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​CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]


The air of the kingdom of Veritas, a land where amber wheat fields stretched to the horizon like a sea of liquid gold, was thick with the scent of baking bread and the sweetness of ripened berries. It was the eve of the Harvest Festival, and a soft laughter and chatter wove through the cobblestone streets of the village below Harvestwood Manor. Yet, from his perch in the highest spire of his towering home, Lord Andras, the Lord of Grains, felt none of the revelry. His presence was a silent, brooding sentinel, his gaze, sharp as the scythe that cut the harvest, scanning the bustling scene with a hint of something other than joviality. He was not a man to celebrate. He was a man to claim what was his.

For years, a cold, unyielding vengeance had simmered within him, a poison passed down from his forefathers. It was the legacy of stolen lands, of Harvestwood—his ancestral home—being stripped from his family's grasp by the queen. The festival was a facade, a flimsy veil over the long-awaited night of retribution. The manor’s grand hall was a picture of contrived opulence, decorated with garlands of gold and crimson leaves. The long wooden tables groaned under the weight of food and drink, a hint at the wealth he’d amassed not for feasting, but for war. His loyal subjects, dressed in their finest, began to gather, their eyes gleaming with anticipation for the night’s revelry, oblivious to the fact that they were mere pieces in a game of chess he'd been planning since he was a boy.

A hush fell over the crowd as the queen's carriage, adorned with the royal crest, rolled into view. The village's children, dressed in costumes that mimicked the grains and fruits of the harvest, parted like a sea of wheat to let her through. Queen Brona stepped out, a vision of icy detachment. She was a woman carved from marble, her hair the color of a harvest moon, her eyes sweeping over the gathering with a cold condescension that had been honed over a lifetime of absolute power.

Andras descended the manor’s grand staircase, the echo of his boots a rhythmic drum against the hall’s stone floor. He offered her a courteous smile, the kind reserved for a predator one knows is watching their every move. She was beautiful, even in her coldness, a kind of fierce, dangerous beauty that had captured a kingdom and broken his family. A step behind her, like a shadow in her wake, was her daughter, Princess Arina. The Seer. Arina’s eyes, the color of a stormy sea, met his briefly before dropping to the floor, as if a glance was too great an intimacy to bear.

He knew of her gift, a gift she had inherited from his own bloodline—a secret his family had guarded for generations. It was the ability to see the threads of fate, to touch the unseen tapestry of time. Her visions had been uncannily accurate, and it was on this very gift that he had built his entire plan. Her power was the key, the final piece he needed to unlock his vengeance.

As the evening progressed, the air grew thick with a false gaiety. Andras couldn’t help but watch the Seer. She moved with a quiet grace among the villagers, her hands clasped loosely before her. The firelight of the roaring hearth danced in her eyes, and the shadows played across her face, hinting at secrets she kept hidden. She was poised and elegant, a perfect princess, yet there was something else about her. A wildness, a raw, untamed spirit just beneath the surface, a flame that hadn’t been broken by her mother’s iron will. It was this wildness that drew him in, a recognition of a kindred spirit in the heart of his enemy's lineage.

The festival reached its height with a final dance, a swirl of humanity around the bonfire, their steps in time with the pounding drums and the haunting melody of the flutes. The energy was manic, joyful, and utterly deafening to the silent, simmering tension that coiled between Andras and the princess.

His eyes met hers again across the sea of revelers. It was a glance of a different nature this time, not a fleeting retreat, but a conscious, searching gaze. And in that moment, a jolt of something entirely unexpected shot through him—a potent, dangerous desire that threatened to unravel his meticulously laid plans. He had planned for every variable, every betrayal, every twist of fate, but not this. As the music swelled and the flames reached for the night sky, he found himself irrevocably drawn to her, not as a tool for his revenge, but as something far more dangerous: a woman.

With a resolve born of desperation, he approached the queen, her eyes narrowing in suspicion as he requested a private moment with her daughter. The queen’s gaze flicked between them, a hint of wariness in her cold expression, but she granted his wish, whispering something sharply in the girl’s ear before retreating to the shadows. It was a final, possessive warning, a possessiveness Arina seemed to shrink from.

