CHAPTER 1: THE AWAKENING

I woke with a start, my breath catching in the cool, damp air that enveloped me like a shroud. The forest's mist clung to my skin, an unwelcome embrace as my senses staggered to life. Confusion reigned supreme. The first assault on my awareness was the throbbing ache in my head—a relentless, dull pounding as if my skull had been a drum in a previous life. Attempting to sit up sent a lance of searing pain through my right ankle, eliciting a gasp that dissolved into the wet earth beneath me.

It hadn't been raining when I left my house; I was sure of it. The sky had been clear, a perfect backdrop for my plans. Had I taken an umbrella, I would have remembered. The realization that I hadn't anticipated rain added a layer of surrealism to the situation. My dress, a favorite piece in a sapphire hue that usually made me feel invincible, now lay in ruins—torn, stained, and clinging to me in desperation.

Memories flickered, elusive and fragmented. I had been on my way to meet someone—a colleague, perhaps? The details were maddeningly just out of reach. All that mattered had been the meeting, and now, inexplicably, I found myself here: alone, in a forest that seemed as endless as it was murky. The ground beneath me was not solid but a bog that squelched mournfully with every movement, exacerbating the pain in my ankle.

The rain, a constant drizzle, soaked through the fabric of my dress, chilling me to the bone. My lingerie, once a symbol of empowerment and allure, now felt like a mockery of my predicament. The deep blue silk, chosen for its beauty and the confidence it lent me, seemed absurdly out of place amidst the mud that now coated my legs and the chill that made my skin prickle uncomfortably.

Everything was wrong. The disorientation, the cold, the damp... it was as if the world had shifted on its axis, leaving me adrift in a reality I couldn't recognize. Yet, amidst the confusion and fear, there was something unsettlingly familiar about this place, as if the forest itself whispered secrets I had once known.

As I struggled to a sitting position, the forest around me came alive with the scent of wet earth and decaying leaves, a pungent reminder of the natural cycle of life and death. The air was thick with the smell of rain, a scent that should have been refreshing but now felt oppressive. My hands, caked in mud, trembled as I tried to wipe the wetness from my face, the tactile sensation of the mire against my skin grounding me in the harsh reality of my situation.

Then, a sound—a rustle distinct from the whisper of rain on leaves. My heart stuttered. Fear, sharp and sudden, pierced the fog of confusion. A figure emerged from the thicket, his presence commanding even in the dim light. He was tall, his frame silhouetted against the shifting shadows, dressed in garments that seemed to belong to another era.

Curiosity warred with apprehension. His stance was cautious, observant, as if he, too, was trying to make sense of an unexpected encounter. Our eyes met, and in his gaze, I found no answers, only questions.

"Who—" My voice was a rasp, broken by thirst and fear. The simple act of speaking seemed Herculean.


He stepped closer, his voice a low rumble that seemed to blend with the sounds of the forest. "Are ye injured?" He inquired, his voice a low rumble, as if it blended with the very sounds of the forest itself, deep and foreboding.

I glanced down at my ankle, its pain a constant companion in this surreal tableau. "I think I need help," I admitted, the words barely a whisper.

"I shall tend thee, though I know not how—these woods are ill for strangers, and even more so in such a state as thine."He knelt beside me, his presence both imposing and strangely comforting. Despite the cold, the mud, and the disarray, there was a sense of safety in his proximity—a paradox I couldn't begin to unravel. Yet, the undercurrent of familiarity did little to ease my trepidation. The forest, with its eerie whispers and hidden eyes, seemed to hold its breath, watching, waiting. A shiver ran down my spine, not from the cold, but from the realization that safety was an illusion here.

"Fear not, I will not leave thee to the mercy of the forest."

He knelt beside me, his presence both imposing and strangely comforting. Despite the cold, the mud, and the disarray, there was a sense of safety in his proximity—a paradox I couldn't begin to unravel. Yet, the undercurrent of familiarity did little to ease my trepidation. The forest, with its eerie whispers and hidden eyes, seemed to hold its breath, watching, waiting. A shiver ran down my spine, not from the cold, but from the realization that safety was an illusion here.

"Where am I?" The question was a lifeline, thrown into the vast unknown that surrounded us. His eyes, dark and unfathomable, held mine.
"Ye... ye are far from where ye once were, maiden," he stammered, his voice trembling slightly, as if unsure of what he was saying. The path ye walked, I ken it no longer. This place... it is not for the likes of thee. I... I thought such things were naught but tales, not to unfold in mine own lifetime."
He hesitated, glancing around the darkening woods, as if the very trees themselves were watching him. "I... I know not what awaits ye here, but it fills me with dread. The forest... it speaks, yes, but its words are not kind. It has claimed ye, and I fear it may claim me too." he said, his voice carrying the weight of unspoken stories.

In that moment, surrounded by the scent of rain-soaked earth and the tactile reminder of my own vulnerability, I realized the journey ahead was one I had never prepared for. The familiarity of the forest, rather than comforting, now seemed a sinister reminder that not all was as it seemed.

-

As he stood before me, the rain seemed to hesitate, as if nature itself was pausing to behold the scene. He was like a figure stepped out from the pages of a history book, or perhaps a character from a medieval tale, his attire so meticulously detailed and foreign to the modern eye. It was almost as if reality had slipped, leaving me stranded in a time that my logical mind insisted could not be real.

His tunic, a rich, dark fabric that seemed both practical and strangely elegant, was belted at the waist, accentuating his strong, lean figure. The leather that reinforced his attire spoke of a life accustomed to the ruggedness of the outdoors, perhaps even combat, yet there was no sword at his side, only a knife that seemed more suited for utility than warfare. His cloak, clasped with a design that my dazed mind couldn't quite place, fluttered slightly with the breeze, adding an air of nobility to his already imposing presence.

In my inner monologue, a voice whispered incredulously, "Is this some kind of historical reenactment? Or have I somehow stumbled into a living, breathing medieval fantasy?" It was as if my brain was scrambling to make sense of the nonsensical, to rationalize the irrational. The details of his attire were so vivid, so authentic, it was hard to maintain the belief that this was merely a figment of my imagination or a dream from which I would soon awaken.

His boots, caked with the mud of the forest, seemed to anchor him in this surreal reality, a testament to his familiarity with this environment, to a life lived in a rhythm utterly alien to my own. And yet, despite the absurdity of the situation, there was a part of me—a wildly imaginative part that I thought I had outgrown—that couldn't help but be fascinated, to wonder at the story behind the man who wore such clothes with such unassuming confidence.

"In what world does a man dress as though he's stepped out of a medieval tapestry, yet stands before me as real as the rain?" I mused internally, my thoughts a whirlwind of confusion and curiosity. It was as if every detail of his appearance, from the practicality of his boots to the mystery of his cloak, was designed to intrigue, to pull me deeper into this enigma.

And so, with a sense of wonder battling the disbelief, I found myself caught in the moment, suspended between two worlds—the one I knew and another that seemed as distant as a forgotten dream.

HIM

By the saints, what manner of vision doth mine eyes behold? A maiden, fair as the moon's light on a clear, dark night, clad in naught but what seemeth to be the silken undergarments of nobility. Ne'er in all my years, not since I took to the solitude of these woods and the service of my lord father, have I laid eyes upon such a sight. It stirreth something within me, a feeling long buried beneath duty and the weight of my responsibilities.

Mine duty, as decreed by mine honour and the position bestowed upon me by birth, is to protect and serve, not to gaze upon her with such... such unfamiliar yearning. Yet, here she standeth, a creature so out of place in these woods, her presence a mystery that beckoneth me closer, even as every fibre of my being screameth to maintain the distance, to guard mine heart against the awakening it doth surely face.

For long years, I have eschewed the company of women, finding solace in the solitude of my duties, in the unspoken bond between the trees, the earth, and myself. But her, this maiden with eyes wide with confusion and fear, doth challenge the very foundation of my existence. She is like unto a siren, calling me forth from the safety of my self-imposed exile, tempting me with her vulnerability and her strength.

Yet, speak of this I cannot. The truths of our land, the duties that bind me, are not mine to share, not without the consent of my lord father, the leader and protector of our domain. 'Tis he who must decide what she should know, and when. My role, for now, is but to offer aid, to ensure her safety within these woods that are both my home and my charge.

But oh, how the sight of her doth stir a tumult within me! A tickling, a fluttering, as if a host of butterflies hath taken residence in my chest. Such feelings are foreign to me, a distraction I can ill afford. Yet, deny them I cannot, for they are as real as the earth beneath my feet and the sky above my head.

I must needs tread carefully, for the path I now find myself upon is fraught with peril, not just to the body, but to the heart as well. Can I protect this maiden, guide her through the dangers that lurk within these woods, without succumbing to the pull of her unwitting allure? Only time shall tell, but of one thing I am certain: her arrival hath changed everything, and I fear my life shall ne'er be the same again."

CHAPTER 2: THE MAN

HER

The forest was silent, save for the occasional rustle of leaves and the rhythmic patter of rain. The man who had emerged from the shadows seemed to wrestle with his thoughts before speaking, his presence both imposing and strangely comforting in the dense forest.

"You seem to be in considerable pain,"
he finally said, his voice laced with a concern that seemed at odds with his earlier reticence. The accent was peculiar, English yet not quite, adding another layer of surrealism to the whole scenario.

"Yeah, walking is not on my list of fun activities right now," I replied, trying to inject a bit of levity into the situation despite the throbbing pain in my ankle.

He moved closer, the air between us charged with an unspoken tension.

"I am Thorn," he declared, a hint of formality in his tone as if he were not just stating his name but also his role, "a knight of these woods, bound by duty to aid those in need."

I couldn't help but raise an eyebrow at that. "A knight, huh? Well, I'm Isobel. And while I'm not exactly a damsel in distress, I could definitely use some help. This is some LARP event, right? Or maybe a renaissance fair gone way too immersive?"

The corners of his mouth twitched in what might have been the beginning of a smile. "Very well, Isobel. I shall carry you to safety. And no, this is neither a game nor a fair. You are... important."

As he lifted me into his arms, my dress, already a victim of our earlier mishap, rode up, revealing the edge of a tattoo that wrapped around my thigh. It was a piece of my past I wore proudly, though I hadn't expected it to make an appearance now. Thorn's gaze flickered to it, and I caught the unmistakable blush deepening on his cheeks, his jaw tightening in a way that suggested he was battling more than just the elements.

"Does my tattoo surprise you, Sir Knight?" I teased, unable to resist. His reaction was too precious, and despite the pain, I found myself enjoying this odd, tension-filled interaction. "Or is it something else that's making you... uncomfortable?"

For a moment, he looked like he might actually drop me, caught off guard by my forwardness. But then, he seemed to gather himself, meeting my gaze with an intensity that sent an unexpected shiver down my spine. "No, it's just that... I haven't been in the company of a woman for quite some time," he admitted, his voice steady but his body betraying his words in the most human of ways.

His honesty bridged a gap between us, and I found myself softening towards him. "We all have our secrets, don't we?" I responded, my voice gentler. The pain in my ankle was a constant reminder of my vulnerability, yet here, in Thorn's arms, I felt an odd sense of safety.

The air was thick with the scent of moss and rain. The weight of the world had shifted in the most bizarre of ways, and I still couldn’t wrap my mind around the fact that I was being carried through the woods by some guy who claimed to be a “knight.”
I mean, seriously? I could hardly walk, but this felt more like a weird dream, or a very intense LARP experience, except no one had handed me a costume.

Thorn’s grip around me was strong and surprisingly gentle, but I refused to let myself feel too comfortable. I wasn’t some helpless damsel, no matter how gallant this dude seemed.
And the way he carried me, all serious and stoic, like I was some delicate piece of fine china? Ridiculous. "You know," I began, letting my voice lilt with playful sarcasm, "if I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were one of those Renaissance fair actors who’s taking this way too seriously. Do you need me to call a director?"

I could feel his breath hitch for a second, and I turned my head just enough to catch the flush creeping up his neck. It was cute, in a way. He wasn’t used to being teased, I could tell. Too bad for him—I didn’t have any filter.

"Do not mistake me for a fool, Isobel," he said, his voice firm but edged with a hint of something that seemed almost... embarrassed? "I am no actor, nor do I play at being a knight. I am what I say, and I have sworn my oath to this land."

I snorted, not bothering to hide my amusement. "Oh, please, you really went there with the ‘knight’ bit? What’s next? Are you going to tell me your horse is just around the corner?"

He stiffened slightly, his shoulders going rigid. I could feel the tension in him, like I was testing his very foundation. I was enjoying this way too much.

"Thy words are... a jest," he said slowly, clearly not sure how to handle the humor. "But know this, Isobel—I have lived these woods for many years. I have seen much, and I serve them not for play."

I tilted my head back, flashing him a wicked grin. "Oh, I know. I’m sure you’ve got a dramatic backstory. You probably rescue lost travelers all the time, don’t you? It’s a whole thing, right? Like, 'Oh, look, there’s Thorn! The brooding, mysterious woodsman who saves the helpless!'"

His lips twitched, like he was fighting the urge to smile.
I leaned in closer, lowering my voice to a teasing whisper. "Tell me, do you have a cool medieval name for your sword too? Maybe something like ‘Nightshade’ or ‘Bloodfang’?"

I felt his chest tighten beneath me, and I wasn’t sure if it was from restraint or sheer awkwardness. He cleared his throat loudly.

"I... I do not wield a sword of such names," he said, his tone still serious, but I could hear a touch of something vulnerable underneath.

My smile softened at the sincerity in his voice. He was serious, even though his discomfort was almost palpable.

But there was something else underneath that—something beneath the stoic façade that made me want to push him more. I couldn’t help it. The more he tried to distance himself from the game I was playing, the more I was drawn to him.

I thought about pushing him a little more, but instead, I sighed dramatically, "Okay, okay, I’ll stop. But no promises about being on my best behavior. You’re a walking mystery, Thorn. I’m still waiting for you to burst into song or tell me you have a secret identity."

HIM

Her words cut through the air like a blade, sharp and pointed, designed to unsettle. I could feel the tension in my chest tighten with each teasing remark she threw at me, and yet, it was not the sting of insult but something else entirely—a strange pull I could not comprehend. She was unrelenting in her mockery, yet each word seemed to draw me closer to her.

Isobel was no ordinary woman. Her wit was sharp, but it was her confidence, her blatant disregard for what might be expected of her, that unsettled me most. She was no maiden to be coddled or protected
—no, she stood at the very edge of the storm, laughing at it, daring it to strike.

And still, I carried her, though every step was an inward battle. Her proximity—her warmth—was both a comfort and a torment. She felt like the very sun itself, but the fire burned in ways I could not control.

I had sworn my oath to protect those in need, but her jests, her taunts—they made the very air heavy. She had cast aside any notion of being ‘the damsel.’ Instead, she was testing my resolve, trying to push me past what was rightfully mine. I could see it in her eyes—the challenge, the amusement, the unspoken dare to break free from my oath.

"Your jests are not unwelcome," I said, trying to steady my breath, though the words came with more effort than I’d expected. "But know this, Isobel. What I do, I do because it is my duty. This land, these woods... they call to me. It is no game, and it is not an act."

She tilted her head, a mischievous glint dancing in her eyes as she looked up at me, clearly enjoying the effect her words had on me.
"Oh, trust me, Thorn. I never thought it was a game," she said, her voice softening, though the challenge remained. "It’s just... you’ve got such a serious vibe, I can’t help but poke fun. Just trying to make the best of a very weird situation."

Her words struck me deeper than I anticipated, stirring something within me. I was no fool; I knew what this strange pull was. She had a way of twisting everything into jest, but there was something more in her eyes now—something real. For a brief moment, I felt it too. The tension in the air was thick, a current that held us together, even as we stood at odds.

“I was sworn to the woods, to the land, and to the people who tread upon it,” I murmured, my gaze drifting to the mist that curled around the trees. My voice, though steady, carried a weight that made the air feel thick. “But it is thee I was meant to find, Isobel. Thou... and no other.”

I was not sure why I spoke those words, nor why I felt the pull to share them. They were the truth, yet they felt unfinished, like a story whose ending I could not yet grasp. The forest, the land—my vow to protect it all—had led me here, but she... She was different.

Her brow furrowed in confusion, and I could see her weighing my words, trying to make sense of them. “Me?” she asked, her voice a mix of disbelief and caution. “You’re telling me I’m the reason you’re here?”

I nodded slowly, the weight of her question pulling at something deep inside me, but I could not bring myself to elaborate. “Aye,” I said simply, my voice low. “There are things that even I do not understand, Isobel. But know this...” I paused, choosing my words carefully. “The woods do not call for just anyone.”
I felt her gaze settle on me, searching, as if trying to uncover the meaning behind my cryptic words. But I offered no further explanation, only the quiet hum of the rain and the distant rustle of the trees.

“You’re not making any sense, Thorn,” she said with a wry smile, though there was an edge of genuine curiosity beneath it. “First, you’re carrying me like I’m some princess, now you’re talking about the woods calling for me? Are you sure you’re not part of some very immersive LARP?”

Her teasing tone did little to mask the uncertainty in her eyes, but I could see the flicker of intrigue beneath her jests. Her wit was sharp, yes, but beneath that bravado, I saw her mind racing, trying to decipher me—trying to make sense of a world that seemed to have been turned on its head.

“I am no actor, Isobel,” I said, my voice firm yet gentle. “Nor is this some jest. There is more at play here than either of us can yet see.”

Her lips parted as though she might protest further, but I shaked my head, my eyes locking with hers. "I would say more, but some things are not for speaking, not yet.”

I turned away from her gaze, focusing instead on the path ahead. I could feel her watching me, her curiosity a tangible thing, but I held firm to my silence.

CHAPTER 3: A PLACE

As we began our walk, the forest seemed to open up, revealing a narrow path that wound its way up a steep hill. The air was thick with the scent of pine and damp earth, and the sound of the rain on the leaves had softened to a gentle patter, as if the world was holding its breath.
"So, Sir Thorn," I began, keeping my voice light despite the swirl of questions in my head, "what's at the top of this hill? The VIP section for this grand event?"

Thorn's expression didn’t waver, a steady mask of seriousness, and I could tell that my humor— however dry—wasn't landing with him. He simply gazed ahead, his stride unhurried but determined. "At the top, you will find my home," he said, his voice low and firm. "And perhaps some of the answers you seek."
Answers? I wasn’t even sure what questions I had anymore, but my mind was racing. A home? His home? I’d seen medieval towns in movies, sure, but nothing in the world could have prepared me for what lay ahead.

As we crested the hill, I couldn’t help but pause. Below us, stretching out before my eyes, was an ancient village—a sprawling medieval town with timber-framed buildings, thatched roofs, and cobblestone streets. It was as if time had stopped here, leaving everything untouched and preserved. There was no grand event, no actors or costumes—it was real. This was no reenactment. This was an entirely different world.

The weight of the realization hit me like a wave. I wasn’t dreaming, I wasn’t in some bizarre LARP scenario. I was standing on the edge of a world I didn’t understand, one that was completely removed from everything I knew.
I turned to Thorn, trying to make sense of what I was seeing. His gaze met mine, and in that silent exchange, I understood that he had been prepared for this moment—perhaps even for me. The knowledge that this was his reality, his home, settled in the air between us, and suddenly everything felt more serious.

"This is my home, maiden," he said, his voice carrying an air of finality. "And for now, it is yours as well."

For a moment, I was speechless, the enormity of his words reverberating in my chest. This wasn’t just some weird accident. I had crossed a threshold, stepped into a world I couldn’t possibly have imagined.

"It’s Isobel," I murmured, more to myself than to him. "Not maiden."

The word felt foreign, too distant, like it had no place here—not when I was standing on the edge of a world so far removed from my own. Yet, there was a strange comfort in the way Thornespoke, as though this place, this world, had a place for me in it, whether I was ready or not.

As my gaze lingered on the village below, a quiet sense of wonder began to settle in my chest. The adventure that lay ahead wasn’t just about discovering this ancient world; it was about finding out what role I was meant to play in it. And perhaps, just perhaps, it was about discovering who I really was in a place where the past met the present, and nothing was quite what it seemed. The journey was only just beginning.

CHAPTER 4: DESCENT

I didn’t remember much of the journey beyond the village, the world blurring in flashes, colors and sounds slipping through my mind like a dream I couldn’t catch. It was as if my mind had decided to protect itself from what my senses were absorbing, wrapping me in a thick fog that kept everything distant, everything out of focus.

I remember being guided by strong hands, the faint murmur of voices around me, but none of it mattered. My legs moved without my prompting, and my body obeyed, but my mind was elsewhere— lost. At some point, I found myself inside a large, grand manor, the smell of wood and herbs heavy in the air. Everything was soft, smooth—comfortable in a way that felt wrong, as though I didn’t belong here, as though none of this was real.

A part of me wanted to scream, wanted to break free from this sensation of slipping into something unreal. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. My breath came in shallow, erratic bursts, and though I answered questions, nodded, spoke words, none of it registered.
Through the haze, I saw men in armor, their eyes intent upon me, but I didn’t know them. Names were said, their titles drifting past me as if they belonged to someone else’s story. I felt their gazes lingering, respectful and a little distant, their voices low and reverent, but I didn’t care.

