
        
            
                
            
        

    


The Thorned Heir: A Dark Fantasy Romance of Conquest & Obsession




Enemies-to-Lovers, Forced Proximity & Ruthless Desire




Introduction










There are no heroes in this story.










Only kings and queens,

 

conquerors and conquered, captors and the ones who try to escape them.











Lyria Ilvoria was born a queen, a woman of fire and defiance, heir to a kingdom now reduced to

 

ash and ruin.


 
Her father was cut down before her eyes, her crown stolen, her people slaughtered. And now, she belongs to the warlord who destroyed her world.










Vaelen D’Aratheon is not a man. He is a king built for war, his hands stained with blood, his heart carved from

 

steel and conquest.


 
He does not take brides for love. He does not keep queens for peace. He takes them to

 

own, to break, to bend to his will until they beg for the chains that bind them.











Lyria swore she would

 

never kneel


 
.










Vaelen swore he would

 

make her.











A war is fought between their bodies, between defiance and dominance, between the need for power and the need to

 

ruin and be ruined.


 
But when desire tangles with hate, when pleasure bleeds into submission, when pain becomes the sweetest form of surrender…










Who truly

 

conquers


 
who?










She was a queen.




Now, she is

 

his.





And she will

 

never escape him.












This is not a love story.











This is a battle.










And

 

only one of them will survive it.










Chapter One - A Crown of Chains










The scent of blood still clung to the air, thick and metallic, sinking into the ruins of Ilvoria like a death shroud. Smoke curled from the blackened towers, turning the sky a sickly shade of gray. The kingdom had fallen before the sun had set, but its screams still echoed through the streets.










Lyria stood at the center of it all—bound, bloodied, and very much alive.










Her wrists ached from the iron shackles cutting into her skin. Her silk gown, once pristine and royal, hung in tattered strips from her frame, stained with dirt and war. The weight of a blade rested against her lower back, a silent threat from the soldier who held her still, forcing her to kneel on the cold marble floor of the ruined throne room.










And in front of her sat the man who had destroyed her world.










Vaelen D’Aratheon, the Conqueror King, the warlord whose name sent kingdoms crumbling. He lounged on the shattered throne like it had always belonged to him, one hand resting lazily on the armrest, the other holding the bloodstained blade that had

 

beheaded her father


 
.










She had watched it happen.










The moment played on a loop in her mind—her father’s silver crown clattering to the floor, his lifeless body slumping forward, the severed head rolling toward her feet with a sickening

 

thud


 
.










She had not screamed.










She had not wept.










She had only stood, burning with a hatred so consuming it threatened to turn her to ash.










And now she knelt before the man who had done it, refusing to bow her head.










"You're quiet," Vaelen finally spoke, his voice deep, edged with something unreadable. He leaned forward, examining her with the sharp gaze of a man accustomed to breaking things—

 

and enjoying it.











Lyria met his eyes, defiant. "Do you expect gratitude?"










His lips curved in something that was not quite a smile. "No. But I do expect obedience."










A cold laugh slipped from her lips, sharp and bitter. "Then you should have let me die."










Vaelen studied her for a long moment. Then, with a slow, measured movement, he stood.










She had known he was tall, but standing before her now, he was

 

towering


 
—a predator cast in shadows and steel. His armor was still spattered with blood, his dark hair damp with sweat.










He stepped closer.










Lyria tensed, but she did not look away.










She would

 

never


 
look away.










Vaelen reached out, his fingers sliding through the blood-matted strands of her hair. A mockery of tenderness. A lie dressed as a caress.










"But then who would warm my bed, little queen?"










Her stomach twisted. She

 

hated


 
him. Hated his voice, his touch, the way his gaze crawled over her like she was already his to

 

use, to ruin, to break.











Slowly, deliberately, she spat at his feet.










The silence that followed was

 

deadly.











A shadow passed over his expression, something colder, darker,

 

dangerous


 
.










The back of his hand

 

cracked across her face


 
so fast she barely registered the impact until she was on the floor, the taste of iron blooming on her tongue.










"Defiance will not serve you here," he murmured, stepping over her. "You belong to me now."










Lyria clenched her jaw, pushing up onto her elbows, forcing herself to meet his gaze.










"I belong to no one."










Vaelen knelt beside her, fingers tilting her chin up, forcing her to look at him.










His touch was

 

not gentle.











"You belong to me," he repeated, softer now. More

 

certain


 
. "By right of conquest. By decree of war. And by the gods above, Lyria—"










His lips brushed her ear, his voice dark with amusement.










"—You will learn to love me for it."










She bared her teeth, a wolf in silk, and whispered back,

 

"I will learn how to kill you first."











Vaelen chuckled. Then, gripping the collar of her ruined gown, he

 

ripped it from her shoulders.











The silk pooled at her waist, baring her bruised skin to the cold night air.










She did not flinch.










She did not cover herself.










Instead, she lifted her chin, staring into his cold, abyssal eyes.










Let him look.










Let him see that she was not afraid.










A low hum of approval rumbled from his throat. "Defiant to the end," he mused, dragging a calloused finger down the line of her throat. "Good. I would hate for you to break too soon."










He stood, tossing something at her feet—a bundle of white silk.










"Put it on," he ordered.










Lyria looked down at the fabric, and her stomach

 

dropped.











A wedding gown.










The lace was fine, embroidered with gold,

 

far too beautiful for a corpse.











Her hands trembled as she curled them into fists. "I will not."










Vaelen exhaled slowly, as if she had disappointed him. Then, in one swift movement, he

 

grabbed her throat


 
, lifting her to her feet.










The iron cuffs on her wrists rattled as she gasped for breath, her pulse thrumming wildly against his palm.










"You will," he whispered, his breath hot against her lips. "Or I will dress you myself."










Lyria's vision swam, her nails digging into his wrist as she

 

refused to look away.











She would not

 

beg


 
.










She would not

 

break


 
.










Even as he held her life in his grip.










Vaelen watched her struggle for another moment before finally releasing her. She stumbled, coughing, her legs unsteady beneath her.










The king turned away, already moving toward the doors. "You have until sunrise," he said over his shoulder. "If you're not dressed by then, I will strip you bare and wed you in chains."










The door

 

slammed shut.











Lyria stood in the empty throne room, her body trembling with exhaustion, rage, and something

 

far more dangerous.











She was alive.For now.










And if Vaelen thought that meant she was his to

 

own


 
, to

 

break


 
, to

 

worship at his feet


 
—










He had no idea what kind of queen he had just

 

crowned.










Chapter Two - The Wedding of Ashes










The sun had barely begun to rise when the doors to her chamber crashed open.










Lyria hadn’t moved from where she sat on the cold stone floor, her wrists still bound in iron, her gown still in a shredded heap at her feet.










She had not dressed.










She had not obeyed.










Vaelen stood in the doorway, broad and imposing, his silhouette framed by the dim morning light. His expression was unreadable, but there was something

 

dangerous


 
in the way he stepped inside—slow, measured, like a predator giving its prey one final chance to run before sinking its teeth in.










She did not move.










“Defiant to the end,” he murmured, amusement curling at the edge of his voice. “I almost admire it.”










She lifted her chin, forcing herself to hold his gaze. “Then let me go.”










His laughter was dark, soft,

 

mocking


 
. “That’s not how this ends, little queen.”










In two strides, he was in front of her. Before she could flinch away, his

 

fingers twisted in her hair


 
, yanking her head back with a sharp tug.










“You will wed me today.” His voice was smooth, controlled.

 

Deadly.


 
“You will stand beside me before the court, dressed in white, and you will vow yourself to me—”










“I will never vow myself to you.”










The blow came quick—

 

the back of his hand striking her cheek


 
, snapping her head to the side. Pain bloomed, hot and sharp, but she swallowed the gasp that tried to escape. She would

 

not


 
give him the satisfaction.










He sighed, tilting his head. “And yet,” he mused, “you will.”










Lyria spat blood onto the stone floor. “Or what? You’ll kill me?”










He chuckled, low and deep. “No, little queen. I won’t kill you.” He crouched, his grip still tangled in her hair as he forced her to look at him.










His voice dropped to a whisper,

 

a promise, not a threat.











“I will make you beg for me.”










Her stomach twisted, a sickening mix of rage and something worse, something she refused to name.










Vaelen released her with a sharp jerk, stepping back as he nodded toward the wedding gown still crumpled on the ground.










“Put it on.”










