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CHAPTER 1

The first light of dawn in Luminothia slowly trickled through the canopy of the lush, ancient forest. The air was cool and crisp, with the faint scent of dew-covered leaves and damp earth filling the prince's nostrils as he rode deeper into the wooded expanse. The tranquility of the morning was only broken by the soft sounds of his horse's hooves thudding against the moss-covered ground and the gentle melody of birdsong echoing among the trees.
Prince Ayrin cherished these moments of solitude, away from the confining walls of the castle and the watchful eyes of his overprotective parents. His heart ached for the freedom and adventure he knew lay beyond the borders of his father's kingdom, and the Feywild offered a small taste of that wild, untamed world.
As the sun began its slow ascent into the sky, the shadows cast by the towering oaks and ancient pines grew shorter, and the forest floor became awash with dappled sunlight. The prince guided his trusty steed, a magnificent black mare named Nightshade, along a well-worn path that wound through the heart of the woodland. The Feywild, teeming with life, seemed to breathe in sync with the world around it, exuding an aura of peace and serenity.
Eventually, the dense foliage began to thin, and the path led Ayrin to a dramatic cliffside overlooking the kingdom below. He dismounted Nightshade and approached the edge, feeling the exhilaration of being on the brink of an endless expanse. He gazed out at the breathtaking view as the sun crept up over the horizon, bathing the town of Ravenbrook below in a warm, golden light. The sight never failed to stir something deep within him—a longing for something more.
As he stood there, basking in the glow of the rising sun, Ayrin's thoughts turned to his family. His father, King Dorian, was a strong and wise ruler, but he could never quite shake his concern for his youngest son's safety. The king's protective instincts, while well-intentioned, felt suffocating to the young prince, who longed to prove himself as more than just the younger prince of the royal family.
His thoughts then shifted to his older brother, Prince Arden, who had always been the embodiment of arrogance and cunning. Ayrin couldn't help but feel a pang of relief that Arden had been betrothed and moved away to a distant estate. The elder prince had always seemed to have a talent for manipulating their father, bending him to his will with a mix of charm and guile. Ayrin didn't like to admit it, but he sometimes envied his brother's confidence and assertiveness, qualities he felt he himself lacked.
A gentle breeze swept across the cliffside, rustling the prince's auburn hair and bringing him back to the present. He inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with the fresh, invigorating air of the morning. The sun continued its ascent, the warmth of its rays chasing away the lingering chill of the night.
With a final lingering glance at the sun-kissed horizon, Ayrin decided it was time to return to the castle. Prince Ayrin couldn't help but feel a mischievous thrill as he thought of the worried faces that would greet him upon his return.
With a grin, he leaned in close to Nightshade's strong neck and whispered, "Let's give them a show, girl.”
With a subtle nudge of his heels, the prince urged his beloved horse to pick up speed. Nightshade seemed to share her rider's excitement, her powerful muscles propelling her effortlessly through the dappled sunlight. The forest became a blur of green and gold as they raced along the winding path, their speed only increasing with every stride.
Ayrin reveled in the wind whipping through his hair, the ground rushing by beneath them. Together, they lept over fallen logs and navigated the treacherous terrain with ease. The exhilaration of their breakneck pace sent Ayrin's heart soaring, his chest swelling with the freedom he so desperately craved.
As the castle's imposing stone walls loomed in the distance, the pair burst into the sunlit clearing that separated the dark woods from the royal grounds. Ayrin could feel Nightshade's powerful stride begin to slow as they neared the stable, her flanks heaving with the effort of their wild ride.
As they approached, Ayrin caught sight of his steward, an aging man named Cedric, waiting for him with a stern expression. The prince couldn't help but chuckle at the thought of the fuss he had caused, and he pulled Nightshade to a stop in front of the disapproving steward.
"I see you're enjoying yourself, Your Highness," Cedric said, eyeing the mud-spattered prince with a mix of annoyance and concern. "Your father was not pleased to discover you'd slipped away this morning.”
Ayrin grinned, unapologetic. "I just needed a bit of fresh air, Cedric. You know how stifling the castle can be.”
Cedric shook his head, his expression softening slightly.
"I understand, my prince, but you must be more careful. The dark woods are dangerous. There have been whispers of strange creatures lurking in the shadows.”
The prince scoffed, patting Nightshade's side. "We can outrun any danger, can't we, girl?"
Cedric sighed, recognizing the stubborn glint in Ayrin's eyes.
"Very well, Your Highness, but please be more cautious in the future. Now, your father has arranged a hunting trip for the two of you this afternoon. I suggest you clean up and prepare yourself.”
Ayrin nodded, swinging down from Nightshade's back with a grateful smile. "Thank you, Cedric. I'll get ready right away.”
With one last affectionate pat to his loyal steed, the prince strode toward the castle, his thoughts already racing ahead to the afternoon's activities. Though he still longed for the freedom and adventure that lay beyond his father's kingdom, for now, he would take what excitement he could find within its borders.
Ayrin couldn't help but wonder if his life would ever change, if he would ever find the purpose and fulfillment he sought. But with the thrill of the morning's ride still coursing through his veins, he allowed himself to hope that perhaps one day, he might find a way to break free from the confines of his royal birthright.
He slipped into the castle through the kitchen entrance, hoping to avoid attracting too much attention. As he pushed the door open, the warm, bustling atmosphere of the kitchen enveloped him. The room was a hive of activity, with servants scurrying back and forth as the cooks busily prepared a seemingly endless array of dishes. It was immediately clear to the prince that something was amiss; the kitchen was only ever this frenzied when an event was planned.
Curiosity piqued, Ayrin approached one of the harried chefs, a middle-aged woman with flour-dusted cheeks and a fierce expression.
"Excuse me," he said, trying to catch her attention. "Is there an event planned? The kitchen seems… busier than usual.”
The chef glanced up, her eyes narrowing as she took in the mud-spattered prince.
"I'm not at liberty to discuss such matters, Your Highness," she replied curtly, her focus returning to her work. "Especially not with you.”
Feeling both intrigued and mildly rebuffed, Ayrin decided to press on, leaving the bustling kitchen behind. He made his way through a side hall, where he was greeted by another steward. The steward, a young man with a hesitant smile, simply nodded at the prince before continuing on his way, leaving Ayrin with the distinct impression that everyone was trying to avoid him.
As the prince began to climb a spiral staircase leading to his chambers, he was surprised to run into his childhood friend, Kayla. She was a beautiful girl, with golden blonde hair that fell in soft waves around her shoulders, framing her delicate features. Even though Ayrin thought Kayla was wildly attractive, he never had romantic thoughts about her because he grew up with her. 
Since Ayrin and Kayla were the same age, she had been raised in the castle alongside the royal family. Kayla was the daughter of Lady Margaret, the steward of Ayrin’s mother. The Queen, sympathetic to Lady Margaret's out-of-wedlock pregnancy, had ensured that Kayla received the best care. As a result, both Ayrin and Kayla had attended the same school and undergone the same training.
The two had experienced a great deal together, especially on days when the confines of the castle took its toll. Ayrin couldn't help but remember a time when they were younger and had been caught in some mischief, sentenced to clean the pig pen as punishment. The image of Kayla, covered in mud and smelling distinctly of pigs. Many of these memories had permanently banished any notion of romance from his mind.
"Kayla," Ayrin greeted her warmly, "Where are you off to?”
She smiled, her eyes sparkling with mischief.
"I'm headed to the stables for my riding class. I heard you've been giving Nightshade a workout this morning. Sneaking out again, were you?"
He chuckled, feeling a rush of affection for his friend.
"Guilty as charged. I'm getting ready for a hunting trip with my father, but when I return, how about a race? Nightshade could use some competition.”
Kayla's expression shifted, her smile fading as she looked away.
"I can't today, Ayrin. I have other plans.”
His brow furrowed, concern replacing his earlier levity.
"What plans? You can tell me."
She hesitated, then shook her head.
"I can't. I promise we'll race another day soon, all right?"
Before he could press her further, Kayla turned and hurried away, leaving Ayrin standing alone in the corridor, watching her retreating form with a puzzled frown. With a sigh, he continued up the stairs to his chambers, the mystery of the day's events weighing on his mind.
Ayrin’s room was nestled within one of the castle's towers, accessible via a winding spiral staircase. A few years prior, he had somehow managed to persuade his parents that he was mature enough for a more secluded space, away from the castle's bustling main halls. He cherished his spacious tower room, not only for the privacy it afforded but also for the panoramic views it provided from high above the castle grounds.
The tower bedroom was an embodiment of regal comfort, with a large, dark oak bed dominating the center of the space. The bed was adorned with thick, red cotton blankets and soft, feather-filled pillows that promised a peaceful slumber. Despite its grandeur, the room was dimly lit, the only source of light being a sliver that managed to find its way through a crack in the heavy curtains covering the large windows.
As Ayrin undressed and attempted to clean the mud from his skin, he found himself thinking about his father, the king. They hadn't spent much time together in recent years, as the responsibilities of ruling a kingdom often kept the king preoccupied. Although they had gone hunting together on several occasions, those excursions had primarily been to teach Ayrin the art of the hunt. The prince longed for more time with his father, but he understood the demands of the crown.
As Ayrin sat on a stool in the adjoining bathroom, tugging off a muddy boot, he heard a knock at the bedroom door.
"Come in," he called, his voice slightly muffled by the effort of removing the stubborn footwear.
Cedric, Ayrin's steward, entered the room, his brow furrowing as he took in the gloom.
"Why is it so dark in here?" he asked, striding over to the curtains and throwing them open, allowing sunlight to flood the space.
Ayrin emerged from the bathroom, pulling on a fresh shirt as he replied, "I like it darker. And I don't particularly enjoy being on display for the world to see when the window is open."
Cedric gave a knowing nod.
"Are you ready to go hunting, Your Highness?”
"Just need to grab my bag and weapons," Ayrin replied, his gaze drifting to the window. He noticed servants bustling about on the East Lawn, setting up tables and chairs.
"Cedric, the cooks in the kitchen mentioned something about an event, but they wouldn't tell me what it was. And Kayla seemed to know something as well, but she wouldn't talk either. Do you know what's going on?”
Cedric's expression shifted, and he looked away, rubbing the back of his head. 
"There is an event being planned, Your Highness, but I'm not at liberty to discuss it. Your father has arranged the hunting outing to talk to you about it himself.”
Ayrin's curiosity only grew as he continued to watch the servants outside. Cedric stepped forward, closing the curtains.
"Perhaps it is better to have the curtains closed after all," he conceded.
The prince moved to a cabinet and retrieved a finely carved bow. Cedric shook his head. "I'd suggest taking a sword instead, Your Highness.”
"A sword for hunting?" Ayrin asked, puzzled.
Nevertheless, he approached the sword rack and selected a silver blade with an ornate hilt. Cedric cleared his throat, prompting Ayrin to choose a larger sword. This one was not as beautiful as the first, but its wide blade was built for heavy combat. The wide blade had a slight tint of blue if one looked close enough in the proper light. Typically, blades that had a blue tint indicated that they were enchanted. The problem was, Ayrin had no idea what the enchantment was for. He had received this sword from his father on his birthday, but it had remained unused, as the prince had only ever carried smaller silver blade swords for ceremonies and events.
As he sheathed the weapon, he remarked, "It's heavier than I thought.”
Cedric chuckled, the tension in the room dissipating ever so slightly. "Well, Your Highness, you never know what you might encounter in the woods.”