Somewhere deep in me, I knew I should care. I wanted to care. But I couldn’t bring myself to. I didn’t know what I was supposed to be doing here, and I didn’t know how to make sense of anything.

And then there was Thorn, always near, always watching—his eyes dark with something I couldn’t place. Concern, perhaps. But he didn’t speak to me, didn’t try to comfort me. He was doing something else, something I couldn’t understand.

HIM

We descended the hill together, though it felt like we were descending into something much darker than I had expected. The village below seemed to stretch on forever, its ancient walls standing firm against the ravages of time. The air was thick with the scent of woodsmoke and the distant sounds of village life, but all of it felt muffled, like the world itself was holding its breath.
I stole a glance at Isobel. She had been so full of fire, of sharp words and teasing, but now… now she was quiet, unnervingly quiet. Her pace had slowed, her eyes distant and unfocused. I could see the color draining from her face, her lips pale, her shoulders tense. She was no longer walking beside me but seemed to be walking within herself, a thousand miles away.
A pang of worry tightened in my chest. I wanted to ask if she was all right, but the words felt hollow, pointless. How could I make her understand the truth of where she was? How could I make her see the weight of this place, this world she had entered?
I glanced back at the path we had just walked, but she didn't seem to notice. It was as though the forest had swallowed her whole. She looked fragile, as though any moment the ground beneath her would give way.
Isobel, I thought, my hand tightening around the reins of control that had always served me. What have I done?

"Isobel," I murmured, my voice barely more than a whisper, but she didn’t react. She didn’t even turn her head. It was as if my words were lost to her in some distant place. The silence between us grew heavier, pressing against my chest with an unfamiliar weight.

I quickened my step, trying to catch up with her, but she still seemed lost, her mind adrift.
The village gates loomed ahead, the stone archway like the mouth of some great beast, waiting to swallow us both. The streets were alive with villagers, but their voices didn’t reach my ears. My focus was entirely on her—her silence, her stillness.

We moved through the village, and though the townfolk watched us, some with curiosity, others with reverence, no one dared approach. It was like they too sensed something was off. But Isobel? She barely seemed to register any of it. Her eyes were wide but unfocused, her hands trembling ever so slightly at her sides.

We were getting closer to the manor. I could feel it—the weight of the land closing in around us, the rules of the Order pulling tighter with every step.
But all I could think about was how pale she had become, how her breath seemed shallow, and how she didn’t seem to even realize she was fading away into this strange reality. I wanted to shake her, to pull her back, but I knew that would only drive her further into herself.
This wasn’t supposed to be like this, I thought. I thought I could keep her safe. Keep her from this— keep her from the prophecy.

The manor loomed now, a dark silhouette against the soft evening sky. I could hear the faint toll of the church bells in the distance, calling the knights to their posts. A familiar sound, one that always brought me comfort. But today, as I glanced at Isobel again, I couldn’t find any peace in it.

Her silence was the loudest thing in my world now, and the uncertainty gnawing at me grew with every step we took toward the manor’s gates.
Isobel, I need you to be strong, I thought, but I knew the words wouldn’t reach her. Not yet.
As the gates closed behind us, I felt the weight of her future settle in my bones. And it was the first time I realized just how unprepared I was for what was about to unfold.

HER

I didn’t remember much of the journey beyond the village, the world blurring in flashes, colors and sounds slipping through my mind like a dream I couldn’t catch. It was as if my mind had decided to protect itself from what my senses were absorbing, wrapping me in a thick fog that kept everything distant, everything out of focus.

I remember being guided by strong hands, the faint murmur of voices around me, but none of it mattered. My legs moved without my prompting, and my body obeyed, but my mind was elsewhere— lost. At some point, I found myself inside a large, grand manor, the smell of wood and herbs heavy in the air. Everything was soft, smooth—comfortable in a way that felt wrong, as though I didn’t belong here, as though none of this was real.

A part of me wanted to scream, wanted to break free from this sensation of slipping into something unreal. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. My breath came in shallow, erratic bursts, and though I answered questions, nodded, spoke words, none of it registered.

Through the haze, I saw men in armor, their eyes intent upon me, but I didn’t know them. Names were said, their titles drifting past me as if they belonged to someone else’s story. I felt their gazes lingering, respectful and a little distant, their voices low and reverent, but I didn’t care.
Somewhere deep in me, I knew I should care. I wanted to care. But I couldn’t bring myself to. I didn’t know what I was supposed to be doing here, and I didn’t know how to make sense of anything.

And then there was Thorn, always near, always watching—his eyes dark with something I couldn’t place. Concern, perhaps. But he didn’t speak to me, didn’t try to comfort me. He was doing something else, something I couldn’t understand. He was telling me something I couldn’t conprehend.

HIM

Thornestood before the knights, his expression a mask of authority, his eyes flicking occasionally to Isobel, still seated in the far corner of the room, her shoulders hunched, her gaze distant.

The knights were gathered around him, their whispers muted beneath the weight of his presence. There was an urgency in the air, a palpable tension that spoke of an ancient responsibility and an oath sworn long before any of them had taken their first breath.
"We must sound the bells," Thornesaid, his voice low, but firm. "Summon the brothers from the village. We cannot afford to waste time." His gaze flickered toward Isobel again, watching the way she sat motionless, unseeing.

The men nodded and began to move with purpose, preparing to ring the bells of the village church, a sound that would ripple through the hearts of every knight and every soul in the village, signaling the arrival of the Maiden.

He watched them go, his thoughts racing. The rules—he had to follow them, had to ensure everything went according to the old ways.

HER

I don’t know how long I sat there. It felt like hours, like days, like a lifetime. My hands rested in my lap, fingers loosely curled, though I didn’t remember putting them there. My thoughts felt distant, scattered across a thousand different places, none of them connected.

I heard a voice, a deep, commanding voice—Thorn’s. But I couldn’t make sense of the words. The rules… the way he spoke, it sounded like he was talking to the knights. But none of it reached me.

Then, the bells—distant and loud—resonating through the manor, their sound like the ringing of a distant bell tower in a place far removed from this world. It echoed through me, but I couldn’t bring myself to react.

HIM

Thornewatched as the bells rang in the distance. The sound was a signal, a call to action, and it meant that the time was near. The knights had prepared for this moment, just as they had for centuries. The rules were clear, but Thornecouldn't shake the unease growing inside him.

He moved toward the door of the manor and turned back briefly to Isobel. She hadn’t responded to anything he’d said, hadn’t even looked at him, yet something in her—her stillness, the way she seemed to be slipping further away—told him everything he needed to know.
She doesn’t understand. He felt a pang in his chest, a reminder that this wasn’t just a simple rite or ritual. This was her fate. Her destiny. And it was so much more than she knew.
He approached her then, his steps measured. He would have to read her the Rules of the Maiden, but part of him feared that even if he did, she wouldn’t hear them. Wouldn’t remember them. She was lost in something beyond his control.

As he read, the ancient words seemed to hang in the air, falling over her like a blanket she couldn’t feel. They were the rules of the Maiden, of the one who was to come. They were not her choice, not something she could escape.

CHAPTER 5: THE RULES
The Rules of the Maiden in Blue Written by an ancient hand, for an ancient purpose.
1. The Mark of Her Sacred Form
In the secrets of the flesh, she bears the mark that none may hide, a symbol carved by divine will—The Mask of the Peacock.
This mark, radiant and true, is not for mortal eyes to interpret, for it is the seal of her birthright. Those of her blood shall not speak its name; to those not chosen, it is the Devil’s calling. Yet those of the Inner Circle shall know it is the token of Her celestial origin, a mark for which kingdoms shall rise or fall. Only those of purest heart may behold it, for it is a mirror to the soul.
2. The Protection of the Inner Circle
She is of royal blood and divine purpose; only the Inner Circle may attend to her needs.
Her attendants are not men, but knights of ancient vow, sworn to her cause and bound by blood and fate. No commoner shall dare approach her, for their touch is tainted by earthly desires, unworthy to meet the heavens that lie within her. She is their queen, and they her guardians, her shadows, her protectors. They shall be the silent sentinels of her path, never straying, always devoted.
3. The Colors of Her Arrival
When she arrives, let none doubt the heavens’ hand. She is clothed in hues that speak of majesty—deep blues and indigos, as if the very sky above had descended to cover her.
To gaze upon her garment is to witness the celestial fabric that connects all realms, for such colors are not for mortal hands. They are the gift of the heavens, chosen to mark her as sovereign of a realm unseen, but long foretold. The Lady in Blue is not of this time, nor is she of this world; she is from a distant shore, where only the gods dare speak her name.

He spoke but Isobel didn’t hear it. Thornewatched her, his chest heavy with worry. Would she ever understand the weight of these words? Would she ever understand what she was meant to do?
For now, the ritual had begun, but she remained locked in a place beyond his reach. The rules were clear, but they might as well have been written in another language.

CHAPTER ?:  WHEN THERE WAS NOTHING

I don’t know how long it’s been now—days, weeks, time is meaningless. It doesn’t matter. All I know is that I feel... numb. The fog is still here, thick and suffocating. I’m not fully aware of where I am, but I know it’s not home. Home doesn’t exist anymore. And even though I’m surrounded by people—Ayaan a knight, Thorn, a dog I see now and then—I feel more alone than ever.

But there’s something else, something creeping in. A memory. It’s distant, but it’s there. It feels like I’m watching it through a dirty window, the images hazy and warped. My chest tightens.

I’m thirteen again.

The memory doesn’t come in pieces. It comes in one searing image, an instant that’s burned into my mind, seeping into the corners of everything else I do. It starts with me sitting on the couch, my heart pounding in my chest. I had done something I shouldn’t have. Something wrong. Or at least, that’s what my father always told me.

I was so young, so stupid. I didn’t know what it meant, what my body was doing. I didn’t know that the natural thing I had done in the privacy of my own space would be twisted into something filthy, something I would pay for with my life.

I remember the way my hands shook as I tried to pull the blanket over me, my father’s voice rising in the kitchen. He had caught me. I had been... I don’t even remember what it was. I was just a girl, so confused, trying to understand why my body felt so different. But my father didn’t care about that. He just saw sin.

"You’re dirty, Isobel!" he had screamed, his voice raw with rage. "God sees your filthy soul! He told me you’re a curse. You’re just like your mother!"

And then the slap.

I can still feel it. The sting on my face, the bitter taste of blood.

He had been a man of strict Catholic faith. So sure that everything—every emotion, every instinct, every feeling—had to be controlled. His hands were heavy with that power, the weight of his faith and his twisted beliefs. He had screamed at me, tears rolling down his cheeks as if this was the moment that he was finally going to save me. Save me from the woman who had been my mother, the one he claimed had corrupted me.

She wasn’t like him. She didn’t believe in the same things. And that, I realize now, is why he hated her. She had left the Church long before I was born. She had laughed, and lived, and loved differently than he did. And when he found out I was... like her, I guess, he couldn’t stand it. He couldn’t bear it.

I remember how my mother tried to reason with him. Her voice soft, pleading. “David, stop. She’s just a child.” But she didn’t get a chance to finish. His face twisted, eyes wide and filled with fear, rage, and something else... something darker, more animalistic. I think maybe that was when the madness finally took over. The schizophrenia he had fought so long to ignore. It had snapped. The voices had gotten louder. The whispers had turned to shouts.

And that was when it happened.

I was trying to run. I couldn’t breathe. My mother had tried to shield me, her body in front of mine, but it was too late. He was already there, and the blood... the blood everywhere.

The living room. The entryway. I remember the carpet—the soft, dark brown pile of it, now soaked with crimson. Her legs were splayed out, the angles of her feet... wrong.

The image of her legs burned itself into my memory. I couldn’t see her face. I didn’t want to see it. But I couldn’t forget those legs. Those legs that used to dance, that used to walk, that used to carry her to the kitchen to make me dinner. Now they were twisted, unmoving.

My father stood there, his eyes glazed with disbelief. I could feel the coldness of his stare even now.
His mouth was moving, but no sound came out. The knife in his hand gleamed in the lig

ht. I hadn’t realized until later that it had all been part of the plan. He was going to kill us both.
I remember hearing the neighbor’s scream. How his voice had echoed through the walls. How quickly he had come, running in from across the street.

His name was Ravi, a man I had barely spoken to in passing, but that day, he was the one who saved me.

He had pulled me away, yanked me out of the doorway before my father could get to me. But not before he had lunged for him.

Ravi had been stabbed. Right there, in the middle of the entryway. But he was still strong enough to pull me, to pull me far away from my father, away from the madness.
I didn’t know what happened after that. I don’t remember much. My mind... it couldn’t hold it all. Everything after that blur, the hospital, the police—it’s all a fog.

But those legs. I will never forget those legs. And my father coming after me.
I was small then. So small. I think that’s why he let me go. He never thought I would be a threat. I was just a girl. He didn’t see the danger in me, in my voice, in my rebellion.

But then, that day when I got home... it was too late. It was too late for everything. And now... now I'm here.

Somewhere far away. Somewhere different. But the memory never leaves me.

I can feel the weight of it now, even in this strange, foreign world. Something about the air here, the people here, makes it feel like it’s all still with me.

But I can’t let it consume me. I won’t. I don’t know how, but I can’t.

CHAPTER 6: DREAMS

I don’t know how long it’s been. The world feels like a blur, a haze that clings to my mind and dulls everything else. My body is heavy, as if I’ve been lying here for ages. It’s not sleep, but some kind of suspended animation. Time moves around me, but it doesn’t touch me. I can hear voices, but they sound far away, muffled, like I’m underwater. The faces that hover near me are familiar but alien, their words meaningless. The tension in the air weighs down on my chest.

The first time I spoke, it was a whisper, barely a sound. A name, a fleeting word, like I was testing the world to see if I still existed. But after that, the silence returned. And the silence was comfortable, at least in the beginning.

But then… there were the eyes. Watching. Ayaan’s dark gaze, full of silent concern, lingering too long. He wasn’t one of the knights I knew. I hadn’t seen him before, not in the castle, not in the village. I couldn’t remember how he came into my life. But there he was, always nearby, always with that intense stare. He’d sit near me, always close, as if afraid I would disappear if he looked away for even a second.

I don’t know how it started, but at some point, I realized I had to listen to him. His voice. He never expected an answer. He just spoke, as though his words were meant to be a lifeline to something— anything. I think he tried talking to me when I was lost in that dark, quiet space. But his words just floated past me, like whispers in a dream.

He said his name one day, though, as if it was nothing. "Ayaan," he’d said with a sort of gentleness in his tone. "Ayaan Khan." I didn’t understand what it meant, not at first. I wasn’t in the right mind to understand anything. But his voice had a rhythm to it, old and comforting, yet new, somehow. A strange mixture of the archaic and the exotic, like a language I didn’t know but wanted to.

"Ah, sweet Isobel," he said once, a playful note creeping into his voice, but with that odd accent that made everything he said sound like poetry. "Don’t you worry, love. You are not alone. I’ve walked many paths in my life—some dark, some light—but none of them were ever truly mine. And now, it seems, the gods themselves have gifted me with the chance to walk by your side."
I had no idea what he meant. Gods? Paths? But his words lingered, almost soothing in their strangeness.

Ayaan, who had once been nothing but a shadow—a man living for coin, women, and the fleeting joy of a night spent in indulgence—was now bound to something greater, something more. He told me once, when I wasn’t sure if I was even awake enough to hear him, how he had come to be a knight. It wasn’t as grand as the other knights, with their noble bloodlines and shining armors. No, Ayaan was one of the unwanted, pulled from the dirt of the world to serve in a higher cause, just because the gods said it was his time. He didn’t care if I thought he was “lowly,” as he put it, but I could tell it mattered to him in a way he wouldn’t let show.

He often laughed when he spoke of himself. "I used to be a man of shadows," he said, his voice low with a kind of wry amusement. "I did whatever I wanted, whenever I wanted. The money was good, the women plentiful, and the thrill of life—" He paused, looking at me with a glance I couldn’t quite place. "Well, it was fleeting. But then the prophecy came. And just like that, the gods called. And I was chosen, and I became a knight, part of something bigger than myself. You, my dear Isobel, you saved me. At least, that’s how I see it. I may be lowly, but there is something about being by your side that feels like the greatest honor."

He had told me all this like it was nothing. Just another story to pass the time. Maybe he thought I didn’t care for him or for his past. Perhaps he was right. But I wasn’t thinking clearly then. Still, his words, the way he said them with a casualness that seemed more honest than I had expected, stuck with me.
It didn’t matter how he came to be a knight. What mattered—what I realized later—was how he made me feel. How he treated me, even when I was nothing but a broken, quiet shell. I didn’t ask him to stay. I didn’t beg for his attention. But still, Ayaan stayed. He didn’t have to. But he did. For days, he kept talking to me when I couldn’t respond, coaxing me from the depths of my stupor, though he never once pressed me to speak. It was almost like he knew I needed the time. Or maybe he needed it too.

CHAPTER 7: ANOTHER

The halls of the castle were quieter than usual, the air heavy with the tension that always seemed to cling to the stone walls. Thornemoved through them, his mind far from his duties. His thoughts were consumed by the maiden—Isobel. Twenty-five days had passed since she had first awoken to this world, and it seemed like an eternity. Soon, it would be his birth month, but the thought brought him no joy, only dread.

He had spent the past weeks preparing—organizing, making arrangements, and ensuring everything was in place for what was to come. But no matter how many tasks he completed, nothing settled his mind. The preparations, the orders, the knights—all of it felt empty without Isobel’s presence beside him. And the more time passed, the more he feared the path she would be forced to walk.

"Father," Thornebegan, his voice firm, stepping into his father’s study. Lord Edmund glanced up from his scroll, eyes narrowing slightly as he surveyed his son.

"Ah, Thorn, ye come to speak of the maiden?" Lord Edmund’s voice was low, gruff with authority.

"Aye, Father," Thornereplied, his jaw tight. "I seek thy counsel on matters concerning her—clothes, her room, all that is fitting for her station. She cannot remain in this limbo. The time cometh for her to accept her fate and take her place among the Order."

Lord Edmund regarded him for a moment, eyes keen and calculating. “Ye do well to think on such things, but be warned, son. The maiden—she is not yet prepared to accept the weight of what ye wish to place upon her.”

Thorneclenched his fists at his sides, but said naught. He had known his father would say as much. His father had never truly accepted Isobel’s place in their world, never fully believed that she was the one. She was foreign to them, an outsider, and Lord Edmund treated her with the same caution and suspicion he treated all things he did not understand.

“Father, I would see to the preparations,” Thornesaid, turning to leave. "Let it be known, that she shall be made ready in every way."

As Thornewalked the dim corridors of the castle, his thoughts drifted to days long past, to a time when life had seemed so much simpler—before the weight of duty and prophecy had settled over him like a dark cloud. He thought of Aerick, the man who had been his closest friend since boyhood.

Aerick had always been different from Thorn—tall, fair-haired, and the object of every unmarried woman’s gaze. Aerick had been the kind of man every woman wanted, followed everywhere by a swarm of attention, and yet... he had remained untouched, a virgin. He had never known the warmth of a woman's embrace, though his appearance—his handsome face, strong frame—seemed to demand it.

Thorn, on the other hand, had never had such attention. He had been married young, his heart once devoted to his wife, but fate had been cruel. His wife, a woman of beauty and charm, had fled with a merchant when Thornewas in his twenties, leaving him shattered and alone. It was a betrayal that had scarred him deeply. The merchant had been everything Thornewas not: charming, free-spirited, and wealthy. His wife had left Thornefor a life of luxury, leaving him with nothing but the remnants of a broken vow.

Despite this, Thornehad never allowed himself to feel sorry for himself. He had his duty, and that duty came first. Aerick, on the other hand, had been the one to drown in self-pity over his lack of a lover. Aerick, with his dashing good looks, had never known the touch of a woman, and Thornehad found it amusing at times, though also perplexing.

One day, when they were both just fifteen, Aerick had returned from one of his many travels, his face bright with excitement.

“She is the one, Thorn!” Aerick had declared with certainty in his voice. “I have found her. She is the one who will make my heart sing!”

Thornehad listened with mild amusement as Aerick described the woman—a young maiden from a village far to the east, a girl dressed in a light blue gown. Aerick had spoken of her often, describing her in such glowing terms that Thornecould not understand what all the fuss was about.

“She is not the most beautiful, but she is pure. I am sure of it. I feel it in my bones,” Aerick had said, a wistful longing in his eyes.

Thorn, ever the dutiful friend, had nodded and let Aerick go on, though he could never see what his friend saw in her. She seemed plain, with soft features and kind eyes, but Aerick insisted that she was the one.

Aerick visited that village as often as he could, always looking for ways to win the girl’s affection. But it wasn’t until one day, when they were in town together, that a knight had noticed her.

Thornebarely remembered the event, as it seemed insignificant at the time. But the bells—the bells had rung out, loud and sudden, signaling that something had shifted. Aerick’s "perfect" maiden was no longer just a simple girl from the village. She was now being tested—just like Isobel would be. The knights believed her to be the one.

It was then that Thorneunderstood. The girl, though not the fairest, had been tested to see if she bore the mark—the Mask of the Peacock. She had been stripped bare, examined by the knights, and tested for the mark of prophecy.