Lyria clenched her fists. “No.”










A flicker of something cruel passed through his gaze before he turned toward the guards waiting at the door.










“Hold her.”










Panic surged through her as rough hands

 

clamped around her arms


 
, yanking her up to her feet. She thrashed, kicked,

 

bit down on the hand


 
gripping her wrist until the soldier cursed, but it was no use.










Vaelen sighed. “Very well. If you refuse to dress yourself…”










His fingers curled into the delicate white fabric, and with one sharp motion, he

 

ripped it in half.











Lyria barely had time to react before the gown was

 

shoved over her head


 
, arms forced through the sleeves as the torn silk tangled around her body.

 

The fabric clung like a cage


 
, trapping her as she struggled against the hands holding her still.










“You look beautiful,” Vaelen murmured, stepping back to admire his work.










Lyria

 

launched herself at him


 
, feet barely touching the ground as she

 

swung for his face


 
—but

 

his hand caught her wrist mid-air


 
.










He twisted it behind her back, dragging her flush against him. Her breath caught as she felt

 

the heat of his body


 
, the hard muscle beneath his leathers.










Vaelen’s lips brushed against her ear, his voice

 

dark and amused


 
.










“I will enjoy breaking you.”










Before she could respond, he released her

 

only to clasp a golden collar around her throat


 
. The weight of it was instant—heavy, unyielding. She clawed at it instinctively, but there was no latch, no buckle.










Only a

 

lock.











Only

 

his key.











Vaelen traced his fingers along the delicate metal, smirking. “Now, my bride,” he murmured, “shall we go?”










She

 

hated him.











She

 

hated him.











And yet, as the guards dragged her forward, the collar tight against her pulse,

 

she had never hated herself more for the way her heart pounded in her chest.
















The Wedding of Fire and Chains











The great hall was packed. Nobles from conquered kingdoms, warlords sworn to Vaelen’s cause, warriors who had carved their loyalty into flesh and bone.










And they were

 

all watching her.











She stood at the altar beside him, bound in white and gold, her hands curled into fists at her sides.










The chains at her wrists had been removed, but the collar remained—a silent reminder of

 

who she belonged to now


 
.










A priest stepped forward, droning on about duty and devotion, but she barely heard him.










All she could hear was the

 

thunder of her own heart.











All she could feel was

 

Vaelen’s presence beside her


 
—

 

unshaken, unmovable, burning like an eclipse she could never escape.











“Do you vow yourself to King Vaelen D’Aratheon?”










Silence.










She would not speak.










She would not kneel.










She would not—










Vaelen turned to her, his fingers

 

trailing up her bare arm


 
, slow and possessive, like a man

 

staking his claim.











The hall waited.










Lyria forced herself to

 

meet his eyes


 
, fire raging behind her ribs,

 

burning her alive.











And when she spoke, her voice was

 

sharp as a dagger.












"I do."











The words

 

tasted like poison.











Vaelen’s smirk was

 

triumphant


 
as he slid a gold ring onto her finger,

 

sealing her fate.











Then, before she could react, his hand

 

fisted in her hair


 
and yanked her forward into a

 

brutal, claiming kiss.











It was not gentle.










It was

 

not love.











It was

 

a war between teeth and tongues


 
, a battle of willpower fought through the press of lips, the bite of his fingers against her jaw, the

 

mocking hum of satisfaction


 
in his throat.










And the worst part?










The worst part was that for

 

one fleeting second


 
,

 

her traitorous body didn’t fight him.











For

 

one second


 
, she

 

melted.











For

 

one second


 
, she

 

forgot the war.











Then, just as suddenly as it began, he pulled away, brushing his thumb over her swollen lips.










“Mine,” he murmured, just for her to hear.










Lyria tasted

 

blood and rage and ruin


 
on her tongue.










But as the crowd erupted in cheers, as Vaelen turned to claim his throne, she forced herself to whisper

 

one last vow


 
to the gods.











"Not forever."










Chapter Three - The Cage of Gold










Lyria was dragged through the winding corridors of the fortress, her wrists still sore from the iron shackles, her body thrumming with exhaustion, fury, and something far worse—helplessness. The wedding had sealed her fate, but the battle was far from over. Her lips still burned from the bruising kiss Vaelen had forced upon her, a reminder that she was no longer a princess but a possession, a war prize wrapped in white silk and gold.










The grand halls faded into darkness as they led her deeper into the heart of his domain. The fortress smelled of steel and smoke, damp stone and blood—nothing like the perfumed marble corridors of her former home. Every step echoed against the towering walls, each sound a cruel mockery of her former freedom. She refused to ask where they were taking her. She refused to give them the satisfaction of hearing her voice.










The guards stopped before a set of massive doors, carved from obsidian and reinforced with iron. With a sharp nod from one of them, the heavy doors groaned open, revealing a chamber unlike anything she expected. It was not a dungeon, not a cell meant to keep a prisoner in chains. It was a cage of luxury, a gilded prison designed to break her in ways shackles never could.










The chamber was expansive, its floors covered in thick woven rugs, its high ceilings draped in black and gold. A large, canopied bed dominated the far side of the room, its sheets spun from silk, its pillows plump and inviting. A bathing chamber lay beyond an arched doorway, the scent of fresh oils and lavender lingering in the air. A vanity stood near the bed, adorned with delicate glass bottles and golden brushes, the kind a queen might use. The entire space was beautiful, opulent, designed for comfort and submission.










Her stomach twisted. This was not just a place for her to sleep. This was

 

his


 
chamber. This was where he expected her to

 

belong.











Vaelen stepped past the guards, his presence alone enough to make the air feel heavier. He took his time surveying her as she stood motionless in the doorway, his gaze leisurely dragging over her form, from the white silk clinging to her bruised body to the golden collar still tight around her throat. The smug amusement in his expression made her want to claw at his face, to carve out his victory from his skin.










"You should be grateful," he mused, crossing the room with the slow, confident steps of a predator that had already won. "Most war brides sleep in chains on cold stone. I am far more generous."










Lyria forced a sharp breath through her nose, her hands curling into fists at her sides. "Generous?" Her voice was raw, venom-laced, filled with the weight of everything he had taken. "You burned my home to the ground. Slaughtered my family. You expect me to thank you for this—this

 

prison wrapped in silk


 
?"










Vaelen chuckled, the sound low and dangerous, like the roll of distant thunder. He turned to a small wooden table near the bed, pouring himself a glass of dark wine. "Prison?" He took a slow sip, his eyes gleaming over the rim of the cup. "No, little queen. This is your

 

home


 
now. And in time, you will come to understand the difference."










She swallowed back the bitter rage rising in her throat. She would not shatter, not yet. There was no power in screaming, no victory in blind rage. She would not be another conquered thing beneath his boot. She forced herself to lift her chin, locking eyes with him, refusing to be the first to break. "You are a fool if you think I will ever be

 

anything


 
to you."










Vaelen set the glass down with a soft clink, exhaling as if he were

 

almost disappointed.


 
"I expected more from you," he murmured, moving closer, the heat of him brushing against her skin as he reached for the delicate chain at her throat. His fingers trailed the edge of the golden collar, his touch light, teasing, a warning more than a caress. "Most queens would understand the wisdom in

 

adapting


 
."










She jerked away before he could tighten his grip, her breath ragged as she stumbled back against the bedpost. "Most queens are not me," she spat.










A slow, dark smile curled his lips. "No," he agreed. "You are

 

so much more fun.


 
"










With a sharp flick of his wrist, he grabbed her by the waist,

 

hauling her onto the bed with ease


 
. She thrashed, tried to claw at his arms, but he was stronger, faster, his body pinning hers against the soft mattress with terrifying ease. One hand

 

gripped her throat


 
, firm but not yet tight, just enough to remind her who had control.










Lyria’s pulse pounded wildly against his palm, but she did not struggle, did not cry out. She only

 

glared


 
, fire burning in her veins, her nails digging into his wrist as she

 

refused


 
to submit.










Vaelen leaned in, his lips a breath away from her ear, his voice so soft it sent chills down her spine. "You will learn, Lyria," he murmured. "You will learn that

 

submission is not the same as surrender


 
. That bending does not mean breaking. That I can make you

 

crave your chains


 
."










A shudder ran through her body, her mind screaming at her to

 

fight, bite, tear him apart


 
—but he released her before she could act. His weight lifted, his warmth vanishing as he stepped away, leaving her panting and furious on the bed.