CHAPTER 2

Ayrin strode through the ornate halls of the castle, the echoes of his footsteps mingling with the distant chatter of the castle's inhabitants. He stepped out into a large courtyard, the sunlight dappling the cobblestones beneath his feet. Making his way through the courtyard, he reached the edge of the castle grounds, where a group of men and horses had gathered in preparation for the hunt.
Among the men were members of the royal guard, their imposing stature and stern expressions setting them apart from the rest. As Ayrin approached, the group noticed his arrival and stepped back, revealing his father, the king, standing in their midst. The king wore finely crafted armor that shimmered with a golden tint in the sunlight, the picture of regal power and authority. Flanking the king were several of his advisors, some familiar to Ayrin and others not.
Too preoccupied with his conversation, the king didn't notice his son's approach. Ayrin's gaze lingered on one particular advisor, an older man with dark bags under his eyes and a straggly beard. The rest of his features were hidden beneath the dark cloak he wore. It was only when the king glanced up and caught sight of Ayrin that he broke off his conversation, a warm smile spreading across his face.
"Ah, Ayrin, there you are. One of the guards, fetch my son some armor," the king commanded, his voice carrying authority.
The guard handed the prince a light chest plate, which Ayrin began to strap on. As he did so, he couldn't help but glance at the cloaked man, who had already retreated from the group.
"Father, who was that man?"
"No one you need to concern yourself with, my son," the king replied, dismissing the topic.
The king then informed Ayrin that their quarry was a troll that had been emerging from the woods to kill chickens from the castle's garden.
"A troll, Father? I've never fought one before," Ayrin admitted, gripping the hilt of his sword.
"Don't worry, Ayrin. We'll face it together," the king reassured him. "Now, let's get moving. Guards, stay at the edge of the woods and be ready to assist if needed.”
As they prepared to leave, one of the advisors led Nightshade, Ayrin's horse, over to him.
With a knowing smile, the king remarked, "I trust Nightshade is already warmed up after your early morning ride?”
Ayrin felt his cheeks flush as the group chuckled. "Yes, Father, she's more than ready.”
Saddling up and affectionately patting Nightshade's neck, Ayrin followed his father into the tree line.
The sun filtered through the dense canopy above, casting dappled shadows on the forest floor. The scent of damp earth and verdant foliage filled the air as Ayrin and his father embarked on their hunt, side by side, the royal guards fading from sight as they ventured deeper into the woods.
Ayrin and his father guided their horses through the dense woods, the soft clopping of hooves on the damp earth mingling with the rustling of leaves overhead. The sunlight filtered through the branches, creating a dappled pattern on the forest floor. A mysterious quietness enveloped them, as if the very air was holding its breath in anticipation.
Feeling the oppressive silence, Ayrin couldn't help but ask, "Father, how far in are we going?”
His father replied, his voice steady and resolute, "We will go as far into the forest as needed, Ayrin. Stay vigilant.”
For the next few minutes, they rode in silence, ears attuned to the sounds of the forest around them. The occasional trill of a bird or the soft patter of a squirrel's feet through the underbrush punctuated the stillness. The scent of damp earth and moss hung heavy in the air, creating an atmosphere both serene and unsettling.
Suddenly, they heard a guttural grunt, jarring them from their quiet contemplation. The king halted his horse, raising a hand for Ayrin to do the same. They sat motionless in their saddles, straining their ears to catch the sound again.
The grunt echoed once more through the trees, a deep and menacing resonance. The king pointed west, determination in his eyes, and urged his horse in that direction. Ayrin followed closely behind, a knot of nervousness tightening in his stomach as they moved toward the source of the sound.
As they ventured deeper into the woods, the sunlight waned, casting eerie shadows that danced around them. The trees seemed to close in, their gnarled branches reaching out like twisted fingers. Ayrin couldn't shake the feeling that they were being watched, and his hand instinctively tightened on the hilt of his sword.
"Father," Ayrin whispered, "do you think it's wise to face this creature alone? We left the guards behind.”
The king glanced back at his son, his expression resolute. "We have each other, Ayrin, and our skills. Besides, it is important for you to learn to face your fears and conquer them. I have faith in you.”
Ayrin nodded, bolstered by his father's confidence.
The grunting grew louder and more frequent as they drew nearer, the tension in the air palpable. Ayrin's heart raced, adrenaline coursing through his veins. He knew that they were close, and every instinct screamed for him to be ready.
As they rounded a bend in the path, they caught sight of the creature. The troll was massive, its hulking form looming in the shadows, its beady eyes glinting with malice. Ayrin's breath caught in his throat as he locked eyes with the beast.
His father dismounted, drawing his sword with a steely resolve. 
"Ayrin, stay close to me. Remember what you've been taught. We can defeat this creature together.”
Swallowing his fear, Ayrin followed suit, dismounting and unsheathing his sword.
The troll held a lifeless deer in its massive hands, lifting it to its grotesque mouth and tearing off a chunk of flesh with a sickening crunch. Ayrin couldn't help but feel a wave of revulsion wash over him at the sight.
His father, sensing the opportunity to strike, whispered urgently, "Ayrin, move to the other side of me. We'll attack from both sides, outmaneuvering it."
Nodding, Ayrin circled around the troll, his footsteps light and swift. The troll's beady eyes tracked his movement, and it snarled in anger, dropping the deer carcass. As it rose to its full height, Ayrin realized just how enormous the creature truly was.
The troll charged at the king, who bellowed a battle cry and lunged forward, sword slicing through the air. Seizing the opportunity, Ayrin sprinted toward the troll, but it caught him off guard with a wild swing of its arm, sending him sprawling.
His vision blurred, Ayrin watched as his father hacked at the troll's legs. Anger surged through him at the sight of the king looking overwhelmed. Struggling to his feet, he crept silently behind the troll and plunged his sword into its back.
The troll roared in pain, arching its back. The king took advantage of the distraction, driving his own blade into the troll's thigh. As the creature doubled over, Ayrin, without hesitation, lept onto its back and began slashing at its thick neck.
The troll's fury intensified, and it sprang to its feet, thrashing wildly to dislodge Ayrin.
The king shouted, "Ayrin, go for its eyes!" But the troll's massive arm connected with the king, sending him hurtling into a tree.
Enraged, Ayrin whipped out a dagger from his belt and jammed it into the troll's eye. Its roar shook the ground, and as Ayrin wrenched the dagger free, he lunged for the other eye. He narrowly dodged a swing from the troll's flailing arm, but the next connected, causing him to cling to the creature's back for dear life.
Summoning his strength, Ayrin pulled himself back up and maneuvered for a better angle. He evaded another blow, then plunged his dagger into the troll's remaining eye, even as he was thrown off its back.
Ayrin hit the ground hard, but his focus was on the blinded troll as it stumbled and thrashed in pain. He saw it moving toward his father, who lay motionless near a tree. Panic surged through him, and he sprinted forward, shoving the king out of the way just as the troll's colossal foot slammed into the ground.
The troll stumbled forward, its skull colliding with a tree trunk. It stiffened, then toppled backward, falling into a heap of unconscious malevolence.
Ayrin gently lifted his father's head, concern etched on his face.
"Father, are you alright?" he asked, voice thick with worry.
The king mumbled something unintelligible, then turned his head to look at the fallen troll. His gaze shifted back to Ayrin, a hint of pride in his eyes.
"I'm impressed by your skills, son," he managed to say, despite his obvious pain.
The royal guard rode in, rushing to the king's aid.
One of the advisors chastised the king, saying, "You should've called for help earlier, Your Majesty.”
The king shook his head, wincing slightly. 
"I was out cold. It was Ayrin who took out the troll."
All eyes turned to Ayrin, their expressions a mixture of awe and admiration. An advisor stooped to pick up a dead chicken near the troll's massive form.
"It seems we've found our culprit," he said, holding up the limp bird.
The king nodded, while pulling himself up to his feet, a small smile on his lips.
"The threat is no more. The men can return to the castle. I wish to spend more time with Ayrin alone.”
The group rode off, leaving the king and Ayrin alone once more in the silence of the woods.
As they walked back to their horses, the king spoke up, a glint of excitement in his eyes.
"There's something I'd like to show you, Ayrin.”
They mounted their steeds and rode fast through the forest, Ayrin marveling at the sense of adventure he saw in his father. He hadn't realized they shared this trait, and it filled him with a newfound respect for the king.
As they raced through the woods, the trees began to thin, giving way to a breathtaking valley surrounded by towering mountains. Ayrin's eyes widened in awe at the sight before him. The valley was carpeted in a blanket of wildflowers, their colors a vivid contrast to the emerald green of the grass. A crystal-clear stream meandered through the landscape, reflecting the sunlight in shimmering patterns. It was a place of unparalleled beauty, and Ayrin found himself speechless.
"I've never been here before," he admitted, still taking in the stunning view. "How do you know this place, Father?”
The king smiled, a hint of nostalgia in his expression. "There's much about me you don't know, Ayrin. This valley has always been a refuge for me, a place to escape the burdens of the crown and reconnect with nature. I wanted to share it with you.”
Ayrin felt a swell of gratitude for his father's willingness to reveal this secret sanctuary. It was a moment of connection, a rare opportunity to learn more about the man behind the title of king. And as they stood side by side, overlooking the beauty of the valley, Ayrin couldn't help but wonder what other mysteries his father held.
As they stood at the edge of the valley, the king spoke solemnly. 
"Ayrin, you've grown into a strong man, and a man must take up responsibilities or fall by the wayside."
Ayrin glanced towards the valley, wondering if this had something to do with what Cedric had mentioned earlier.
The king continued, "I know your brother is the heir to the throne, and it's important for him to raise a family that will one day inherit the kingdom."
Ayrin felt a tight knot form in his stomach at the reminder that his despicable brother would someday rule the kingdom. He thought about the damage his brother's corruption could inflict upon the prosperous, happy people of Luminothia. Ayrin wished things wouldn't change.
"However," his father went on, "I think it's important for you to raise a family too."
Ayrin's thoughts were abruptly interrupted, and he focused back on what the king was saying.
"Are you saying that I should get married?" Ayrin asked hesitantly.
His father nodded.
"Yes. I want you to be betrothed, just like your brother."
The thought of betrothal stunned Ayrin. Though it was widely practiced in the kingdom, he had never considered it happening to himself. Uncertainties flooded his mind – who would his parents choose for him to marry? Would he even like the girl?
"This is a lot to take in," Ayrin admitted.
The king replied firmly, "It's your responsibility as a man now."
Ayrin sighed, saying, "I don't know if I'm prepared for marriage yet.”
The king looked him in the eyes and said, "Trust me, Ayrin." He paused, then asked, "Can you trust me?"
Ayrin hesitated, took a deep breath, and said, "Yes."
His father continued, "We've been planning the reveal event. Family from around the world are coming to join the festivities.”
"Is my brother's family coming too?" Ayrin inquired.
The king grinned, replying, "Of course they are. In fact, they're arriving tonight. We'll have a big dinner as a family."
“When is the Reveal Event planned for?” Ayrin asked, hesitantly.
The King turned back to look at the valley and said, “Tomorrow.”
"Tomorrow?" Ayrin asked, worry evident in his voice. "That's too soon!" 
Dread washed over him, but the king raised a hand to quiet him.
"Trust me," he said again. "Things will work out in the end."
His father’s gaze of the valley didn’t break.
“Everything I do for you is to help you grow as a man. You will do great things in life, even if things become difficult to bare.”
Despite the sudden notice, Ayrin felt a little better knowing he could trust his father.
The two remained a while longer, watching the valley in silence. The sounds of nature enveloped them, birdsong sweetly filling the air as a gentle breeze rustled the leaves on the trees. The sun cast warm, dappled light above, creating a serene and tranquil atmosphere. The cool breeze carried the scent of wildflowers, and as it brushed against their skin, it provided a sense of calm amidst the turmoil of their conversation.
As the afternoon sun began to descend, it cast a golden hue over the valley. The vibrant colors of the landscape seemed to glow, and the shadows grew longer. Ayrin and his father stood there, basking in the warmth of the setting sun.
Clearing his throat, the king broke the silence. 
"We should head back and prepare for dinner," he said, signaling that it was time to leave their peaceful sanctuary.
With a nod, Ayrin and his father mounted their horses and began trotting back to the castle through the forest. The dappling sunlight continued to accompany them, flickering between the branches and leaves as they rode.
Ayrin's thoughts were consumed by the revelation of his betrothal. There were thousands of girls from wealthy families in the kingdom who could potentially become his wife. The uncertainty gnawed at him, but he tried to push it to the back of his mind.
As they rode, the king moved closer to Ayrin and spoke. 
"The reveal will only introduce you to the girl," he explained. "A ceremony will take place at the reveal, which will engage the two of you until wedding preparations are complete. When that time comes, the wedding ceremony will bind you together.”
Ayrin nodded, accepting this new reality. He decided there was no use trying to guess which girl he would be bound to forever. It could be anyone, but he knew the thought would drive him crazy. He had no control over who this girl would be. He hoped that his brother wouldn't have a say in the matter. Ayrin knew his brother didn't have his best interests at heart.
As they continued riding, the realization dawned on Ayrin that all the secrecy and preparations throughout the day now made perfect sense. Why nobody would tell him about the planned event, why Cedric had become so nervous when he brought up the issue – they had all been preparing for his marriage.
As the castle came into view through the trees, the grandeur of the structure seemed even more imposing than usual. Ayrin knew that behind those walls, his life was about to change irrevocably. They rode through the gates, the sound of the horses' hooves echoing off the stone walls.
The courtyard bustled with activity as servants and nobles alike prepared for the evening's festivities. The scent of roasting meat and fresh bread wafted through the air, and the sound of laughter and music filled the courtyard. Despite the jovial atmosphere, Ayrin couldn't help but feel a sense of unease.
Upon dismounting their horses, Ayrin and his father were greeted by a flurry of servants. They were led to their respective chambers to prepare for the feast. As Ayrin walked down the long corridor to his room, he couldn't help but think about the girl he would meet at the reveal the following day.
Entering his chamber, he looked around at the familiar surroundings. This room, which had been his sanctuary for so many years, suddenly felt different – as if it would never be the same again.




CHAPTER 3

The sun dipped below the horizon, painting the sky in hues of orange and pink. As night descended, the castle's stone walls were illuminated by the flickering light of candles and torches. Ayrin lay on his plush bed in his dimly lit bedroom, high up in the castle's western tower. He was dressed in a formal suit, tailored just for this evening's grand dinner. A pillow pressed against his head, an attempt to shut out the lively music and chatter that drifted from the East Lawn, where the family dinner would soon commence.
Ayrin's chest tightened at the thought of the upcoming event, a celebration he never asked for. The castle walls already felt confining, and he couldn't shake the feeling that an arranged marriage would bind him to this place for the rest of his life. He longed for the freedom to explore the world beyond the castle walls, but he knew that such a life wasn't meant for him.


The prince pondered the identity of the girl his parents had chosen as his betrothed. Would she be a pretentious elitist, or someone with whom he could forge a genuine connection? His heart raced at the sudden thought of Kayla, his beautiful childhood friend, being the one. Yet he quickly dismissed the notion; after all, she was merely the daughter of a stewardess, not the royal or wealthy bride his parents would likely select.
Heaving a heavy sigh, Ayrin was abruptly pulled from his thoughts by a familiar voice that churned his stomach. He tossed the pillow aside and hurried to the north window, peering through the curtains. A carriage stood parked at the castle's front entrance, with Ayrin's brother, Prince Gareth, extending a hand to help his wife disembark. She wore a sparkling, tight-fitting dress and a fur coat, her full figure swaying the carriage as she stepped out. Their three rambunctious children had already tumbled out, running in circles around the carriage with boundless energy.
Ayrin's stomach clenched as he observed the scene. His gaze followed as Gareth tried in vain to corral the children, who continued to run in circles.
"Enough!" he bellowed, his voice booming through the courtyard.
"Follow me inside this instant!" His wife chimed in, yanking one child by the arm and pulling him toward the entrance.
Ayrin rolled his eyes and let the curtain fall back into place, no longer able to watch the chaotic display.
Taking a deep, steadying breath, Ayrin gathered his strength and courage to leave the sanctuary of his bedroom and face the grand dinner held in his honor. He paused at the heavy oak door, his hand resting on the ornate handle. With one last glance back at his peaceful sanctuary, he stepped out into the dimly lit corridor, the sounds of laughter and music growing louder as he made his way to greet his family.
Prince Ayrin descended the grand staircase, his eyes drawn to the commotion in the front hall. His older brother, Prince Gareth, was struggling with his hyperactive children, desperately attempting to maintain some semblance of order. As Ayrin reached the final steps, Gareth glanced up and caught his eye.
"Ah, Ayrin, you're finally becoming a man," Gareth teased, a smug grin on his face. Ayrin cringed inwardly but managed to force a smile in response.
"It's good to see you again, brother," Ayrin replied, trying to sound sincere.
The two stood there awkwardly, both searching for something more to say, when King Dorian entered the room. The king's face lit up as he embraced Gareth warmly.
"It's wonderful to see you, my son," the king said. He then turned to address the entire gathering. 
"Dinner will be ready momentarily. Please, join me on the East Lawn.”
As the family filed out of the hall, Ayrin marveled at the scene that awaited them. The East Lawn, bathed in soft moonlight, was a picture of serenity. Lanterns hung from the trees, casting a warm, golden glow on the impeccably manicured grass. A long, elaborately set table gleamed under the night sky, the fine gold trimmed plates and polished silverware catching the flicker of candlelight. In the center of the table stood a breathtaking ice sculpture, glistening like a frozen jewel.
Servants stood at attention nearby, ready to attend to their every need. Appetizers already adorned the table, with fresh watermelon, crisp salads, and an array of delectable finger foods enticing the hungry guests. The family took their seats, and Gareth immediately began helping himself to the appetizers.
King Dorian held out his wine glass, which a servant promptly filled. Meanwhile, Gareth's wife tried her best to calm their squirming children. The king stood up and raised his glass, signaling for everyone's attention.
"I'd like to propose a toast," he announced, and the family members rose to their feet. 
Servants rushed to fill their glasses, and the king continued, his voice brimming with warmth and affection.
"To a strong family, a healthy family, and a family that can trust one another.”
He turned to Ayrin, his eyes full of pride. "To my son, Ayrin, who has become a great young man.”
Gareth interjected with a smirk, "The younger great son, that is.”
The family chuckled, and the king continued, "Indeed, and may the best be yet to come for him.”
With that, everyone raised their glasses and drank to the toast. Gareth's wife downed her entire glass in one go, clearly in need of some liquid courage.
The evening wore on with polite conversation and laughter, but Ayrin couldn't help feeling like he wanted to disappear. He never enjoyed being the center of attention. As dessert came to an end, and the king and Gareth delved into an intense discussion about overseas trade, Ayrin saw his chance. With the queen and Gareth's wife engrossed in gossip, he quietly slipped away from the table, unnoticed, and retreated to the sanctuary of his room.
Ayrin retreated up the spiral staircase, making his way to his room in the tower. Moving quickly and silently, as if he would be caught at any moment and dragged back to the gathering.
Upon reaching his room, he moved to open the south window, letting in a cool night breeze. The air was refreshing, and the quiet peacefulness of the night enveloped him like a comforting embrace.
He plopped down on the plush bed, taking a deep sigh of relief that the night was finally over. However, his relief was short-lived as the reality of the impending engagement ceremony dawned on him. In a matter of hours, his life would be turned upside down.
A knock on the door startled Ayrin out of his thoughts.
"Come in," he called, and the door swung open to reveal Cedric.
Cedric entered the room and shut the door behind him, taking a seat on the edge of the bed.
He studied Ayrin's face for a moment before asking, "How are you doing?”
Ayrin managed a weak smile. "Ask me again after the ceremony tomorrow.”
Cedric chuckled softly. "I saw you slip away from dinner. Needed some time to think?”
Ayrin nodded, his expression turning serious. "Do you think I want to go through with the marriage? There are too many unknowns. I don't know who the girl will be or if we'll get along. I'm afraid I'll become like my brother.”
Cedric placed a reassuring hand on Ayrin's shoulder. "You should trust your father's judgment. He loves you very much.”
Ayrin couldn't deny the truth in Cedric's words. His father had always been loving and supportive, even in his overprotectiveness. Ayrin agreed softly.
Cedric stood up, sensing that Ayrin needed some rest. "I'll let you get some sleep. I'll explain to the family that you wanted to rest up for the engagement ceremony tomorrow.”
Ayrin thanked Cedric as he left the room, leaving him to the solitude of his thoughts. He lay there in the darkness, the curtains fluttering gently in the breeze, and slowly drifted off to sleep.
Ayrin's peaceful slumber was abruptly interrupted by the sound of raised voices. Disoriented, it took him a moment to fully awaken and recognize one of the voices as his father's. Ayrin moved to the south window and cautiously peeked through the curtains.
Below, he saw his father and the mysterious man in the dark cloak he had glimpsed earlier that day. They stood on a stone path next to the castle, locked in a heated argument. The king swayed slightly, clearly inebriated, while the cloaked man gestured angrily.
Ayrin strained to hear their conversation, but his father's slurred words were difficult to decipher. The argument escalated, and the man in the cloak shook his head, pointing an accusatory finger at the king. In response, the king pushed the man's hand away and stormed off, leaving the cloaked figure standing alone.
As the king disappeared from view, the man in the cloak suddenly turned and looked directly up at Ayrin, who was still peering through the window. A jolt of fear shot through Ayrin, and he quickly closed the curtain, his heart pounding.
Who was that man? And what could have caused such a heated argument with his father? As Ayrin mulled over these questions, he realized that sleep would not come easily for the rest of the night.