Thorneknew Isobel bore the mark—he had seen it. But the girl had failed the test, her body marked with nothing. She had screamed when they examined her, terrified as the knights looked away. The maiden was sent home, deemed impure, her future shattered.
She was not the one.

Thornecould not shake the image of the other girl’s face as she was sent home. Her father had refused to let her marry after the failure of the test. She had become a husk of the woman she might have been
—her life now consumed by care for her ailing father and uncle. She had been forgotten, discarded like the many others who were not chosen.
And now, Thornefeared Isobel would be next.

The thought of her undergoing the same test, of her being stripped and tested in front of all the knights, filled him with dread. He could see the pain on her face, the way she would recoil, the way it would break her. And yet, it had to be done. The prophecy demanded it.

As Thornewalked through the halls, jealousy twisted inside him. He was not jealous of Aerick—no, he had long since accepted the man’s innocence. But he was jealous of the knights, of the hounds his father sometimes sent to keep Isobel company when Ayaan was away. Thornecould not help but resent the attention she received from others, the way they surrounded her, though he knew she needed it.

He was envious of Ayaan as well. Ayaan was always near her, and Thornecould never find the courage to approach her the way his friend did. The thought gnawed at him.
And now, the knights were preparing. Soon, the tests would begin. And he feared what might happen to Isobel.

CHAPTER 8: AWAKENING

Isobel’s eyes fluttered open, but the world around her was a blur. Her mind felt clouded, as though she had just emerged from a long, deep sleep. Her eyelids were heavy, and she blinked several times, willing her sight to sharpen. The room around her was dimly lit, the soft glow of early morning sunlight filtering through thick curtains.

The scent of herbs lingered in the air, mixed with the faint musk of old wood and the earthy fragrance of stone. A fire crackled low in the hearth, casting flickering shadows on the walls.
She inhaled, the sharp scent of tea mingling with the air, making her stomach rumble faintly.
At first, there was only silence—a thick, pressing quiet that made her ears ring. But then, the soft, rhythmic sound of a kettle whistling pierced the stillness. She blinked again, and in her line of sight, she saw him.

Ayaan.

He was standing by the hearth, his back to her, dressed in a simple yet striking tunic of dark hues. His movements were fluid as he poured steaming water into a cup, the fragrance of herbs filling the air. But it wasn’t just Ayaan. There was something else—something large and still, watching her from across the room.

A greyhound.

The hound sat perfectly still by the door, its long snout pointed toward her, its intelligent eyes never leaving her face. The creature’s coat was sleek and grey, its body taut and wiry, like a shadow against the stone walls. It seemed almost as if it were waiting for her to wake.
Isobel swallowed, her throat dry, and as her mind began to clear, her first words came out in a rasp, thick with sleep.

“Where… where am I?”

Ayaan’s head snapped toward her at the sound of her voice, his dark eyes lighting up with a mixture of relief and something else—something she couldn’t place. He smiled, a touch of warmth softening his features.

“Ah, Isobel,” he murmured, his voice a blend of old English and his own lilting Indian accent. "Ye hath risen from the depths of the haze. Fear not, for ye art safe. I hath prepared a tea for thee. ’Tis naught but a balm for the soul."

Isobel winced at the sound of his voice, still trying to find the energy to sit up. The fog in her mind had lifted a little, but her body felt stiff, her muscles aching as though they had not moved in weeks. She glanced around the room again, trying to get her bearings. The walls were made of thick stone, adorned with tapestries she did not recognize. The furnishings were simple but sturdy—wooden tables and chairs, a large bed draped in rich, heavy blankets.

It wasn’t a hospital or a place of healing. It was… a home. But not one that belonged to her.

“What is this place?” Isobel asked, her voice coming out clearer now, though still hoarse. She wasn’t sure if she was asking Ayaan or the air itself.

Ayaan’s smile widened, and he slowly walked over to her, the greyhound rising with a quiet grace, though it remained by the door, its eyes never straying far from her.

“Ye art in the care of Lord Edmund,” Ayaan answered, setting the tea beside her on the small wooden table near her bed. “’Tis a place of protection. We art here to guard thee, sweet Isobel. Thou art far from harm.”

His words, though kind, felt foreign—there was an oldness to the way he spoke, a cadence she wasn’t accustomed to. She wanted to ask more questions, but a feeling of dread settled in her chest, and she pushed herself up against the pillows, eyes shifting between the hound and Ayaan.

“Lord Edmund? Who’s that?” She rubbed her temples, trying to sort through the fog of her thoughts. “And why am I here?”

Ayaan took a step back, watching her carefully as if weighing his words. The hound remained at attention, its gaze locked on her with a strange intensity.

“Lord Edmund is a noble knight, and I am his servant,” Ayaan explained, his tone becoming softer. “As for thee, sweet Isobel, ye art here because the prophecy has spoken. ’Tis a great burden, and yet a great honor to be chosen.”

Isobel stared at him, bewildered. “Prophecy? Chosen for what?”

Ayaan’s expression softened, and he gestured to the hound. "In truth, thou art the Veiled Blue Maiden, the one foretold to walk among us. Aye, there are many who have awaited thee—those who have long searched for the Maiden of Blue."

Isobel's stomach churned at the mention of this "Maiden" and the prophecy. She had no idea what he was talking about, but the way he spoke made it sound like something important. Or dangerous.

She shook her head, her hands gripping the edge of the bed. "I don’t understand. I’m not some... Maiden. I’m just... me."

Ayaan's eyes grew more serious, and he took another step closer, his hand resting gently on the back of the chair beside her. "Aye, sweet Isobel, it may seem strange. But in time, ye shall come to know thy purpose. Until then, rest, for thy journey is just beginning."

The room fell silent again, save for the soft crackling of the fire and the occasional rustle of the hound’s fur as it shifted near the door.

Isobel felt the weight of his words settle heavily in the room, but her mind was still reeling. She couldn’t just accept this—she needed answers.

But what could she do? She had no choice but to wait. The tea on the table beckoned, and though she wasn’t sure of what to do, she reached for it, lifting the warm cup to her lips. The herbal scent calmed her slightly, though the unease still lingered deep within her chest.

“Thank you... for the tea,” she muttered, her voice quiet. “But I need to know more. About everything.”

Ayaan nodded, his gaze gentle. "Aye, I shall tell thee all in time. For now, drink thy tea, and let us ease thy troubled mind."

And with that, the hound, ever watchful, returned to its still position by the door, its eyes unwavering, as if guarding her every move.

Isobel sipped the tea slowly, trying to focus her mind. The warmth of it seeped into her body, but it didn’t quell the unease that seemed to tighten around her chest. The room felt heavy, as if the walls themselves were waiting for something to happen—something that she had no control over.

She glanced once more at Ayaan, who stood patiently by the bed, his eyes still full of that unreadable mixture of sympathy and duty. He hadn’t moved, hadn’t offered more than the basics, and yet there was something in his gaze that made her feel... watched.

“Why me?” Isobel finally asked, her voice small but firm, as she set the tea down. “Why am I here? You keep talking about this prophecy, but I don’t—” She cut herself off, her throat tight as the words caught there. The confusion was overwhelming, and the more she tried to understand, the more questions piled up.

Ayaan let out a soft sigh, his gaze softening further as if he truly regretted the weight of what he was about to explain. He took a step forward, his hands clasped behind him in  a  gesture  of reverence, not quite reaching for her, but close enough to show he was ready to share the burden of knowledge.

“’Tis the will of the fates, Isobel,” Ayaan said, his voice low and solemn. “A prophecy hath been handed down through the ages, and ye… ye art the one chosen to fulfill it.”

“But I’m not from here,” she said quickly, her eyes widening in disbelief. “I’m not from this time, I
—I don’t belong here. I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

Ayaan’s face remained steady, unblinking. “Aye, ye art from another world—this much is true. Yet, in the grand weave of fate, all paths lead to the same end. The prophecy speaks of a maiden who shall come from beyond the veil, from a land of light, and with her, she shall bring balance to our world.”

Isobel shook her head, her confusion only deepening. “I’m not some... maiden. I’m just Isobel. I don’t know what kind of game you’re playing here, but I don’t belong to your prophecy, Ayaan. I just woke up in a strange place with a weird dog watching me. This—this isn’t real.”

Ayaan's gaze did not falter, nor did he speak hastily. He knew better. His calm presence seemed almost timeless, as though he had accepted his role in this story long before Isobel had arrived. His voice remained steady, though the undercurrent of urgency in it could not be denied.

“Ye may not understand yet,” he said softly. “But in time, ye will. The trials ahead, they will be harsh, but ye art the one chosen. The mark ye bear upon thee is the sign, the mark of the Veiled Blue Maiden. ’Tis no mere tale, but truth, forged in the heart of destiny.”

Isobel’s heart raced at the mention of the mark. The memory of the strange, almost dreamlike image of a tattoo on her skin flickered through her mind. A symbol that seemed to burn beneath the surface, an echo of something she couldn’t place. Something that had drawn Ayaan and the knights to her.

“And what mark is that?” she asked, her voice thick with suspicion. “What do you want from me? To show it to you, to prove I’m your ‘chosen one’? Is that it?”

Ayaan shook his head gently, his dark eyes soft yet unwavering in their intensity. “’Tis not what we want, sweet Isobel. ’Tis what the world demands. The knights of the Order, they seek thee because of the prophecy. They believe thee to be the key to restoring balance. We do not choose; we only serve.”

His words hung in the air between them, heavy and foreboding. Isobel wanted to argue, to reject everything he was saying. But something deep inside her told her that there was truth in his words
—something ancient, something beyond her understanding.

As if sensing the storm brewing in her heart, Ayaan gave her a moment, stepping back to give her space. His gaze flickered to the greyhound by the door, who had begun pacing slowly, its claws tapping lightly against the stone floor, as though agitated by the tension in the air.
The silence stretched, thick with unspoken words, until Isobel finally broke it.

“Okay,” she said, her voice low and tired. “Let’s say... let’s say I believe you. This prophecy, this mark, whatever it is—what happens now? What do you want me to do? I’m not... ready for whatever you have in store for me.”

Ayaan gave a small bow of his head, a gesture that seemed to carry more respect than the situation warranted. “Ye need not worry about readiness,” he said softly. “All will be revealed in time. For now, rest and recover. There will be a gathering soon—a council of knights who shall speak of thy trials. Ye will meet them, learn of thy role, and of what it means to bear the mark.”
Isobel felt her heart quicken at the mention of a gathering. A council? More people, more knights— her mind was reeling with questions. But before she could voice another one, Ayaan was already walking toward the door, his movements deliberate and calm.

"Rest now, Isobel. When the time comes, ye shall be prepared. But for now, let thy body heal, for the journey ahead is long, and the road is fraught with peril."

The greyhound followed Ayaan’s every step, its eyes never leaving her.

As the door closed behind him with a soft creak, Isobel was left alone in the room once more. The fire crackled softly, the hound settled in its corner, and Isobel sat in the silence, her mind a whirlpool of thoughts.

One thing was certain: she wasn’t going to just accept this world, this prophecy, and these strangers. Not without answers. But for now, there was nothing she could do but wait and try to piece together what had happened to her.

And in the stillness, she couldn’t shake the feeling that everything was leading her to something much darker than she could have imagined.

CHAPTER 9: A BATH

THE OTHER ONE

The door closed softly behind me, and a sense of relief settled over me like a cloak. She had awoken— Isobel had stirred from her slumber, her breath steady, her eyes fluttering open. Though still dazed, her pulse was strong, her body alive. I could scarcely believe it. She had lain so still, as if the very breath of life had abandoned her. But now... now she was awake. That alone was a victory.
I hastened down the hall, the soft echo of my boots the only sound in the stone corridor. I made my way towards Lord Edmund’s chambers, eager to deliver the news. Isobel was not lost to us. She yet lived. Her beauty was still unblemished, though pale, her dress of fine indigo clinging to her slender form as it had before. Even now, in her weakened state, she was a sight to behold.
As I approached the end of the hall, I saw Aerick and Thorn, standing near the window, their heads bent in quiet conversation. When they spotted me, the exchange ceased, and both of their eyes turned toward me.

"Ayaan!" Thorn’s voice rang out with his usual coolness. He gave a nod, his expression unreadable. "I take it our fair Isobel hath awoken?"

"Aye," I replied, trying to keep my tone light but with a sense of urgency. "She hath awakened, though still somewhat confused. But her breath is steady, her pulse strong. She is alive." I couldn’t help but grin, the joy of the moment slipping into my voice. "But she needs tending. A bath is already being prepared."

Thorn's brow furrowed, his gaze flickering over me for a moment. He stepped forward slightly, a shadow of concern crossing his face. "Good, 'tis good news indeed. But—" He hesitated for but a moment. "I would have Aerick accompany thee, to assist in the preparations."

I blinked in surprise. "Thorn, dost thou not trust me to see to her care?" My voice was light, though I could feel the sharp edge of his concern.

Thorn's eyes met mine with quiet resolve. "I trust thee, Ayaan. But not to leave her unattended whilst she is in such a state. Aerick shall assist thee. It is better this way."

I glanced at Aerick, who stood by, awkwardly shifting on his feet. His hands twisted nervously, and he avoided my gaze. I could tell that Thornewas not just concerned for Isobel’s comfort but for some other reason, something unspoken.

Aerick opened his mouth as though to protest but closed it again when Thorn's gaze hardened. "Aye, thou shalt aid Ayaan," Thorneinstructed, voice firm. "I do not want anyone left alone with her, not in such a vulnerable state."
I considered Thorn’s words for a moment, then gave a short laugh, a wry smile tugging at my lips. "Aye, of course, Thorn. As thou sayest." I could understand his reasoning, though I did not share his wariness. Nevertheless, I turned to Aerick. "Shall we, then?"
Aerick nodded quickly, his face flushed with a mix of uncertainty and embarrassment. "Aye, I—I will assist."
"Good," I said, slapping him lightly on the back, though his stiff posture betrayed the tension in his frame. "Let us be about it then."

Thorn, with one last look between us, turned away. "See to it that the maiden is well tended, Ayaan. And be quick. Lord Edmund doth expect reports soon."
We watched him walk away, his cloak swishing behind him as he disappeared into the hallway. I turned back to Aerick, who had yet to speak, his hands still twined together. The lad was nervous, no doubt, not accustomed to such tasks, especially not in the presence of a lady like Isobel.

"Do not worry, Aerick," I said, giving him a reassuring smile, though I was not sure how much comfort I could offer. "We shall see her right. The water is already prepared, and once the tub is brought, we need only see to her comfort."

Aerick nodded, his voice barely audible. "Aye, I—I will help, Ayaan. I will."
We walked together toward Lord Edmund’s chambers. Aerick's quiet steps echoed behind me, and though I could hear the soft rustle of his clothing, there was a silence between us, an awkwardness that neither of us could easily break.

As we neared the door to Lord Edmund’s room, Aerick hesitated. His voice, soft and unsure, reached me. "Do you think she will be well, Ayaan?"

I paused, considering his words. Was she strong enough to recover? She had only just awoken, her mind still clouded with confusion, her body frail and weak. But there was something in her—a strength beneath that delicate form, something I could not quite place but knew was there.
"I think she shall be fine," I said, though the uncertainty lingered in my voice. "She is strong, Aerick. I’ve no doubt she’ll recover, with time. But for now, we must ensure her comfort."
Aerick seemed to take some small measure of comfort in my words, nodding silently. We reached the door to Lord Edmund’s chambers, and I raised my hand to knock. But before I could, I heard Edmund’s voice from within, calling us to enter.
"Come in, Ayaan," he called, his tone expectant.

I turned to Aerick and gave him a quick nod before entering the chamber. Now, it was time to report the good news—to share with Edmund that Isobel, our lady, had awoken from her long slumber.






I did enter the chamber of Lord Edmund, and upon mine entrance, Aerick did follow me closely. The room, though grand, was dim, the tapestries upon the walls heavy with shadow. The scent of parchment and ink filled the air, a stillness to the place as Lord Edmund sat at his table, his eyes ever so sharp and watchful.

His gaze did rise as we approached, and with but a glance, he gave me leave to speak.
"Ayaan," he said, his voice rich and deep, though it held a certain command, as if the room did bend to his will. "Hast thou news for me?"
With a firm step forward, I did raise my voice with purpose, for this was good news to bear. "Aye, my lord," said I, my heart lightened with the tidings I did bring. "The maiden, Isobel, hath awoken from her sleep. Her breath doth return to her, steady and strong, and though her mind is clouded and uncertain, she doth live, and her pulse, like unto a steady drum, is well."

Lord Edmund’s face did soften, a flicker of something like relief showing there, but still he sat, calculating, with hands clasped upon the table. "She lives, then?" he did ask, as if to assure himself. "What of her condition? Is she well enough to move?"

"She is weak," I answered, "yet her strength doth lie hidden beneath the weariness. She doth require care, and we have prepared a bath to soothe her, to cleanse her of her affliction and grant her comfort."

A slight nod did Edmund give, though his eyes bore into mine as if to test me. "A bath, thou sayest?" he mused aloud, and I could feel the weight of his words settle upon my shoulders. "Aye, 'tis well. But I bid thee, Ayaan, take care. Though her beauty be plain to see, her state doth make her vulnerable. Be mindful, for she is not yet healed."

I bowed my head low, though the weight of his words did not falter my resolve. "Fear not, my lord. I shall treat her with care and respect, as is fit. She is but a maiden, yet I know her to have a strength unlike many others."

A flicker of a smile touched Edmund’s lips, though it was brief and sharp. "Good. See to it that her needs are met and that she is not left to linger in her frailty too long."

Then he turned his gaze to Aerick, who had remained silent at my side. "Aerick," said Lord Edmund, his tone softening but still firm, "assist Ayaan with this task. It doth behoove him, and it doth ease my mind to know that no man shall be alone with her in such a state."
Aerick, who had been shifting uneasily upon his feet, nodded swiftly, his face a mask of dutiful obedience. "Aye, my lord. I shall do as ye bid."

"See that ye do," Edmund intoned, his eyes narrowing ever so slightly. "Now go, both of ye. Do not waste time."

With that command, I did turn on my heel, and Aerick followed close behind me. We did make our way down the cold stone hallways, the air thick with the weight of unspoken things, and though Aerick was ever quiet, I could see his unease written in the tension of his gait.
"Do ye think she shall recover fully?" Aerick did ask, his voice hesitant, and I turned to him with a raised brow.

"I believe so," I said, my voice steady. "Her strength, though hidden, is strong. And I have seen much in her. 'Tis a strange thing, to speak thus of one so frail, yet there is something in her eyes... A fire, I think, that doth burn even in the depths of her sleep."

Aerick, though silent, seemed to ponder my words, his brow furrowing with doubt.
"Still," I continued, "we must not rush her healing. She needs time, but I trust in her. There is something more to her, Aerick. Something I cannot yet name."

Aerick did say naught in reply, and together we did reach the chamber where Isobel lay. The room was dim, lit only by the faintest glimmer of a single candle, its flame casting shadows across the bed where she rested. Her form, pale as the moon, did lie beneath the sheets, her breath quiet but steady. The faint scent of lavender filled the air, an attempt at comfort in a world that had shown her none.

I did glance to Aerick, and he, though still hesitant, did approach the tub where the water lay steaming, prepared as we had planned. I stepped to the side, allowing him space to check the temperature of the water, and I did begin to lay out the linens with gentle care
.
“We must be gentle with her,” I murmured, though I knew my words were more for myself than for Aerick. “She is not yet whole. Her body and her mind both need tending.”
Aerick nodded, his gaze lingering on the still form of Isobel. "Aye," he whispered, “but do ye think... she will be as she once was?”
I paused for but a moment, the question weighing on my tongue. "I know not," said I, "but there is strength in her, Aerick. That much I know."

He nodded again, though I saw the uncertainty still shadow his eyes.
Together we prepared the bath, and the silence in the room was heavy, as if even the walls themselves did hold their breath, waiting to see what would become of the maiden who now lay before us.

CHAPTER 10: SOMETHING TINGLES

I finished the last sip of my tea, the warm liquid soothing my parched throat. The bitter taste from earlier had softened now, and I felt a strange comfort in the warmth of the cup. My hands still trembled slightly, but the drink seemed to settle my thoughts, even if just for a moment.
The coldness of the room was starting to get to me. The weight of the blankets on my body, while soft, felt too heavy. My limbs felt stiff, and a strange sense of discomfort tugged at me.

I couldn’t explain it fully, but I felt… dirty, like I had been trapped in this strange, in-between state for far too long. I needed to wash, to scrub away the lingering exhaustion that seemed to cling to my skin like dust.

The idea of a bath felt like a lifeline.

I shifted slightly, the delicate fabric of my dress—still that same indigo, buttoned at the back—tight against my body. The dress had been beautiful once, its vibrant blue silk a thing of grace. But now, it felt restrictive, clinging to me in all the wrong places. I longed to be free of it, to feel the cool air on my skin, and to just… let everything wash away.

I was lost in thought when the door opened again, and Ayaan entered, his presence almost like a calm breeze in the heavy air of the room.

"Isobel," he said, his voice as soft as it had been before, but carrying an urgency now. "The bath hath been prepared for thee. Thou needst wait but a moment longer until they finish. The water shall be ready soon."