"You will eat," he said, voice returning to the cold command of a king. "You will bathe. And you will

 

wear what I give you


 
." He turned toward the door, pausing just long enough to glance back. "Tomorrow, I will

 

show you


 
what it means to be mine."










The doors shut behind him with a

 

finality that sent ice through her bones


 
.










Lyria sat on the edge of the bed, her hands trembling against the sheets. She was alone. But

 

she was not beaten.











She was

 

still standing.











And no matter what Vaelen thought,

 

this war was far from over.










Chapter Four - Breaking the Wild Queen










The morning light filtered through the high arched windows of her chamber, casting long streaks of gold across the silk sheets. Lyria had barely slept. Her body ached from the previous day’s humiliations, but exhaustion had never been enough to quiet her rage. It burned through her like a second heartbeat, keeping her mind sharp even as her limbs threatened to succumb to weariness. She had spent the night memorizing the layout of her prison—every door, every corner, every possible escape route.










A knock at the heavy doors pulled her from her thoughts. It was not a question, not a request for entry. A moment later, the doors swung open, and Vaelen strode inside as if he owned not just the room, but the very air she breathed. He had discarded his heavy war leathers for a loose black tunic, the fabric draping over his broad shoulders, the sleeves rolled up to expose the golden bands around his forearms, proof of his rank, his power. He looked every bit the warlord she despised—commanding, confident,

 

undefeated


 
.










Lyria sat on the edge of the bed, keeping her posture straight, refusing to appear small. Her wrists no longer bore shackles, but the weight of the golden collar around her throat was a constant reminder that she was still bound. Vaelen’s gaze flicked over her, a slow appraisal that made her skin prickle with fury. She expected another demand, another order meant to humiliate her.










Instead, he smirked. “Good,” he murmured. “You’re still fighting.”










Lyria clenched her jaw. “Were you expecting me to be broken already?”










Vaelen exhaled a soft chuckle as he moved closer. “No, little queen. That would be too easy.” He stopped before her, fingers brushing along the top of the collar, a barely-there touch that made her stiffen. “You are not some trembling princess meant to be tamed in a day. I want you to

 

understand


 
your place. To accept it. To

 

crave it


 
.”










Her breath came sharp and uneven. She wanted to spit in his face, to claw at his throat, but that would mean giving him something—

 

her rage, her attention, her focus


 
. Instead, she tilted her head and smiled sweetly. “And what if I never do?”










Vaelen’s smirk deepened, his fingers sliding from the collar to the delicate line of her jaw, tilting her face up to meet his gaze. “Then I will enjoy the battle,” he murmured. “Because I always win.”










The moment stretched, thick with something darker than hatred, something unspoken that made the space between them feel suffocating. His grip lingered a second too long before he finally stepped back, breaking whatever

 

tension


 
had coiled between them.










“Get up,” he ordered. “We have an audience to entertain.”










Lyria’s brow furrowed. “Audience?”










Vaelen gestured to the long gown draped across the nearby chair—

 

a deep red silk, slashed with gold embroidery. A queen’s colors.


 
It was beautiful, elegant, and meant for

 

display


 
.










“I told you,” he said. “You will

 

stand beside me


 
, as my queen. And today, my court will witness what that means.”










She stared at the dress, her fingers twitching at her sides. She could refuse, could fight, could

 

force him to drag her there in chains


 
—but she had already lost so many battles. This was one she could afford to play differently.










Lyria stood, slow and deliberate, reaching for the gown. She met his gaze as she lifted it, her expression unreadable. “Fine,” she said. “Let them see.”














The great hall of Vaelen’s fortress was unlike anything she had seen before. Unlike the opulent courts of her home, where light poured through crystal chandeliers and music wove through the air like silk, this hall was

 

a place of war


 
. Massive black banners hung from the towering stone columns, each one bearing the sigil of his kingdom—a silver wolf wreathed in fire. The long tables were lined with warlords and nobles, men and women who had

 

carved their loyalty into flesh and bone


 
, all of them turning to watch as she entered.










She walked beside Vaelen, her chin high, her movements controlled. The silk of the gown clung to her body, flowing behind her in waves of blood and gold. She felt

 

every pair of eyes


 
on her, some filled with amusement, others with cruel satisfaction.










They wanted to see a

 

broken queen


 
.










They would

 

not


 
get one.










Vaelen led her to the head of the hall, guiding her toward a long table where a throne sat at its center—his throne. And beside it, for the first time,

 

a second throne had been placed.











She froze.










His hand settled against her lower back, a soft, mocking pressure. “Sit,” he murmured.










Lyria turned her head slightly, enough that only he could hear her. “I’d rather stand.”










Vaelen’s fingers pressed

 

just a little harder


 
, a silent warning. “Sit,” he repeated.










A part of her wanted to refuse, to

 

force his hand, force his wrath


 
, just to see what he would do. But another part—the part that understood that power was a

 

game


 
—knew that this was not the moment to fight. This was a battle of endurance, of

 

patience


 
, and she would not

 

give him


 
an easy victory.










So she lowered herself onto the throne, feeling the weight of

 

a thousand stares


 
, the whispers curling through the room like smoke.










Vaelen’s lips curled at the corner. “Good girl.”










Her nails dug into the arms of the throne.

 

One day


 
, she promised herself.

 

One day, I will rip that smirk off your face.















The feast that followed was

 

a display, a warning, a test


 
. Vaelen played the role of the conqueror king,

 

magnanimous in victory


 
, sipping his wine as his warlords toasted to the fall of her people. The meal was lavish—roasted meats, golden fruits, thick honeyed bread—but it all tasted like

 

ash in her mouth


 
.










She ate in silence, never once touching the goblet before her.










Vaelen noticed.










With lazy ease, he reached across the table, plucking a grape from a golden tray. He held it between his fingers, turning toward her. “Eat.”










Lyria exhaled slowly, not looking at him. “I am not hungry.”










His voice remained

 

calm, low, edged with amusement.


 
“I was not asking.”










She

 

did not move


 
.










The great hall had gone quiet, all eyes

 

fixed on them


 
, watching, waiting. Vaelen hummed, tilting his head. Then, before she could react, he lifted the grape to her lips, pressing it against her mouth. “Open,” he commanded.










A slow, simmering rage burned beneath her skin.










She wanted to

 

bite his fingers


 
, to

 

throw the entire tray of food across the hall


 
, to

 

show every single bastard in this room that she was not their entertainment


 
.










Instead, she parted her lips

 

just enough


 
for the grape to pass, her teeth snapping shut the second it was inside. She chewed, slow and deliberate, never once breaking his gaze.










Vaelen’s lips curled. “Good girl.”










Lyria swallowed, the fruit

 

turning sour on her tongue


 
, her pulse roaring in her ears.










The court

 

erupted into applause.











They thought he had

 

won


 
something tonight.










They were wrong.










Because this war was far from over.










And

 

one day, she would feed him ruin from the palm of her hand.










Chapter Five - The First Test of Obedience










Lyria lay awake long after the feast had ended. The fortress was quiet now, the flickering sconces outside her chamber casting restless shadows across the stone walls. The taste of Vaelen’s victory still clung to her tongue—the grape he had forced between her lips, the smug glint in his eyes as his court cheered his dominance over their new queen.

 

She had played her part, but she had not lost.











She turned onto her side, staring at the heavy doors that sealed her inside

 

his


 
chamber. The room still reeked of him—leather, steel, and something darker, something she refused to name. The silk sheets beneath her felt suffocating, the luxurious trappings of her prison meant to lull her into

 

submission, compliance, surrender.


 
She clenched her fists, nails digging into her palms, a sharp reminder that she was still in control of herself, if nothing else.










A noise.










Her pulse quickened, every muscle going taut as the heavy doors

 

creaked open


 
. She didn’t have to turn to know it was him.










Vaelen stepped inside, the door shutting behind him with a low thud. He did not speak immediately, only the sound of his boots against the stone filling the silence.

 

Slow. Deliberate. Inevitable.











Lyria sat up, gripping the sheet around herself as he moved closer. He was still in the same dark tunic from earlier, but the rigid control he had wielded in court had loosened, replaced by something far more dangerous. The way he looked at her sent a slow, insidious shiver through her spine, like she had just

 

stepped into a trap and only now realized it.











"You are learning," he murmured, watching her like a predator watching its prey from the edge of the hunt. "But not quickly enough."