CHAPTER 4

Ayrin lay in bed, restless with too many thoughts to find sleep. He watched the darkness outside his window gradually turn to a dim blue as the curtains began to glow with the approaching dawn. Eventually, he drifted into an uneasy slumber.
A knock at the door roused Ayrin from his fitful sleep. He rubbed his eyes, struggling to make sense of his surroundings. Cedric, his trusted advisor, peeked his head into the room, his brow furrowed with concern.
"Did you sleep well, my prince?" he asked softly.
Ayrin, still groggy, stifled a yawn before asking, "What time is it?”
Cedric glanced at the ornate clock on the wall before replying, "It's already noon, my lord.”
Panicked at the thought of oversleeping, Ayrin scrambled to his feet and dashed into the adjoining bathroom to change. Cedric walked into the room, a reassuring smile on his face.
"Not to worry, Your Highness. There's still time to make preparations for tonight.”
Ayrin looked out from the bathroom, struggling to put on his pants. 
"What preparations do I have to make?" he asked, his voice filled with a mix of curiosity and dread.
Cedric grinned, his eyes sparkling with mischief. 
"You're not going to like it."


Later, Ayrin found himself standing in a large room with mirrors lining the walls. Several tailors worked diligently to measure and pin the exquisite suit he would be wearing that night. As he wiggled his nose, desperate for a scratch, Cedric walked over and gently obliged.
The next item on the list of preparations involved Ayrin standing still to model for a painting. They moved to a different room filled with canvases and paint splatters covering the floor. Ayrin stood, posed in a regal manner, wearing his newly tailored suit. He tried his best to hold still as an artist worked to capture his likeness on canvas.
Without moving his mouth, Ayrin whispered, "How much longer do I have to stand like this?”
The artist, a passionate man with a flair for the dramatic, responded in a frustrated tone, "Do not move or speak, Your Highness! I cannot have you ruin the painting that will hang in this castle for generations to come.”
Ayrin glanced over to Cedric, who leaned against a corner, grinning. Suppressing a sigh, Ayrin resigned himself to the tedious process, feeling the weight of the day's events bearing down on him. He knew that tonight would mark a significant turning point in his life, and the preparations he endured only served to remind him of the enormity of the occasion.
Ayrin and Cedric sat at a table in the lush garden in the early afternoon, the sun casting a warm glow on the scene. The two men were finishing a light meal, their plates adorned with fresh fruits, a variety of cheeses, and slices of crusty bread. A carafe of chilled lemon water and two goblets sat at the center of the round table.
The garden itself was a symphony of colors and scents, with vibrant flowers in full bloom and the soothing fragrance of lavender wafting through the air. The soothing sounds of nature surrounded them, while faint music played in the distance for the guests who had already arrived.
Cedric cleared his throat and said, "The king asked me to remind you of a few forms of etiquette that you must follow for the reveal event and afterwards, Ayrin.”
Ayrin's gaze drifted towards a field where birds were hopping about, searching for worms.
Cedric continued, "You must stay away from the East lawn until it's time for you to walk down the aisle. You're also not allowed to see the chosen girl in her ceremony dress before that time.”
Ayrin looked at Cedric, his brow furrowed. 
"I don't even know who the girl is," he protested.
Cedric ignored the interruption and continued, "After the reveal event, you're not allowed to spend time alone with the chosen girl."
He looked at Ayrin with an eyebrow raised. Ayrin shrugged and looked away, his heart feeling heavy.
"All your time with the girl will be planned," Cedric went on. "You'll be able to get to know her and make a meaningful connection, but in an environment that is specifically prepared for you two to build a relationship.”
Ayrin stared at the birds in the field, his stomach churning. The thought of his every action being curated by a team of specialists made him feel nauseous. He longed for the freedom to choose how he spent his days, to sneak away and be alone. He felt guilty for his discontent, wishing he could simply fall in line like everyone else. But his desire for freedom was a difficult thing to ignore.
Sensing Ayrin's doubt, Cedric's expression shifted to one of concern. 
"Did you know that I was engaged once?" he asked softly.
Ayrin's attention snapped back to Cedric. 
"You were engaged? Did you marry her?”
Cedric shook his head, his eyes distant. 
"No, she died during an attack on her village during the war with the Mages. They flattened the village and intentionally left no survivors.”
Ayrin felt a pang of sadness at Cedric's story, his heart aching for his friend's loss.
"There was nothing I could do about it," Cedric continued, his voice tinged with sorrow. "I fell into a deep depression and longed for revenge, but I never remarried.”
Ayrin listened intently, his eyes fixed on Cedric. 
The older man looked directly into Ayrin's eyes, his voice sincere. 
"Don't let this slip by, Ayrin. If you do, you'll become an old, lonely steward like me.”
Ayrin didn't know how to respond, his thoughts swimming in a sea of contemplation. He watched as the birds in the field took flight, soaring into the sunlit sky, their wings carrying them towards an uncertain future.
As the sun dipped below the horizon, the moon cast its silvery glow over the majestic castle, bathing it in a celestial light. The night sky, awash with glittering stars, seemed to celebrate the occasion. Lights illuminated the castle grounds, casting a warm, inviting glow on the carriages lined up along the roundabout entrance to the front castle steps. Men and women stepped out of their carriages, clad in fine suits and glimmering dresses, ready to partake in the evening's festivities.
There was an undeniable excitement in the air, as everyone reveled in the anticipation of a reveal event. They eagerly speculated which girl would be chosen and delighted in gossiping about the chosen girl afterward. Everyone, it seemed, had an opinion on the matter.
The East Lawn had been transformed into a dreamscape, illuminated by candles and lanterns that dangled from the branches of the trees. Arranged pink flowers lined the aisle, while red roses adorned the archway where the ceremony would take place. A cool night breeze rustled the leaves and carried the scent of flowers, heightening the sense of enchantment.
Guests engaged in light chatter as they took their seats, the hum of conversation punctuated by the occasional burst of laughter. Ayrin's brother, his wife, and several members of the royal family were already standing at the front, flanking the flowery arch.
The small orchestra struck up the kingdom's anthem, and the chatter among the guests ceased. Royal guards, clad in golden white, glossy armor, marched solemnly down the aisle. Following the guards, the king and queen walked arm in arm, their regal bearing and noble attire commanding attention. More guards trailed behind, forming a protective barrier around the royal couple.
The king wore formal armor, featuring intricate designs in shiny gold on a matte black plating. The armor had been expertly crafted, a testament to the skill of the kingdom's finest artisans. The queen, resplendent in an elegant golden gown, was a vision of grace and beauty. Black lace trimmed the edges of her gown, and it seemed to shimmer in the flickering candlelight.


Once the king and queen had taken their places beside the other family members, the orchestra transitioned from the anthem into a slower, softer song. This melodic shift signaled the commencement of the event, the atmosphere now charged with anticipation.
The double doors, flanked by an array of Royal guards, opened to reveal a girl dressed in a breathtakingly pure white dress. The dress was adorned with swirling patterns and delicate lace, perfectly accentuating her beautiful figure as it blossomed outward at her feet. A lacy veil obscured her identity, adding an air of mystery to her ethereal presence.
She gracefully and slowly walked down the aisle to the sound of the enchanting music, the only audible noise amidst the hushed silence of the captivated guests. When she reached the center of the arch, she stopped and faced the doors, her poise and elegance evident to all present.
Cedric, standing near the double doors, made a subtle hand gesture to a Royal guard. After a few moments, Ayrin, wearing his newly tailored suit and sporting a fresh haircut, stepped out onto the East Lawn. He stood tall as he made his way down the aisle, hoping that no one could see his legs growing weak when his gaze fell upon the veiled girl before him.
As he reached her side, he could smell her perfume, a scent that caused his hands to tremble with nervousness. This was it – he couldn't believe it was truly happening. The king beamed at him, clearly proud of his son, while Ayrin's brother mustered a fake smile, his boredom barely concealed.
The old man in the cloak, whom Ayrin had seen the previous night, stepped forward and addressed the assembled crowd.
"We are here today to celebrate the reveal and engagement of Prince Ayrin and his soon-to-be wife," he intoned.
Ayrin felt a wave of nervousness wash over him, more intense than when he had faced the Troll with his father.
The old man continued, "Before we can seal their engagement, the girl must be revealed to Prince Ayrin. Selected by King Dorian with the utmost discernment, both as a king and a father, this moment is a rare glimpse into the future."
He paused, looking at the veiled girl before turning his gaze to Ayrin.
"You may now lift the veil and see your future," he instructed.
With trembling hands, Ayrin reached for the edge of the veil and slowly lifted it over the girl's head. Her blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders as Ayrin stood, dumbstruck by her radiant smile. Kayla, his childhood friend, now a grown woman, appeared more beautiful than he had ever seen her. She giggled at his stunned reaction, her laughter causing his face to flush red.
Her mascara accentuated her mesmerizing blue eyes, and the pure white dress contrasted with her gently curled golden hair, making it appear even more luminous. Ayrin couldn't help but smile and laugh along with her, his heart swelling with joy. The guests began to whisper excitedly to one another, a murmur of approval and curiosity rippling through the crowd.
The cloaked man silenced the excited whispers in the air, announcing, "Now that the reveal has been fulfilled, we shall continue with the engagement, setting the marriage on its course."


He took Ayrin's hand and gently placed it in Kayla's. She giggled and blushed, feeling Ayrin's trembling fingers intertwined with her own. The man in the cloak placed one hand on Kayla's back and his other hand on Ayrin's, solemnly pronouncing them engaged.
"Let the marriage come forth," he declared, as the guests erupted in applause and cheers.
Ayrin and Kayla hugged tightly, with Ayrin whispering in her ear, "I'm so glad it's you."
She replied softly, "I'm glad it's you too.”
Family members and friends swarmed the newly engaged couple, offering their congratulations and heartfelt blessings. Ayrin eventually found Cedric near the double doors, wearing a broad smile. As they embraced, Cedric congratulated Ayrin and expressed his genuine happiness for his friend.
The night unfolded with lavish feasts set upon long tables and lively music that filled the air. Guests danced on the East Lawn, reveling in the joyous atmosphere. Ayrin and Kayla were kept apart by their stewards for the evening, with the promise of a prearranged date awaiting them.


Exhausted from the day's events, Ayrin sluggishly ascended the winding staircase to his room. His mind raced with the memories of the night, his heart fluttering at the thought of being engaged to Kayla. Sore from his encounter with the Troll the day before, he decided to unwind in a warm bath.
He peeled off the layers of his suit and vest, slipping into the steaming water. The bathroom was dimly lit by a few flickering candles. The faint echo of music and laughter from the remaining guests drifted through the air. As Ayrin's tense muscles began to relax, he felt himself drifting into a light doze.
Suddenly, a knock on the door jolted him awake. Assuming it was Cedric with information about the following day's plans, Ayrin sighed, longing for a day with no obligations. He called out for Cedric to enter, and heard the door creak open and close softly.
"Cedric, I don't know why you knock before you come in. Just come in; the door is always unlocked," Ayrin mused, but was caught off guard when a familiar feminine voice whispered his name from the bedroom.
“Ayrin."
He immediately recognized Kayla’s voice.




CHAPTER 5

Ayrin scrambled out of the bath, slipping on the floor as he grabbed a towel. He quickly wrapped it around his waist and stepped into the bedroom, where Kayla stood bathed in a warm glow from a lantern next to the bed. Moonlight streaming through the window danced on her skin, emphasizing her beauty.
When she caught sight of him wearing only a towel, she blushed and stammered, "I'm sorry, I didn't know you were taking a bath.”
"It's okay," Ayrin replied, still wondering why Kayla had appeared in his bedroom. "I don't think we're allowed to be together alone.”
"I know," she said, "but I had to talk with you. I wanted to apologize for avoiding you. They didn't want me to see you or even go near you until the Reveal Event.”
Ayrin suddenly realized he hadn't seen Kayla at all before the Reveal Event. Everything had happened so quickly that he hadn't even thought about the fact he hadn't spoken to her since they bumped into each other in the hall.
He sat down on the bed and said, "I can't believe this is real. It all feels like a dream.”
Kayla stood in front of him shyly, her hands clasped behind her back. 
"I'm surprised too. But I do admit I've had a crush on you since we were kids.”
Ayrin smiled at her and said, "You look so beautiful tonight. I could never get the image of you wrestling with those pigs out of my mind."
Kayla giggled at the memory, and Ayrin continued, "But tonight, when I saw you standing there, something changed. It felt different. I realized we're not little kids anymore.”
Her cheeks turned a deeper shade of pink as she blushed at his words. Ayrin looked at her soft, inviting lips and said, "I was worried the girl would be someone snobby from another family. But you are perfect.”
The two gazed at each other in silence, a palpable longing hanging in the air. Kayla moved forward, leaned down, and pressed her lips against Ayrin’s.
Kayla broke the kiss and stepped back, still locking her gaze with Ayrin. Her eyes sent Ayrin a message of mischief as her soft kissable lips moved to a smile. She reached behind her back and untied the strings of the white dress she wore at the ceremony. Still looking at Ayrin, she put down her arms and the dress fell down her body to the floor, revealing a white lacy bra and thong.
A surge of excitement flooded Ayrin, not just emotionally, but physically. Kayla looked down and giggled, covering her mouth. He wondered what was so funny, but as he looked down he quickly realized his erection under the towel was clearly evident. Embarrassed, he pushed it down with his hands, covering it instinctively.
With Kayla’s full body on display, the soft moonlight outlined her perfect curves. She stepped forward and leaned over again. Ayrin’s heart raced as the girl with the perfect body was inches away from him. He could smell the same perfume she wore at the ceremony. All of this made him want her more. He wanted her close.
Ayrin wrapped his arms around her lower waist and pulled her in. The two fell back onto the bed, his towel unfolding beside him. Ayrin surged when he felt her soft skin against his. They kissed passionately like they couldn’t get enough of each others taste. Their tongues met and teased each other, as Ayrin moved his hands down both sides of her body. The hunger inside him grew as his hands reached her ass. When he squeezed her plump ass, she breathlessly sighed.
Kayla moved her body upwards as Ayrin felt his erection rub against her body. As she moved up and down, rubbing him with her body, his desire to please her more drove him crazy. His hand moving downward underneath her thong, found her folds. She softly moaned when he started rubbing her. She rocked more to the pleasure of his hand, breathing harder with each moment.
The sound of her pleasure made him even more wet. He noticed her folds were soaking, which made him kiss her more. Ayrin moved from her lips to her soft red cheeks. His kisses were intermittent with licks as he made his way to her neck. He wanted all of her. While rubbing her, he took his other hand and pulled her bra down, exposing her soft breasts and pink nipples. He rubbed his hand over one of her nipples and she sent out a breathy moan.
“I want you inside me.” She whispered in his ear.
That was all he had to hear. He slid from underneath her, and rolled her onto her back. Kayla giggled in excitement. Ayrin quickly pulled her thong off as she threw her bra to the floor. He pressed his body against her bare skin. The feeling was electric for them both. As he rocked and rubbed his erection against her wet folds, the sensation sent him soaring. He wanted to put it inside her, but her moaning made him remain.
“Please.” She begged. “Put it inside me. I’m going to come.”
As Ayrin slid his erection inside her, she arched her back with a loud moan. She quickly covered her mouth, realizing someone might hear them. Ayrin moved with her rhythm as her nipples rubbed against him.
As she moaned louder, her hands covered her mouth in an attempt to muffle the sounds. Ayrin could feel her tighten, which made the sensation euphoric. Kayla couldn’t stand it any longer.
Uncovering her mouth, she grabbed Ayrin’s arms. She tensed and began coming. Before Ayrin could think, he pressed his lips against hers to cover her moans of pleasure. Her taste sent him over the edge, as he burst inside of her.
They both remained there, unmoving, with his erection still inside. As they both breathed heavily, they looked at each other in the darkness of the room. Ayrin ran his fingers through her smooth golden hair. Kayla lifted her head and gave Ayrin a tender kiss.
“I think I need a bath now,” She laughed.