A bath. Finally.

I swallowed, a sudden knot of excitement tightening in my chest. The thought of warm water against my skin, of washing away this sense of discomfort—it was almost more than I could bear. But I nodded, as if to reassure him. "I shall wait," I whispered, feeling a bit of strength returning to my voice.

Ayaan seemed to read something in my expression, because he gave me a quick, reassuring smile. "Fear not, my lady. It shall not take long."

With a bow, he turned to leave the room, but then, as the door began to close, a taller figure appeared in the doorway, stepping inside with a quiet ease. The man was tall—taller than Ayaan, with broad shoulders and a quiet strength to him. His dark hair framed his face in a way that made his features stand out even more, sharp and handsome in a way that caught my breath.

"This is Aerick," Ayaan spoke up, gesturing toward the newcomer. "He is a part of our household and shall assist in moving thee to the bath."

Aerick gave a quiet nod, his gaze lingering on me for a moment. His eyes, a dark brown, were intense, though there was something distant about him, like he wasn’t entirely present. He didn’t speak, and I noticed the way his body remained tense, almost too stiff, as though my presence unnerved him. His silence was both noticeable and uncomfortable, but I couldn’t help but be drawn to his imposing figure.

There was something almost familiar about him, though I couldn’t place why. His silence reminded me of Thorn, of that distant, guarded energy he carried with him, though Aerick’s unease was sharper. Thornehad been easy to tease back when we’d first met, his reactions always so quick, always so different from the rest.

But Aerick? He barely seemed to notice my presence at all, or if he did, he certainly wasn’t going to acknowledge it.

His gaze flickered briefly to Ayaan, as though seeking some reassurance, before he stepped forward, his movements measured and careful. There was a coldness to him, a certain stiffness that contrasted with Ayaan’s warmth and gentle manner. Aerick didn’t seem the type to engage much in conversation, let alone tease or smile.

Still, I couldn’t help but admire his height, the way his dark clothes hugged his broad form. There was something commanding about him, something that made him seem like he could be a protector, even if he said nothing. His silence, though awkward, gave off an air of strength—strength in his silence, I suppose.

“Shall we take thee to thy bath?” Ayaan asked, his voice breaking through my observations.
I nodded, my heart skipping a beat as I stood, my legs still shaky but now filled with anticipation. Aerick reached out to gently support my arm, and I allowed myself to be guided, though I couldn’t ignore the awkwardness in the air.

He was nothing like Thorn, whose easygoing nature and teasing had once made me laugh despite the tension we had shared. Aerick seemed all business, no humor, no interest in anything that didn’t serve his purpose.

As we left the room and moved through the castle corridors, I couldn’t help but wonder about this man. There was so much I didn’t know, so much that seemed so strange and out of place. Why was he so distant? Why so serious, so... stiff?

The hallways were quieter now, the flickering candles lining the walls casting shadows that danced as we passed. I had only been in the castle for a short time, yet it already felt like a different world, one filled with mysteries I couldn’t quite unravel.

When we arrived at the new room, it was just as I had imagined—a large, inviting space, the tub positioned centrally, steam rising from the surface of the water.

Ayaan, who had kept a few steps behind, gave a final, reassuring smile as he turned to leave. “The bath awaits thee. Rest easy now, Isobel.”

Isobel sat on a chair by the fire, while they adjusted the linen inthe bathtub, feeling the weight of the past few days settle uncomfortably on her body. She hadn’t changed her clothes in what felt like forever—still wearing the same blue indigo dress, the one with the button-down back and long sleeves that hugged her arms.

The square neckline always had this perfect way of highlighting her chest, showing off just enough of her neck and curves. When she first put it on, it made her feel like a million bucks—chic, sexy, almost regal. Paired with the matching blue corset, girdles (and socks that were nowhere to be seen), the whole ensemble had once made her feel like the epitome of elegance and sensuality.
But now? Now it was just a sweaty, grimy mess, clinging to her skin in all the wrong ways. She felt like a walking sack of neglect, and the thought of how long she’d been wearing it made her skin crawl.

"Ugh, I need to let my vagina breathe," I muttered under my breath, the words slipping out before I could stop them. I wasn’t known for being subtle, especially when it came to my discomfort. "God, I feel like I’ve been marinating in this for days."

The corset was digging into my ribs, and my thighs, snug in the girdles, felt suffocated. The dress— once so flattering—now felt like a straightjacket. I needed a bath, a good scrub-down, something to make me feel human again.

As I stood there, feeling the heat of the room mixing with the lingering discomfort in my skin, I began to peel away the layers of my clothes. My fingers trembled slightly, not from the cold but from the strange vulnerability of the moment. The soft rustle of fabric filled the silence, each movement deliberate as I unclasped the buttons of my dress, one by one.

In the reflection of the mirror, I caught glimpses of Ayaan and Aerick. Neither of them, despite the situation, averted their gazes or seemed uncomfortable in the way I expected. Ayaan, standing firm, kept his eyes closed, his posture as solid as a wall. His face, though, was calm, almost respectful—like he was giving me the space I needed without intruding on my privacy. His trustworthiness reassured me, though I couldn’t help but wonder why they both insisted on staying. Was this normal? Did they want to look?

Aerick, on the other hand, stood stiffly by the door, his gaze fixed firmly on the ceiling. His embarrassment was obvious, but his respect for my privacy was clear in the way he shifted uncomfortably. His eyes kept flicking to the door, like he wanted to escape the awkwardness, but he was too polite to move.

Despite my own inner turmoil, I found some comfort in the absurdity of it all. As I finished undressing, I glanced down and saw the dog—the large, shaggy creature—had followed us in. It was sitting in the corner, its curious eyes fixed on me. I couldn’t help but laugh, a soft chuckle escaping my lips. The dog’s unbothered demeanor made the whole situation feel a little less tense, a little more human.

Somehow, in that quiet moment, with their silent respect and the dog looking at me with its innocent curiosity, I felt a strange sense of calm. I could trust them, I realized—trust that they would give me the space I needed, even in this moment. The walls around me seemed to fall away, and despite how strange it all was, I wasn’t as uncomfortable as I had been just moments before.

I stepped into the tub, the water welcoming me with its warmth. It enveloped me, soothing the tired muscles from my travels. Ayaan and Aerick had just left, but not before placing a curtain in the corner for my privacy. They lingered outside, and though it felt odd, I didn’t mind. I closed my eyes and sank deeper into the water, feeling the tension in my body melt away.

As I lay there, drifting in the steam, my mind wandered far beyond the physical comfort of the bath. I looked at the stone walls of the room, marveling at how I had ended up here, in the heart of a world that felt so medieval. It was like a dream—one I’d never expected to experience, yet here I was, living it.

My thoughts turned to the people who had bathed here centuries ago. What had they felt when they submerged themselves in these wooden tubs? What were their thoughts, their worries? I imagined the differences between their world and mine, the customs, the rituals, the ways they saw cleanliness. I thought about the rules of bathing that I had read about—how Pietro de Tussignano had outlined strict guidelines for those seeking the healing powers of Burmi baths. It wasn’t just about getting clean—it was about health, ritual, and morality.

Pietro had even said that one shouldn’t bathe after sexual activity, as the body needed to be in a state of purity before entering the water. I found that idea fascinating. Back then, physical health and sexual vitality were intertwined—your body wasn’t just a vessel of cleanliness, but of virtue too.

I shifted slightly, adjusting to the warmth of the water. I couldn’t help but think about the lack of privacy back then. Bathhouses had been public spaces, places where men and women bathed together. In Southwark, some bathhouses had even doubled as brothels. The idea of a bath being both a ritual of cleanliness and a place for more illicit exchanges seemed almost foreign. Yet, people had made it work.

Most people in medieval Europe didn’t have private baths. Only the wealthy or the monasteries had that luxury. Even the idea of having attendants bring hot water seemed extravagant. And for the common folk? They went to public bathhouses, where hygiene wasn’t exactly a priority.

My mind drifted to my period, a reality that would soon arrive, and I wondered how women of the time dealt with it. Medieval women didn’t have sanitary napkins or the modern conveniences I took for granted. They used cloths, rags, or strips of leather, an uncomfortable and unsanitary practice. And menstruating women were often considered ritually impure, something I knew from my studies.

What would I do when it came? I couldn’t help but feel a little anxious. But, on the other hand, I felt a strange comfort in knowing that women had always found ways to adapt. It was part of survival.

As I sank deeper into the tub, the steam clouded my thoughts. I thought about the connections between public health and social practices, the way that the medieval world I’d studied for so long was coming to life before my eyes. I felt like a bridge between two worlds—one academic, one lived.

It was an odd responsibility, but it was one I was strangely content with. Even with all the complexities of medieval society, from cleanliness to the undercurrents of sexuality, I was in the perfect place to witness it, learn from it, and maybe one day share it with the world. The water wasn’t just a bath; it had become a symbol of how I was now a part of a world I had only read about.

I glanced toward the door, where Ayaan and Aerick had positioned themselves just outside the curtain, standing like silent sentinels. Despite their presence, a curious calm washed over me. The oddity of the situation didn’t escape me. Here I was, immersed in a medieval bath, with two men—strangers in so many ways—waiting for me, allowing me the space I needed, without judgment.

Ayaan... His calm, almost reverential manner intrigued me. He had a way of creating an atmosphere of respect without saying much. His eyes, closed now, spoke of a quiet patience, as if he had made peace with the unspoken boundaries between us. I could sense a certain gentleness in him—something I had not expected when I first encountered him. His demeanor suggested a deep understanding of his role, not just as a servant or guide, but as someone who knew how to navigate the complexities of human interaction.

Aerick, on the other hand, seemed to be the polar opposite. Where Ayaan exuded patience, Aerick radiated discomfort. His gaze was fixed firmly on the ceiling, as if it could somehow shield him from the reality of the moment. It was clear to me that he was trying to maintain some form of propriety, but his awkwardness was palpable, and I couldn’t help but smile at the earnestness with which he averted his gaze. In a way, it was endearing. He seemed young, or at least inexperienced, in this world of expectations and unspoken rules.

As my fingers idly traced the edge of the tub, I reflected on the oddness of this moment. Days ago, I had been consumed with thoughts of survival, of navigating this strange world, and even my own physical discomfort had felt like a distant concern. Now, in the quiet solitude of the bath, I was beginning to realize how much of my mind had been preoccupied with a sense of longing I hadn’t fully acknowledged.

The truth was, I hadn’t really had time to think about desire, or intimacy, or even the simple need for companionship. My days had been filled with the practicalities of survival—finding my way in a world that felt both ancient and unfamiliar. The quiet moments when I could simply reflect on myself seemed few and far between. And in those rare moments, my mind had lingered on thoughts I hadn’t allowed myself to explore.

I wasn’t sure if it was the closeness of this world, the proximity to these men, or simply the intimacy of the bath that made me aware of it now. But as the steam curled around me, I found my thoughts drifting to a place I hadn’t visited in a long time: the world of human connection, of closeness, of touch.

It wasn’t something I actively thought about, but it had always been there, lurking just beneath the surface—my awareness of the way my body responded to another, the way the presence of another person could stir something deep within. In another time, in another life, I would have allowed myself to entertain those thoughts, to wonder about the nature of relationships, of intimacy, in this unfamiliar world.

But here, with the quiet presence of Ayaan and Aerick lingering in the background, I realized something important. I had no need to rush into those thoughts, no need to explore them before I was ready. There was a strange comfort in knowing that this world—strange as it was—had the potential to teach me more about myself. It wasn’t about desire in the way I had once thought, but rather about understanding, connection, and the ways in which people shared space without the need for immediate answers or conclusions.

The dog, content to rest in the corner, provided a gentle reminder that sometimes, simplicity was enough. The world didn’t have to be complicated by expectations. Here, in this strange and foreign place, I could take a breath, let the water soothe my thoughts, and simply be.

As the moments passed, I found myself grateful for the quiet. I wasn’t in a rush to explore the depths of my desires or the intricacies of the relationships around me. For now, this was enough. The bath was enough. The silence was enough.

I closed my eyes and let the water carry my thoughts away, knowing that whatever came next, I would be ready to face it. But for now, I allowed myself the rare gift of stillness, of simply existing without expectation.

The room was thick with silence, broken only by the soft drip of water as I leaned back in the tub. Ayaan sat in the corner, his legs crossed, his eyes closed as if meditating—or maybe trying to tune out the tension that buzzed in the air. Aerick stood by the window, his back to me, head tilted slightly upward as he stared at the ceiling. His arms were crossed, shoulders tense, every inch of him radiating a restless energy he clearly couldn’t shake.

I tried not to stare at either of them, but the weight of their presence was impossible to ignore. Ayaan, serene and composed, seemed completely at ease, though I didn’t believe for a second that he wasn’t aware of me.
There was a subtle tension in the way his chest rose and fell, too steady, too controlled, as though he were consciously keeping himself in check.
And Aerick? He didn’t even have to look at me to command my attention. His broad shoulders were rigid, his stance deliberate. His very stillness felt like a warning—don’t push me—but all it did was make me want to press closer, to see just how much he could take before that carefully built composure shattered.

The warmth of the water curled around me, but it wasn’t the heat of the bath that had my skin prickling. It was them. The quiet power in Ayaan’s posture, the unspoken storm in Aerick’s. I bit the inside of my cheek, my thoughts betraying me before I could even try to stop them.

I wasn’t shy about desire. I never had been. I’d always known who I was—a woman who craved connection, who thrived in the push and pull of longing. And now, with both of them here, so near yet so distant, my body reacted before my mind could catch up. My pulse quickened, heat unfurling low and deep, as my gaze flicked between them.

I let myself imagine it—Ayaan’s gentle strength, his hands steady as they traced over my skin, his lips brushing mine with reverence that bordered on worship. The way his eyes would soften, darken, as he whispered my name in that low, calming voice. And then Aerick, rougher, rawer, his touch unapologetic, his kisses fierce and consuming, like he wanted to leave a mark that no one else could erase.
The tension in the room felt almost unbearable now, the silence heavy with things unsaid. Did Ayaan know how his quiet presence drew me in, how his patience made me ache to unravel him? Did Aerick realize that every glance he refused to send my way only made me want him more, made me wonder what it would take to turn that restraint into fire?

I shifted slightly in the water, the movement drawing Aerick’s gaze for the briefest of moments. He didn’t turn fully, but I saw the slight tilt of his head, the way his fingers flexed at his sides before he stilled them again. Ayaan’s eyes remained closed, but his breathing hitched, so subtle I might have missed it if I weren’t watching for it.

I felt powerful and vulnerable all at once, caught in the push and pull of their opposing forces. Ayaan’s calm was like a warm embrace, soothing and steady, while Aerick’s tension sparked something reckless in me, something that wanted to provoke and see what would happen if I stepped closer to the edge.

For now, though, I stayed still, letting the fantasy linger in my mind. Because if either of them looked too closely, they might see it—the flush on my cheeks, the way my lips parted just slightly, the way my gaze lingered too long. And I wasn’t sure I was ready for them to know just how much they affected me. Not yet.

But the idea of keeping these thoughts to myself felt like a temporary reprieve. Sooner or later, the unspoken would surface, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to stop it when it did.

I couldn’t resist. A little tease wouldn’t hurt, right? A playful smile tugged at my lips, and before I could stop myself, I began to sing.

🎵 "You give me fever, when you kiss me... fever when you hold me tight..." 🎵
My voice was soft, sultry, filling the room like the steam that curled around me. I swayed slightly, letting the water ripple with the rhythm as I kept singing.
🎵 "Fever in the morning... fever all through the night..." 🎵

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Ayaan shift ever so slightly. His face remained calm, his eyes tightly shut, but the tips of his ears betrayed him, burning crimson. He wasn’t as unaffected as he wanted me to believe.

Aerick was a different story. His entire body seemed to tense, his broad shoulders stiffening as though bracing against a storm. For a moment, just a flicker, his gaze dipped from the ceiling before darting back up. His jaw clenched so tightly I could almost hear it.
I finished the verse, letting the last note linger, the heat in my voice as deliberate as the way I stood up from the bath. Water cascaded down my skin, the steam curling around me like a veil. I stepped out slowly, entirely unbothered, feeling their attention even though neither of them dared to openly look.

Ayaan, always composed, was ready with a soft cloth in hand. “Here,” he said, his voice calm, steady
—too steady. His eyes stayed firmly shut, as though he were reciting a silent prayer to himself.

I wrapped the towel around me, but the dampness of my hair sent rivulets of water trailing down my neck and shoulders. Ayaan stepped closer, his movements precise and gentle, as he helped pat the excess water away. His hands brushed lightly along the towel’s edge, never once slipping or faltering.

Aerick’s voice cut through the moment, sharp and low. “This isn’t—” He stopped, mid-protest, as his eyes fell on me.

For a second, everything stopped. His gaze locked on mine—or more accurately, on me. The towel clung to my damp skin, doing little to hide the curves of my body. His sharp inhale was audible, and in that moment, the stoic, guarded Aerick cracked, just a little.
“Aerick.” Ayaan’s voice was like a blade, sharp and precise, snapping him out of whatever thought had just gripped him.

Aerick turned away so fast it was almost comical, his jaw tight, his entire posture screaming tension. He didn’t say another word, retreating to his corner with a stiffness that betrayed the chaos swirling inside him.

I couldn’t help the small smile that curved my lips as I watched him go. My attention flicked back to Ayaan, who continued drying my hair with a kind of gentle reverence.
The air in the room was charged, electric. I could feel it—the push and pull, the unspoken tension between the three of us. My gaze drifted back to Aerick, just for a moment, and I caught the edge of his profile, still turned resolutely away.

He had looked. And I had seen the heat in his eyes, however brief it had been. It left my chest fluttering in a way that I didn’t entirely expect.
I wasn’t sure what I had set out to accomplish, but now? I knew I had a hold over them. Over both of them.

CHAPTER 11: A SIREN

THE OTHER OTHER ONE

The steam curled thick in the air, clinging to my skin as I stood apart, mine eyes fixed upward upon the ceiling's plain expanse. It was an anchor, a refuge from temptation, though the sound of the water shifting behind me pulled at my resolve with every ripple.

Ayaan had taken his place by her side, dutiful as ever, his eyes closed in feigned indifference. I could not say whether his restraint was genuine or a performance meant to test mine own, for my will had already been stretched taut.

And then... she sang.

Her voice was honeyed silk, wrapping itself around the room like the mist from the bath. The melody was unfamiliar, yet its meaning was clear as day—intimate, beckoning. Her words spoke of fever, of heat that seared beyond the body, and though I kept my back turned, I could feel the fire of her presence more keenly than the warmth of the bathhouse.

The very air seemed to shift. I clenched my jaw, willing myself to remain unmoved, but the spell she wove would not be ignored.

I dared, for but a moment, to let my gaze falter. The ceiling’s sanctuary broke as my eyes, of their own accord, sought her reflection upon the water’s surface. A mistake.

Her form rose, water cascading down her skin in rivulets that gleamed like moonlight. The steam curled around her, obscuring and revealing in turn, and I caught my breath, my composure slipping as though it were no more than a thin thread worn bare.

Before I could right my course, she stepped forth from the bath, the light catching her every curve. Ayaan moved to her at once, offering her a cloth as though this were the most natural thing in the world. His manner was unshaken, his touch reverent yet composed as he helped her dry. His steadiness only served to deepen the turmoil within me.

“This cannot—” The words left mine lips unbidden, sharp and hoarse. I turned, intending to shield her, to shield myself, from what I feared most. But in that turning, mine eyes betrayed me.

They fell upon her, truly, wholly. Her damp skin glistened beneath the soft cloth that clung to her as though it too refused to part with her warmth. Her hair framed her face, strands wet and wild, and her eyes met mine—not with shame, but with knowing.

Time seemed to falter. My breath caught, and in that heartbeat, I saw not just her form but the challenge, the triumph in her gaze. She knew. She knew what she had done, and she reveled in the chaos she had wrought within me.

“Aerick.” Ayaan’s voice cut through like a blade, shattering the moment. I turned sharply, my back to her once more, my fists clenched at my sides. Heat burned in mine face, shame warring with anger, yet I dared not speak further lest I betray how much she had unmade me with but a song and a glance.

Behind me, her laughter was soft, low—a sound that lingered long after she departed the room, leaving only the echoes of her presence and the fire she had lit in my veins.

THE OTHER ONE

Mine eyes were closed, yet every movement, every shift in the air around us, I felt as keenly as though my very skin were attuned to her presence. The steam from the bath curled thick, a veil over the room, but even in the haze, I knew where she was, her every motion stirring the air, stirring something within me that I had long buried.

I dared not open mine eyes, for fear of seeing too much. Her voice, soft and full of intent, cut through the air, a melody both strange and familiar, like the breath of wind before a storm. It was not just the notes she sang, but the way she let them linger in the space between us, as though the very words were a seduction. Fever... yes, fever, I thought. I felt it, rising, deep in my chest, though I could not trace the source.

I resisted, though my mind cried out to look, to open my eyes and behold her in all her glory. But mine duty... mine vow to protect, to guard... they held me in place, forcing me to remain distant, though my senses betrayed me.