Lyria forced herself to meet his gaze, unflinching. "If you expect gratitude for forcing food into my mouth, you will be sorely disappointed."










Vaelen exhaled a low, amused chuckle. "Gratitude?" He moved closer, close enough that the heat of him brushed against her skin. "No, little queen. I expect

 

obedience.


 
"










She refused to shrink back, refused to

 

flinch


 
even as he reached out, fingers trailing over the golden collar at her throat, a slow caress of ownership that made her skin

 

crawl


 
. "And tonight," he continued, voice a dark promise, "you will give it to me."










The words were

 

soft


 
, but they were not a request.










Lyria forced her breath to remain even, though every instinct in her body screamed at her to

 

fight, flee, run


 
. She would not let him see her fear. Instead, she lifted her chin, defiance burning in her gaze. "What do you want?"










Vaelen smiled, slow and indulgent, his fingers still tracing the edge of the collar. "Stand."










The command slid through the air like steel wrapped in silk.










Lyria’s pulse pounded against the golden band circling her throat. She knew, without a doubt, that if she refused,

 

he would make her.


 
He would not strike her down. No, that would be too easy.

 

Too merciful.


 
He would bend her, shatter her,

 

drag her to her knees piece by piece until she submitted willingly.











And she would not let him win.










Slowly, deliberately, she rose from the bed, the sheets slipping from her body as she met his gaze head-on. His smirk deepened, his satisfaction curling around her like smoke.










"Good girl," he murmured.










Her teeth clenched.

 

She hated when he said that.











Vaelen stepped behind her, the warmth of his breath grazing her bare shoulder. He reached for the silver cuffs on the nearby table—the ones meant to

 

bind her wrists behind her back


 
.










"Give me your hands," he ordered.










She did not move.










His fingers trailed up her spine, a touch so

 

gentle


 
it made her skin prickle. "Do not make me repeat myself."










Lyria exhaled sharply, her body rigid with tension. This was

 

not a battle she could win outright.


 
Not yet. She needed to be careful, needed to

 

bide her time, earn his trust, find a weakness.


 
That meant playing his game—

 

for now.











With

 

cold, burning fury


 
, she lifted her hands behind her back.










Vaelen fastened the cuffs, the click of the lock sealing them in place. "See?" he murmured, his fingers brushing her wrists before he stepped in front of her again. "That wasn’t so hard, was it?"










Lyria said nothing.










He lifted a single brow, waiting.










She swallowed the bile rising in her throat.

 

This was a game. A game she would win.











"No," she forced out, her voice steady. "It was not."










His smirk widened, wicked and knowing. "Good girl."











She would kill him.











Vaelen lifted a goblet of dark wine from the table, swirling the liquid lazily before bringing it to his lips. He drank deeply, then offered it to her. "Drink."










Her stomach twisted. The last thing she wanted was

 

to take anything from his hand.











But he had already proven he had no patience for disobedience.










Slowly, deliberately, she

 

leaned forward


 
, her lips brushing the rim of the goblet as she took a small sip. The wine was rich, laced with something she couldn’t name, something that sent warmth curling in her belly.










Vaelen watched her intently, eyes gleaming with something dark. "Good," he murmured. "You’re learning."










Lyria forced herself to meet his gaze. "And what exactly am I learning?"










His smirk deepened, his fingers trailing up her bare arm,

 

a featherlight touch that burned like a brand


 
.










"That submission does not mean

 

weakness


 
," he murmured, stepping closer, his lips a breath from hers. "That pleasure and surrender are not so different. And that one day…"










His thumb brushed her lower lip, sending a slow shudder through her.










"You will beg for me, little queen."










Lyria’s heart

 

roared


 
in her chest. Every nerve in her body screamed in rebellion, in fury, in

 

horrified anticipation


 
.










But she refused to let him see it.










Instead, she parted her lips, leaned in

 

as if


 
she would speak—










And bit him.










Vaelen barely reacted, only a

 

soft, sharp chuckle


 
leaving his throat as she tasted blood on her tongue. His hand

 

tightened in her hair


 
, tilting her head back until she was forced to look at him.










"You are fire," he murmured, amusement laced with something

 

darker, more possessive


 
. "But I will make you burn for me."










Lyria breathed hard, staring into the abyss of his gaze, feeling the

 

weight of his promise


 
settle around her like a noose.










And for the first time, beneath all her rage, beneath all her fury, a flicker of something

 

dreadful, thrilling, impossible


 
coiled in her stomach.











Fear.











Because she didn’t know if she

 

hated it


 
or if she was beginning to

 

like it.









Chapter Six - The First Taste of Submission







Lyria sat stiffly in the heavy chair by the fire, her hands still bound behind her back, the iron cuffs biting into her wrists. The wine he had made her drink still burned in her stomach, leaving warmth where there should have been ice. Vaelen sat across from her, watching in that way that made her feel

 

studied


 
, like he was peeling back the layers of her defiance, stripping her bare even without touching her.




"You enjoyed it," he mused, swirling his goblet, voice smooth as silk.

Lyria scoffed, rolling her shoulders against the aching pull of her restraints. "Delusion suits you, my king."

Vaelen leaned forward, elbows resting on his thighs, eyes gleaming with amusement. "Did it make you feel powerful, biting me?" His lips curled into a smirk, the wound on his lower lip barely visible now. "I wonder if you realize what you've done."

Her jaw tightened. "I put a mark on you."

"You did," he agreed, setting his goblet aside and rising slowly. He stepped toward her, his boots clicking against the stone floor. "And do you know what that means, little queen?"




Lyria kept her gaze locked onto his, refusing to flinch, refusing to

 

bend


 
. "It means you bleed like any other man."







Vaelen chuckled, the sound rich, low, dripping with something

 

dangerous


 
. He crouched before her, close enough that she could feel the warmth of him, the

 

power radiating from his very presence


 
. "No," he murmured, trailing a single finger along the edge of the golden collar at her throat. "It means you challenged me."







She forced herself to keep her breathing even, though every nerve in her body

 

screamed at his nearness


 
. His fingers slid lower, brushing against the delicate skin of her pulse.







"You are mine," he said softly, a whisper of a threat, a promise, a vow. "And if you wish to

 

mark me


 
, I will return the favor."




Lyria tensed, a sharp shudder rippling down her spine as his thumb pressed against her throat. "You think I fear you?" she rasped.




Vaelen tilted his head, considering her, and then…

 

he smiled.








"I don’t need you to fear me," he murmured, his grip tightening just enough to make her

 

aware of how easily he could crush her


 
. "I need you to understand what you are." His fingers trailed down the center of her chest, barely grazing her skin, an

 

infuriating, calculated tease


 
. "A queen, yes. But more importantly,

 

mine.


 
"







Lyria

 

jerked against her bonds


 
, her breath sharp, her

 

rage blinding


 
. "I will never be yours," she spat, every word drenched in venom.







Vaelen hummed in amusement, leaning in so close that his breath tickled her lips. "And yet," he whispered, voice laced with

 

wicked pleasure


 
, "here you are. Dressed in my colors. Bound by my hands. Learning what it means to obey."







Lyria’s pulse thundered against her throat. She hated him. Hated him more than she had ever hated anything in her life. And yet, when he ran a single knuckle down the length of her arm, when his hand settled

 

low on her waist


 
, there was no denying the way her body reacted.




He noticed.

Of course he noticed.

"You tremble," he murmured. "Do you know why?"

Lyria forced herself to sneer. "Because I'm disgusted."




Vaelen's smirk only deepened. "Lie to yourself if you must, little queen." He reached behind her, his fingers

 

unfastening the cuffs


 
in a slow, deliberate motion. As the metal fell away, she

 

sucked in a sharp breath


 
, rolling her sore wrists, resisting the urge to rub at them in front of him.




Freedom.

Or at least, the illusion of it.

"You will not fight me," he commanded. "Not tonight."

Lyria lifted her chin. "And if I do?"




Vaelen’s expression darkened with something

 

indulgent, amused, predatory


 
. "Then I will bind you again. And next time, it will not be your wrists."




Her breath hitched before she could stop it, a tiny, traitorous sound she hated herself for.




Vaelen grinned.

 

He had heard it.








He

 

stepped away


 
, turning his back to her, giving her a moment to

 

decide if she would follow or if she would test him again


 
.







Lyria’s mind screamed at her to run, to fight, to

 

do anything but obey


 
. But her body… her body was

 

learning something else entirely.