CHAPTER 6

Kayla walked into the bedroom from the bathroom, tightening the strings on the back of her dress. Ayrin, sitting on the bed, pulled on his pants.
"I hope nobody went looking for me while I'm in here," Kayla said, her voice tinged with concern.
"I'm hoping we didn't make too much noise," Ayrin replied, glancing toward the door.
Kayla grinned as she walked over and sat next to Ayrin on the bed. 
"When we're married, we won't have to sneak around like this.”
Ayrin looked at her and gave her another kiss. 
"I'll go out to the halls and see if anyone is around. Then, you can slip out unnoticed.”
"What if they see you? Aren't they going to wonder why you're wandering around at this time of night?" Kayla asked.
Ayrin said jokingly, "I'm the prince, I can convince a steward or servant I'm on official business by the order of the king.”
Kayla laughed and said, "Official business? Nobody's going to buy that.”
Ayrin stood up and walked to the door. "It's better than you being in my room in the middle of the night.”
"Fair point, your highness," Kayla responded with a smile.
Ayrin exited the bedroom, his bare feet feeling the cold stone of the winding staircase as he quietly descended. He tiptoed through the hall, glancing around to see if anyone was about. The halls were still and silent, bathed in the silver glow of moonlight that cast long, eerie shadows through the tall windows of the castle. The air was heavy with anticipation, as if the very walls were holding their breath.
Ayrin rounded a corner and saw a door cracked open, light spilling out into the otherwise dark hallway. He recognized it as the door to the king's personal library. Curious, he wondered who would be up at this hour.
As he approached, he heard the sound of heated discussion. Recognizing the voices of his father and brother, he felt a growing unease. Why were they arguing? And what could be so important that they were doing so at this time of night?
Peering through the crack in the door, Ayrin saw his father, the king, cowering on the ground, pressed up against a bookshelf. Prince Gareth towered over him, anger contorting his face.
"I told you those ships wouldn't make it to harbor. We have lost millions because of your mistake," Gareth snarled.
"Son, we can settle this. All is not lost," the king pleaded.
Gareth slammed his fist into the bookshelf, sending books flying. 
"I'm tired of waiting for the crown, father. Your poor judgment makes you unfit for the throne.”
The king's expression turned to anger. With a sudden burst of strength, he kicked Gareth's feet out from under him and stood up. As Gareth hit a bookshelf, knocking it over and stumbling to the floor, the king ran to the wall and grabbed a mounted sword.
Gareth lept to his feet, and his eyes turned glossy black as blue flames ignited around him. The king shielded his eyes as he backed away. Gareth screamed in pain as the blue flames intensified. A mist formed around him, and skeletal apparitions rose from it, brandishing ethereal axes and swords.
The apparitions stumbled towards the king, who slashed at them with his sword, only to have it pass through their ghostly forms. Gareth, consumed by rage, advanced on his father.
As the king raised his sword to strike Gareth, his son pulled out a dagger and drove it into the king's chest.


The king fell to the ground, gasping weakly, "My son, why?”
As the life drained from the king's eyes, his body went limp. Prince Gareth, his fury unabated, slowly turned toward the cracked doorway, his gaze met Ayrin’s.
Ayrin's heart jolted as he sprinted down the hall, his footsteps echoing through the deserted castle. Glancing back, he saw the ghastly, skeletal apparitions pursuing him relentlessly. As he ran, he passed a tall window, through which he caught a glimpse of the ominous storm brewing outside. Dark, roiling clouds churned in the sky, and brilliant bolts of lightning flashed in the distance. The crash of thunder echoed ominously, and a thick, eerie mist crept along the ground, swallowing the world in its cold embrace.
As Ayrin neared the winding staircase, the sinister growls of his pursuers grew louder and closer, their hunger for vengeance insatiable. Bursting into his room, he startled Kayla, who had been anxiously awaiting his return.
"What's wrong?" she asked, her voice trembling. "What is happening? There's a strange storm forming outside.”
Ayrin, his eyes wide with fear, grabbed her shoulders. 
"My father is dead. Gareth killed him," he said, his voice cracking.
Kayla's eyes widened in shock. "What?" she whispered, unable to comprehend the gravity of the situation.
"They're coming up here to kill us too," Ayrin said urgently.
Suddenly, the door shuddered as something began pounding against it. Kayla gasped and jumped back.
"What's happening, Ayrin?" she asked, her voice barely audible.
Ayrin scanned the room, desperately searching for a hiding place.
"Quick, hide under the bed," he urged, pushing her down to the floor. 
Kayla complied, sliding under the bed just as the door splintered, giving way to the relentless onslaught of the skeletal apparitions.
Ayrin darted to the sword rack and grabbed the nearest weapon, only to realize that it wasn't the silver blade he preferred. Instead, he found himself holding the larger wide bladed sword he used on the hunting trip. With no time to switch weapons, he braced himself as the first of the apparitions charged at him. He swung the sword with all his might, slicing through the ghastly figure, which disintegrated into dust.
As he looked at the blue tint on the blade, he remembered the enchantment that had been placed on it—a ward against apparitions. That was why the king's sword had passed straight through them, while this enchanted blade vanquished them.
He heard more growls approaching from the stairs and knew he had to act quickly.
"Stay here and don't make a sound," he shouted to Kayla, his voice filled with determination.
With his heart pounding in his chest, Ayrin charged out of the room, his enchanted blade slicing through the nightmarish apparitions, reducing them to dust.


Ayrin fought his way through the dimly lit castle, his sword slicing through the apparitions that stood between him and his brother. His anger welled up inside of him as he searched for the royal guards, each swing of his blade fueled by his rage.
As Ayrin entered the grand main hall, he saw one of the apparitions cutting down the last of a group of royal guards. The thunder outside roared, signaling the beginning of a torrential downpour that pelted the castle windows.
Ayrin's eyes turned to the main staircase where Gareth, with a cruel grin, was slowly walking down the steps, a large sword in his hand. A flash of lightning illuminated the hall, casting sinister shadows and flickering across Gareth's twisted smile. A large group of weapon-wielding apparitions flanked him on all sides.
"You're the last string in this kingdom that needs to be undone," Gareth sneered, his voice dripping with malice.
Ayrin moved into a battle stance, his grip tightening on his sword. Gareth laughed dismissively. 
"It's not worth fighting for, especially with that old sword. Haven't you figured it out? My army is untouchable.”
Gareth continued to descend the stairs, his eyes never leaving Ayrin's. 
"This is our family. Our father loved you," Ayrin said, his voice strained with emotion.
"I'm sorry it's your big night and everything. Your engagement is going to have an abrupt end, sadly," Gareth replied, his voice dripping with sarcasm.
Ayrin glared at Gareth, anger boiling within him. He wished he could leap at him right now, but his combat training growing up had taught him patience. A patience that, to Ayrin's advantage, Gareth had never learned.
Gareth stopped in the center of the main hallway, the sounds of the storm outside intensifying. The wind howled, and rain thrashed against the windows, adding to the chaos within the castle.
Without a word, Gareth pointed at Ayrin, and the apparitions around him charged forward. As the first skeleton lunged at Ayrin, he swung and turned it into dust. Gareth's expression turned to surprise.
"Ah, an enchantment. You've always had luck on your side. Father chose that bitch to be my wife, and you get a hot blonde," Gareth spat, his eyes narrowing in contempt.
Ayrin twirled around and slashed through a skeleton behind him.
"Maybe after I'm done with you, I'll have that girl Kayla be my wife instead," Gareth taunted, his voice casual but malicious.
The very thought of Gareth doing anything to Kayla enraged Ayrin. Even though his training had taught him to contain his emotions, he could no longer control them. He leaped into the air and dove at the apparitions, landing and taking out three with one powerful swing. Dust scattered into the air.
Gareth stepped back, looking stunned, before quickly regaining his composure and resuming his twisted smile. The storm outside raged on, thunder shaking the very foundations of the castle.


Ayrin fought through several more skeletons, inching his way towards Gareth. For every step Ayrin took forward, Gareth retreated a step back. Ayrin glanced at Gareth, momentarily distracted by his brother's smug expression. This brief distraction caused Ayrin to catch his foot on a loose rug, and he tumbled to the ground.
Gareth laughed hysterically.
"Don't be embarrassed, Ayrin. I've seen servants and guests trip on that rug for years," he said, still laughing.
Apparitions surrounded Ayrin, preventing him from getting back on his feet.
"Well, don't just stand there! Kill him!" Gareth barked, his voice filled with cold command.
A skeleton raised its sword and took a dive at Ayrin. He closed his eyes and clutched the hilt of his sword, waiting for the pain, but nothing happened. He opened his eyes and saw another slash of a sword pass straight through him like air.
Ayrin, feeling the rage pulsating through his veins, stood up slowly, keeping his eyes locked on Gareth. A flash of lightning pierced the darkness, illuminating Ayrin's seething anger as ghostly apparitions continued to slash at him to no avail. Gareth's expression morphed into fear as he turned and fled back up the grand staircase.
As Ayrin watched his brother retreat, he caught a glimpse of something being hastily shoved into Gareth's pocket, but the object's identity remained a mystery. Suddenly, the once motionless royal guards began to rise from the ground, their sickly gray skin and ink-black eyes revealing that they were no mere apparitions. A chill ran down Ayrin's spine as he realized the true extent of his brother's treachery.
With no time to waste, Ayrin sprinted down the opulent hallway and turned sharply through an ornate door into the kitchen. The room was in disarray, as if it had been abandoned in a hurry. Pots and pans were strewn about the floor, and half-prepared meals sat untouched on the countertops. The smell of overcooked food hung heavily in the air.
As Ayrin moved cautiously through the kitchen, he heard distant screams. He couldn't be certain whether they were coming from people in need of help or from the terrifying apparitions that pursued him. Clenching his fists, he resolved to find a way to stop this nightmare and save his kingdom.
Ayrin burst through the side entrance to the back courtyard, finding himself in the midst of a raging storm. The rain poured down in torrents, soaking him to the bone in seconds. As he surveyed the scene, he noticed the apparitions wandering outside, their ghostly forms barely visible in the downpour. The moment they spotted him, they began chasing him with an unnatural fervor.
With no other option, Ayrin raced to the stables, his heart pounding in his chest. The storm continued to rage around him, thunder rumbling like the drums of war. Reaching the stables, he quickly grabbed his saddle and rushed to his loyal horse, Nightshade. The magnificent black steed was visibly agitated but seemed to recognize the urgency in Ayrin's movements.
"I'm sorry, my friend," Ayrin whispered as he hastily secured the saddle, "but we must move quickly."
Nightshade whinnied in agreement, and Ayrin couldn't help but feel grateful for the unwavering loyalty of his steed.
The growls and screams of the apparitions drew closer, their haunting sounds echoing through the storm. Ayrin could hear the distinct clinks of armor approaching, signaling the advance of the corrupted guards. With no time to spare, he hoisted himself onto Nightshade and urged the horse to gallop out into the storm.
Ayrin glanced back at the castle, his heart heavy as he saw it surrounded by menacing apparitions and corrupted royal guards marching relentlessly towards him. He kicked his heel, urging Nightshade to bolt into the outskirts of the castle grounds. A sense of urgency welled within him, and he knew that he couldn't afford to be caught.
Leaning in close to Nightshade, Ayrin guided his steed into the Feywild. As they raced through the darkness, the rain stung his face like a thousand tiny needles, but he pressed on. The heavy winds and swirling mist threatened to disorient them, but together, they navigated through the eerily beautiful landscape.
After what felt like hours of riding, Ayrin realized that he was lost. The rain had slowed to a gentle drizzle, and the air carried the scent of the sea. In the distance, he could hear the faint ringing of a ship's bell, beckoning him like a lifeline. Without hesitation, he nudged Nightshade to head north, towards the sound.
As they approached the shipyard, Ayrin could see the tall sails of a ship disappearing into the clouded sky. He stopped behind a tree some distance away, dismounted, and gently stroked Nightshade's mane.
"I'll come back for you, I promise," he whispered, his voice cracking. The memory of Kayla's smile flashed in his mind, and he added, "I'll come back for both of you.”
With determination in his heart, Ayrin crouched and ran towards the shipyard. He skillfully navigated the area, slipping by sailors unnoticed as the mist faded and the rain turned to a light sprinkle. As he reached a ship where men were busily loading cargo, he hid behind a wooden crate, waiting for his moment.
The shipyard was alive with sounds of sailors shouting orders and the creaking of ships swaying in the wind. The dim light cast by torches flickered as the shadows danced.
Seizing his opportunity, Ayrin crept up the ramp and into the ship's hull when the sailors turned away. Inside, he maneuvered through a maze of crates and sack cloths, seeking refuge in a dark corner. As he hunkered down, he listened intently to the men loading the last of the cargo and the eventual slamming of the hatches.
The ship began to move, the sailors' voices echoing through the hull as orders were shouted. Ayrin's breathing steadied, and the gentle rocking of the ship gradually lulled him into a fitful sleep.
Ayrin's restless slumber was abruptly interrupted by a loud creak of the ship as a crate slid into him, pinning him against the wall. He extricated himself from the confined space and cautiously stepped over to the grated hatch above. As he peered out, rain splattered onto his face, and the ship's lanterns cast an eerie glow on the thick clouds overhead.


Sailors scurried about the deck, shouting orders as the vessel began to rock violently. Ayrin strained to hear their words amid the chaos.
"The storm is moving in from the mainland, Captain! Should we drop the sails?" a sailor asked anxiously.
A gruff voice replied, "Drop the sails, batten the hatches, and hold on tight, men!”
The ship lurched to one side, and Ayrin found himself sliding helplessly across the floor, pushed by the shifting cargo. The muffled sounds of the crew yelling and the heavy footsteps above him filled the air as the storm intensified. The onslaught of crashing waves made Ayrin wonder if his brother was responsible for the tempest, or if it was just a cruel coincidence.
Suddenly, a cry rang out: "Man overboard!"
The crew's shouts became more desperate as they struggled to navigate the storm. Ayrin could feel the powerful impact of the waves against the ship, the groaning timbers sounding as if they were on the verge of splintering apart. Clinging to a rope that stretched across the bow, he tried to steady himself amidst the relentless rocking. The gruff voice cried out again, panic seeping into his tone.
"Land ahead! Lift the sails! Drop the anchor!"
The creaking of the ship grew more ominous as the waves thrashed against it, and ocean water began to spill into the cargo hold where Ayrin hid. Suddenly, there was a tremendous thud, followed by a jarring bump. The crew's shouts became unintelligible, their panic palpable.
With a final crash, the ship jolted violently, and Ayrin was sent flying. Everything faded to black.
In the darkness, Ayrin found himself in a vivid dream, a world away from the chaos of the storm. He was in a breathtaking valley filled with tall grass and a kaleidoscope of vibrant flowers, surrounded by towering snow-capped mountains. Kayla was there, her laughter ringing through the air as they raced their horses across the verdant expanse. 
The sun bathed the landscape in warm, golden light, casting long shadows that danced in the breeze. The gentle rustling of the grass, the distant birdsong, and the exhilarating sensation of freedom combined to create a moment of pure, unadulterated joy for Ayrin. For a while, the storm and the dangers that haunted his waking hours were forgotten, replaced by the blissful serenity of his dream.