She rose from the water, and the air shifted—heavy, laden with something far more intoxicating than the steam. Her form, glistening like a goddess emerging from the depths, struck me with a force that stole my breath. The water slid off her skin, tracing every curve in ways that had no place in the purity of my thoughts.

I forced myself not to look, to not fall victim to the temptation that beckoned with every step she took. But my hands moved, almost without thought, reaching for the cloth I had prepared, offering it to her as I had done before.

Yet Aerick—damned Aerick—did not move with the same restraint. His gaze was fixed upon her, and I could feel it, burning like fire upon my back. He stiffened, his words a protest he could not hold back. I turned toward him, but there was no time to stop him from what he would do next.

And still, I could not look. I forced mine gaze elsewhere, knowing what would come if I did not. But I heard the shift of cloth, the sound of her body moving in ways that tugged at the very fibers of my being.

And then she was gone, leaving only the faintest echo of her scent in the air.

For a moment, I stood, breathless and still, as though the world itself had shifted beneath my feet. I dared not move, not yet. I was frozen, caught between the man I had always been and the desires she had awakened within me. I was her protector, but in that moment, I realized how fragile the line between control and surrender had become.

And Aerick... I could feel his struggle too. The fire in his eyes, the rawness of the tension that clung to him like a second skin. He, too, had felt it. And I knew—knew in that moment—that the battle for restraint was far from over.

CHAPTER 12: A HUNGER

HER

I slipped from the bath, my skin still warm from the heat of the water. The shift, soft and simple, was already laid out for me, and I wrapped myself in it. As I moved to my room, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had changed. There was a tension now—an unspoken pull between the three of us.

It wasn’t something we spoke of, not yet, but it lingered in the air, heavy and undeniable. I settled into bed, pulling the covers up around me, waiting for them to return. It felt different now. We had shared a moment, a shift that had nothing to do with the prophecy, nothing to do with duty. It was something deeper, something between us all that didn’t need words to be felt.
Ayaan entered first. His eyes met mine with the same quiet intensity they always held, but there was something in the way he moved, something different. He didn’t acknowledge it, but I could feel his awareness of the change between us. Aerick followed, his gaze lingering a little too long, as though he couldn’t pull himself away from me, though his posture remained impassive. It was subtle—small movements, fleeting glances—but I felt it.

Neither of them said a word about it. They didn’t need to.

Ayaan spoke, his voice steady and familiar, though his words carried more weight than I expected. “You shalt be tested, Isobel,” he said, his voice low. “To see if thou art the one from the prophecy.”
His words were what I had expected, but somehow, in that moment, they felt distant. The prophecy, the test—it all seemed far away. It was no longer the center of this moment, no longer what held us together. There was something else now, something deeper between us.
Aerick stood at a distance, his eyes still watching me, though his expression was hard to read. But I knew that look. I felt it. A kind of quiet hunger, though he said nothing to betray it.

The air in the room had changed. There was something unspoken that drew us closer, yet none of us acknowledged it directly. It wasn’t about the prophecy, nor about duty. It was something else entirely. The space between us felt charged, heavy with all that we hadn’t said, all that we hadn’t done.

Ayaan, though his face remained calm, was different now. His proximity was more than it had been, though he never reached out. I felt him there, beside me, even when he did not touch. Aerick, too, had changed. His eyes held me longer than they had before, his stance a bit more rigid, like he was fighting something he couldn’t quite control.
Still, nothing was said. Nothing needed to be.

I lay back, my thoughts swirling. The prophecy, the test—it all felt secondary now. The moment between us, the shared tension, the way we had all felt that quiet shift—it was more real than anything spoken.

Ayaan’s hand hovered near me, barely brushing the air between us, and Aerick’s gaze never left me. Neither of them said a word, but I knew that they felt it too. That subtle, unspoken change. The connection that had bloomed between us in that bath, in the silence, in the shared space of our minds.

CHAPTER 13: A TEST

HER
I sat alone in my room, wrapped in the soft shift—a beautifully made gown that clung to my body in the most delicate way, hiding just enough to keep me from feeling completely exposed. The fabric was light, almost ethereal, and it felt like the only thing separating me from the world, from everything that was about to unfold.

I was waiting for them to come. The test, the prophecy... it all loomed over me like a shadow. My mind kept drifting back to Thorn, and how I hadn’t had the time to think of him, not in the way I wanted to. He was there, always present in my mind, but in my urgency and confusion, I had pushed thoughts of him aside. I felt a sharp twinge of guilt. Was that wrong? I couldn’t tell.
I hadn’t wanted to dwell on the tension between us, but it lingered, and now, sitting here alone, it felt stronger than ever. I couldn’t shake the memory of him carrying me, the warmth of his arms, the quiet intensity of his gaze. There was something between us that I hadn’t understood before—and now I felt unsure. Should I tease him? Would it make things more awkward, or could I use that connection to my advantage?

The door opened then, and Thornestepped into the room. My breath caught in my chest as I looked up at him. His presence was magnetic, and even though he stood in the doorway, I could feel the shift in the air. Something had changed.

His gaze softened when he saw me, but he said nothing, simply stepping forward and offering his arm. “I shall carry thee, my lady. Thou hast no shoes.”

I couldn’t help but smile. The idea of him carrying me again—of being so close to him—felt strange but comforting at the same time. It was a simple gesture, but it felt intimate in a way that stirred something inside me.

I stood, accepting his offer without hesitation. His arms felt strong and sure around me as he lifted me effortlessly, and I could feel his heartbeat beneath his armor. We didn’t speak on the way there, but I felt the unspoken connection between us, the tension, the weight of all that we hadn’t said.

When we reached the place, I was set down gently onto the ground, my feet touching the cold stone floor, the shift still clinging to my form. Before me was a grand central room, decorated in a way that took my breath away. There was an imposing table in the center, and in front of it, a grand chair—a throne, almost. The air was thick with history, with power.

The table, made of dark wood, held an ancient paper, the ink on it carefully written in a script that resembled modern penmanship—clean, clear, and not nearly as difficult to decipher as the medieval texts I’d seen.

I was guided to the chair and seated, my body tense as I adjusted my gown around me, the fabric moving softly with the motion. The room began to fill, knights arriving from all corners of the chamber. They stood tall, their eyes fixed on me with varying degrees of curiosity. Thornewas at the head, standing near the table, his gaze never leaving me.

He cleared his throat before speaking. “We must test thee, Isobel, before we explain all that thou must know.” His voice was steady, but I could hear a trace of something behind it. Something I couldn’t quite place.

My pulse quickened as I looked around the room, feeling all those eyes on me. The tension was palpable. The knights were silent, waiting for something, but I wasn’t sure what.

And then, the doors opened again, and the atmosphere shifted. A man, entered. He was tall, regal, and exuded an aura of authority that made the knights straighten at attention. He glanced at me, his eyes measuring, before he stepped forward.

“Welcome, my lady,” he said, his voice deep and welcoming. “It is an honor to finally meet thee. Knights of the Order, let the ceremony begin.”

The weight of the moment crashed down on me. This was it. The test.

Thorn’s gaze was still on me, watching me closely, and I could feel the silent connection between us again, more intense than before. He hadn’t said it, but it was there—the unspoken understanding between us. And I wasn’t sure whether it made me feel more exposed or more powerful.

I wasn’t sure what the test would entail, but I knew one thing: nothing would be the same after this.

The room fell quiet again as the man I didn’t know stepped forward, his eyes fixed on me. I could feel my breath hitch in my throat. Something about his presence sent a shiver down my spine, but I couldn’t place what it was. His approach was slow, deliberate. I held my breath as he stopped just in front of me.

Then, without a word, he reached toward my shift. The cold touch of his fingers brushed against my skin, and my heart stuttered in panic.

“What are you doing?” I demanded, my voice wavering with uncertainty and fear.

I pushed his hand away, my body stiffening as I instinctively moved back in my chair. But his hand didn’t retreat. Instead, he pressed forward, trying to force my shift open.

A wave of terror rushed through me, and in that moment, all I could feel was the need to protect myself. I shoved against him again, harder this time, panic clawing at my throat as I struggled.

Thornestepped forward immediately, a protective movement, but before he could intervene, a voice rose and my blood ran cold. “Do not interfere, Thorn!”

I froze, my eyes darting around the room, unable to place where the voices had come from, but the command was clear, and it sent a chill down my spine.

The voices didn’t belong to the men I knew, but they were still men, and that was enough to leave me breathless. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but the fear that gripped me intensified.

But then, as Edmund continued to advance, my panic swelled, and I felt my courage harden like steel. I raised my voice, sharp and commanding, despite the dread that churned in my stomach.
“Take your hands off me, knight. I gave you no permission.”

The silence that followed was deafening. No one moved, no one spoke, and for a moment, I wondered if I had gone too far, if I had done something foolish. My gaze flickered to Thorn, his face unreadable, and then to Ayaan and Aerick, who, to my surprise, were watching me with a new kind of attention.

And then, finally, it was Thornewho broke the silence, his voice low and firm. “They only need to see thy naked body, Isobel. The test will be done then. No one here wishes to harm thee, nor to touch thee.”

The words should have comforted me, but instead, they only made my heart race faster. I could hear the soft murmurs of the knights, some of them shifting uneasily at Thorn’s declaration, while others remained silent.

But it was my choice. I knew that. No one could make me do anything I didn’t want to do.

I took a deep breath, my hands trembling as I began to undress. I looked directly at Thorn, Ayaan, and Aerick as I removed the shift, trying to find some kind of grounding in their eyes. But each of their expressions was unreadable, and I could feel the weight of every pair of eyes in the room on me.
The knights watched with varying levels of interest—some with curiosity, others with a strange reverence.

I dropped the shift, standing before them, exposed. I felt vulnerable, but I also felt a strange power in it, a sense of defiance.

I felt the cold air immediately, the chill that wrapped around me like an unwanted cloak. It bit at my skin, making me shiver involuntarily as I stood there, exposed. My body, however, betrayed me in ways I could not control. The hard, biting air had made my nipples tighten, and the sensation felt... mortifying. I wanted to hide, to cover myself, to shield any part of me from the eyes that I knew were on me. But it was no use.

I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks, and my heart pounded harder with every passing second. The cold wasn’t just against my skin, it was in my chest, settling deep where my shame gnawed at me. My body had no shame, though. It responded without my consent, and the familiar feeling between my legs stirred, like a memory I’d long buried.

I wasn’t enjoying this. No. Not at all.

But my body didn’t care. It responded anyway, just as it always had, as it always would, betraying me with a traitor’s quiet power. I clenched my fists, my breath shaky, desperate to regain control over something—anything—so that I didn’t have to feel like this. This wasn’t pleasure. It was humiliation, and yet my body’s reaction—unwanted and undeniable—was there, unrelenting.

I closed my eyes for a moment, feeling as though I were caught in a vice, the room full of men, the cold, my own body, all pressing in on me in ways I didn’t want but couldn’t escape.

Tears welled up in my eyes without warning, and I didn’t know why. Maybe it was the overwhelming sense of exposure, or maybe it was the fear of what came next, but I couldn’t hold them back. I blinked quickly, trying to hide them, but it was no use.

Thorn’s voice broke through the silence again. “Turn, Isobel.”

I swallowed hard, my mind racing as I slowly turned around, facing away from the room. As I did, something shifted in my chest, a tight knot of realization tightening around my ribs.

The tattoo. The peacock. The one I had forgotten about in the mist. It was there, sprawling across my thigh, from hip to knee, vibrant and enormous, the colors vivid against my pale skin. The peacock—its mask, its feathers—was so much more than I had realized.

The room fell into a heavy silence, and I could feel every eye on me. I kept my head high, refusing to let the weight of their stares break me.

I heard murmurs as the knights observed my tattoo. Some whispered, some nodded, while others looked on with varying expressions—confusion, surprise, reverence.

Then, unexpectedly, Aerick knelt, bowing low before me. His movement was solemn, his face a picture of respect, and his eyes never left mine. It wasn’t what I had expected. His bow was deep and filled with a kind of reverence I didn’t understand.

The moment seemed to stretch on forever, and I didn’t know how to respond. I felt as though I were standing at the center of something ancient and powerful, something that reached far beyond this moment, beyond the prophecy or the test.

But for the first time, I felt like the answer to it all might be found within me.

HIM

The moment Edmund, mine own father, stepped forth, I felt mine heart quicken with unease. As he moved towards her, mine heart did thud within my chest, for I knew what was to come—the trial, the test to see if she were the one, the maiden we sought. But when he reached her and began his move, I froze.

There was no mistaking the look in her eyes—fear, confusion, and the deepest sense of violation. He did not seek her consent, and in that moment, the air grew thick with tension. When Edmund reached forth to pull her shift, she gasped, a sound that sent a shiver down my spine.
The raw panic in her eyes was unmistakable, and ere I could step forward, her voice rang out, clear and demanding:
“Take thy hands off me, knight! I gave thee no permission.”

The room stilled, as though the very air had been sucked from it. Edmund paused, his hand yet hovering above her skin, his gaze flickering to the knights who surrounded him. The room was heavy with silence, and my heart pounded in my chest. I yearned to protect her, to draw her from this madness, but I could not move. For a moment, I saw fear flicker in Edmund’s eyes—an emotion that seldom touched him.

But then the voices arose from the others—voices that seemed to come from all directions, commanding him to halt. “Let her be,” spake one voice. “No need to intervene,” quoth another.

The room filled with a chorus of authority that neither Edmund nor I could ignore. I knew, now more than ever, that this was no longer just a trial for her—it was a trial for all of us.

Despite the voices, Isobel’s defiance burned bright. She stood firm, a trembling figure before us all, yet her voice was unwavering. “I gave thee no permission,” she spake, a fire behind her words that sent shock through the knights.

I had ever known her strength, but now, before me, I saw the true might of her will. The silence that followed was heavy, like unto a great storm on the horizon.

And then, I found my voice, though it trembled with the weight of the moment. “We need but to see her body, naught more,” I spake, my tone firm, my gaze fixed upon Edmund. “No man here desires to touch her, nor to harm her. The trial shall end, once she stands before us.”

Her gaze met mine, and in her eyes, I saw trust mixed with disbelief.
She was clearly shaken by what had just transpired, yet she nodded slowly, knowing she had little choice. I saw the hesitation in her movements as she began to remove the shift, and with every garment that fell away, a part of me ached. Yet what struck me most was how her body betrayed her.
Though her face burned with shame and her hands trembled, there was an undeniable response from her body—her nipples hardened beneath the eyes of the room, and between her legs, I saw the subtle shift, the unmistakable sign of desire. Her body, despite her protests, had betrayed her, and the room grew heavier, more uncomfortable.


THE OTHER ONE

I stood still, mine eyes fixed upon her, though I knew none of us were to speak, not yet. Her beauty was undeniable, even in such a moment of vulnerability.

She stood before us, bare and unguarded, and though her skin shuddered in the chill of the air, there was an undeniable warmth that radiated from her.

I could see the conflict within her—her body trembling, yet there was an undeniable pull, an undeniable reaction. Her nipples had hardened, the delicate points standing out against the cold of the room. I saw it, and though I knew it was something she would never have chosen, it was a betrayal.

Her body betrayed her intent, and I could not help but notice, much as I wished to look away. I had seen many women in my time, but none with such rawness as hers. She did not desire this. I knew it as surely as I knew mine own heart. She did not wish to stand before us thus—exposed and vulnerable. Yet still, her body responded, against her will, to the weight of the room, to the gazes that devoured her, to the intensity of the moment.

I saw the faint blush upon her skin, her breath catching, and I understood. She did not enjoy this, no— this was not pleasure to her. But her body was a traitor, reacting in ways she could not command.
Between her legs, I saw the signs—small, subtle, yet impossible to ignore. The warmth, the dampness, a mark of her body's own response, though her mind cried out against it. I could feel it in mine own body, the tension, the stirrings. It was a feeling I knew too well, the mix of guilt and desire, the tension of something forbidden.
The room was thick with it, her shame, my internal struggle. I could not help but feel deep empathy for her, though it was mingled with something else—something deeper.

And yet, I could not help but watch, as much as it tore at me. I wished to comfort her, to shield her from the eyes of the knights that surrounded us, to remind her that this moment, this trial, was not her measure.
But I knew, too, that the trial must proceed. She had no choice but to endure it.
Yet that did not mean I must needs like it.

The silence that followed was heavy, like a great storm on the horizon. And then, I finally found my voice, though it trembled with the weight of the moment.
“We only need to see yer body, nothing more,” I said, my tone hard, my gaze fixed on Edmund. "No one here wishes to touch, nor hurt ye. The trial will be done, once thou stands before us."

Her gaze met mine, and I saw in her eyes a mix of trust and disbelief. She was clearly rattled by what had just happened, yet she nodded slowly, knowing she had little choice in the matter. I could see the hesitation in her movement as she began to remove the shift, and with every piece of clothing that fell away, a part of me ached.
But what struck me the most was the way her body betrayed her. Though her face was flushed with shame, and her hands trembled, there was an undeniable response from her body—her nipples hardened under the eyes of the room, and between her legs, I could see the subtle shift, the unmistakable sign of desire. Her body, despite her protests, had betrayed her, and it made the room heavier, more uncomfortable.

THE OTHER OTHER ONE

There is naught more unsettling to a man, even the most steadfast, than to behold a woman in such a state—exposed, vulnerable, her very soul laid bare before us. And yet, I was struck, not by her shame, but by the manner in which she stood—her posture, though trembling, was firm with defiance, as if the weight of humiliation could not break her resolve. Yet 'twas her body that haunted me most.

The cold had taken hold of her, her skin quivering beneath the biting air as though the heavens themselves had conspired to mock her. And yet, her body—her body, as if possessed by some cruel force, betrayed her mind. Her nipples, hardened by the frost, stood as clear as any mark of shame, an unmistakable sign of the conflict waging within her. I knew with certainty that she wished not this, that it was against her will. But still, her body answered as though it could not do otherwise.

And it was there, 'twixt her thighs, where the truth lay most plainly. A subtle dampness, a warmth that could not be hidden, no matter how fiercely she fought against it. Her body was no longer her own in that instant. She may have wished it away, but it would not obey her.

I stood, transfixed, silent, feeling the stirrings of a deep unease within mine own breast. There was no pleasure here, no delight in her suffering. Yet my own flesh betrayed me, stirred by the rawness of the moment, as though my body, too, could not escape the pull of her distress. I longed to turn away, to avert mine eyes, yet I could not. She was beautiful, even in this moment of pain, and I feared I was no better than those others, watching her as though she were naught but a spectacle.

But then, her eyes met mine. I saw not only shame but a fire that burned deeper—something of strength, of defiance, that called out to me. And though I could not fathom fully what she felt, I knew this much—she was more than the trial before us. She was more than the flesh laid bare for all to see.

CHAPTER 14: A ROOM

As the captors ushered her further into the earth’s embrace, the air thickened around her, heavy with the dampness that clung to her skin and crept beneath her clothing, sending shivers through her. The tunnel seemed to close in on her, each step echoing in the oppressive silence, save for the distant drip of water from unseen cracks in the stone. The very earth seemed alive, pressing against her with an almost suffocating weight, the scent of moss and wet rock filling her senses, mingling with the sharp tang of old iron. The smell of decay was pungent, a reminder of how the ruins below had long since been forgotten by the world above.
Her breath quickened as the path twisted downward, the ground slick beneath her boots, each step more treacherous than the last.

The chill in the air was biting, yet it seeped into her, as though the cold had become a part of her own bones. A thin layer of sweat began to form beneath her clothes, though the sweat was not from warmth, but from the mounting tension.

She felt exposed here, as if the earth itself was watching, judging her, even as it swallowed her whole. It was as if the very stone beneath her feet was alive, pressing against her, urging her onward into the heart of the darkness.

The light from the torch flickered in her peripheral vision, casting shadows that danced and shuddered as if they were alive, creeping toward her with malicious intent. The passage narrowed as they descended, the walls of the tunnel tightening around her like the grip of unseen hands. And with every step, her heartbeat seemed to grow louder, the sound of it reverberating in the hollow space, echoing back at her from every corner, a reminder of how small and insignificant she felt in the face of this strange, forgotten place.

The smell of the damp earth was overpowering now, an ancient, musty scent that filled her nose with each labored breath, clinging to her lungs as she fought to steady herself. It was a smell of death and rebirth, of things long buried but never quite forgotten. And beneath that, there was something else—a faint trace of something sweet, but sickly. It lingered in the air, barely perceptible, like the remnants of a forgotten flower blooming in the darkness, its fragrance fading just as quickly as it appeared.

The sensation of the cold stone beneath her fingertips, as her hand brushed against the wall for support, sent a tremor through her arm. The stones felt like bones of some ancient creature, worn smooth by time, their surfaces cold and unyielding. She could feel the moisture soaking through her gloves, her skin prickling with the dampness that now surrounded her entirely. It was as though her very body had become a part of the place, her senses melding with the surroundings, as though the earth was claiming her, binding her to its cold, unrelenting embrace.