And that terrified her more than anything.



Chapter Seven - The Public Display of a Queen




Lyria awoke to the warmth of sunlight spilling across her skin, the golden rays slipping through the high arched windows. For a brief moment, her mind drifted back to the mornings of her past life—silk sheets, the scent of lavender, the quiet murmur of servants outside her door. Then reality slammed into her like a blade to the ribs.




This was

 

not


 
her home.







The bed she lay in was

 

not hers


 
.







And the man standing at the foot of it, already dressed in his black and gold leathers,

 

was her captor.





Vaelen watched her as if he had been standing there for some time, arms folded across his chest, the barest smirk playing at his lips. "You sleep like a queen," he murmured. "It’s a shame you don’t act like one."




Lyria forced herself upright, the silk sheets pooling around her waist. Her

 

body still ached


 
from the night before, from the way he had held her wrists behind her back, from the way his touch had burned through the thin fabric of her gown. He had released her, but he had not let her go. Not truly.




He never would.

She met his gaze with cold defiance. "If you came here for obedience, you’ll be disappointed."

Vaelen exhaled a slow, amused breath. "On the contrary, little queen. You are already learning."




Lyria clenched her jaw, refusing to

 

let him see


 
how the words made her

 

pulse quicken


 
.




Vaelen tilted his head, studying her with that sharp, calculating gaze. "Get up," he ordered, voice smooth as silk, but with an edge beneath it. "It is time the court sees what belongs to me."

Her stomach twisted. "And if I refuse?"

The amusement in his expression deepened. "Then I will carry you there myself."




A long silence stretched between them, crackling with

 

unspoken threats, unspoken promises


 
. She could

 

fight


 
. She could

 

scream, scratch, claw at him


 
until her nails were painted red with his blood.







But he would

 

win


 
. He would

 

always win.








And

 

she could not afford to lose another battle.








Slowly, she threw the sheets aside and

 

stood


 
, letting the silk gown slip from her shoulders and onto the floor. She did not flinch when his gaze

 

dragged over her


 
, did not allow herself the

 

weakness of shame


 
. If he wanted to look, then let him.




He had already taken everything else.




Vaelen's lips curved into something dark, something

 

satisfied


 
.




"Good girl."








The great hall was filled by the time they arrived, the long tables lined with nobles and warriors, all of them turning to

 

watch her


 
as she walked beside Vaelen. Their eyes were not

 

kind


 
, not

 

welcoming


 
. Some were amused, others openly

 

hungry


 
, their gazes raking over her as if she were

 

meat laid before them, a prize to be gawked at.








She

 

hated


 
them.







Hated their whispered mockery, their twisted approval of what had been done to her kingdom, their expectation that she would fall in line, just another

 

conquered queen kneeling at Vaelen’s feet.








She would

 

never kneel.








Vaelen led her to the head of the hall, where

 

two thrones stood side by side


 
. His, tall and carved from dark wood, a wolf’s head etched into its crown. And

 

hers


 
—the one he had made for her, smaller, but still

 

golden and adorned with delicate filigree, a mockery of a royal seat.





He sat first, draping himself over the throne with effortless dominance. Then, he gestured to the chair beside him. "Sit."

Lyria did not move.




The court waited,

 

whispering, watching, waiting for her to break.








Vaelen’s smirk was

 

lazy, patient


 
, as if he had all the time in the world. "Would you rather sit on the floor, little queen?"







A fresh wave of

 

humiliation coiled inside her


 
, sharp and burning. He was testing her, playing with her

 

like a cat plays with a trapped bird


 
, watching to see if she would struggle or simply

 

let him sink his teeth in.








Lyria exhaled slowly, keeping her gaze

 

steady


 
, her voice cool. "I will sit. But not because you command it."




Vaelen’s lips twitched. "Of course."




She lowered herself into the throne, every movement slow,

 

controlled


 
, refusing to

 

show submission


 
. The court

 

murmured


 
, but she did not listen.







Because

 

Vaelen was still watching her.








And in his gaze, she saw something

 

darker than amusement, darker than victory.






He was pleased.









The feast was

 

a display


 
, a warning, a reminder that she was now

 

a queen in name only


 
. The warlords drank, the nobles laughed, the soldiers roared with

 

boasts of conquest


 
. Vaelen drank

 

his wine slowly


 
, listening to them, offering the occasional

 

smirk or nod


 
, but his attention was never

 

far from her


 
.







Lyria barely touched her food, her stomach

 

twisting with nausea


 
.




Vaelen noticed.

Of course, he noticed.

Without breaking conversation, he lifted his own goblet, took a sip, and then turned toward her, pressing it to her lips. "Drink."




The room

 

fell silent.








The entire court

 

was watching.








Lyria

 

stilled


 
, her pulse hammering against her ribs. This was not

 

just about wine.


 
This was

 

a command. A show of power. A test.








If she refused, he would

 

make her.








If she obeyed, she would

 

lose.





Her jaw tightened, fingers curling into the fabric of her gown.

Vaelen’s smirk deepened. "I will not ask again, little queen."




The air

 

thickened


 
, the weight of the court’s expectation pressing against her skin.







She had lost

 

too many battles


 
already. She would

 

not lose this one.








So, slowly, deliberately, she

 

parted her lips


 
and

 

drank.








The court

 

roared in approval


 
, lifting their goblets, toasting to their

 

king and his conquered queen.





Vaelen leaned in, his voice just for her. "Good girl," he murmured, low and satisfied.




Lyria’s stomach

 

churned


 
.




Not because of the wine.

Not because of the whispers.




But because she could not tell whether she

 

hated his approval more than she craved it.








And that

 

terrified her.







Chapter Eight - A Lesson in Power







The court still buzzed with laughter, clinking goblets, and the aftermath of her small, humiliating submission. Lyria forced herself to sit still, to keep her spine straight, to

 

ignore


 
the way Vaelen's presence pressed against her like an unrelenting force. He was enjoying this, watching her carefully, waiting for something—perhaps for her to slip, to lash out, to prove that she was still a wild thing in need of breaking.




She had given him one small victory, but it would be the last.

A silver plate was placed before her, a feast fit for a queen, though it might as well have been poison. She knew what would come next.

"Eat," Vaelen murmured beside her, not loud enough for the court to hear, but with enough weight to make her stomach tighten.




Lyria didn't react. She reached for the goblet instead, sipping slowly, acting as if

 

his commands were nothing more than idle suggestions.


 
If he thought she would break simply because she was seated beside him like some conquered bride, he had

 

underestimated her.








Vaelen hummed in amusement. She felt the shift in the air before she felt his touch—his hand settling

 

low on her thigh, just beneath the table where no one could see


 
. The warmth of it was a brand, his fingers tracing small circles over the silk of her gown, a cruel, unspoken reminder of his control.




Lyria's grip on the goblet tightened.




"I said," he murmured, voice dark,

 

taunting


 
, "Eat."




She turned to him, meeting his gaze with cold, unflinching steel. "Do you enjoy playing with your food, my king?"




Vaelen chuckled, his fingers

 

squeezing


 
, his palm pressing harder against her leg. "Immensely," he admitted, tilting his head as if

 

drinking in her anger, savoring it like fine wine


 
.







Lyria did not move. She did not flinch. She would not let him see that her pulse had begun

 

to race


 
, that her body betrayed her even as her mind screamed for rebellion. She only smiled—a slow, dangerous thing. "Then I suppose we are alike in that."







Vaelen's expression flickered with something unreadable, something

 

wicked and intrigued all at once


 
. He lifted a piece of fruit from his own plate, turning it in his fingers before offering it to her. "Then prove it," he murmured.







Lyria stared at the fruit, the

 

silent challenge


 
thick between them. This was not about hunger. This was about

 

power


 
.







To eat from his hand would be a declaration—a silent acceptance of

 

what she was becoming, what she was allowing him to turn her into.





Her pride screamed at her to refuse.




But she was playing a

 

longer game


 
than he realized.







She parted her lips and took

 

the fruit from his fingers


 
, her eyes never leaving his, her teeth

 

barely grazing his skin as she pulled away.








Vaelen inhaled slowly, watching her like a predator watching something far more

 

dangerous


 
than prey.




Lyria chewed, swallowed, and smirked. "Satisfied?"




His gaze darkened,

 

his hunger shifting into something far more dangerous


 
.




"Not yet," he murmured.




The heat between them was suffocating, but she did not break eye contact. She was beginning to learn how to

 

wield his desire against him


 
.