CHAPTER 7

Ayrin's slow return to consciousness was accompanied by the distant calls of seagulls and the rhythmic sound of waves crashing on the shore. The intense heat of the sun bore down on his face, the warm sand pressing against his skin and sifting between his fingers. Ocean waves gently lapped at his legs, the cool water a stark contrast to the sun's heat.
As Ayrin woke, disoriented and squinting against the bright sunlight, a throbbing headache pulsed in his temples, and a sharp pain shot through his right arm. He rubbed off sand that stuck to his face as he sat up, shielding his eyes with his hands, and surveyed his surroundings. The wreckage of the ship was strewn around him on the shore, a testament to the violence of the storm that had brought them here. He looked down at his tattered clothes and felt a desperate thirst, his lips cracked and dry.
Lifting his injured arm, Ayrin saw a large gash, no doubt caused by the wreckage. Confusion and dread swirled within him as he tried to make sense of his situation. With a pained grunt, he forced himself to stand, his legs unsteady beneath him. Beside him lay the sword he had wielded against the apparitions. He picked it up, feeling its weight in his hand.
Sore and exhausted, Ayrin limped toward the main part of the ship wreckage. The vessel had been ripped in two, its mangled remains a grim reminder of the storm's fury. Ayrin speculated that the ship must have struck the large boulders near the shore during the tempest.
Carefully navigating the debris, he searched for water, growing increasingly frustrated as his efforts proved fruitless. Finally, he spotted a canteen floating in the water among the wreckage. Desperation mounting, Ayrin opened the container and took a small sip of its contents, savoring the relief it brought to his parched throat. He hesitated, then poured the remaining water over the gash on his arm, wincing as it stung.
As he looked around, Ayrin realized that he was alone. The cries of seagulls and the sound of the waves were his only companions. If there were any survivors, they must have made their way inland. Turning his gaze from the shore, he stared into the depths of the jungle that loomed before him. Its dark, tangled undergrowth seemed to hold untold dangers. Taking a deep breath, he thought of Kayla, the memory of her smile serving as a beacon in the darkness that surrounded him.
Ayrin moved through the jungle, hacking through vines and thick brush with his sword. His bare feet and tattered clothes offered little protection from poisonous plants, sharp stones, or worse dangers lurking in the shadows. Anxiety crept in as he wondered if venturing into this unknown jungle was a terrible mistake, but he had no choice. If he was to find food, water, or any survivors, he wouldn't do so by remaining on the shore.
As he trudged deeper into the jungle, Ayrin questioned whether he was stranded on an island. In his childhood classes, he had learned about the world and its land masses, but none of the larger continents had jungles like this one. His stomach growled, intensifying his desire to find sustenance.
Ayrin stepped carefully, trying not to tread on anything that might cut his unprotected feet. He heard another growl, and was surprised by the depth of the sound. But this time, it hadn't come from his stomach. Ayrin froze, fear gripping his body. Subtly and slowly, he turned his head, and his gaze met the golden eyes of a large cat staring back at him from the darkness of the jungle.
His heart raced and adrenaline surged through his veins. Ayrin's hand moved slowly to the sword sheathed at his side, but before he could draw it, a jaguar sprang from the shadows and lunged at him. He threw himself to the side, narrowly avoiding the beast's powerful leap. Ayrin scrambled to his feet and saw the jaguar turning and positioning itself for another attack.


Drawing his sword, Ayrin braced himself as the jaguar charged. He tried to dodge the creature, but its sharp claws dug into his back, tearing through his flesh. A scream of pain escaped his lips, echoing ominously through the jungle. He looked up to see the jaguar preparing for another pounce.
Desperate, Ayrin dashed behind a thick tree, hearing the jaguar slam into it, missing him by inches. The sound of its claws shredding the tree bark sent shivers of dread down Ayrin's spine. He ran as fast as he could, pain flaring in his injured arm and the fresh wound on his back, the jaguar's roar and the sound of its pursuit filling his ears.
His flight came to an abrupt halt when he reached a steep cliff wall. Ayrin looked around in panic, realizing he was trapped. The dense foliage offered no escape, and the jaguar's growls grew louder, signaling its approach. With nowhere left to run, Ayrin's mind raced, desperately searching for a way to survive this deadly encounter.
The jaguar slowed its pace, stalking menacingly in front of Ayrin. Its eyes bore into him with malicious intent, and its growl reverberated through his body. This was it, Ayrin thought. He could try to fight, but he knew he was in the jaguar's domain.
The jaguar roared and pounced at him for a final attack. Ayrin closed his eyes, his arm shielding his face. The jaguar's warm body fell on top of him, but it remained motionless. Confused, Ayrin wondered why it wasn't attacking him. He pushed the lifeless body off and saw an arrow lodged in its head.
Ayrin looked up and saw a girl, slightly crouched with her bow still pointed at the jaguar, cautiously approaching. As she drew closer, he could see her long brown hair, curling at the ends. She wore a crudely made leather top and a loincloth that left little to the imagination.


Frozen, Ayrin watched the girl. She inspected the jaguar, her bow still aimed at it, before lowering it and turning her gaze to Ayrin.
"It's dead now. You are safe," she said.
Ayrin remained frozen, trying to comprehend what had just happened, adrenaline still coursing through him. He looked up and connected with her mesmerizing green eyes. The girl smiled at him and extended a hand. He took it, and she helped him up.
"Come on," she said, "let's get you up.”
As he stood, Ayrin noticed her pointy ears, fair skin, and slightly larger eyes, which made her look ethereal. He realized she was an elf. Ayrin had read about elves, but he had never met one before. Elves were typically tribal and secluded, except for a select few who had gained wealth and joined the elite on the other side of the world.
Ayrin stammered, "Thank you. You saved my life. Thank you.”
The elf girl smiled and looked down at his arm.
"Oh, we need to take care of that," she said, lifting his arm to examine it. The feeling of her soft skin made his heart flutter.
"Did the jaguar get you?" she asked.
"It scratched my back," Ayrin replied.
She placed her hands on his shoulders and turned him around. Lifting his shirt, she winced at the sight of his wounded back. She gently touched the area next to the gash, causing Ayrin to flinch in pain.
"That's not a scratch. We need to clean this up. It will get infected. Then, you'll wish the jaguar got you instead," she said.


Ayrin turned to face her, looking into her deep green eyes before guiltily averting his gaze.


She put her arm around him and said, "Come with me this way. I'll take you to our home.”
"Our home?" he asked.
The sun had now risen higher in the sky, its golden rays filtering through the dense foliage of the jungle. The heat of the day intensified, mingling with the humid air, making it difficult for Ayrin to breathe. He leaned heavily against the elf girl as they limped through the jungle, stepping over rocks and vines, until they entered a clearing. In the center of the clearing stood a small tribal village.
The village was an intriguing sight, with huts made of bamboo and sticks, their roofs woven from leaves and palms. Ayrin looked up to see stairs spiraling up into the trees where more huts were nestled, creating a harmonious blend of architecture and nature. Two large elven men stood guard at the entrance to the village, wearing armor made of bamboo and carved wood, and holding large spears in their hands.
As Ayrin and the elf girl entered the village, he noticed more elves going about their daily routines. Some of them stopped to look at Ayrin with curious expressions, as if they had never seen a human before. They were all dressed in simple leather loincloths, their attire blending seamlessly with the natural surroundings.
A young elf girl with bright eyes and a playful smile suddenly burst out of one of the huts and ran towards Ayrin and his new found companion.
Her excitement was contagious as she exclaimed, "You're home early!”
The elf girl laughed and hugged the child tenderly. "Did you catch anything?" the little one asked eagerly.
With a playful glance at Ayrin, the elf girl replied, "Yes, I caught a human.”
"Ew! He won't make a good dinner," the child wrinkled her nose in disgust.
"Thank goodness," Ayrin said, relief washing over his face.
The elf girl chuckled and explained, "I was hunting a jaguar, but it turned out the jaguar was hunting him.”
The child looked at Ayrin with wide eyes and said, "You were almost food!" 
Ayrin and the elf girl shared a chuckle at the child's innocent remark.
Turning her attention back to the little one, the elf girl asked, "Does mother know you're not doing your chores?”
The child looked down guiltily and admitted, “No."
"Go finish your chores, okay?" the elf girl said gently, her eyes filled with warmth and understanding.
With a grin, the child nodded and ran off to attend to her duties.
As they continued walking through the village, Ayrin couldn't help but ask, "Is she yours?”
The elf girl shook her head, her long brown hair swaying with the motion. "No, that's my sister, Sorin. I don't have any children of my own.”
The elf girl led Ayrin into a cozy hut adorned with various herbs and charms hanging from the ceiling. The warm glow of a fire flickered, casting shadows on the earthen walls. Ayrin could smell the faint scent of incense as he entered. She instructed him to lay down on his stomach on a soft bed of furs and blankets. He did as he was told, grateful for the comfort after his harrowing ordeal.
As Ayrin lay there, he could feel Elara's tenderness and gentle movements as she carefully began cleaning the wound on his back. The soothing touch eased his pain, and he appreciated her gentle nature.
"So, what's your story?" she asked, curiosity lacing her voice. "Clearly you've been through a lot.”
Ayrin sighed, his mind racing through the events that led him to this moment. 
"It's a long story," he replied. "I'm still trying to process it myself.”
"Well, you got on this island somehow. Let's start with that," Elara suggested, continuing her ministrations.
"I was on a ship, and a storm came," Ayrin began, his voice soft. "The last thing I remember was the ship hitting the rocks, and then I woke up on the beach.”
"So, you're a Sailor then?" she inquired, her eyes never leaving her work.
Ayrin hesitated, then shook his head. "No, I actually snuck on and was hiding below deck.”
Elara's intrigue rose, her brows knitting together. "Oh, you were a stowaway.”
"Well, yeah," Ayrin admitted, feeling a little embarrassed. "There's more to it than that, but that's the gist of how I got here.”
As the elf girl leaned over Ayrin to reach for a bottle on a shelf, he felt the soft skin of her belly touch the side of his back. It sent a shiver down his spine and made his heart leap. She opened the bottle, and Ayrin felt a cool cream being applied to the wound on his back.
"That's a nice sword you have," Elara commented, glancing at the weapon resting beside Ayrin. "Impressive find for a stowaway."
She gestured for him to roll over, and he carefully turned himself onto his back. She lifted his arm to inspect the gash there.
"It's even enchanted. Swords like that are pretty valuable.”
Ayrin turned his head to the side and looked at her, his hazel eyes searching hers. 
"The sword was a gift from my father," he said quietly, pausing for a moment before adding, "before he died.”
Elara stopped and looked at him, her green eyes filled with sympathy. "What's your name?" she asked softly.
He looked back at her, feeling the warmth of her soft hand on his arm. "My name is Ayrin.”


"I'm Elara," she replied, and Ayrin could see the compassion in her expression.
Ayrin's thoughts raced as he considered whether it was wise to tell her everything, to share his true identity as a prince. He wondered if doing so would put both of them in danger, for if his brother discovered his whereabouts, there would be no mercy for anyone standing in his path.


She moved her hand from his arm and tightened her grip in his.
"Princess Elara.”




CHAPTER 8

Ayrin awoke startled, realizing he had dozed off. He rubbed his eyes and looked around the dimly lit hut. The air had grown cooler, and out of a small window, he could see the last remnants of the evening light as the sun had already slipped behind the horizon. Distant chatter and drums echoed from outside the thin bamboo walls, the village coming to life as the night approached.
He wondered where Elara had gone, his stomach growling loudly, reminding him he hadn't eaten anything since the Reveal Event. He was starving. Ayrin tried to figure out how long it had been since that fateful night, but there were no clocks or calendars in the village, and he had lost all sense of time. The only thing he knew for certain was that night was approaching.


Footsteps crunched on the dirt towards the hut, and Ayrin tensed, wondering who it could be. The thatch door swung open, and Elara walked in, a warm smile on her face. She was holding a large bowl of steaming soup, and the aroma made Ayrin's mouth water.
"I got you some of the soup they're making from the hunt today," she said, handing the bowl to him. 
He took it carefully, and she warned, "Be careful, it's still hot.”
Ayrin didn't waste any time, immediately gulping down the savory broth. The warmth and flavor of the soup spread through his body, making him feel alive and energized. It was a sensation he hadn't experienced in what felt like ages.
"You're really hungry," Elara observed, surprised by his voracious appetite.
"This is delicious," Ayrin replied between gulps, "What's in it?”
Elara responded casually, "Just the usual soup ingredients. Diced vegetables, some spices, and the flesh of the disobeying slaves.”
Ayrin stopped mid-gulp and looked at Elara in shock. 
She grinned and said, "I'm joking. It's beef.”
Ayrin laughed, relieved, and finished the rest of the soup, feeling satisfied and content with a full stomach. Elara stood up and took the empty bowl from him, setting it aside.
"I had an idea," she said, excitement in her voice, "I want to take you to the nearby hot springs.
Not only can the hot water help your wounds, but it's filled with minerals that will speed up the healing process. What do you think?"


Elara looked at Ayrin, hoping he would agree. The thought of soaking in a hot tub was exactly what he needed. His muscles were sore, and the wounds on his arm and back still stung. The hot springs would help him collect his thoughts and find some peace.
"That sounds like a great idea," Ayrin agreed, a smile spreading across his face. Elara's own smile broadened in response.
Ayrin stepped out of the hut, seeing the village in an entirely new light. The path was illuminated by standing torches that led all the way up the spiraling stairs and huts in the trees, casting a warm and welcoming glow. Fireflies flitted about, their twinkling lights adding to the enchanting atmosphere. The rhythmic beat of drums echoed through the village, creating a harmonious backdrop to the laughter and cheerful hooting of the elven people as they walked around, engaged in conversation and merriment.
Elara stepped around Ayrin, who was clearly distracted.
"This way, " she gestured.
Together, they walked through the village, passing through groups of people who called out Elara's name in greeting. She waved back, her face beaming with happiness.
Turning onto a trail that led up the side of a hill, Ayrin and Elara followed the torches and fireflies that illuminated their path. As they arrived at a hut, Elara explained that the hot springs were just behind it. First, however, they needed to change.
Ayrin hesitated, "I don't have a swimsuit. Is there one I can borrow?”
Elara laughed, "You don't wear a swimsuit in the hot springs. It’s like taking a bath.”
Ayrin stammered, trying to ask a question but unable to find the words.
Elara, still grinning, clarified, "One side is for men and the other side is for women. You can undress first. I'll wait out here until you're done.”
Still embarrassed, Ayrin nodded and entered the hut. The interior was well-designed, with smooth wooden benches lining the walls and baskets on tables. He removed his tattered and dirty clothes, placing them in a basket, and took one of the folded cloths provided. It wasn't as luxurious as the towels back at the castle, but it would suffice.
Looking up, he noticed two doors leading to the hot springs, each adorned with a different carved symbol. Unsure of their meaning, he hesitated, trying to figure out which door was for men. Feeling rushed, he took a guess and entered the left door.
When he emerged from the hut, Ayrin was awestruck by the beauty of the hot springs. Tall foliage and a wooden fence enclosed the area, creating a sense of privacy and serenity. Lanterns cast a warm glow, reflecting off the water's surface. A large boulder in the middle of the springs formed a small island.
Ayrin placed his towel on the side of the steaming hot springs and slowly waded in. The warmth enveloped him, immediately soothing his aching muscles and causing a tingling sensation as it worked its magic on his sore wounds. He made his way to the back of the springs and sat on the edge, basking in the quiet peacefulness.
The peaceful sounds of the hot springs lulled Ayrin into a state of tranquility. The gentle lapping of the water, the occasional rustling of leaves from a soft breeze, and the distant chirping of nocturnal insects created a soothing symphony that washed away the stress and worry that had been plaguing him.
As Ayrin closed his eyes, his mind finally clear for the first time since his problems began, he heard the door creak open and close. A female voice hummed a song, and he realized with a jolt that he must have chosen the wrong door. Panicking, he sunk deeper into the water, attempting to hide himself.
He glanced around for his towel, his heart sinking as he saw that he had left it near the hut. He racked his brain, trying to figure out how he could get out without being seen by her. Quietly, he moved behind the large rock in the center of the water, listening intently as the woman entered the water, his terror intensifying.
Ayrin cautiously moved around the side of the rock face, trying to see which side of the hot springs the woman was on. He peeked around the edge but saw no one. He wondered if he had actually heard Elara from the women's side of the hot springs and was still alone on his side. He moved around the other side of the rock and looked again, but there was still no sign of the woman.
He paused for a moment, straining his ears to see if he could hear her. All he could discern was the sound of trickling water. Deciding that he must have just heard Elara from beyond the fence that divided the two sides of the springs, he made up his mind to go to the front of the hot springs to grab his towel.
Still paranoid, Ayrin decided to swim underwater so that if there was a woman in the water, she wouldn't see him. He pushed himself under the warm, enveloping water and quickly glided to the front of the hot springs, bursting out of the water as he reached his destination.
As he emerged from the water, his towel in sight, he heard a woman scream behind him. He whipped around to see Elara sitting on the edge of the island in the middle of the springs, breasts exposed, her legs dangling in the water. Her expression was one of surprise as she quickly jumped into the water to hide herself.
Both Ayrin and Elara, now submerged in the water, stared at each other with wide eyes, their faces flushed from a combination of embarrassment and the heat of the springs. The initial shock began to subside, giving way to an awkward silence that hung heavy in the air.
Ayrin, still in shock, stammered, "I thought this was the side for men."
Elara stared at him for a moment before bursting out laughing, relief washing over her.
"I thought you were a creature coming out of the water!" she exclaimed, leaning against the side of the hot springs.
Ayrin, still nervous, said, "I apologize, let me just get my towel."
Elara waved her hand dismissively, replying, "It's fine. I don't mind if you're in here. We're both covered by the water, anyways.”
Ayrin's adrenaline began to slow, but he still felt his heart beat fast because he was sitting with Elara. The dim lighting of the hot springs highlighted her beauty, making her wet skin shimmer with the reflections of the water.
Elara asked, "What do you think of this place? It's not what you're used to."