When they finally reached the door, her legs felt weak beneath her, her knees trembling with the effort of maintaining her composure. The heavy wooden door loomed before them, aged and battered, the iron hinges rusted with the weight of centuries. As it creaked open, an overwhelming rush of warmth enveloped her, but it was not a comforting warmth. It was a stifling heat, thick with the scent of burning incense and something else—something more earthy, more primal. It clung to the air, heavy and oppressive, as though the very room had been steeped in this scent for centuries, the walls themselves absorbing the presence of those who had come before her.

The chamber was vast, its dimensions lost in the shadows cast by the flickering torches. The stone beneath her feet was smooth, but slick with moisture, and the faint echo of her footsteps seemed to stretch into eternity. The air was thick with the scent of burning herbs, their pungent aroma curling into her lungs, making her dizzy. It was almost suffocating—the air, thick with the weight of centuries of history, of secrets long hidden, of desires and fears that had been buried beneath the earth, forgotten by time.

As they guided her to the center of the room, she felt the weight of their eyes upon her, though their faces remained hidden in the darkness. She could sense them—silent and unblinking, like predators waiting for the right moment to strike. The cold stone of the circle beneath her feet seemed to pulse with a life of its own, as though the very ground she stood upon was alive, watching her, waiting for her to make a choice she had not yet even begun to understand.

The silence in the room was absolute, broken only by the sound of her own breathing, quick and shallow as her heart raced in her chest. Her skin was damp with sweat, the chill of the air mixing with the warmth of her fear. The scent of the herbs was overwhelming, mingling with the sharp, musty odor of the stone and the earth, as though the room itself had become a living thing, a beast of forgotten power.

It was then that she felt it—deep in her chest, a tremor that rose from somewhere beneath her ribs, as though something ancient had stirred within her, answering the call of this forsaken place. The weight of it pressed against her, and for the first time, she felt the stirring of something greater than herself— something that made her blood run cold and her body burn with a strange, unfamiliar heat. She was here, in this moment, standing before whatever was coming next, and she had no choice but to face it, to surrender herself to it.

The prophecy, whatever it might be, was no longer a distant, abstract thing. It had found her. And now, it was unfolding around her, in the dampness of the earth and the weight of the air, in the silent presence of those who awaited her, watching with eyes that saw far beyond what she could ever comprehend.

The doors swing open, the creak of ancient wood a stark contrast to the smooth silence of the tunnel we had just passed through. Two knights stand before me, their expressions unreadable, their armored forms rigid and imposing. They are not familiar to me, their faces hidden beneath darkened helms, but I know instinctively that they are not here to harm me.
I step inside.

The room is nothing like the dank, oppressive passageways that led me here. This place is alive with light, the air cleaner, almost crisp. The stone walls, once jagged and cold, are now polished, the floors swept, as though this space were cared for with meticulous devotion. It feels… modern. The furniture is arranged with a sense of order that is foreign to everything else I've seen. A large, long wooden desk dominates the center of the room, painted a deep golden hue. I can't tell if it's real gold or just an illusion, but its gleam catches the light and draws my attention.

Behind it stands a desk, covered in ancient parchment and scrolls, but it is not the furniture that catches my eye—it’s the walls.
The walls are alive with art—drawings, paintings, etchings—all in different styles and techniques, none of which belong to any medieval age I know. Some of them are so vibrant, so strange, that I am left wondering how they could even exist. The strokes are thick and bold in places, delicate in others. Some look like they were done with markers, others like oil paints, but none are from the era I had expected. Yet, the longer I look, the more something unsettling stirs within me.

I see faces. I see faces I know.

Thorne. Aerick. Ayaan. There they are—etched, painted, carved—across the stone in ways that defy time. Ayaan's painting is especially striking. It is larger than the rest, vivid in color and expression. His face is laughing, a little older than I remember, but undeniably him.

I pause. I look closer. And then, my breath catches. That face... the one I see in the painting, the one with the laugh, it is exactly the same as when I first met him. How can this be? The painting seems so old, so impossibly old, yet these people—this world—has not existed long enough for them to be here before they were born.

But then… then I see something else.

The man who tried to undress me. He stands in one of the drawings, younger than I remember, yet unmistakable. In his hand, he holds a ring, delicate and shining. It looks like something from a different time. I don’t know why, but I feel a knot twist in my stomach. This doesn't make sense.

I walk along the walls, my heart pounding, my mind struggling to make sense of what I am seeing. The pieces don’t fit, yet the more I look, the more I understand. They believe I am part of this. The art, the drawings, the faces—it’s all connected to me in some strange way.
And then I see it.

Above me, on the highest part of the room, the art continues. It's as if the walls are endless, stretching upward into the shadows. I look up and my breath falters.

There I am.

Not my face completely, no, but a piece of me. A familiar thing from my past. A photograph.
It’s a picture of me from my dating profile. The one where I wore the deep indigo blue cape, the one I loved so much. I had felt so mysterious in that cape. It made me feel like something out of a fairytale. The way I was turned in the photograph—it had almost seemed like a medieval tunic, a look I had always dreamed of embodying.

I feel the blood drain from my face. This can’t be possible. I start to hyperventilate, my chest tightening, my vision narrowing. My thoughts are jumbled, spinning out of control.

I stagger backward, my legs weak beneath me, and I crash into the knights. They catch me, steadying me with practiced ease, but I don’t want their hands on me. I feel frantic, terrified, lost in the realization that something is wrong.

This is wrong.

But when I look back to the wall, something in me shifts.
I see it now. The picture—the full picture—an entire mosaic.

At first, it was just fragments, individual portraits and drawings of faces I recognized. But now I see it all—the picture is bigger than any one portrait. Every small drawing, every tiny carving or etching, is a piece of something larger.

And in the center, in the heart of it all, there is something so dear to me. Something I hold close, something I’ve always carried, though I’ve never realized its significance until now.
I don’t understand it. But I feel it.

Something is shifting in this place, in me. Something has always been here, waiting.

I take a step back, my eyes darting between the walls, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing. The air grows thick again, heavier, as if the room itself is pressing in on me, trapping me in this moment.

I don't know what this means. I don’t know what they want from me. But as I look around, the only thing I’m certain of is this:
I am part of this story. Whether I want to be or not.

CHAPTER 15: A CHOICE

I feel the panic surge in me, rising like a tide, choking the air from my lungs. My heart is racing, and I can feel the walls closing in. This room—these walls, this art—everything is suffocating me. I can't breathe. I can't think.
Without thinking, I scream. A primal, desperate sound that echoes off the stone walls. The knights freeze, their expressions unreadable, but I can see the confusion in their eyes. They don’t understand. I don't care.
"I need to be alone!" My voice shakes, but there's no mistaking the demand. My hands tremble at my sides, but I shove one of the knights away, pushing him back. The action is more forceful than I ever intended, but I don’t care. I need space. I need to breathe.

The knights hesitate, their eyes flicking to one another, uncertain. They are lost, unsure of how to react. The air between us is thick with tension, their confusion mirrored in the silence. They don’t know what to do, and in their indecision, I feel the weight of my fear press down even harder.

But then, something in me shifts. A coldness, a sharpness that surprises even me. The words spill out of my mouth with a force I didn’t know I had.

"Do as I told you. Leave. Now!"

The command is dark, stern—so different from the frightened girl I once was. It’s as if something else is speaking through me, something stronger, something older. And I can feel the shift in the room, a tangible quiet falling over the space as the knights, taken aback by the command in my tone, slowly begin to step back.

But as they move, I turn to Ayaan. My eyes lock onto his, and I find my voice again, though this time it is more steady, more sure.

"Ayaan," I say, my voice quieter now, but no less serious, no less demanding. "You stay."
The others pause, glancing between Ayaan and me. I feel the weight of their gazes, but I don’t care. This is my moment. This is my choice.

Ayaan hesitates, just for a heartbeat, before his face hardens into something unreadable. But he doesn’t argue. He stays.

The knights leave, their steps retreating into the distance, and I am left with only Ayaan. The silence in the room stretches, stretching tighter, pulling everything into focus.
I don’t know what I’m going to say, or what I want to say, but for now, I have him. And that, for reasons I can’t fully explain, is enough.

THE OTHER ONE

Ah, long have I awaited this moment, with patience stretched thin as the sands in an hourglass, ever steadfast in mine own certainty that such a day would come—when I, Ayaan, might prove mine own worth and redeem my soul afore her gaze. Oft had I seen myself as master of my destiny, wrapped in a mantle of confidence, a fortress nigh unassailable.
I, who could command with but a glance, who moved through the world as though it were mine to shape.

Yet here, in this chamber lit with unnatural brilliance, I find myself unmade.

She standeth afore me—not as the saintly vision I had enshrined within mine heart, distant and untouched by mortal hand. Nay, she is now flesh and spirit intertwined, a woman made real. Her presence striketh at me, her eyes afire with pain and fury, and yet within their depths lies a quiet strength, an ember that refuseth to be quenched. This power, it is not in her motions nor her voice—it lieth in her very being. She commandeth not with words but with her essence, her defiance, her claim upon the space that now surroundeth her.

I had thought I knew her, held her image as the very epitome of grace and sanctity, untouchable and unspoiled. Yet now, she is more than such frail imaginings. She is raw, unrefined, wrought of the world’s harsh touch, and all the more formidable for it.

This realization doth strike me low, for what I had worshipped as divine hath proven mortal. Yet in her humanity lies a truth I cannot deny—a truth that doth rend asunder my pretense of strength and certainty. For she is not an ideal carved of marble nor a dream born of the heavens. She is a woman, and in her frailty lies a might that humbles me.
I, Ayaan, who hath ever been so sure of mine own place, now trembleth ere her presence.

When she doth cry aloud, it is as though a great weight descendeth upon me, heavy and unyielding. The force of her voice shaketh me to mine core, rattling the very foundation of my being as naught hath before.
She doth drive the knights hence with a might I had not foreseen, her words keen as a blade, cutting through the still air. ""Do as I told you. Leave. Now."

Her voice beseecheth not—it demandeth. The power therein taketh my breath from me. This is not the maiden I had fashioned within my mind. Nay, she is something far beyond my ken, something o’er which I have no dominion. My heart doth quicken, my breast tighteneth. I should feel triumphant, should bask in the light of victory, yet instead, I am... adrift. It is no fear that stirreth within me, but rather a queer unease, a disquiet I hath ne’er known.

As her will is spoken, the others bow to her bidding and take their leave. Yet I remain, for she hath bade me stay. A great honour, this should be. A moment long awaited, a boon for which I have yearned
—nay, prayed. To be near her, to be of service. And yet, with her gaze resting upon me, weighty and searching, mine own resolve doth falter.

I look upon her now with new eyes—not as a saint, nor as a vision distant and divine, but as a woman, wrought of flesh and spirit. She standeth before me, a figure both commanding and tender, as though striding the boundary betwixt strength and frailty. And I, who hath known confidence in all things, now standeth mute, my limbs heavy as lead, my tongue bound.
She holdeth power o’er me—more than I had ever conceived.

She is no longer the saint I once sought to deliver. Nay, she is the woman who now graspeth my very soul in her hands. And I... I know not what to do.

Mine own redemption, so clear in days past, doth now fade as a mist before the morn. What purpose I once pursued with fervour now seemeth but a wisp, fragile and fleeting. What remaineth for me? What shall I become, standing before this woman who hath unwoven the tapestry of all that I believed?

I cannot tell. Yet I shall follow. For she is no longer an idol upon a pedestal, no longer the unattainable dream I once revered. She is a woman, and in this truth, I find myself undone, trembling ere her feet.

CHAPTER 16: A CHASM

I’m in his arms, my chest heaving with anger and confusion, the rawness of everything pushing me to lash out. My fists beat against his chest, the muscles beneath his sturdy gaban like stone, unmoving as I strike, each punch no more than a fleeting burst of frustration. He doesn’t flinch, his grip tightening around me, holding me close as I continue, even though I know it’s pointless.
He smells like dirt and horses—rough and earthy, a stark contrast to the pristine air I thought I knew. There’s a strength in him, unyielding, yet beneath it, I sense something softer. A depth that most would hide, somet=hing gentler, a tenderness that shouldn’t belong to someone who’s known battle and bloodshed. I don’t understand it, but I feel it.
My body grows weary, the fight leaving me as quickly as it came. The sobs catch in my throat, and my arms hang limply at my sides. I lift my gaze, my eyes meeting his, searching for something that makes sense in all of this chaos. His face is close—too close—and for the first time, I see him as he truly is: a man, flawed and complex, not just the figure of strength I imagined.

My hand reaches up, almost without thinking, to touch the roughness of his beard. It feels unfamiliar, yet grounding. And then, I don’t know why, but something shifts within me. It feels absurd, the chaos of everything, but all I can think of is him, his presence—so real, so tangible.
Without realizing how it happened, my lips meet his. It’s a strange thing, this kiss—unbidden, but undeniable. He doesn’t pull back, doesn’t resist, and I find myself losing myself in the sensation of his lips, so full, so warm. I’d never thought it would be him—the man I never expected—but there is something in the way he holds me, in the way his touch feels like it can anchor me.

I want more. I need more.

I slip my tongue past his lips, seeking, testing, and though he seems surprised, he doesn’t pull away. He pulls me closer, his grip on me tightening as if he’s afraid I’ll slip away. His kiss deepens, and I let myself drown in it, wanting to forget everything, wanting to feel something other than the uncertainty that’s clouded my mind.

I bite his lip, pulling him closer, needing more—more than this room, more than this world, more than what has happened. It feels like I’m falling, like I’m letting go of everything I thought I knew.

I take a breath and pull him by his hands, guiding him to the chair. It feels like a throne, like every chair I’ve seen here, and yet nothing about this feels right. I sit on him, the heat of his body pressing against me, and there’s no turning back now. I feel the warmth of his body, his strength, the way his breath quickens as his arousal becomes apparent. It makes my heart race, my body ache with something I can’t quite place.

I try to focus, but my hands are shaking as I help him with his belt, my fingers clumsy with the urgency of the moment. I don’t think about what comes next. I can’t. I pull my robe free, and this time, I don’t feel the shame I once would have. It’s gone, replaced by something else. Something powerful. Something that calls to me.

I take control, guiding him in ways that feel desperate, wanting to lose myself, to surrender to the chaos. But in the haze, I wonder if I’ve already lost something, if this moment is spiraling out of my grasp. Should I fight it? Should I embrace it? I don’t know anymore.

I don’t know where this will lead. But for now, I let myself feel everything.

I’m in his arms, my chest heaving with anger and confusion, the rawness of everything pushing me to lash out. My fists beat against his chest, the muscles beneath his sturdy gaban like stone, unmoving as I strike, each punch no more than a fleeting burst of frustration. He doesn’t flinch, his grip tightening around me, holding me close as I continue, even though I know it’s pointless.
He smells like dirt and horses—rough and earthy, a stark contrast to the pristine air I thought I knew. There’s a strength in him, unyielding, yet beneath it, I sense something softer. A depth that most would hide, something gentler, a tenderness that shouldn’t belong to someone who’s known battle and bloodshed. I don’t understand it, but I feel it.
My body grows weary, the fight leaving me as quickly as it came. The sobs catch in my throat, and my arms hang limply at my sides. I lift my gaze, my eyes meeting his, searching for something that makes sense in all of this chaos. His face is close—too close—and for the first time, I see him as he truly is: a man, flawed and complex, not just the figure of strength I imagined.

My hand reaches up, almost without thinking, to touch the roughness of his beard. It feels unfamiliar, yet grounding. And then, I don’t know why, but something shifts within me. It feels absurd, the chaos of everything, but all I can think of is him, his presence—so real, so tangible.
Without realizing how it happened, my lips meet his. It’s a strange thing, this kiss—unbidden, but undeniable. He doesn’t pull back, doesn’t resist, and I find myself losing myself in the sensation of his lips, so full, so warm. I’d never thought it would be him—the man I never expected—but there is something in the way he holds me, in the way his touch feels like it can anchor me.

I want more. I need more.

I slip my tongue past his lips, seeking, testing, and though he seems surprised, he doesn’t pull away. He pulls me closer, his grip on me tightening as if he’s afraid I’ll slip away. His kiss deepens, and I let myself drown in it, wanting to forget everything, wanting to feel something other than the uncertainty that’s clouded my mind.

I bite his lip, pulling him closer, needing more—more than this room, more than this world, more than what has happened. It feels like I’m falling, like I’m letting go of everything I thought I knew.

I take a breath and pull him by his hands, guiding him to the chair. It feels like a throne, like every chair I’ve seen here, and yet nothing about this feels right. I sit on him, the heat of his body pressing against me, and there’s no turning back now. I feel the warmth of his body, his strength, the way his breath quickens as his arousal becomes apparent. It makes my heart race, my body ache with something I can’t quite place.

I try to focus, but my hands are shaking as I help him with his belt, my fingers clumsy with the urgency of the moment. I don’t think about what comes next. I can’t. I pull my robe free, and this time, I don’t feel the shame I once would have. It’s gone, replaced by something else. Something powerful. Something that calls to me.

I take control, guiding him in ways that feel desperate, wanting to lose myself, to surrender to the chaos. But in the haze, I wonder if I’ve already lost something, if this moment is spiraling out of my grasp. Should I fight it? Should I embrace it? I don’t know anymore.

I don’t know where this will lead. But for now, I let myself feel everything.

The world feels heavy, weightless, and everything in between. The rough fabric of Ayaan's gambeson is forgotten on the floor beneath us, a silent witness to what just transpired. My body, slick with sweat, still trembles from the rush of emotions and the storm we’ve weathered together. I had almost let everything take control, unleashing all the frustration, fear, and desire in a single moment.

But now, as I sit above him, my breath slow and uneven, the chaos in my mind begins to settle. There’s no anger left, no conflict. Just... a deep sense of release. It’s as if a part of me that had been tightly wound, coiled for far too long, has finally been unbound.

I don’t know what to say. Words feel too small, too insignificant. Instead, I lean in, my arms wrapping around him. It’s a simple gesture, but in it, I find something unexpected—comfort.
He surprises me, though. Ayaan, with all his strength and his stoic nature, pulls me closer, his arms wrapping around me in return. It’s not the usual hardness I’ve come to expect from him. There’s softness there, something tender beneath the surface. Something raw and real that even a man like him can’t hide when the moment is right.

I realize then, in the quiet aftermath, that this... this wasn’t just about desire. It wasn’t about control or power. It was about two people caught in the same storm, clashing, then finding something stronger than both of us when it was all said and done.

His warmth against me is grounding, and for once, I don’t feel like I have to keep fighting. I can let go. Maybe that’s what I’ve been searching for all along—a moment where I don’t have to hold onto my defenses, where I don’t have to pretend to be something I’m not.

The silence between us is thick. Not uncomfortable, but... uncertain. My heart still races, my thoughts tangled in the aftermath of everything that’s just happened. I shift slightly, avoiding his gaze at first, unsure of how to navigate this strange space between us.

But then, his eyes catch mine. And suddenly, I’m aware of every little detail: the way his chest rises and falls with each breath, the feel of his hands resting on my back, still warm and strong.

“You know,” I finally mutter, trying to break the tension, “that was... unexpected.”
Ayaan’s lips curve into a half-smile, his gaze never leaving mine. “Expected or not, it hath come to pass,” he says, his voice low and steady, the calmness unsettling me in the best way. “I did not think thee wouldst be the one to take command.”

I snort, shifting slightly on top of him. “I wasn’t planning on it. But you,” I pause, narrowing my eyes, “you’re a lot more... easy to provoke than I thought.”

He chuckles, the sound deep and resonant, his grip on me tightening just enough to remind me of how easily he could shift things. “Provoked, thou sayest? A bold manner of speaking.”
“Bold?” I raise an eyebrow, lips curling into a smile. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

He arches an eyebrow in return, the playfulness returning to his gaze. “I will take thy word for it. But if thou believest me to be so easily stirred, perchance thou underestimatest me.”
I lean in, lowering my voice, teasing with every syllable. “You might be right. Maybe I’ll just have to... see for myself again.”

Ayaan’s expression flickers, his eyes darkening for a moment, as though he’s considering something. “I warn thee, though... I am not one to yield easily.”
I roll my eyes, the grin never leaving my face. “Who said anything about yielding?”

For a moment, neither of us speaks, the air between us electric. He just watches me, his face a mix of amusement and something deeper. “Thou dost not play fair, Isobel,” he murmurs, the teasing edge in his voice laced with something else now. “But then again, I know not if I do either.”
“Well,” I laugh, trying to keep the mood light but with a hint of challenge, “we shall see who gets the last word, won’t we?”
His lips curl into a knowing smile, the depth of his gaze making my heart skip a beat. “Perhaps,” he says, voice soft but thick with intent. “But I have a mind that I may take far more pleasure in the quiet that cometh after.”

CHAPTER 17: A BRIDGE

We fumbled back into our clothes, the room quiet save for the soft shuffle of fabric and the occasional clatter as Ayaan adjusted the chair. I couldn’t help but watch him as he worked, methodical yet distracted, his broad shoulders flexing with every motion. Despite everything, I felt a strange calm, as though a storm had passed, leaving behind a stillness I didn’t quite know how to process.

When the furniture was arranged to some semblance of its original state, my gaze caught on the papers stacked neatly atop the desk. They hadn’t been there earlier—or had they? My memory was fuzzy. I reached for them, the weight of curiosity pulling my fingers forward.
“Who left these here?” I asked, breaking the quiet.