Andras led the Seer away from the suffocating crowd to a secluded corner of the manor’s garden. The scent of night-blooming flowers—sweet jasmine and pungent oleander—was heavy in the air, a heady, sensual fragrance that mirrored the forbidden nature of their meeting. The festival's din became a distant murmur, a backdrop to the quiet, electric tension that now settled between them.

"Your Highness," he began, his voice low and earnest, an intimate tone he'd never used before. "I know of your gift. I need your help."

Her eyes, those beautiful, stormy eyes, searched his, seeking truth in the moonlit shadows. For a moment, he thought she might refuse, her mother's loyalty a fortress he could not breach. But then she nodded, a spark of curiosity lighting her features. "What is it you wish to know?"

He leaned closer, the space between them shrinking, and his hand, against his better judgment, found hers. The touch was like a brand, a sizzling current that ran up his arm and settled deep in his chest. Her skin was cool, soft, but the power thrumming beneath it was a tremor he could feel in his very core. He took a deep, shuddering breath. "The queen has taken from me what is rightfully mine," he said, his voice tight with an emotion he rarely allowed to show. "This festival is but a facade for a rebellion that will see her dethroned and my family's land restored. But the price for victory is steep. I need you to foresee the outcome, to guide me through the shadows of fate."

She didn't pull her hand away. "I will not betray my mother," she replied firmly, "but I am not blind to her tyranny."

"You don't have to betray her," he whispered, his thumb tracing a slow, deliberate path across her knuckles. It was a silent promise, a secret language spoken in touch. "Together, we can end this cycle of suffering. Use your gift for the greater good, and I swear to protect you."

Her eyes searched his, a silent question in their depths. The flickering firelight from the distant bonfire caught in her gaze, and for a moment, he saw a glimmer of a future he hadn't foreseen—one where his vengeance was not his only purpose. "I will consider it," she said finally, her voice barely a whisper, and his heart leaped with a hope as dangerous as the desire that now coursed through him.

The night grew late, and the festival continued around them, a surreal backdrop to their clandestine conversation. The air grew thick with secrets and the promise of change. Andras knew that he had to tread carefully; his fate and that of the entire kingdom hung in the balance.

As they parted, she pulled her hand away, a lingering warmth left on his skin. He felt the weight of her gaze upon him, a silent question that resonated deep within his soul. He returned to the manor, his thoughts racing with the possibilities that lay before him. The Seer's power was undeniable, but could he truly trust her? Or would she be the one to bring about his downfall?

They met again and again over the next few days, each meeting a fragile bridge built over the chasm of their inherited enmity. They stole moments getting to know each other in the hushed library, the scent of aged parchment a stark contrast to the festival's revelry. They spoke of battle formations and the queen's weaknesses, but in the quiet spaces between their whispered plans, a new tension began to grow. The intellectual sparring, the shared secrets, and the very act of their rebellion forged a bond that transcended the political. One afternoon, a single beam of light sliced through a crack in the curtains, illuminating the dust motes dancing in the air as they pored over a sprawling map.

"The queen's personal guard," Arina began, her voice a low murmur, her finger tracing a path from the palace walls to the throne room. "I see them... they are not men of flesh. They are Stone-Guards, animated by a dark sorcery, impervious to normal blades. Their strength lies in their heart—a pulsating geode of pure magic. To destroy them, you must shatter the geode. One of them is a rogue. The key to the rebellion is him. He can be reasoned with and turned against the queen if he is given an offering."

Andras's gaze flickered from the map to her face. He saw the truth in her eyes—the burden of a gift exploited, a life controlled. He saw a kindred spirit, a soul as captive as his own had been by the thirst for vengeance. "She took my lands, but she took more than that from you," he murmured, his voice softening.

"She clipped my wings," Arina said, a flicker of pain in her eyes. "She sealed my future in a glass box. I see a world where I am nothing but a tool for her political gains." She took a step closer, her voice dropping to a near whisper. "What do you offer me instead of my cage, Lord of Grains?"

"I offer you freedom," Andras said, his hand
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