Ayrin replied, "It's a lot to take in. You have a different culture than I do, but honestly, I love it. It's beautiful here."
"Even though I grew up here, I'm still amazed at the beauty of this island.”
She paused and looked at Ayrin, asking, "Where did you grow up?"
Ayrin hesitated and said, "I grew up on the mainland. It's less humid, and there are a lot of forests and mountains there."
Elara asked, "Have you ever been in the snow? I've heard about it, but never seen it. Ice falling from the sky? That sounds terrible.”
Ayrin laughed, "It's not quite like that, but yeah, I've experienced the snow. Some people like it, but others hate it because of the cold temperatures."
Elara brushed her wet brown hair to the side as she thought about it for a moment.
She then asked, "I take it from your sword that you come from a wealthy family?"
Ayrin felt a knot form in his stomach. "I don't really want to talk about that right now," he said.
Elara raised her eyebrow and gave a sly smile, "You have some secrets, don't you?”
She stood in the water slightly and moved towards Ayrin. His heart flipped. Elara moved even closer to him, and the two locked eyes. He could see the reflection of the lantern lights in her green eyes. Her face was still wet, and beads of water rolled off. Steam rose from the warm water around them as they continued to look at each other in silence.
Ayrin could smell her sweet floral scent. His legs grew weak as he looked at her soft lips. He felt an urge to kiss her, but he hesitated. The feeling of being this close to Elara made him want her more than ever.
As they sat there, surrounded by the serenity of the hot springs, Ayrin felt the weight of his past and the uncertainty of his future. The world outside seemed to disappear as he gazed into Elara's eyes, his heart pounding in his chest. In that moment, all that mattered was the connection between them, a connection that grew stronger with every passing second.




CHAPTER 9

Ayrin and Elara were jolted back to reality when the sound of a horn echoed through the trees. The once tranquil atmosphere of the hot springs was instantly shattered, replaced by a sense of urgency. Elara's eyes widened, and her face was etched with fear. The flickering torches and dancing fireflies that had painted a serene picture earlier now seemed like sinister omens.
"What's the matter?" Ayrin asked, his voice laced with concern.
"What was that horn for?”
"We have to go. Follow me," Elara replied, urgency in her tone.


She grabbed his hand, and they both waded through the water of the hot spring, making their way toward the hut. Elara pulled herself out and grabbed Ayrin's towel, tossing it to him as he clambered out of the water. Ayrin was surprised she didn’t mind being nude in front of him.
"Is the village under attack? What's going on?" Ayrin inquired, his heart pounding in his chest.
Elara, already pulling on her leather skin top, didn't reply.
"Go get dressed as quickly as you can. I'll meet you at the trail," she ordered, her voice tense.
Ayrin nodded, knowing he wouldn't get any answers out of her at the moment. He decided it would be wise to follow her instructions and get back to the village as soon as possible. He ran inside the hut and quickly put on his clothes, cursing himself for not bringing his sword. He promised himself that next time he ventured out at night, even to the hot springs, he would bring a weapon.
Emerging from the hut, Ayrin found Elara looking toward the direction of the village, as if trying to sense something.
"Let's hurry and get back to the village," she urged.
Ayrin nodded, and another bellow from a horn rang through the air. They ran down the winding trail as quickly as they could, the panic-fueled rush to get to the village consuming them.


Descending the trail proved difficult for Ayrin, his bare feet slipping on loose dirt on the steep declines of the path. He followed closely behind Elara, who seemed to have more skill running the trail barefooted. Ayrin's heart raced, and he could feel sweat trickling down his brow as he focused on keeping up with her.
Glancing to his left, Ayrin noticed a mist settling on the jungle floor, and a deep, unsettling feeling gripped him. The fog seemed to creep unnaturally through the foliage, as if it were a living entity, stalking them from the shadows. Ayrin felt a shiver run down his spine, and his senses heightened, bracing himself for whatever was causing the alarm.
As Ayrin and Elara finally reached the trailhead, the village came into sight. The horn rang through the night once more, but this time, closer. As they entered the village, they could see the villagers scrambling, their faces etched with fear.
Elara led Ayrin back through the village the way they had come before. Panic surged through the elven people as they rushed past them, bumping into each other in their haste. Ayrin noticed villagers darting into their huts and hastily closing the shutters on the windows. The main areas of the village, once bustling with life, now lay in disarray. Bowls, tipped-over drums, and other items were strewn across the ground, as if the villagers had dropped everything and fled.
Through the chaos, Ayrin found himself getting further away from Elara as he navigated the crowds of panicked villagers. Suddenly, he felt a hand grab his, and he saw that Elara had taken hold of him to lead him through the crowd, ensuring they wouldn't be separated. In the distance, Ayrin saw guards climbing ladders that led to guard towers, bows strapped to their backs, ready for action.
Elara yanked Ayrin to the side and pulled him through the door of her hut. She closed the door, and the sounds of chaos outside diminished. Ayrin hurried over to the bedside where he had left his sword and began strapping the sheathed weapon around his waist.
"Is the village being attacked?" Ayrin asked, his voice tense. "I can go and help the guards.”
Elara pulled the shutters closed and latched a lock, securing them in place. She turned to see Ayrin unsheathing his sword, ready for a fight.
"The village isn't under attack," she said. "It's just something that happens at night occasionally.”
Ayrin, feeling more confused than before and still tense with adrenaline, replied, "I don't understand. If everyone is in a panic and guards are going to their posts, then it seems like your village is under attack.”
The sounds of chaos outside lessened as Elara turned and peered through a crack in the shutters.
"It's important that we are indoors under the protection of the village walls when that horn blows," she explained.
"What kind of protection could these thin walls provide?" Ayrin asked skeptically.
Still looking out through the crack in the shutters, Elara motioned for Ayrin to come look. He stepped closer and leaned in next to her, directing his gaze through the opening. The mist that he had seen earlier was now much thicker, moving along the ground like a roiling ocean. Ayrin looked out into the now-deserted village and saw a dark cloud of fog billowing through the streets, rapidly heading toward their hut. The fog was dense, moving swiftly and shrouding everything it engulfed.
Within seconds, the fog had enveloped their hut. Both Elara and Ayrin remained completely still and silent, watching as the fog swirled around them. Despite its ability to fill every space outside, not a wisp of it leaked into the hut. Ayrin's heart pounded as he began to hear a clanking noise, like metal striking metal. As the sound grew louder, he also heard the rhythmic footsteps of marching.
Hundreds of ghostly apparitions wearing full battle armor, wielding swords, axes, bows, and chains, materialized before them. They marched through the village, directly in front of the hut, their forms barely visible through the dark fog. Ayrin felt overwhelmed and terrified for the villagers, wondering how they could possibly defend against such supernatural forces.


As he watched the spectral army passing by, the mist swirled and danced around the ghostly figures, their armor and weapons glinting eerily in the scarce moonlight that managed to penetrate the fog.
Elara placed a hand on Ayrin's shoulder, her touch gentle yet urgent. Ayrin looked at her and saw that she was pressed against the wall in the corner, hiding from view of the window.
Elara mouthed, "Step back from the window.”
Ayrin stepped back and leaned against the wall of the hut. They stood still in silence, listening to the marching apparitions right outside. The air was tense as Ayrin tried to remain as still as possible. He glanced at Elara, who had her ear against the wall, listening closely. Ayrin realized she had done this many times before. How many times had this village been sent into fear because of these apparitions? He felt sadness for the villagers and anger towards the ghosts for upending their lives.
He wondered if these apparitions were somehow related to the ones he had seen his brother summon at the castle. A shudder ran through him at the memory of that fateful night when his life had been upended by these otherworldly beings. The sounds of marching faded off into the distance as the spectral army passed the village. Elara's tense body relaxed as she noticed the sounds fade away.
She peered through the crack in the shutters and said, "It looks like they're gone.”
Ayrin leaned in and looked through the crack next to her. The thick fog that had enveloped the village was beginning to dissolve, receding like a tide. The moonlight that had been obscured now danced on the cobblestone streets, casting long shadows as the fog retreated. The village, once shrouded in darkness, gradually returned to its peaceful state.
Ayrin pulled back from the window and looked at Elara.
"How often does that happen?" he asked.
"Every few nights. It's random, so you never know when it will happen. I really thought it wouldn't happen tonight, though.”
Ayrin, concerned that it was related to what had happened at the castle, asked, "Did this start happening recently?”
Elara yawned and walked toward the bed.
"The Fog Army has been coming through since before I was born. I was told it has to do with a curse and a failed agreement. Now, those things march through our village and kill whoever is outside the huts.”
As she sat on the edge of the bed, she pulled out a bottle of cream and began rubbing it on her face.
"The whole point of the curse is to keep us in fear. We never know what night the fog will roll in, so we're constantly thinking about it.”
Ayrin felt anger welling up within him. "Who put the curse on the village?”
Elara stopped and looked at Ayrin.
"Ayrin, there's nothing we can do about it. The village has tried to fight them before, but they quickly realized that arrows go straight through the Fog Army. They can hurt us because we're made of flesh and bone, but they are just mist.”
Ayrin insisted, "There must be something we can do.”
Elara shook her head and put the lid back on the bottle. "I don't want to talk about this anymore. I'm tired and just want to sleep.”
Ayrin was tired too. His eyes were heavy as the long day weighed on him. Looking around, he realized there was only one bed in the small hut.
Almost as if she could read his mind, Elara said, "I cleaned your wounds and already saw you naked. I don't think sleeping in the same bed will hurt anything.”
Ayrin thought about it for a moment. He didn't want to sleep on the cold, hard ground, so he didn't really have a choice. Not that it was a bad choice.
Ayrin went to the other side of the bed and laid down next to Elara. Feeling embarrassed, he turned on his side to face the wall. The bed was surprisingly comfortable, with soft animal skin blankets and grass-filled pillows providing a welcome respite after the long day. The bed felt relieving, like a warm embrace.
A cold breeze leaked through the cracks of the thatch hut, and Ayrin shivered as he pulled the blanket up. Elara pressed herself against him, her body warm and comforting. He could smell her floral scent, the same one he had noticed at the hot springs.
He almost said something but stopped himself when he felt the warmth of her body, soothing and reassuring. It was nice to be close to someone, especially in an unknown place he had never experienced before.
As Ayrin drifted between sleep and consciousness, he felt Elara tuck her head into the crook of his neck. The night's events seemed to fade away, as the feeling of Elara’s presence beside him gave him a sense of calm.




CHAPTER 10

Ayrin heard the faint giggles of a child as he slowly drifted back into consciousness from his deep sleep. The giggling grew louder as his senses returned, accompanied by the soft tapping of grass on his cheeks and the aroma of cooking ham filling his nostrils. He opened his eyes, blinking against the sunlight filtering through the hut's window, and found Sorin tapping him on the cheek with a grass-woven doll.
Her face was alight with a big, mischievous smile. Ayrin couldn't help but grin back, and in a swift motion, he grabbed Sorin and began tickling her. She screamed in excitement as she wriggled free from his grasp and ran to hide behind a woman he had never seen before.


Beside the woman was Elara, kneeling by a fire as she tended to large cuts of ham sizzling over the flames. All three of them laughed as Ayrin sat up in the bed, rubbing his eyes to clear the last remnants of sleep.
"See, I told you I could wake him up," Sorin said triumphantly.
Elara turned to Ayrin and remarked, "You were out cold. Nothing could wake you up.”
The morning sunlight streaming through the small window of the hut cast a warm glow on the earthy interior, making the space feel cozy and inviting.
Ayrin looked over at the window and asked, "What time is it? Did I sleep late?”
Elara replied with a chuckle, "It's morning. You would've slept late if it weren't for Sorin." 
Sorin giggled, still hiding behind the other woman's legs.
"Oh, this is my sister Shay," Elara introduced. "She came by to get some breakfast for Sorin.”
Shay smiled warmly at Ayrin, who returned the smile and asked, "So, all three of you are sisters?”
All three of them nodded in unison. Shay added, "I'm the oldest and wisest.”
Without looking back, Elara playfully waved her arm toward Shay, attempting to give her a friendly hit.
Sorin chimed in proudly, "And I'm the youngest!”
Curious, Ayrin asked, "How many siblings are there in your family?”
Elara placed some ham onto a wooden plate and started arranging eggs beside it as Shay replied, "There are four of us in total – us three and our brother.”
Elara handed the plate of ham and eggs to Sorin, who began eating immediately. Turning to Ayrin, she informed him, "Actually, you're going to meet our brother today.”
"Great, I'd love to meet him," Ayrin responded enthusiastically.
Elara and Shay exchanged a knowing smile, and Ayrin looked at them in confusion.
Elara handed him a plate of food and said, "The men are going hunting today. All of the men.”
Shay added, "It's a tradition thing.”
Realizing he had no choice in the matter, Ayrin conceded, "I've been hunting before. It sounds like fun.”
Shay and Elara glanced at each other before Elara, remembering something, said, "Oh, I almost forgot. I got you something earlier."
She tossed him an item he couldn't immediately identify. Looking down at the pile of leather in his hands, he realized it was a loin cloth.
"Your clothes are in bad shape. Besides, you need to wear it for the hunt," Elara explained.
"It's a tradition thing,” Shay added, trying not to laugh.
Ayrin felt embarrassed walking through the village wearing nothing but a loin cloth. He kept reminding himself that everyone else was wearing one too. His hand constantly reached to pull down the cloth, adjusting it in self-awareness.
As Elara and Ayrin made their way to the central area of the village, he looked up to see a large gathering of men who he assumed were assembling for the hunt. And they were all wearing loin cloths, he reminded himself.
Elara waved to a man up ahead and yelled, "Devon!"
The man waved back and jogged over to them, a broad smile on his face. He hugged Elara warmly before turning his attention to Ayrin.
Ayrin couldn't help but notice how muscular Devon was, his arms and chest rippling with strength. Devon's body was covered in intricate red face paint that seemed to enhance his already imposing presence. He figured Devon must have spent his life hunting and protecting the village to become that strong.


