether disliked the word even unspoken.

“He is alive,” Leorion said, and the statement was not comfort; it was command, issued to the world as much as to the man beside him. “Whatever they’ve done to him, whatever they want him to become, it hasn’t ended him.”

Rowan’s hand remained on the table’s edge, steadying the map as if steadying the plan. “Then we move,” he said.

Leorion exhaled slowly, and the exhale carried the weight of an oath that was not ceremonial, not meant for witnesses or songs, only meant to hold him upright when the palace tried to fold him into its rules.

“Seal the room,” Leorion ordered, and his voice regained its prince’s cadence, calm enough to hide urgency. “No one enters without your consent, and no one leaves with copies.”

Rowan went to the door and slid the bolt, the metal scraping softly into place, and that sound made the moment feel irreversible, like a lock turning on a life that had once been simpler.

Leorion bent over the map again, and as his breath moved in controlled rhythms the tether beneath his sternum pulsed once more, a low beat that carried a hint of that red, glass-lit room, and with it a pressure that felt like a warning pressed into skin rather than spoken aloud.

His hand rose again to his chest, just briefly, just enough to confirm the line still held, and when he lowered it his gaze did not soften, because softness would have been surrender.

Outside the sealed room, the citadel continued its morning as if nothing had changed, while inside, Leorion set his finger on the border and began to trace the path that would take him into the kingdom’s oldest darkness, following a pull that did not belong to maps at all, and when the tether tightened in response it did so with the insistence of something alive.

On the far edge of the parchment, near the inked name of Nocturn Vale, a faint smear of red appeared beneath his fingertip where there had been none before, and it did not look like ink.

He had seen mages do stranger things with sympathetic ink and sacrificial seals, but this was neither—this was the bond answering his touch, translating pain into a mark.
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Chapter 3: The First Crack in the Bloodbound
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The chamber they called the Bloodglass Room never held still, not because its walls moved, but because the light inside it refused to behave like light; it pulsed from veins of crimson crystal embedded in black stone, rising and falling in slow beats that made shadows sway across Draven’s body as if the room itself breathed through him.

This was not where the Bloodbound was meant to break—but places built to contain blood had a way of testing what still held.

Iron-sweet air coated his tongue before any cup touched his lips, heavy enough to feel poured rather than inhaled, and the cold that lived in Nocturn Vale’s inner halls climbed through the soles of his boots into his bones, making each step of the guards behind him sound louder than it should have against the polished floor.

He stood where they placed him, wrists unbound and yet held by the room’s geometry, because the mirrors—tall panes of blood-tinted glass—were arranged like witnesses in a tribunal, each one catching his shape and returning it with a different angle of damage, a different version of him wearing the same uniform as if it were borrowed skin.

King Nocturnus entered without ceremony, and the chamber answered him in silence the way a throat answers a blade, the guards lowering their eyes while the red light climbed the edges of his cloak and made it gleam like wet velvet.

Nocturnus’s gaze took Draven in as property, calm and meticulous, lingering on the throat, the hands, the faint tremor at the corner of Draven’s mouth that appeared whenever the bond inside him tightened, and the vampire king’s smile carried no heat, only possession.

“You remain stubborn,” Nocturnus said, voice smooth enough to be mistaken for patience, and he moved closer until the scent of old blood and something floral reached Draven’s lungs, a perfume designed to soften fear into compliance. “Stubbornness makes fine soldiers, and miserable servants.”

Draven did not bow, and he did not lift his chin in challenge either, because pride was a spark and this room was built to starve sparks of oxygen; he kept his posture neutral, shoulders squared, breath controlled, as if he were still in a war tent beside Aurellion’s maps.

Nocturnus raised one hand, and a servant—pale, silent, carefully trained—stepped forward carrying a shallow cup of dark crystal, its contents so bright they seemed to throw light upward rather than reflect it, as though blood itself had learned to glow when offered as a sacrament.

The cup hovered in the servant’s hands between king and captive, and the scent hit Draven like a fist—pureblood, rich and sharp, with a sweetness that turned immediately bitter at the back of the tongue, promising power with the same voice that promised ruin.

His stomach clenched, not from hunger alone, but from the memory of a different taste, a different pull, the way Leorion’s blood
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