And

 

that knowledge was intoxicating.









The feast had begun to die down, the warlords and nobles indulging in drink and idle conversation, but Vaelen made no move to dismiss the gathering. Instead, he rose slowly from his throne, and with one commanding glance, silenced the room.

Lyria's pulse quickened.

Something was about to happen.




Vaelen stepped forward, his deep voice carrying through the hall. "Many have asked if Ilvoria will truly kneel. If its queen will bow, if she will prove herself

 

worthy of the crown I have placed upon her.


 
"




Lyria stiffened.




A ripple of amusement spread through the court. Some of the warlords chuckled, others leaned forward, their

 

anticipation thick in the air


 
.




Vaelen turned back to her, his smirk sharp as a blade. "Rise, my queen."




The

 

room held its breath.





Lyria stared at him, her mind racing.

This was another test.

A demand.




A

 

trap.








If she refused, he would

 

make her.


 
If she

 

fought


 
, it would only

 

confirm


 
to his court that she was nothing more than a

 

disobedient creature in need of breaking.





And if she obeyed…




If she

 

stood before them all


 
, letting them see her in her

 

golden collar, in her stolen crown, in the colors of the man who had ruined her…








It would

 

cement her as his.








The air was

 

thick with waiting.








She could feel the eyes of every noble, every warlord,

 

every whispering snake


 
in the room.







Vaelen’s voice was softer now, but still

 

edged with steel


 
. "Do not keep me waiting, little queen."







Lyria inhaled slowly.

 

Controlled. Calculated. A queen, not a prisoner.








And then, without breaking eye contact, without lowering her head, without

 

flinching


 
—




She stood.




The court

 

exploded into applause.








She saw the flash of

 

satisfaction in Vaelen’s gaze


 
, the

 

undeniable victory


 
he thought he had just claimed.




But he did not know.




He did not

 

see


 
.







Because

 

Lyria had not knelt.








She had

 

not bowed.








She had

 

risen.








And one day, she would

 

rise above him.








One day, she would

 

crush him beneath her own heel.








Vaelen stepped toward her, his fingers brushing over the golden collar,

 

his touch burning against her throat


 
. "Good girl," he murmured, his breath a whisper against her skin.




Lyria smiled sweetly, ignoring the way her pulse betrayed her.

For now.



Chapter Nine - The Ritual of Submission







Lyria’s body was tense as Vaelen led her through the dimly lit corridors of his fortress, his hand a firm presence against the small of her back. The feast had ended, the court dismissed, yet the air between them remained heavy, thick with the

 

unspoken power struggle


 
that neither of them was willing to acknowledge outright.







She had risen before them all. She had

 

stood


 
. But Vaelen still believed he had won.







That thought made her stomach twist, a sick mix of anger and something more dangerous—something

 

taunting, thrilling, terrifying.








They reached the door to

 

his chambers


 
, and before she could react, Vaelen pushed it open and

 

guided her inside.


 
The room was cast in the golden glow of candlelight, the air laced with the scent of smoke and cedar. The moment the heavy door

 

clicked shut


 
, she turned on him, eyes

 

burning with defiance


 
.




"You wanted a queen beside you, yet you parade me like a trained dog," she snapped, voice sharp as steel. "Is that what you need to feel powerful, my king? A pet to sit pretty while your warlords watch?"




Vaelen sighed, as if her rebellion

 

was nothing more than an inconvenience to him


 
. He removed his leather gloves with slow, deliberate ease before tossing them onto a nearby table. "You mistake my patience for indulgence, little queen," he murmured, stepping closer. "I allow your defiance because I

 

enjoy it.


 
But do not think for a moment that it makes you powerful."




She clenched her fists at her sides, her heart hammering against her ribs. "Then strike me," she spat. "Punish me. Show me how a true conqueror commands his queen."




Vaelen’s gaze

 

darkened


 
, and for a fleeting second, she saw

 

something shift beneath the mask of control he always wore.


 
Something raw. Something

 

dangerous.








Then, without warning, he grabbed her wrist and

 

yanked her forward


 
, spinning her so that her back was flush against his chest. His arm

 

wrapped around her waist


 
, pinning her in place, his breath warm against the

 

shell of her ear.








"You think I need to hurt you to own you?" His voice was

 

low, taunting


 
, his free hand

 

trailing up her arm


 
, ghosting over the golden collar at her throat. "You are already mine, little queen."







Lyria twisted in his grip,

 

refusing to submit


 
, but his

 

hold tightened


 
, his fingers pressing into her ribs just enough to remind her of his strength. "You can hold me like this," she growled, voice unshaken. "You can chain me. Collar me. Parade me before your court. But I will never be yours."







Vaelen

 

laughed


 
, the sound

 

dangerously soft


 
, as if she had just whispered something amusing into his ear. "Is that so?" he murmured. "Then tell me why you’re trembling."




Her stomach knotted.




Because she

 

was


 
trembling.




Not with fear.

Not with weakness.

But with something worse.




Something

 

she couldn’t control.








Something that

 

he could see.





"Let me go," she hissed, voice shaking with fury.




Vaelen pressed his lips

 

against her temple


 
, not quite a kiss, just

 

a taunt


 
, just

 

a warning.


 
"No."







He released her so suddenly she nearly

 

stumbled


 
, but she caught herself before she could show

 

any sign of fragility


 
. When she spun to face him, her breath was ragged, her pulse an unrelenting roar in her ears.







Vaelen lifted his hands

 

as if in surrender


 
, his smirk nothing short of

 

wicked.


 
"I told you," he said smoothly. "I do not need to

 

hurt


 
you to break you."




Lyria’s nails dug into her palms. "You will never break me."




Vaelen tilted his head, watching her with

 

quiet amusement


 
. "We shall see."







And then, in a swift,

 

infuriating display of control


 
, he turned his back to her and began unfastening the clasps of his tunic,

 

as if she wasn’t even a threat worth his attention.








Lyria stood frozen, her body

 

burning, shaking, screaming at her to act


 
. But she did nothing.







Because the worst part of all—the most

 

dangerous


 
realization that

 

sank into her bones like poison—






He was right.




Chapter Ten - The Fire Between Us







The air in the chamber was thick, charged with something that neither of them wanted to name. Lyria stood rigid near the door, her fists clenched, her nails digging into her palms as she

 

watched him undress with infuriating ease


 
.







Vaelen shrugged out of his tunic, the fabric sliding from his broad shoulders, revealing the hard, chiseled planes of his body—

 

a body built for war, for destruction, for conquering.


 
Old scars marred his golden skin, proof of a life spent taking what he wanted, bending kingdoms to his will.




She should have looked away.

She didn’t.




Instead, she let her gaze drag over him, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of flinching, unwilling to look weak. He was a monster, but he was

 

a beautiful one


 
, and that truth made her stomach churn with disgust.







Vaelen turned slightly, as if he could feel the weight of her stare. His smirk was lazy, knowing,

 

infuriating


 
. "You can keep looking," he murmured, undoing the belt at his waist. "I don’t mind."







Lyria

 

snapped her gaze to his


 
, her breath hitching in fury. "You think I want this?"







Vaelen chuckled, shaking his head as he set his belt aside. "No," he admitted, stepping closer,

 

each movement slow, deliberate, designed to unnerve her.


 
"But I think you’re starting to realize what happens when a caged thing begins to crave its captor."







She didn’t move as he reached for her, his fingers trailing along the edge of her gown, not yet touching, just

 

hovering


 
, teasing, taunting. "Do you know what I saw today?" he asked, voice smooth as silk, his fingertips brushing against the thin straps of her dress.







Lyria forced herself to

 

breathe evenly


 
, to ignore the warmth curling through her spine at his nearness. "Enlighten me."







Vaelen smiled, his fingers trailing

 

down her arm, featherlight, intoxicating


 
. "I saw a queen who knows her war is already lost."




The words were like a blade to her ribs, sharp and cruel, but she refused to let them sink in.

"You mistake my patience for surrender," she whispered, voice steady despite the way her heart thundered.

Vaelen’s touch lingered a moment longer before he stepped back, his smirk deepening. "Then prove me wrong."




Lyria exhaled slowly, her body still

 

thrumming with something dark, something dangerous


 
. This was another game, another trap, but she was learning how to play.




So she took a step forward.