Elara introduced them, "This is Devon, my brother and the prince. Devon, this is Ayrin, the man who survived the shipwreck.”
Devon's eyes widened with recognition and he hugged Ayrin enthusiastically. "I've heard about you, and it's good to finally meet you.”
Ayrin glanced at Elara, who chuckled and shrugged. Devon with a hand on Ayrin's shoulder, asked, "Have you hunted before?”
Ayrin replied, "Yes, I hunted before with my father. The last time, we took down a Troll.”
Devon and Elara exchanged confused glances. 
Ayrin, realizing they had never heard of a Troll before, explained, "It's like a human, but bigger, uglier, and really aggressive.”
Brushing the confusion aside, Devon smiled at Ayrin again, saying, "It sounds like you have experience. I want you to be in my group, okay?”
Ayrin nodded as Devon grabbed his arm and led him into the group. Elara laughed and waved at Ayrin as he was pulled into the assembly of men.
The men were divided into smaller groups and designated to various areas of the island to hunt. At the end of the day, the group with the best catch would be celebrated as the winner.


After the men were divided, they split away and went to their designated hunting spots.
Devon, as the leader of his group, led the team through the tangled jungle foliage. Ayrin followed behind, feeling uneasy and worried he wouldn't perform well in front of the other men.


Ayrin knew this was a rite of passage. If he made a mistake, he feared he would lose the respect of not only the other men in the village, but also Devon, Elara's brother.
The group stepped over fallen trees and moved around hanging vines. All the men were equipped with bows, Ayrin borrowing Elara's—the same bow she used to save him from the jaguar.
As they moved deeper into the jungle, Ayrin caught a glimpse of movement in the shadows in the corner of his vision. He turned and looked but saw nothing.
Ayrin whispered to Devon, "I think I saw movement over there."
He pointed to the direction of the movement where darkness shrouded their view.
Devon raised an eyebrow and asked, "Are you sure?”
Ayrin hesitated, wondering if it was his imagination. He decided to follow his gut, just like his father did.
"Yes. There was movement in the shadows.”
Devon nodded and motioned for the men to stop. He gestured towards the shadows beside them, and the men pulled their bows off their backs, the tension in the air palpable.


Ayrin's heart raced as his anxiety grew. Was he putting the entire group in danger for a wild goose chase? Sweat trickled down his brow, the humidity of the jungle air oppressive and stifling. The lush, green foliage surrounded them, the damp earth beneath their feet, releasing a rich, earthy scent with every step. The call of exotic birds echoed through the treetops, accompanied by the drone of insects.


Then, he heard the rustle of leaves behind him.
He quickly whipped around, pulling the bow off his back and grabbing an arrow. He looked at Devon and saw that his friend had also heard the noise. The entire group crouched silently in the damp jungle, their breaths held in anticipation.
The silence was broken by the rustling of leaves. Ayrin caught a glimpse of a shadow darting across the corner of his vision. Then, a second shadow darted across from a different direction. Devon motioned for them to get behind a large fallen log. The men crouched lower, pressing themselves against the damp wood, their eyes darting around, trying to identify the creature that stalked them.
Ayrin glanced to his right, into the dark shadows of the undergrowth, and saw a pair of golden glowing eyes staring back at him before vanishing. His heart skipped a beat – those were the eyes that haunted his dreams.
He turned to Devon and whispered, “Jaguar."
Devon's expression turned serious as he grew tense and nodded. The men remained frozen beside the log for another moment in complete silence. Devon slowly lifted himself up and peeked out over the other side of the log.
A roar shattered the silence, and Devon screamed. Ayrin looked over and saw his friend being dragged over the log by a powerful jaguar. Another roar rumbled from the opposite side, and Ayrin spotted a second jaguar emerging from the darkness, charging at them.
Without thinking, Ayrin tightened his grip on the bow and released the arrow. The jaguar cried out in pain as it bolted back into the trees. In the corner of his eye, Ayrin noticed another shadow moving through the shadows. How many of them were there?
Ayrin and the other men jumped to their feet and looked toward Devon, who was still being dragged across the ground by the first jaguar. A volley of arrows from the men hit the jaguar, and it fell motionless. Devon released his bloodied arm and looked toward the group, fear etched on his face.
He yelled, "Behind you!”
Ayrin turned around and saw two jaguars side by side running toward the men. He tightened his grip on the bow, but before he could shoot, another arrow found its mark, and one of the jaguars fell motionless. Ayrin looked and saw Devon crouched with his bow still aimed. Several more arrows from the men flew and hit the other charging jaguar, bringing it down instantly.


With adrenaline pumping through Ayrin, the jungle fell silent once again.
The afternoon sun hung lazily in the sky, casting long, warm shadows over the Elven village. The light filtered through the dense canopy of towering trees, the emerald leaves shimmering like jewels as they danced in the gentle breeze. The village was a hushed, tranquil oasis nestled in the heart of the jungle. The air was filled with the scent of earth and the distant whisper of the wind.
Ayrin was the first in the group to emerge from the tangled labyrinth of foliage. His heart pounded with the thrill of the hunt, his skin slick with sweat and dust. He caught the eye of Elara, who stood waiting for them with anticipation. A spark of recognition passed between them as he approached, a jaguar slung over his shoulders like a victory banner.


"I see you had another run-in with a jaguar," Elara remarked, her green eyes gleaming with a mixture of amusement and pride.
"It's a good catch, but I don't know if it will be enough to beat the other groups.”
Ayrin's lips curled into a triumphant grin.
"You should see what else we got," he retorted, stepping aside to reveal Devon emerging from the thick jungle.
Devon too was laden with another jaguar, its fierce eyes now dulled in death. The gasp that escaped Elara's lips was music to Ayrin's ears. Elara's eyes widened in pleasant surprise, her smile broadening as she took in the sight of their impressive haul.
As Elara tended to Ayrin's minor wounds, the entire village seemed to gather in the central area, drawn by the anticipation of the hunt's results. The air was electric with excitement, the rhythmic pounding of drums echoing through the heart of the village, each beat thrumming in time with Ayrin's heartbeat. An old man, wearing long robes that drug loosely on the ground, emerged and shuffled to the front of the crowd.
"That's the Elder of the village," Elara whispered, leaning closer to Ayrin.
He could smell the faint scent of wildflowers in her hair. "You probably call them Kings in the mainland.”
"So, that's your father then?" Ayrin ventured, his gaze lingering on the weathered face of the Elder.
Elara merely nodded, her attention firmly on the gathering crowd.
Time seemed to stretch and warp as the Elder painstakingly examined each group's offerings. A hush fell over the crowd, the only sound the soft rustle of leaves overhead. And then, the Elder turned to face them, his gnarled hand raised high as he stood at the offering of Jaguar’s that Ayrin’s group had defeated. The village erupted into jubilant cheers. They had won.
"Even though we won, everybody in the village wins with this much food and pelt," Devon mused, his voice barely audible over the deafening cheers.
Elara, her face glowing with pride and joy, threw her arms around Ayrin and Devon in a jubilant hug.
As the drums resumed their rhythmic song, Ayrin felt a profound sense of relief wash over him. He hadn't just survived the hunt, he had thrived. He had felt the thrill of the chase, the camaraderie of the hunt, and the satisfaction of victory. He felt a part of something greater, a part of this tribe's rich tapestry of tradition and culture. And for the first time since he'd arrived on this mysterious island, he felt like he truly belonged.
The night air was thick with laughter and the booming echoes of drums, as flickering torches cast a warm glow on the lively Elven village. Some of the villagers danced with wild abandon, their movements fluid and graceful, while others drank deeply from wooden carved mugs, their voices raised in raucous song. Yet more stood by the crackling fire, watching with anticipation as the meat from the day's hunt sizzled and spat above the flames.


Ayrin and Elara strolled through the throng, their eyes drinking in the sights and sounds of the joyous celebration. The atmosphere was intoxicating, as though the very air was alive with the spirit of the village.
"This place is really starting to grow on me," Ayrin mused, his words barely audible over the din of the revelry.
Elara cast a sidelong glance at him, her grin warm and genuine.
"I think you're starting to grow on me too," she teased, her eyes twinkling with mischief.
Ayrin felt a flush rise in his cheeks, his heart beating a little faster.
"For a princess, you're really not like a princess at all," he stammered, struggling to find the right words.
Elara's brow furrowed in mock offense. "Is that so?”
Ayrin nodded, emboldened by her playful demeanor. "In the mainland, royalty has a lot of corrupt people.”
"Really? Why do they get away with it?" Elara inquired.
Ayrin shrugged, the memory of the castle he'd left behind still fresh in his mind.
"People are too weak to stop them.”
As Elara nodded thoughtfully, her response was cut short by the sudden blast of a horn. The drums fell silent, the joyous atmosphere evaporating like dew beneath the morning sun. Panic gripped the villagers as they scattered, fleeing to the safety of their huts.
Elara's eyes widened with fear.
"Another one? That's two nights in a row," she whispered, her voice strained.
As they rushed back to their hut and latched the door, Ayrin asked, "Is it unusual for the fog to come two nights in a row?”
Elara, her hands trembling as she secured the window shutters, replied, "Yes, it's very strange. I don't think it's ever happened before.”
Suddenly, shouts pierced the night, a familiar voice laden with panic. The thatch door shook violently, as if someone was desperate to get in. Elara sprang to her feet and unlatched the door. Shay stood before them, her face pale and her lips trembling with terror.
"I can't find Sorin. Is she with you?" Shay stammered, her eyes wide and frantic.
Elara shook her head, her own panic rising. "No, she isn't with us. You don't know where she is?”
"I lost her in the crowd," Shay whispered, tears brimming in her eyes. "I thought she would come back to the hut, but she hasn't returned."


As dread filled the room like a thick fog, Ayrin glanced out the door to see the mist on the ground, steadily growing thicker as it swirled menacingly. Without a second thought, he grabbed his sword and bolted past Shay, who stood rooted to the spot.
"Don't go out there, Ayrin! They'll kill you!" Elara cried, her voice trembling. But it was too late; Ayrin had already disappeared into the mist.




CHAPTER 11

Anger surged like a fiery tide within Ayrin as he sprinted through the desolate paths of the tribal village. His breaths came in gasps, labored and rough, matching the rhythm of his pounding heart. Every drawn breath felt heavier, dense with the foreboding aura of impending danger. The eerily luminescent mist curled around his legs, sly and serpentine, an almost sentient adversary seeking to ensnare him. Yet each stride he took scattered the spectral tendrils, his resolve stronger than their ghostly grip.
As he burst into the village's nucleus, his hazel eyes darted around in desperation, scanning the primitive huts and weathered faces for any sign of the missing girl. Suddenly, a familiar voice cut through the cacophony of his own thoughts and the wind's relentless howl.
“Ayrin!"
Whirling around, he spotted Devon his face taut with anxiety, rushing toward him. When the elder reached him, he clamped onto Ayrin's shoulders, his grip icy and tremulous.
"We need to get inside," Devon urged, his voice a low rumble of concern. "Sorin might've taken shelter in someone else’s hut. She could be safe.”
Ayrin’s gaze hardened, a spark of determination igniting in his eyes.
"I need to make sure she’s safe. You go take shelter. I’ll be okay, I promise," he said, his voice barely a whisper, but steady with resolve.
Both men turned their eyes to the village entrance, the dark tendrils of the rapidly approaching fog stark against the starless sky. Devon opened his mouth to protest, but Ayrin simply pointed at him.
"Get inside now," he ordered.
Without waiting for an answer, he spun on his heel and bolted towards the village's outskirts, Devon’s calls fading into the growing storm.
Upon reaching the village's perimeter, Ayrin paused, bending to his knees and drawing ragged breaths. The walls of fog loomed ominously in front of him, a shadowy harbinger of the encroaching doom. He could almost feel the dread curling around him, the fear gnawing at his resolve. But then, slicing through the grim silence, came the piercing cry of a child.
Without a second thought, Ayrin dashed into the dense foliage, calling out Sorin's name, his voice echoing through the towering trees. The fog had seeped through the village boundaries, and the world was swallowed into a terrifying abyss of ghostly black. Fear threatened to freeze him, yet he surged forward, powered by desperate determination.


Visibility plummeted as the fog swallowed everything. Ayrin could barely see beyond the tip of his outstretched hand. The world was now a blurry canvas of grays and blacks, the village a mere shadow in the distance. But his resolve remained unbroken. His breath hitched as the faint cry echoed through the fog once more. With a renewed burst of speed, Ayrin plunged further into the murk, undeterred, his fear dwarfed by his responsibility and courage. The only thing that mattered now was Sorin. And he wouldn't let her down.
"Sorin!" Ayrin's shout was swallowed by the thick fog.
He'd heard her, he was sure. The desperate scream, so close it might have been whispering in his ear.
"Sorin! I’m here! Where are you?" His heart pounded in his chest like a frantic war drum.
"Help! I’m over here!" came the terrified cry.
As he lunged forward, instinct and adrenaline propelling him, the ground beneath his feet abruptly vanished. He skidded to a halt, the tips of his boots dangling over a chasm. Panic clawed at his throat. With a shaky exhale, he crouched down, peering into the foggy abyss.
The sight that greeted him was both a relief and a fresh wave of terror. There, inches away from the precipice, Sorin clung to a gnarled root with one hand, her tiny form trembling. Her emerald eyes were wide with fear, tears carving glistening paths down her dirt-smudged face.
"Sorin!" His voice was a hushed gasp.
With a swift reach, his fingers closed around her thin arm, her other hand immediately latching onto him with the desperation only fear can muster. Ayrin hauled her up, pulling the child onto his shoulder, feeling her body quake against him as her silent sobs hitched her breath. Her small arm curled around his neck, a lifeline holding onto safety.
He had to move. Now. He turned to head back, but his blood froze in his veins. Emerging from the fog was a battalion of spectral skeletons, their bony fingers clutching spectral swords. They staggered towards him, their jaws opening in an ear-splitting screech that sent chills down his spine. Sorin's grip around his neck tightened to a vice-like hold.
His gaze darted to the side, falling on a towering tree, its roots splayed like skeletal fingers above the jungle floor. Sprinting towards it, he gently set Sorin down, her eyes wide and fearful.
"Stay here," he ordered, his voice firm and reassuring. "Don’t move. This will only take a second.”
His hand tightened around the hilt of his sword, anger surging within him. The sight of Sorin, terrified and helpless, had ignited something primal, a roaring flame of defiance against the shadows that sought to harm those he loved. His eyes hardened, his fear extinguished by the blaze of his resolve.
With a swift movement, he cleaved an apparition before it could react. His body moved with a lethal grace, lunging and twirling, his sword a blur of blue in the fog. One by one, the ghostly figures disintegrated into dust, vanishing into the foggy abyss. His focus was razor-sharp, the ghosts mere silhouettes in his peripheral vision.
One of the skeletons froze under his steely gaze, its jaws falling open in a ghastly mimicry of fear. Before it could retreat, Ayrin leaped forward, his sword a swift arc of blur. With a hiss, the skeleton evaporated into dust, the fog swallowing it whole. The echoes of their screeches faded, replaced by the eerie silence of the foggy jungle. His eyes flickered back to Sorin, a promise gleaming in them. He wouldn't let her down. Not now, not ever.
"Sorin," Ayrin's voice was gentle, but firm, as he crouched down to inspect her.
His eyes were drawn to the gash on her leg and the myriad of scrapes that marred her tiny form. "Are you hurt anywhere else?”
Sorin, still catching her breath, shook her head.
"Just my leg," she whispered, her voice shaky.
Ayrin felt a pang in his chest. They had made it, but not without a cost.
The elven child's emerald eyes went wide with awe as Ayrin effortlessly hoisted her onto his shoulders.
"Hold on," he murmured into her ear, his voice a warm anchor amidst the cold fog.
And with that, they plunged into the foggy abyss, the ground seeming to blur beneath them as they moved with a speed Sorin didn't think possible. She saw the ghostly figures of more skeletons emerging, their hollow eye sockets locked onto them. A cold fear gripped her heart.