Ayaan looked up from straightening the chair, his brow furrowing as his eyes followed mine. “Edmund,” he said simply, his voice softer now, as though the name itself carried a burden.
I tilted my head, the name bouncing around in my mind, familiar yet misplaced. “Edmund... and he is?”

His jaw tightened ever so slightly, and he hesitated, just for a moment. “Thorn’s father,” he said at last, the words clipped, as though he were holding back something heavier.

The way he said Thorn’s name sent a ripple of unease through me. There was something there, hidden beneath the surface, but I couldn’t quite grasp it. “What’s with that look?” I asked, squinting at him, trying to tease out the truth.

“It is naught,” he replied, too quickly, turning back to his task.
I didn’t press. Instead, I turned my focus to the papers Edmund had left behind. They were worn, their edges frayed, and the ink seemed to have seeped into the fibers of the pages, as though the words themselves were as old as the manor. “He carries these with him?” I asked, glancing up at Ayaan.

“Aye,” he said without looking at me. “Always.”

I flipped through them, my fingers careful not to tear the brittle edges. And then it hit me. These were the words I had heard before, recited by Thorneas he stood in the assembly room, his voice steady and unwavering. I hadn’t understood them then, but now, as I read through the faded script, something began to click.

It wasn’t a clear realization, more of an abstract understanding, like pieces of a puzzle snapping together to form an image still slightly out of focus. The weight of what I had been told, what I had heard and seen since arriving, all of it began to settle in my mind.

“This is it,” I whispered, more to myself than to Ayaan.

“What dost thou mean?” he asked, his voice cautious as he stepped closer.

I looked up at him, the words forming on my lips before I could stop them. “I finally understand. Why I’m here. Why I’m... needed.”

He didn’t respond immediately, his eyes searching mine, but I could see the question in his expression. Was I truly certain?

The absurdity of it all struck me then, but not in the way I expected. It wasn’t the time travel or the conspiracy or the prophecy that felt absurd—it was how normal it all seemed now. How easily I had begun to accept it, as though this place and these people had always been part of my life.
I whispered at first“I’m from another time,” I said, more to ground myself than anything else. “I don’t belong here, not really. But... somehow I do. And that’s enough.”

I looked back at the papers, the weight of them settling into my hands. These men didn’t understand. Not fully. They had built their lives around this, their order, their purpose, spinning a web of duty that stretched back centuries. Their devotion was absolute, their existence consumed by something larger than themselves.

And for the first time, I felt... guilty. As though I was the one who had started it all, the catalyst for their sacrifices, their struggles.

I didn’t create this, I reminded myself, but the thought didn’t soothe the ache. It felt as though I had stepped into a play already in progress, the lead actress in a story I didn’t remember auditioning for.

Ayaan watched me silently, his presence grounding despite the storm of emotions swirling inside me. And though I didn’t know what came next, I knew one thing for certain: I couldn’t turn back now.

CHAPTER 18: AGAIN

The Rules of the Maiden in Blue

Written by ancient hands, for a purpose cloaked in eternity.

The Mark of Her Sacred Form
Upon her flesh lies a sign that none may erase, a mark inscribed by forces beyond mortal comprehension—the Mask of the Peacock.
This symbol, radiant and enigmatic, is a seal of her divine origin, a covenant between heaven and earth.
It is not for the unworthy to interpret, nor for the impure to behold. To the devout, it is a beacon of celestial truth; to the unchosen, it is a curse, a whisper of the Devil’s hand.
The bloodline of the Maiden shall never name the mark, for to speak of it is to profane its sanctity.
Only the Inner Circle, bound by their oaths, may hold the knowledge of its true purpose. It is said that kingdoms shall rise or fall at the revelation of this sacred sigil, for it is both the seal of her birthright and a mirror to the hearts of men.
"Let it be known: to see the mark is to glimpse eternity. It judges the worthy, blinds the unfaithful, and humbles even the greatest of kings."


The Guardians of Her Path
The Maiden is not merely a queen of flesh but a sovereign of divine intent. Her presence demands the protection of the chosen few—the Knights of the Inner Circle, sworn to her cause by blood and by fate. No commoner shall approach her; their desires are tethered to the earth and unworthy of her celestial light. The knights are her shadows, her blades, and her shields. They exist only to serve her purpose, to guard her path, and to lay down their lives should the heavens demand it.
"They are bound to her not by chains but by destiny, their hearts sworn to silence and their swords to her will. In her shadow, they find their light; in her cause, their purpose."

The Colors of Her Arrival

When the Maiden walks among men, the heavens themselves bear witness. She shall be robed in hues of majesty—deep blues and indigos, the shades of twilight and eternity. These colors are not of this world, for they speak of realms unseen and destinies foretold.
To gaze upon her garments is to witness the fabric of creation itself, a celestial banner proclaiming her sovereignty. Her arrival is a herald of change, a signal that the prophecy begins to unfold.
"She is not of this time nor of this earth, but of a distant shore where gods whisper her name. The Lady in Blue walks a path none can follow but all must revere."

The Eternal Role of the Assembly

The Maiden’s journey is not hers alone. The Assembly, comprised of the Inner Circle’s most devout, exists to guide her steps without leading her astray. They are her counsel, her confidants, and her witnesses to destiny. Yet, they must never seek to control her, for her choices are her own, guided by divine wisdom beyond their comprehension.
The Assembly’s charge is to ensure her journey remains untarnished, her purpose unshaken. Should they falter, the heavens themselves shall grieve, and the balance of the world shall shatter.
"Her voice carries the weight of prophecy; their silence carries the weight of reverence. Together, they weave the tapestry of fate."

The Legacy of the Peacock

At the heart of the Maiden’s destiny lies the eternal Peacock, its vibrant plumes a symbol of vigilance, beauty, and eternity. This sacred bird binds her to a lineage and purpose that stretch beyond time itself. The Peacock is her guide, her guardian, and her herald, its feathers a bridge between the mortal and the divine.
"The Peacock’s eye sees all, its song is a hymn to creation, and its wings carry the Maiden’s name across the ages. To follow the Peacock is to follow the truth."

The Heavens’ Warning

Though the Maiden is chosen, she is also fallible. Flesh and blood may stumble, and even the most sacred path may waver. The Inner Circle must act with unwavering devotion, for the cost of failure is too great to bear.
"Guard her as you would guard the heavens. For in her steps lies the balance of all things. To falter is to invite ruin; to succeed is to court eternity."

A Reflection

For Isobel, these rewritten rules, with their poetic grandeur and celestial imagery, felt almost oppressive. Beneath the reverence and flowery prose, she could sense the chains of manipulation. The mark they spoke of with such awe—a mere tattoo she had once chosen on a whim—now held the power to bind these men to her service and her to a role she never asked for.
These "rules" were not divine truth but a cage of words, designed to elevate her to an impossible standard while controlling her every move. The beauty of the language could not mask the heavy burden they placed upon her shoulders.

CHAPTER 19: STAR SHINING
Upon reading, Isobel’s thoughts unraveled the layers of manipulation woven into the elegant, reverent prose of the “Rules of the Maiden in Blue.”

The so-called mark—a tattoo she had chosen impulsively in her time, an abstract design meant only to symbolize a fleeting sense of rebellion—was no divine seal. Yet here, it had been twisted into something extraordinary. This simple, modern emblem had somehow been elevated to a prophecy capable of commanding the loyalty of knights and influencing kingdoms. The thought was absurd, but more than that, it was deeply unsettling. How could an invention of her past—a thing so ordinary to her—become the cornerstone of a myth that dictated the lives of so many? And why?

Each word of the document reeked of control. The language was florid, reverent, and insidiously deliberate. It was a gilded cage, crafting an image of her as a being of untouchable, unapproachable divinity while isolating her entirely. Every phrase whispered of her superiority, but beneath the surface, she saw the trap: this was not about worshiping her but wielding her as a tool of influence and obedience.

The “Knights of the Inner Circle,” bound to her by ancient vows and so-called fate, were less protectors and more pawns. Forged by this carefully constructed myth, they served blindly, their purpose twisted into utter devotion. They were prisoners of this prophecy as much as she was.

Then there was the theatrical obsession with her appearance—her clothing, her colors, her very arrival. It all reeked of artifice. The deep blues and indigos, the ornate descriptions, were not about honoring her but about manipulating perception. These symbols were crafted to awe and intimidate, elevating her to a figure larger than life. It had nothing to do with truth and everything to do with control.

In her hands, the document felt less like a sacred decree and more like a political manifesto, disguised in divine language to obscure its real purpose. The lines weren’t crafted to inspire faith—they were designed to unify men under a single purpose. And that purpose, she realized, was her. She was the figurehead, the symbol, the lie.

But why? What was the endgame here? What purpose was so grand, so consuming, that it demanded centuries of manipulation?

She thought of Thorn, of the other knights, of the way they spoke of this prophecy with such unshakable belief. She thought of Edmund, the mastermind behind these words, and the layers of strategy that must have gone into shaping this narrative. They were not men seeking personal glory— they were servants of an idea. But what was that idea?

To ensure peace? To wield her as a weapon against some unseen threat? Or perhaps it was simply to bring order to chaos by uniting disparate forces under one singular myth? She had no answers, only more questions.

And in that moment, Isobel understood the magnitude of her role. She was not just an outsider trying to find her way home. She was a fulcrum, a point of leverage in a plan so intricate and far-reaching that she could barely grasp its edges. The idea was maddening. What if her very presence here was the seed of this prophecy? What if her attempts to steer history had created the very myth she now sought to dismantle?

As her mind swirled with questions, one thing became painfully clear: this wasn’t about divinity or destiny. This was about power. And whoever controlled the Maiden in Blue controlled the game.

CHAPTER 20: THE TABLE
Isobel lingered in her room after Ayaan left to fetch water, but her restless mind refused to let her sit still. The tangled thoughts of the prophecy, Edmund’s writings, and Thorn’s growing importance in all of it pushed her to action. She slipped out of the room, quiet and deliberate, moving through the manor with both curiosity and purpose.

The halls were dim, lit sparsely by the faint glow of fading daylight through narrow windows. The smell of old wood, stone, and smoke clung to the air, thick with a sense of age and permanence. She passed by rooms lined with simple furnishings—sturdy chairs, wooden chests, and the occasional tapestry depicting stories she didn’t yet know.

As she approached the kitchen, the air shifted, warmer and alive with activity. The clatter of pots and muffled voices drifted from the open doorway. She paused to glance inside. Boys and men worked shoulder to shoulder, stirring pots over low fires, chopping vegetables, and kneading dough on long, worn tables. The kitchen was the heart of the manor—cluttered but functional. Herbs hung from the beams above, their earthy scent mingling with the savory aroma of stew and fresh bread. Baskets of root vegetables sat in the corner, and the hearth crackled with glowing embers.

Through an open side door by the kitchen, she noticed two girls outside, carrying baskets. They were young—one tall, likely in her early teens, the other no older than ten. Their chatter stopped when they noticed her. Their postures shifted awkwardly as they whispered to each other, stealing glances in her direction. Isobel wondered what they saw when they looked at her.
Did they recognize who she was supposed to be? Did they see her as a saint—or something else entirely?

She followed their gaze as it moved past her, and then she saw him. Thornewas rounding the corner of the building, his stride purposeful but not hurried. The girls giggled behind their hands, their gazes darting to him and back to each other. Thorn’s face reddened slightly at their attention, though he kept his focus forward, pretending not to notice. Isobel’s lips curved into a small smile.

When his eyes met hers, however, his expression darkened, his brows drawing together in a flash of irritation. Thorn’s emotions played across his face as plainly as a child’s, his anger unmistakable. It reminded her of boys in their first relationships, clumsy and unable to mask what they felt. She would enjoy this unfiltered honesty for now, though a part of her knew it would grow tiresome quickly.

Raising her hand, she motioned for him to come closer. He hesitated for a beat but obeyed, his footsteps echoing softly as he approached. They stood there, just outside the kitchen, staring at each other for what felt like far too long.

The quiet tension between them was broken by the sideways glances of the kitchen boys, their curiosity obvious. Isobel felt her stomach churn, and not just from their watchful eyes. She hadn’t eaten anything substantial in what felt like days—or perhaps weeks. Time had blurred since her arrival, her body operating on autopilot while her mind dissociated.

The feeling was familiar, a cruel survival mechanism she recognized from the aftermath of her parents’ deaths. She hated it—the sense of losing herself, of being a prisoner to her own mind.
The edges of her vision blurred, and she swayed slightly. Thornestepped forward, his hands steadying her by the arms before easing her onto a nearby table. She sat there, feeling small and strange, her feet dangling as she looked into his face.

His green eyes caught her attention, vibrant and piercing in a way she hadn’t noticed before.

For a moment, her thoughts settled, and she simply stared. Everything around her—the smells, the sounds, the sights—crashed into her at once, the reality of her situation demanding to be acknowledged. She was here. This was happening.

“I need water,” she managed to say, her voice softer than she intended.
Thornedidn’t speak. He turned, grabbing a cup from the corner and filling it before handing it to her. The gesture was simple, but his closeness was grounding. She sipped, the cool liquid calming her frayed nerves.

She couldn’t bring herself to ask what she had planned to—about Edmund, the prophecy, or Thorn’s place in all of it. Instead, she looked down at her bare feet, self-conscious under his steady gaze. The robe she wore was still the same deep blue garment, a symbol she was beginning to resent for all it represented.

“I need clothes,” she said abruptly, pretending that was why she had called him.
Thorneraised an eyebrow, his expression shifting to something unreadable. “Clothes,” he echoed, his tone laced with skepticism but no mockery.

“Yes,” she replied, forcing herself to meet his eyes again. “Something practical. I can’t walk around like this forever.”

For now, the weightier questions could wait. She needed to feel human again before she could confront the rest.

Isobel perched on the edge of the table, Thornestanding before her with an air of restrained tension. His posture was rigid, his jaw tight, as if he were holding back words he didn’t trust himself to say.

“I need clothes,” she said again, breaking the silence that hung thick between them.
Thornelet out a measured breath, his gaze flickering to her blue robe. “While you were bedridden, I acquired some clothing for you from the village,” he replied, his tone clipped but polite. “They’re already preparing a wardrobe for you, along with furniture for your chamber. If there’s anything else you need...you can come to me.”

The sharp edge in his voice wasn’t lost on her, but she offered a soft smile, hoping to smooth the moment. “I’ll always come to you,” she said lightly, her tone teasing just enough to soften the formality. “Even if I don’t need anything.”

Thorn’s shoulders eased a fraction, though the tension didn’t leave his expression entirely. “Is that so?” “Absolutely,” she said, the corner of her lips quirking upward.
He seemed on the verge of a smile but stopped short, his features hardening once again. The shift gave her the opening she’d been waiting for.

“So,” she began, tilting her head as if the question were casual, “Lord Edmund is your father? That’s why you get to call the shots around here?”

Thorn’s expression darkened, but his voice stayed even. “Partly,” he said. “But it’s not as simple as that. There’s a hierarchy here. The clearer the marks on the wall in the underground ruins, the stronger the connection to you, the higher a knight can climb.”

He paused, then cleared his throat as though the words were bitter on his tongue. “Ayaan wasn’t even from here. He came from outside—a mercenary, passing through. The knights claimed they saw him on the wall, and suddenly, he was one of us. And then...you chose him.”
The resentment in his tone was palpable, and Isobel realized how much he resented Ayaan—and, by extension, her—for that choice. “You’ve known Ayaan longer than I have,” she said carefully, hoping to probe without antagonizing him
.
Thorn’s gaze sharpened. “That doesn’t mean I trust him,” he said. “Or that I understand why someone like him would be chosen. Some of us have been here our whole lives, waiting, serving.” His voice tightened, a crack in his composure. “But apparently, the wall doesn’t care about loyalty.”

The bitterness stung, but Isobel refused to let herself feel chastised. Instead, she leaned forward slightly, her hand brushing against his cheek. The stubble was coarse under her fingers, and his jawline tensed at the contact. His green eyes widened, startled by her boldness.
Around them, the air shifted. The kitchen boys, who had been trying to appear busy, froze, their gazes darting toward the pair. Even the large man at the hearth, who had seemed wholly focused on his tasks, hesitated, his movements slowing as he glanced their way.

Isobel ignored them all, her focus entirely on Thorn. Her hand moved to his chin, tilting his face toward hers with deliberate softness. He stumbled forward slightly, his body brushing against hers, the proximity almost scandalous. The robe she wore had shifted, exposing the tattoo on her thigh—the mark that defined the prophecy.

Thorn’s breath caught, and he pulled back suddenly, his face flushing as he stammered. “Y-you should cover that,” he said, his hands fumbling to pull the fabric over the tattoo. “I’ll...bring you the dresses I found. And some of the gifts from the knights and villagers.”

Isobel released him with a teasing smile, hopping off the table with deliberate ease. She cast a long, measured look at the kitchen staff, who hurriedly turned back to their tasks, and then glanced back at Thorn.

“I’ll be waiting,” she said softly, her voice carrying an unspoken challenge.

When she returned to her room, she shut the door behind her and leaned against it, her thoughts racing. The tension between them lingered in her mind, sharp and unresolved.

As her pulse slowed, her thoughts drifted to the days—or weeks—she had spent bedridden, the time a haze of fragmented memories. What had she been doing before all of this?

The memories felt distant, blurred at the edges, as though they belonged to someone else. She could recall the outlines of her life—her cluttered desk piled with books, the late nights spent poring over texts about medieval sexuality, the quiet triumph of completing yet another section of her master’s thesis. But the details were elusive, as if they’d been scrubbed clean by the passage of time or her sudden displacement.
Even the faces of the people in her life—professors, colleagues, friends—were indistinct, their voices muffled, their importance diluted. They slipped through her fingers like sand, intangible and weightless.

The realization struck her with quiet force: apart from a few fleeting friendships and distant relationships, she had no real connections. Her world had been filled with people, but none of them had been truly hers. There were no deep roots, no bonds that tethered her to anyone or anything in her time. It had always been her and her work, her and her relentless pursuit of understanding a past she now found herself living in.

And here, in this strange, chaotic place—a time she’d only ever studied—there was a surprising, almost unsettling sense of belonging. The people here saw her as essential, even revered. Thorn’s sharp devotion, Ayaan’s steady respect, the knights’ unwavering loyalty, even the curious looks from the villagers—all of it made her feel more seen and significant than she ever had before.

The contrast was jarring. She had spent her life feeling like an outsider, observing human connection from the periphery. And now, she was at the center of it. It should have felt overwhelming or suffocating, but instead, it was oddly comforting, like stepping into a role that had always been waiting for her.

The how of her arrival was too tangled a question to unravel now. She couldn’t begin to fathom the mechanics of what had brought her here, nor the implications of time and paradoxes. But the why— that gnawed at her. Why was it so easy to be here? Why did this place, this time, feel more real, more vibrant, more alive than the life she’d left behind?

Had she truly been so disconnected in her world that being thrust into the heart of someone else’s mythology felt like coming home? Or was there something else at play—a deeper reason, one she couldn’t yet see?

The thought lingered, unsettling yet impossible to ignore. For all her determination to resist the fabricated prophecy surrounding her, a part of her couldn’t help but wonder if this world had a purpose for her, one she hadn’t yet understood.

CHAPTER 21: THE ROOM
The moment Ayaan and Aerick entered her chamber, Isobel felt a strange blend of discomfort and curiosity. They moved swiftly, carrying in trunks and smaller parcels, their steps muted against the wooden floor.

Her new quarters were vastly different from the austere space she’d grown accustomed to during her recovery. The room was large and bright, with sunlight spilling in from a high-set window. Against one wall stood a mirror made of reflective metal—bronze, maybe, or copper. Its surface was imperfect, rippling her image slightly, but it was enough for her to see herself.
She looked wrong. Her modern features, her disheveled hair, the blue robe draped over her frame— none of it belonged here. But then again, had she ever felt like she belonged anywhere, even in her own time? The thought unsettled her, and she turned her attention back to her surroundings.

As Ayaan and Aerick unpacked, Isobel ran her fingers along the bed’s carved frame and inspected the room’s other items. The dresses being removed from the trunks caught her eye immediately. Their intricate shapes, heavy fabrics, and subtle embroidery fascinated her. They were garments meant for a life of ceremony and purpose, their weight and design almost foreign in their construction.

When Aerick hesitated near the door, she glanced at him. “Close the door, please,” she said, soft but firm. He looked unsure, glancing at Ayaan for guidance, but eventually complied. The door shut with a solid thud, and she turned back toward them.

“I’m going to change,” she said, already loosening the ties of her robe. “Turn around.”
Aerick’s face reddened instantly, his discomfort clear as he quickly averted his gaze. Ayaan, however, showed no outward reaction, merely turning his back to her without hesitation. His composure intrigued her; there was a calm, quiet control to him that she wasn’t sure she admired or resented.

Stripping out of the robe, Isobel used a damp cloth from the basin to clean herself. The evidence of her earlier encounter with Ayaan clung to her skin, sticky and incriminating. She scrubbed at it, grateful for the IUD she’d insisted on getting back in her time. Without it, she knew she’d be far more anxious. Careless, she chided herself internally, though part of her wasn’t sure if she entirely regretted it.