Vaelen’s eyes

 

flashed with something wicked, something pleased


 
, but she ignored it. She let her fingers

 

trail up his chest


 
, a mirror of his earlier touch, slow and testing, feeling the hard muscle beneath her palm.




"Tell me," she murmured, tilting her head slightly. "If you take me to your bed, do you think that means you’ve won?"




Vaelen’s smirk didn’t waver, but his grip tightened around her wrist, pulling her closer. "No," he said, voice dangerously soft. "It means

 

you have.


 
"




The breath caught in her throat.

She hated him.




She hated that he made her feel

 

unsteady, breathless, hot in ways that made her want to tear herself apart.








And she hated that he

 

knew it.





Lyria wrenched her hand free, stepping back, rage boiling beneath her skin. "You will never have me," she spat.

Vaelen’s smirk remained, but his eyes darkened with something far more lethal. "We shall see, little queen," he murmured.




Then, without another word, he turned, dismissing her

 

as if she was already his to control, his to own, his to claim when he decided the time was right.








Lyria stood in the center of the room, breathing hard, her body

 

burning with fury, confusion, and something she refused to name.





This was a war.

And tonight, she wasn’t sure if she had won or lost.

But one thing was certain.


Vaelen wasn’t just breaking her.



She was starting to break him, too.




Chapter Eleven - The Assassin in White







The next morning, Lyria awoke with a plan. The heat from last night still lingered in her veins, the memory of

 

Vaelen’s touch, his words, the way he had made her question herself.


 
But she would not let it consume her. She had let herself slip, let herself play into his games, but now it was time to

 

remind him who he had stolen, who he had put in chains.








She dressed in silence, slipping into a gown of

 

ivory silk


 
, the fabric delicate, innocent—

 

a perfect deception.


 
The court would see a

 

queen draped in purity


 
, a woman who had begun to accept her captivity. But beneath the soft exterior, Lyria was

 

razor-sharp, waiting, ready to strike.








The corridors outside her chamber were quiet, the fortress still waking. She moved with careful precision, memorizing the guards’ rotations, the hidden passageways, the

 

weaknesses in Vaelen’s impenetrable fortress.


 
Every step brought her closer to what she needed—

 

a weapon.








The opportunity came during the morning court. Vaelen sat upon his

 

dark throne


 
, draped in the colors of his conquest, his

 

arrogance a living, breathing thing.


 
He had not touched her since the night before, but his gaze

 

never left her.








And she hated that she could

 

still feel it.








The warlords bickered, discussing the remnants of Ilvoria’s resistance, debating what

 

further punishment should be inflicted upon her people.


 
Lyria sat beside Vaelen in silence, listening, watching,

 

waiting.





Then she saw it.




A servant approached, setting a tray before them—golden goblets, slices of honey-dipped fruit, and

 

a silver dagger resting beside Vaelen’s plate.






A dagger.





So small, so

 

perfectly within reach.








Her pulse remained steady, her hands light as she reached for the goblet,

 

her fingers brushing against the cool metal of the blade.


 
It would take only seconds. A flick of her wrist, a precise strike to his throat, and the monster that had stolen her kingdom would be

 

dead.





Her heart thundered.




She

 

had to move now.





She curled her fingers around the hilt—


And Vaelen caught her wrist.





The world

 

stopped.








The hall

 

fell silent.





Lyria froze, blood roaring in her ears, her breath caught in her throat.




Slowly, deliberately, Vaelen lifted his gaze, his fingers tightening

 

just enough to make the dagger slip from her grasp, clattering onto the plate below.








The warlords

 

watched, waiting,


 
but Vaelen said nothing.







For a moment, he simply

 

held her there


 
, his grip unyielding, his

 

expression unreadable.





Then, his lips curved.




"Careful, little queen," he murmured, his voice low, dark, taunting.

 

"You almost made a very costly mistake."








Lyria’s chest heaved, but she refused to look away, refused to show the

 

rage, the panic, the bitter taste of failure


 
burning through her.







Vaelen lifted the dagger from the plate, twirling it between his fingers before setting it back down—

 

closer to him this time, out of her reach.





Then he leaned in, just enough that only she could hear his next words.




"If you try again, Lyria," he whispered, voice as soft as silk,

 

"you had better succeed."








The court

 

continued as if nothing had happened.








Vaelen poured himself a goblet of wine,

 

calm, unshaken, as if his queen had not just attempted to kill him before his entire court.








And

 

Lyria realized something terrible.





He wasn’t angry.




He was

 

enjoying this.








She had

 

failed.








And Vaelen

 

couldn’t wait to punish her for it.







Chapter Twelve - The Darkest Kiss







The court carried on as though nothing had happened, as though the queen of a conquered kingdom had not just

 

tried to kill her new husband in broad daylight.


 
The warlords spoke of land and battle, of blood and steel, but Lyria heard none of it. Her pulse was a roaring storm in her ears, her hands clenched against the arms of her throne, fingers digging into the polished wood.




Vaelen did not speak to her.




He did not

 

scold her.








He did not drag her from the hall in fury, did not demand punishment before his warriors.

 

He did nothing.





And that terrified her more than any slap, any blade, any threat.




The moment court was dismissed, she rose from her throne, moving swiftly,

 

knowing she needed distance, knowing she needed to get away.


 
But before she could take a second step,

 

his hand wrapped around her wrist.








The touch was

 

not violent, not rough


 
, but it held the weight of

 

unspoken authority


 
, a silent command that sent

 

ice and fire rushing through her veins all at once.








"Walk with me," Vaelen murmured, his voice low, even,

 

calm.





Lyria stiffened. "And if I refuse?"




Vaelen simply smiled.

 

"Then I will carry you."








Heat

 

flared beneath her skin


 
, but she said nothing.

 

Not in front of the watching eyes.


 
She allowed him to lead her from the hall, his grip firm, his pace slow, as though they were simply husband and wife

 

enjoying the afternoon sun.








But as soon as the doors to the great hall closed behind them,

 

Vaelen changed.








The grip on her wrist

 

tightened


 
, and in a single, brutal motion,

 

he pulled her into a darkened alcove


 
, pressing her

 

back against the cold stone wall.








Lyria gasped, but his body was

 

already against hers


 
, trapping her, consuming her, his heat a stark contrast against the chill of the fortress walls.







His lips were at her ear.

 

"Tell me, little queen,"


 
he whispered, his breath hot against her skin,

 

"did you truly think I would not see it coming?"





Lyria swallowed hard, her heart slamming against her ribs. "I almost succeeded," she rasped.




Vaelen chuckled, dark and amused. "Almost is not enough." His fingers

 

trailed up her arm


 
, slow,

 

cruel


 
, as though mocking the way she had tried to grip the dagger, the way she had

 

failed.








Lyria

 

hated him.








Hated him for his strength, for his power, for his

 

unshaken confidence.








But more than anything, she

 

hated herself.








For

 

trembling


 
beneath his touch.




For wanting to know what he would do to her now.




Vaelen’s free hand came up to her throat,

 

just beneath the golden collar


 
, his thumb

 

pressing lightly against the pulse that betrayed her.





"You are bold," he murmured, his gaze burning into hers. "I like that about you."




Lyria’s breath hitched, but she forced herself to lift her chin, to

 

fight


 
. "You think I did this for your approval?"







Vaelen

 

laughed softly


 
, his grip tightening

 

just enough to make her gasp.





"You did it because you are desperate," he said, tilting his head slightly, his lips hovering over her jaw. "Because you know that if you do not kill me, you will become mine in ways that will destroy you."




Lyria's

 

fury burned through her


 
, raw and volatile.

 

She wanted to hurt him, to shatter his confidence, to remind him that she was not a plaything, not a docile creature waiting to be bent.





So she did the only thing she could.




She grabbed

 

his face in her hands and kissed him.








Not soft, not hesitant.

 

A kiss filled with rage, with defiance, with a war she refused to lose.








Vaelen

 

froze


 
, just for a breath, just for a moment—







And then he

 

devoured her.








He pressed into her, his hands gripping her waist, pulling her tighter against him,

 

stealing the air from her lungs.


 
His teeth grazed her lower lip, his fingers digging into her hips,

 

his dominance bleeding into every movement.








Lyria

 

hated it.








Hated

 

that she kissed him first.








Hated

 

that he kissed her back harder.








Hated

 

that her body betrayed her, that heat coiled low in her stomach, that she wanted more even as her mind screamed at her to push him away.








When he finally pulled back, his breath was uneven, his

 

smirk dark, victorious.