The skeletal apparitions were closing in, their ghostly forms appearing grotesque in the fog. Sorin clung tighter to Ayrin, her heart pounding against her chest like a desperate drum. She watched as Ayrin moved with a grace and fierceness that was almost terrifying. Each swing of his sword took out another apparition, their spectral forms dissipating into the fog with a hiss.


Suddenly, a skeleton lunged at Ayrin, its sword slicing through the air. Sorin's breath hitched, but to her disbelief, the sword passed through Ayrin as if he were a wisp of smoke. Ayrin retaliated, turning the skeleton into dust. Sorin was left staring in amazement.
"How...?" she stammered, her voice barely a whisper. "How are you immune to their attacks?”
Ayrin shrugged, a soft chuckle rumbling in his chest.
"I don't know." Sorin's eyes widened at his confession.
She was about to ask another question, but Ayrin beat her to it.
"I was the prince of Luminothia," he confessed, his voice hushed as if sharing a secret.
"But you can't tell anyone, okay?" Sorin, nodding in agreement, wrapping her small hand around a lock of promise.
As they moved deeper into the fog, they noticed a shift. The fog was starting to lift, like a veil being drawn away, revealing a dark, silent night. The remaining skeletons in the distance seemed to waver, their forms melting away into droplets that vanished into the night. Sorin let out a breath she didn't know she was holding.
The fog had finally cleared, revealing a night as calm and silent as it was before the skeletal invasion. They entered the village, the remaining traces of fog slithering away like defeated soldiers. Villagers timidly emerged from their huts, their eyes wide with disbelief and relief. Ayrin and Sorin shared a glance, their secret promise hanging between them like a silent oath.


As they emerged from the dissipating fog, a crowd of villagers swarmed around them. Ayrin watched as relief replaced fear on their faces. Devon, forcing his way through the crowd, ran to Sorin, pulling her into a tight embrace.
"Sorin! Are you okay?" His voice was a mix of relief and worry.
"I'm okay," Sorin assured him, tears welling up in her eyes. Her little voice was brave, but Ayrin could see the trauma reflected in her eyes.
Suddenly, a figure dashed through the crowd. It was Shay, her tears leaving clean streaks on her dirt-streaked face. She fell to her knees, pulling Sorin into a bone-crushing hug, sobbing apologies for letting her out of sight, while also chastising her for wandering off. Ayrin looked up to see Devon, his gaze turned towards him. The look of respect in Devon's eyes was clear as day.
"How did you do it, Ayrin?"
Devon's voice cut through the crowd's whispers, his question echoing in the night.
"How did you survive the mist?"
Ayrin hesitated, aware of the crowd's collective gaze on him, their eyes filled with awe as if he was some mystical creature. He felt their hopes rising, a wave of expectation that made him uneasy. There was no way he could keep this a secret.
"Sorin, what happened?" Ayrin asked, giving her a nod.
Sorin looked up, her small voice trembling.
"I was playing and tripped on a vine near a cliff," she confessed. "But then Ayrin came and fought off the ghosts. Their swords. They went right through him!”
Ayrin gave a nod, his gaze sweeping across the crowd. Elara was still missing.
Devon's brow furrowed, his gaze fixed on Ayrin, "Are you... immune to the mist?"
The question hung in the air, silencing the crowd.
Ayrin sighed, "Yes, I am. But I don't know why."
He unclipped his sword from his side, holding it up. The blade shimmered with a subtle blue hue.
"This sword," Ayrin began, "it's enchanted. It can defeat the mist."
The crowd gasped, eyes wide with awe and a tinge of fear.
The silence was broken by the thump of a staff hitting the ground. Ayrin turned to see The Elder emerging from his hut, flanked by guards. He locked eyes with Ayrin, his gaze inscrutable. It was a look Ayrin knew all too well - the calm before the storm.
The Elder moved forward, his staff echoing ominously against the cobbled ground. His eyes rested on Ayrin, a curious glint hidden within their aged depths.


"Are you the one who saved my daughter from the mist?" His voice echoed through the now silent crowd.
Ayrin nodded. "Yes."
The Elder studied him for a moment before gesturing towards his hut. "We need to talk.”
As Ayrin followed him into the darkness of the hut, the scent of burning incense filled his nostrils. The Elder motioned him to sit, his gaze fixed on Ayrin.
"Tell me about your immunity," he said.
Ayrin explained the enchantment, which had been placed on his sword. He unsheathed it to give a better look, a flicker of recognition crossed the Elder's face as he observed the blue shimmer.
"My father gave me this for my birthday," Ayrin admitted. "I didn't know about its magic until recently."
The Elder's gaze was sharp, "And who was your father, young man?" He asked.
Ayrin swallowed hard, "King Dorian."
As he mentioned his father's betrayal and death, a sorrowful silence filled the hut.
"I knew your father," The Elder finally broke the silence.
Ayrin's eyes widened in surprise.
"He was a man of great character and kindness," The Elder continued, "I'm deeply saddened by his loss. There’s only five men who can enchant a blade like this, and this particular sword looks familiar to me.”
Ayrin could barely conceal his shock as he listened to The Elder. He had just stumbled upon a connection to his past, an unforeseen link to his father. The Elder reached out a hand, taking the sword and inspecting it closer. 
"This sword," The Elder's voice was filled with nostalgia, "Dorian requested it himself. I remember crafting it. I remember enchanting it.”
Ayrin sat there, caught in the twist of fate that brought him to this village. The same sword that was given as a gift by his father was his savior, and the man who had enchanted it was right before him, another fragment of his past coming to light in the most unexpected of places.
The Elder gently returned the sword to Ayrin.
"You must reclaim your kingdom," he said firmly.
Ayrin could only stare at him, surprise etched across his face.
"I am not powerful enough," he replied, his voice almost a whisper.
The Elder pondered in silence, his gaze unblinking, "Take Elara with you," he finally said, breaking the tense silence.


Ayrin’s expression shifted. He seemed caught off-guard, but there was no time for arguments. The gravity of the situation was setting in, a dangerous journey was ahead, and Elara was to be his companion.
"In the town of Ravenbrook, there is a resistance group," The Elder began again, each word measured and deliberate. "You need their help, and they could use yours."
The Elder looked at Ayrin with a warning in his eyes.
"Your brother will have his men looking for you. Be careful." 
The Elder's voice dropped a little, "And Ayrin. Be sure to protect Elara.”
Ayrin's grip tightened on the hilt of his sword, "I will," he assured. "And just so you know, she's the one who saved me in the first place."
The Elder chuckled, the corners of his eyes crinkling, "Yes, that's true."
The air of solemnity was broken, but the journey was just beginning.




CHAPTER 12

As Ayrin stepped out of the Elder's hut, Devon approached him. A broad shoulder pat from the burly elf was his silent gratitude.
"Thank you, Ayrin, for saving Sorin," Devon voiced his gratitude, his gaze steady on Ayrin.
“Do you know where Elara is?” Ayrin asked, looking around.
Devon shrugged, "Shay said Elara got shook up by what happened, you should talk to Shay. Maybe she knows more.”
Ayrin nodded, his eyes scanning the village bustling with activity as the elves set about cleaning up after the attack.
Approaching Shay's hut, he called out, "Shay?"
The door creaked open and Shay stood there with a warm smile. Inside, he saw Sorin, her arm now bandaged.
"She'll be fine. Just a scare more than anything else," Shay assured him, her eyes glowing with gratitude. "The village holds you in high respect now, Ayrin, because of who you are.”
Ayrin cleared his throat, "Where's Elara?" he asked.
Shay’s face sobered, "She needed to take a breather, went up the mountain trail towards the hot springs. If you hurry, you might catch her."
Under the watchful eyes of the bright moon, the village seemed to regain its calm. Life was returning to normal, as if the Mist had never invaded their tranquility. Ayrin found himself sprinting towards the mountain trail, worry for Elara weighing on his heart.


Breathless, he reached the foot of the trail but there was no sign of Elara. He started up the path, his heart pounding not only from exertion but also concern. Just as he was about to call out, he spotted a figure up ahead. A wave of relief washed over him.
"Elara!" he called, his voice echoing through the silent mountains.
She stopped and turned, moonlight casting an ethereal glow on her face. The sight that met his eyes broke his heart; her beautiful face was wet with fresh tears, the sorrow on her face evident even from this distance.
Without a second thought, Ayrin closed the distance between them, wrapping his arms tightly around her. They stood in the silent embrace for a while, the only sound being the distant murmur of the hot springs.
When they finally pulled back, Elara broke the silence, "They say you are immune to the Mist."
Her hands rested around his neck, his own draped around her waist.
"Thank you for saving Sorin," she whispered, her face lighting up with a small smile.
Ayrin apologized for disturbing her solitude, "I didn't mean to interrupt. I was just worried about you when I could find you in the village."
Elara shook her head, her eyes sparkling in the moonlight, "I was going to be alone in the hot springs, but I am glad you're here."
Her eyes drifted over his shoulders, as she momentarily hesitated to speak. "Want to join me?"
His mind juggled reasons to accept her invitation. A relaxing soak would do him good after all the night's events, and he needed to talk to her about The Elder's revelation. But how? His train of thought was interrupted by her mischievous grin.
Gently, Elara led him towards the hot springs, their path lit by the dim glow of lanterns. They separately undressed, wrapping themselves in cloth towels before making their way towards the steamy waters. Elara's cheeks were flushed, though whether it was from the heat or their close proximity, Ayrin couldn't tell.
As they stood on the brink of the hot spring, he asked, "Should I turn around?"
But Elara simply shook her head, wrapped her arms around him and closed the gap between them with a tender kiss. Time seemed to stand still as Ayrin was hit with an onslaught of emotions, all of which were overwhelmed by the exhilarating sensation of being kissed by the beautiful girl.




CHAPTER 13

The cloth, which Ayrin loosely folded around himself fell to the ground in a heap as his hands wrapped around Elara’s waist. His erection pressed against her as he  gently kissed Elara. He met her soft lips with his, tasting her sweet floral scent. Their tongues danced together between gentle, soft kisses. He could sense her vulnerability as she relaxed in his arms. 
His kisses traveled from her lips, across her cheeks, down her neck, occasionally licking her soft skin, which was glistening in the humidity of the hot springs. As he moved down her neck, Elara slightly moaned. Her hands moved down his back in response to his teasing. His erection throbbed as Ayrin could feel the electricity build inside of him.
Elara’s hand drifted between them and gripped his shaft. Ayrin let out a sigh as Elara stroked him gently. Her taste and hot breath against him made him crazy. His hands moved down to her ass as he lifted her up. Elara let out a squeal in joyful surprise as her legs instinctively wrapped around him.
The cloth, which was still wrapped around Elara began loosening around her thighs exposing herself underneath. Ayrin adjusted his hands as they began to slip over the loosening towel, moving his hands underneath and getting a better grip of her bare skin. As the two continued to kiss, Elara began rubbing herself against Ayrin’s erection. 
He could feel his energy building and sensed hers was too as their kisses grew more passionate. They were in sync with each other and they both wanted more. While holding Elara with one hand, Ayrin’s other hand moved up the crook of her back. She was toned. He knew she was fit from  hunting and manual labor, but now he felt just how strong she really was.
His hand moved from her back to her waist and up to her soft breasts. She let out a breathless sigh as he moved his hand across her nipple. Elara’s cloth loosened and fell to the floor, leaving her completely nude. Ayrin could feel Elara’s wetness against his erection as she rubbed against it. The feeling of her skin against his, and her lips against his made him want her more.
Ayrin pulled back from her lips and looked at her green eyes.
“Do you want this?” Ayrin asked, in a whisper.
“Yes, do you?” Elara replied.
Ayrin nodded with a smiled. His shaft throbbed as she took his hand and led him into the warm water. Elara waded to a rock in the center of the springs and turned to look at Ayrin with a grin. He waded through the warm water behind her, gazing at her perfect figure from behind. She spread her legs as Ayrin approached.
As he put his arms around her, as she leaned forward and took hold of his shaft. She pressed his erection against her folds while moving her hips. Elara moaned as he began rubbing her folds with his fingers. She leaned back and closed her eyes. The sight of Elara’s breasts bouncing, nipples hard, was sending Ayrin over the edge.
“I’m going to come” Ayrin said, with a moan.
“Put it in me. Come inside me. Please.” Elara begged.
Ayrin’s shaft slipped in easily because Elara was so wet. He moaned as he felt the warmth inside her, coupled with the warm water enveloping them. The elation weakened him as he leaned forward and pressed his body against her. As he thrust himself forward, deeper into her, her moans grew louder. His body slid over hers, still wet from the humidity. He felt the softness of her breasts and hard nipples against him as he thrust even deeper. 
Elara gripped Ayrin’s back as she moaned with pure bliss. He swelled as his energy overflowed, cusping her breasts with both hands. He couldn’t hold it in any longer. All the stress and all the emotion he had held in was being released. He thrust faster within her, as his erection swelled and released inside of her. Elara moaned and trembled beneath him as she too released.
For several moments, the two of them lay quietly listening to the water trickling into the springs from the waterfall. Neither of them wanted the moment to end. Ayrin took a deep breath and rolled over onto his back beside Elara, their shoulders touching. She turned to catch his gaze, her expression turning from contentment to concern when she saw Ayrin’s serious look. Ayrin looked away, his eyes shadowed by a secret.
Elara's hand found his, her voice soft with concern. "What's wrong, Ayrin?”
He sighed, his voice cracking with emotion. "I've been hiding a lot of secrets from you. I think after everything that’s happened, you need to know the truth."
Elara turned her focus to him.
“I'm a prince from Luminothia, and my father, the king, has been killed by my brother. He’s taken over the throne and exiled me.”
Elara's eyes widened, her face pale with shock. The words hung in the air, heavy and undeniable.
Ayrin continued, "I'm immune to the mist, the curse that haunts your island. The same mist exists in my homeland now. I don’t know what make me immune, but I suspect my brother is behind the mist. I think he’s somehow connected to the curse on this island as well.”
Ayrin turned on his side to face Elara.
“My brother has somehow learned to control it. He can command the ghosts,” he said with a tremble in his voice.
"You should have told me!" Elara cried, her voice catching in her throat.
She paused for a moment, looking away for thought.
"I understand, though. If your brother's men are looking for you, it was wise to keep a low profile.”
"I spoke to The Elder," Ayrin said, watching Elara's eyes widen even further.
"Your father wants to help. He’s the one who enchanted my sword. He knew my father,” Ayrin said.
"My father knew your father?" Elara sat up, disbelief in her voice, the revelations coming too fast.
Ayrin nodded. "He believes if he can help me, we may solve the curse on this island. They're connected, Elara. The curse here, the mist in my land - they stem from the same evil.”
"It's... it's overwhelming," Elara whispered, leaning her head against Ayrin's shoulder.
The hot springs bubbled, frogs croaked in the distance, as silence settled between them. Ayrin's sigh broke the quiet.


"The Elder has instructed me to go back, to meet with a group who can help," he said, his voice heavy with responsibility.
Elara lifted her head, her eyes locking with Ayrin's, searching for truth in his gaze. Ayrin took her hand, his voice firm yet gentle.
"The Elder enchanted my sword. It can kill the ghost knights. He knows about a group in Ravenbrook, specialists in spectres. They've been investigating this for years.”
"You're leaving me," Elara's voice was a mere whisper, her eyes brimming with tears.
"No," Ayrin smiled, warmth in his eyes. "I'm not going alone." He paused, his eyes searching hers. "Will you go with me, Elara? To save my kingdom and yours?”
After a moment that seemed to stretch into eternity, she flung herself on top of him, her lips finding his.
"Of course," she whispered against his mouth, her words a vow binding them together in a destiny neither could escape.




Afterword

I hope you enjoyed embarking on Ayrin's journey, as this is only the beginning. I'm thrilled to share what comes next with you.
If you have any questions or wish to be notified about the release of the next book, you can follow on Twitter at https://twitter.com/colbygraybooks or on Goodreads at https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/18480348.Colby_Gray
If you enjoyed this book, I would be incredibly grateful for a review, as it genuinely helps.
Recommending this book to others is a great way to help as well. Thank you once again for your support and happy reading!
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