"You play a dangerous game," he murmured,

 

his thumb brushing over her swollen lips.








Lyria

 

glared at him


 
, forcing herself to breathe, forcing herself to

 

ignore the way her body ached, not from pain, but from something else entirely.





"This is not a game," she whispered.

Vaelen’s smirk deepened.

"It is now."



Chapter Thirteen - The Fall of a Queen







Lyria's breath came in sharp, uneven gasps, her back still pressed against the cold stone as

 

Vaelen loomed over her


 
, his body caging her in, his scent—**smoke, steel, power—**wrapping around her like invisible chains. His thumb brushed over her

 

kiss-bruised lips


 
, his smirk dark and knowing, a silent reminder that

 

he had won this battle


 
.




She should have felt nothing but fury.


But she felt fire.





Not the kind that burned from anger, but the kind that consumed

 

from the inside out


 
, that curled between her legs and made her skin feel

 

too tight, too hot, too desperate for something she refused to name.








Vaelen saw it.

 

Of course, he did.








The way her pulse

 

pounded


 
beneath his fingers. The way her chest

 

rose and fell too quickly


 
, the way her thighs clenched together, betraying the very thing she had sworn would never happen.







"You liked that," he murmured, his voice a

 

velvet-wrapped blade


 
, soft and taunting. "Didn't you?"







Lyria's

 

rage flared


 
, but before she could snap a retort, Vaelen’s fingers

 

curled into the fabric of her gown


 
, pulling it tight against her waist.

 

"Say it."





She refused.




She refused

 

so hard it hurt.








Vaelen’s smirk sharpened. "You don’t have to say it, little queen." His other hand

 

skated lower, tracing the curve of her hip


 
, barely touching, just

 

ghosting over her skin


 
, teasing, tormenting,

 

making her ache.


 
"Your body says it for you."







She sucked in a sharp breath as his

 

palm slid between her thighs, over the silk-soft fabric of her dress, over the heat pooling where it shouldn’t be.








"Stop," she hissed, but her voice

 

lacked conviction


 
, her body betraying the lie even as she spoke it.







Vaelen

 

chuckled


 
, the sound sinful, low,

 

intoxicating.


 
"You want me to stop?" He dipped his head, his lips hovering over the racing pulse at her throat, his breath sending

 

violent shivers down her spine.


 
"Or do you want me to show you exactly how much of you I already own?"







Lyria’s hands flew to his chest,

 

pushing, shoving


 
, but he barely moved, a wall of heat and muscle against her. His lips

 

traced the line of her neck


 
, open-mouthed and lazy,

 

like he had all the time in the world to make her come undone.








She

 

hated him.





Hated that he had turned her own body into a weapon against her.




Hated that she

 

wanted more.








"You’re shaking," he whispered against her skin,

 

his tongue flicking out to taste her.








She

 

whimpered


 
before she could stop it.







A sound so

 

small, so traitorous, so utterly damning.








Vaelen groaned, his fingers

 

tightening against her hips, pinning her harder, deeper against the stone.


 
"Do you know how long I’ve waited to hear that?" he murmured,

 

his voice thick with dark hunger.








Lyria clenched her jaw.

 

"I hate you."








He laughed, dragging his lips

 

up to her jaw, to her ear, to the corner of her mouth.


 
"Then hate me," he purred.

 

"But let me ruin you anyway."








His lips

 

slammed into hers


 
, devouring, brutal, demanding.





This wasn’t a kiss.





It was

 

war.








It was

 

desperation and hunger and everything she had spent weeks fighting, unraveling beneath his hands.








His teeth

 

claimed her lower lip, biting just hard enough to send pleasure laced with pain down her spine.


 
His tongue swept into her mouth,

 

demanding she surrender, demanding she give in.








And

 

gods help her, she did.








Her hands

 

twisted into his tunic


 
, no longer pushing, but

 

pulling


 
, dragging him closer,

 

needing to feel him everywhere.








Vaelen

 

growled


 
, a raw, vicious sound, his body pressing harder against hers, his thigh

 

slotting between hers


 
,

 

spreading her open just enough to make her whimper into his mouth.






Heat pooled low, unbearable, consuming, uncontrollable.





His hands

 

ripped at the fabric of her gown


 
, his fingers

 

skating up her bare thigh, teasing, promising, warning.








"You are mine," he whispered against her lips,

 

"Say it."








Lyria bit down on his lip,

 

drawing blood


 
, tasting copper and power and

 

her own fury.





"Go to hell," she breathed.




Vaelen

 

grinned


 
. "You first, little queen."







And then his hand was

 

between her legs, cupping her through the thin, soaked silk


 
, and

 

Lyria stopped breathing.







Chapter Fourteen - The Queen’s Ruin







Lyria

 

stopped breathing


 
.







Her body betrayed her before her mind could fight back—

 

hips shifting, thighs clenching, warmth pooling between them where Vaelen’s fingers pressed firmly through the thin, soaked fabric of her gown.


 
He

 

felt it.


 
Of course, he did. He always

 

knew


 
before she did, always saw the things she refused to acknowledge.







He hummed low in his throat,

 

amused, darkly satisfied.


 
"There it is," he murmured,

 

rubbing slow, teasing circles over the fabric, never enough, never nearly enough.


 
"This—" another slow stroke that had her

 

biting back a gasp, her spine arching involuntarily, "—is what happens when you fight me.


 
When you resist what you already know is yours to take."







Her breath came sharp and uneven, her fingers digging into his tunic,

 

not pushing him away, not anymore.





Vaelen noticed.




His lips curled against her

 

swollen, kiss-bruised mouth


 
. "You are still pretending," he whispered, his fingers

 

dragging up, finding the waistband of her undergarments, slipping beneath—skin on skin, heat against heat.


 
"But your body—" His fingers dipped lower,

 

found her slick, swollen, throbbing with need.








Lyria

 

whimpered


 
,

 

gasped


 
, hating the sound, hating herself,

 

hating him for making her feel like this.








Vaelen’s breath came hot against her

 

neck


 
, his lips dragging along her jaw, his teeth grazing sensitive skin. "I will make you beg," he murmured against her pulse. "Not because I force you, but because you will

 

ache for it, crave it, scream for it.


 
"







Her

 

hips betrayed her


 
, lifting slightly,

 

seeking more, needing more, craving more.








Vaelen groaned, his free hand gripping her hip,

 

keeping her still, forcing her to take only what he gave.


 
"That’s it, little queen," he breathed,

 

his fingers circling, teasing, never giving her what she needed.








Lyria

 

gritted her teeth


 
, her eyes

 

blazing with fury, shame, lust so tangled together she couldn't tell them apart.








"Say it," Vaelen demanded, voice rough,

 

his fingers barely dipping inside her


 
, not enough,

 

never enough.








She

 

shook her head


 
, her breath ragged, her body

 

on fire.








"Say it," he repeated,

 

pressing in just enough to make her tremble, just enough to have her biting her lip to keep from moaning.





She wanted to hold out. Wanted to keep fighting. Wanted to make him bleed before she ever gave him what he wanted.




But his

 

fingers curled


 
, brushing against something

 

devastating, electric


 
, and her knees

 

nearly buckled.








A choked sound

 

escaped her throat


 
, her head falling back against the stone,

 

exposing the long, delicate line of her neck to him like a goddamned offering.








Vaelen took it, his teeth

 

biting, sucking, marking her


 
, his fingers moving

 

slowly, deliberately, mercilessly.








Her body was

 

trembling


 
, her walls caving in, her breaths coming in

 

short, needy gasps.








"Say it," he growled, his hand tightening on her hip,

 

his fingers pressing deeper, harder.








She

 

couldn’t fight anymore.








She

 

couldn’t hold back.








"Yours," she whispered, voice wrecked, broken,

 

completely undone.








Vaelen

 

groaned


 
, his lips crushing against hers in a brutal, claiming kiss, his fingers working her until she was

 

shattering beneath him, until pleasure wracked through her so violently she couldn’t even breathe, couldn’t even think, couldn’t even remember a world before this.








Before

 

him.








Before she

 

belonged.








When it was over, when she was

 

still trembling in his arms, still reeling, still struggling to process what had just happened


 
, he dragged his lips up to her ear.







"Good girl," he whispered, his breath

 

a sinful promise, a dark vow, a victory.








And

 

Lyria knew, then and there, she was ruined.





Completely.

Utterly.

Forever.
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