As I cleaned herself, , my fingers brushed against the collection of items spread across the room— gowns of intricate design, small jars, and carved wooden boxes. The chamber itself felt like a portal to another world, every detail steeped in the past. The thick stone walls were softened by tapestries depicting pastoral scenes, and a polished hearth glowed with warm light. Even the air carried the scent of earth and beeswax, mingling with something faintly herbal, as though the room itself exhaled history.

I picked up a folded linen chemise first—a simple, soft underdress that would be the base of the elaborate layers I’d seen. Next to it was a pile of stockings and garters made of wool. I let my fingers run over them, marveling at the craftsmanship, the practicality. These were no mass-produced items; someone had worked them by hand, stitch by stitch.

“For the skin?” I murmured, though it was more a question to myself.
Ayaan’s voice answered from behind me. “Aye, my lady. ’Tis a balm, crafted from the fats of beasts and herbs. The villagers use it to guard ‘gainst chafing and the cruel bite of frost.”
I glanced at him, still unpacking a large trunk, and nodded in quiet appreciation. “Efficient,” I muttered, rubbing a dab of it into my hands. It left my skin softer than I’d expected, the scent calming.

Among the items was a small vial of engraved metal, its surface patterned with delicate vines and leaves. I unstopped it and tilted it to catch the faint aroma. Lavender again, but with a musky undertone that gave it weight. Perfume, I realized. Primitive, perhaps, but undeniably charming. A single drop on my wrist filled the air with the gentle, earthy scent. It was calming, grounding.

The collection of cosmetics caught my eye next—tiny clay pots and wooden containers holding powders and pastes. One held a charcoal-like substance, another a reddish clay. I dipped a finger into a cup of water and in the red pot and dabbed it onto my lips, watching as a bright color bloomed against the pale backdrop of my skin. Ingenious, I thought.

There was also a wooden bowl filled with smooth, rounded stones that smelled faintly of ash and lard. I wrinkled my nose, holding one up. “Soap?”

“Aye,” Aerick said softly, barely meeting my gaze. “’Tis lard and ash. Mayhap crude, but ‘tis clean.” I smiled faintly, appreciating the practicality. The jar of tooth powder beside it likely crushed bones or shells mixed with herbs—made me wince. The modern part of me balked, but I reminded myself that it wasn’t far removed from early toothpaste formulas I’d read about.

As I sifted through the rest, I found a small, cloth-wrapped bundle tucked in the corner of one trunk. Unwrapping it, I revealed a hair comb made of bone, its handle etched with delicate floral patterns. It was simple yet elegant, carrying a quiet beauty that made my chest ache. A gift, I realized, likely from someone in the village.

“These people have given so much already,” I said softly, more to myself than anyone else. “They believe in thee,” Ayaan replied, his tone calm but deliberate.
I looked at him, unsure how to respond. Instead, I let my fingers trace the comb’s design, the weight of their belief pressing down on me. It wasn’t just the objects they’d given—it was the hope, the expectations, the silent plea for me to be what they needed.

I stood in the center of my chamber, staring at the kirtle in my hands. The chemise I’d managed to put on wasn’t so bad—a light linen underdress that brushed against my ankles, soft and forgiving. Beneath it, garters held up my stockings, tied neatly just above my knees. Even the bodice, which I’d laced tightly over the chemise, felt manageable, though snug in a way that made me acutely aware of every breath.

But this kirtle—the rich, wine-colored tunic with its tight sleeves and elaborate embroidery—was entirely beyond me. I tried pulling it on, fumbling with the fabric, but the laces at the back mocked me. And the outer gown, heavier still with its cascading train and intricate panels, sat tauntingly on a chair nearby.

I sighed, frustrated, and called out. “Ayaan?”

He turned from where he was studying the mirror on the wall, a faint crease in his brow. “My lady?” His voice carried that formal, measured tone he always used, though his eyes softened slightly when they met mine.

“I need help,” I admitted, holding up the offending garment. “I can’t... figure out how to get this on properly. There are so many layers.”
He tilted his head, his expression neutral but tinged with something like amusement. “Shall I offer mine aid, then?”

I hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Please.”
He stepped closer, holding out his hands. “Pray, let me see the garment.”
I handed him the kirtle and turned, feeling a bit ridiculous. “I think it goes on over my head, but the laces...”

“I see,” he murmured, inspecting the garment briefly before returning his attention to me. “’Tis a simple matter. Thou must don it first.”

I slipped the kirtle over my head, the fabric heavy and rich as it settled around me. The sleeves were snug against my arms, and the neckline rested just below my collarbones, leaving the back completely open where the laces hung loose.

“Turn thy back to me,” he instructed. I did as he asked, presenting him with the unfinished laces.
“I shall keep miine eyes closed,” he added, almost sheepishly. It was so unexpected that I laughed, the sound breaking the tension.

“You don’t have to be so formal,” I said, glancing over my shoulder. “I trust you.”

“’Tis not a matter of trust, my lady, but of propriety,” he replied, already threading the laces. True to his word, his eyes were closed, yet his fingers worked with surprising precision.

The tug of the fabric as he pulled the laces tighter surprised me, the sensation oddly grounding. I felt myself being shaped, quite literally, into someone else—someone who belonged to this strange place. The thought was both exhilarating and unnerving.

“You’ve done this before?” I asked, trying to keep the mood light.

“Not with mine own hands,” he said, his voice steady. “Yet I have watched it done oft enow to ken the ways of such garments.”

His hands moved methodically, the slow rhythm oddly soothing. I glanced toward the mirror, catching fragments of my reflection in the bronze surface. The kirtle hugged my figure in a way that felt regal and restrictive all at once. The embroidery along the hem and cuffs—delicate patterns of vines and flowers—seemed impossibly intricate.

“Not too tight,” I murmured as I felt the laces pull again.
“It must needs be snug, else the gown above shall fall ill,” he replied. His tone was gentle but resolute, and I found myself yielding to his judgment.

When he tied off the final loop, he stepped back, opening his eyes to inspect his work. “There,” he said simply, as if it were no great task.

I turned to face him fully, smoothing the fabric over my hips. “How do I look?”

His gaze lingered for just a heartbeat longer than I expected. “Like one who doth belong,” he said softly, his usual formality faltering for just a moment.

The words settled over me like the layers of my gown. I turned back to the mirror, letting myself believe it—just for a moment. Perhaps I could belong here. Or at least, I could look the part.

A knock at the door broke her focus. She froze for a moment, then hastily sat down on the bed. The fabric of her clothes settled heavily on her, unfamiliar but oddly comforting.

“Come in,” she called.

The door creaked open, and there stood Lord Edmund. His presence filled the room instantly, his gaze sweeping over me and then the trunks and items spread across the chamber. His expression was unreadable, a mix of formality and something deeper, though I couldn’t place it.
“Lady Isobel,” he began, his voice steady but probing. “I trust you’re finding your new accommodations... suitable?”

A knock at the door broke my focus. I froze for a moment, heart racing, then hastily sat down on the bed. The fabric of my clothes settled heavily on me, unfamiliar yet oddly comforting.
"Come in," I called, trying to keep my voice steady, though my pulse betrayed me.

The door creaked open, and there stood Lord Edmund. His presence filled the room instantly, commanding the space without a word. His gaze swept over me, taking in the disarray of trunks and items scattered about, before resting on me with an intensity I couldn’t quite interpret. His expression was unreadable—an odd mixture of formality and something deeper, something guarded. I couldn’t place it, but it left a strange feeling of unease in my chest.

"Lady Isobel," he began, his voice steady but probing, as if each word were carefully measured. "I trust ye find your new accommodations... suitable?"

His words were like a sudden chill, making the air feel heavier. I swallowed, trying to muster some semblance of composure.

The room felt smaller now, as if his presence had made everything too real. The mirror, the trunks, the simple weight of my new life—it was all too much in that moment. How was I supposed to respond to him, to this man who seemed to already know more than he let on?
“It's... more than I expected,” I replied, trying to sound polite, but feeling the weight of my uncertainty beneath my words. How could I ever belong here?

Lord Edmund’s gaze softened slightly, though not enough to break the formality that clung to him like a second skin. He stepped further into the room, his movements calculated yet graceful. I couldn’t decide if he was inspecting me or the space.

“Good," he said, his voice warm, but still laced with the gravity of his station. "The villagers are eager to see thee, Lady Isobel. They hold thee in high regard, and I do believe thy presence here will bring much-needed change.”

Change. Was that all I was here for? A piece in some larger puzzle that no one had explained to me? The weight of expectation pressed down on my shoulders, a burden I didn’t fully understand.

I nodded, unsure of what else to say. The room, once so filled with the hum of my own thoughts, now felt like a stage, and I was the one being watched.

"I... I shall do my best," I finally said, though I wasn’t sure what my best would even look like here. He nodded slowly, his sharp eyes scanning me again, as if gauging the truth of my words. For a moment, I almost felt like he could see straight through me, but then he turned, his posture straightening.

"Very well," Lord Edmund said, his voice a bit colder now. "I shall leave thee to thy rest, but know this—thy role here is not one to be taken lightly. We are all relying on thee more than ye may realize."

His gaze lingered on me for a moment longer before he turned and exited the room, leaving me to the silence that seemed to stretch on for eternity.
I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. More than I realize... I could barely wrap my head around that. What exactly was I supposed to do here? How was I supposed to change anything in a world so foreign to me?

I stared at the closed door, feeling the weight of his words pressing on me.

The moment the door closed behind Lord Edmund, a strange shift seemed to occur within me. It was as if a switch had been flipped, and suddenly, the weight of expectation, of being Lady Isobel, felt less burdensome. I didn’t have time to dwell on the unease his presence left behind; I had a role to play, and whether I understood it or not, I could feel my instincts take over. My rational self felt strangely displaced here, but once I allowed my instincts to guide me, everything flowed as if I’d done this all my life.

I stood abruptly, my voice firm as I crossed the room. "Aerick," I called sharply, watching as he turned towards me, startled. "Go after Lord Edmund. Bring him back here. Now."
Aerick hesitated, his eyes flicking to the door before landing back on me, unsure of the urgency behind my words. But there was something in my tone that left no room for argument. His expression shifted to one of compliance.

"As you wish, milady," he muttered before hurrying out of the room.

I waited, moving to stand by the window, the weight of the decision already settling in my chest. What was I doing? Was I really ready to take charge of this place, of these people? There was no time for doubt now. I was here for a reason—whether I liked it or not, I had to see it through.

The door creaked open once more, and Lord Edmund returned, his tall frame filling the doorway. His brow furrowed slightly, but his gaze held no surprise. He had expected something from me—perhaps this.

"You called for me, Lady Isobel?" he inquired, his voice still as composed as ever, though now there was a hint of wariness in it.

I turned to face him, my posture straightening instinctively. "I would see the village tomorrow morning," I said with confidence, my words deliberate, as though I had already planned it all out. "As for tonight, I will dine with whomever you deem necessary to be there. I trust you’ll make the arrangements."

He stepped into the room, his hands clasped behind his back, his expression tight with a mix of curiosity and mild resistance. "My lady, the villagers—"

Before he could finish his thought, I raised a hand, a clear gesture for him to stop. "That is all. Thank you, my lord." My tone brooked no further discussion.

His mouth opened, a subtle protest forming, but the sharpness in my voice and the finality of my gesture halted him. He gave a stiff bow, clearly not accustomed to being dismissed so easily.

"As you wish, my lady," he replied, though there was a faint trace of begrudging respect in his voice. Without another word, he turned and left the room, the door closing quietly behind him.
I stood there for a moment longer, breathing deeply. What had just happened? I had felt in control, sure—too sure. But there was no time for reflection now. I had to move forward, and something told me that embracing this role might be the only way to survive here.

My instincts had taken over, and it felt right. For now, that was enough.

As the door closed behind Lord Edmund, I was left alone in the room with Aerick and Ayaan. I turned towards Aerick, my gaze firm but my words gentle.

"Leave now, please. I wish to be alone."

He hesitated for a moment, looking from me to Ayaan, as though trying to read the air. Finally, he gave a short bow and walked toward the door, but just as his hand touched the handle, I spoke again, this time addressing Ayaan.

"Ayaan!” I said. “Please stay."
He paused, his gaze flicking to me before he gave a small nod. I watched as the door clicked shut behind Aerick, and a strange silence fell between us. I took a breath, turning to face him fully, and gestured toward the chair opposite me.

"Please, sit," I said, trying to keep my voice steady, though a hint of uncertainty laced my words. For a moment, Ayaan stood still, unsure whether I was offering him a seat or something else entirely. But then, to my surprise, his lips quirked into a wide smile, and he met my gaze with something almost playful in his eyes.

I returned the smile, though there was a slight flutter in my chest. Despite his calm demeanor, there was something disarming about that smile, something that made me feel both at ease and, strangely, more vulnerable than I cared to admit. Rather than sitting in the chair beside him, I chose to sit across from him, the space between us a subtle barrier I wasn’t yet ready to cross.

I took a moment to collect my thoughts, my usual confidence slipping just slightly. This was the first time I was about to speak to him seriously, without the distractions of power plays or expectations. A deep breath in, and then I spoke, my voice more tentative than I intended.
"I need to understand the next steps," I began, my eyes meeting his with an intensity that was new for me. "The Order, and what they expect from me…"

Ayaan’s expression softened, his gaze steady as he considered my question. Then, in his deep, measured tone, he responded, the words flowing from him with an almost poetic cadence.

"Ah, my lady, the knights have long awaited thy coming," he said, his voice rich with the weight of history and purpose. "Many a tale was told 'fore thee, of a maiden clad in blue, and of how her arrival would signal a turning point for the land. The knights themselves didst ponder whether thy coming would herald a rise to royalty through conquest or marriage. For, in their eyes, both paths were intertwined with their own future."

He paused, his eyes meeting mine as if weighing his next words carefully.

"The Order, dear lady, holds much power. In several cities and villages, we have established our own influence, weaving trade and coin to our own designs. And thus, it was thought that through thee—by thy hand, in marriage or in war—our position could be solidified. The knights have long discussed this: should thou choose a prince or king, our place would be secure. Should thou choose war, we shall march to battle in thy name."

I absorbed his words, the reality of what they implied sinking in. The knights, these men who had been a part of this world long before I arrived, had positioned themselves not only as protectors but as potential pawns in a game of power. They had already seen the prophecy as a means to justify a shift in the balance of power. A marriage or a conquest would be their path to securing a future.

I felt a tightening in my chest, a knot of fear and realization that this was not simply about me surviving, but about halting their plans before they took root. The idea of them using the prophecy to justify a coup—of bending the future to their own designs—was something I couldn’t allow. I had to stop it, and fast.

"How long have they been planning this?" I asked, my voice quiet, my gaze fixed on him.
Ayaan seemed to sense my concern, his expression unreadable for a moment before he answered, his tone as steady as ever.

"Long, my lady. But it is not too late. The knights will follow thee, in whatever path thou choosest. For they believe in thee, as does all the land."

I nodded, a heavy weight on my shoulders. I had to act before their plans were set into motion.
"I need you to be part of my personal guard," I said, looking directly at him. "I need you to be my ally
—someone I can trust."

Ayaan’s eyes softened, and for the first time, I saw something different in him, something more personal. He didn’t answer immediately, and I found myself waiting, unsure of his response, unsure of what it would mean for both of us.

At last, he nodded, his voice low but resolute. "I swear it, my lady. I shall guard thee with my life, and stand by thy side, as thy ally."

I exhaled, the tension in my chest easing slightly. It wasn’t the answer I had feared, but the one I had hoped for. Ayaan, for all his quiet demeanor, was someone I could rely on. For now, that was enough.

And with that, I knew the first piece of this dangerous puzzle was in place.

CHAPTER 22: THE OTHER ROOM
Thorne moved through the corridors with a quiet, determined gait. His thoughts were focused on Isobel and her requests, ensuring that everything was in order. The clothing she would need had been carefully procured, the knights dispatched to carry out her commands, and the plans set into motion as she had dictated. There was a strange satisfaction in the control he wielded, but there was something else gnawing at him—a deep, uneasy feeling that he could not shake.

His duties had been clear, yet he knew that the world was shifting, and it was not entirely under his control. The arrival of the Maiden in Blue had changed everything, and the weight of that change pressed down on him as he approached his father’s study.

The door to the study creaked as he pushed it open. Inside, his father sat hunched over his desk, his brow furrowed in a way Thorne had never seen before. The man who had once commanded entire armies, who had never known doubt or weakness, now appeared as though he had been struck by an invisible blow. Papers were scattered about the desk, the edges crinkled and smudged from fingers that had gripped them too tightly. His father muttered to himself, words half-formed, as if he had forgotten the world around him.

Thorne stood still in the doorway, his gaze narrowing as he studied the scene before him. The sight was unsettling. This was not the proud man who had raised him.

"Father?" Thorne's voice was firm but tinged with concern as he stepped further into the room.
The old man’s head snapped up, his eyes wide, but there was no recognition in them—not the usual sharpness or command. He seemed lost, adrift.
"Thorne..." The name came out as a rasp, as if he had not spoken for days. "It is happening, my son. The prophecy. She has arrived."

Thorne could not keep the edge of disbelief from his voice. "The prophecy? You knew of this... of her arrival?"

His father’s gaze fell again to the scattered papers on the desk. "I knew it would come to pass, but I never thought it would be in my lifetime. I thought I had more time... time to hold onto what was mine."

Thorne's eyes widened. It was clear now—his father was not simply concerned for the Order or its power. He was afraid. "What is it, Father? Why do you speak as though all is lost?"

The old man’s hands trembled as he picked up a letter, one that had not yet been sealed. He stared at it, and for a moment, Thorne thought he might crumble beneath its weight.
"She will change everything," his father muttered, barely audible. "She will take what I have built... take it from me without question."

Thorne moved closer, a knot forming in his chest as he watched the aging man before him. This was not the proud warrior who had taught him the ways of power. This was a man who saw his legacy slipping from his grasp, a man who was being undone by the very prophecy he had once believed was a mere tale.

"You feared this day?" Thorne asked, his voice now a whisper, as though he were speaking to a man who had not been his father in many years.

The old man’s head snapped up again, his eyes dark with regret. "I did not think it would be her, Thorne. Not her. I... I thought you would be the one to take my place. But now—now she has come, and everything we worked for may be undone. I cannot hold it together alone. You must act, my son." Thorne’s heart twisted, though his face remained impassive. His father was asking for his help, but not in the way Thorne had hoped. He had always admired the strength of his father’s resolve, but now he saw the man’s desperation. "What do you ask of me, Father?"

The old man leaned forward, his voice low and steady, though it carried a weight Thorne had never heard before. "You must seduce her, Thorne. Make her listen to you. She must see you as an ally, as someone who can offer her the strength she needs. If you are to lead, you must control her. She will not be swayed by reason alone."

Thorne recoiled, the words striking him like a slap. "Seduce her?" he repeated, his voice laced with disbelief and disgust. "You would have me... manipulate her, to bend her to my will?"

His father nodded, his expression dark. "It is the only way. She cannot rule without us. If you do not act, we will lose everything. You are the only one who can gain her trust, who can make her see that our cause is hers as well."

Thorne’s chest tightened. The weight of his father’s words crushed him. His mind raced with conflicting emotions. The idea of using Isobel like this—of manipulating her to secure his family’s power—was repulsive. But he also knew that his father’s legacy, the Order, was at stake. His own position as the heir had never seemed so precarious.

"I cannot..." Thorne said, his voice barely a whisper. "I cannot do this, Father."

The old man’s gaze hardened, and for the first time in years, Thorne saw the rage that had once burned so brightly in his father’s eyes. "Then you are no son of mine."

The words stung like a lash, and Thorne felt his face flush with a mixture of shame and fury. He had failed. He had failed to meet the expectations his father had set for him, and now he stood before a man who had no faith in him. It was a wound he could not heal.

Without another word, Thorne turned on his heel and left the study, his father’s voice echoing in his mind. "If you cannot act, you are nothing."

He slammed the door behind him, the finality of it ringing in his ears. Anger, fear, and regret welled up inside him, a whirlwind of emotion he could not contain. He had never felt so small, so utterly inadequate. And yet, deep inside, a part of him knew that he could not—and would not—follow his father’s demands. The road ahead was uncertain, but one thing was clear: he would have to carve his own path.

Thorne’s mind raced as he stormed through the corridors, his anger simmering just beneath the surface. The conversation with his father had shaken him to his core, and the words still echoed in his mind—demanding that he manipulate Isobel, use her to secure his place in the world. It was wrong, all wrong, and yet, in his heart, he felt the pressure of his father’s expectations weighing heavily on him.

As he walked, his thoughts were a whirlwind, but they were abruptly interrupted when he almost collided with Aerick, who was hurrying in the opposite direction. The sight of the young knight only fueled Thorne’s anger.

"Why are you not by her side, Aerick?" Thorne’s voice was sharp, his words coming out in a biting snap. "Isn’t your duty to guard the Maiden in Blue?"

Aerick, startled by the outburst, took a step back, trying to regain his composure. "I... I was dismissed, my lord. She told me to leave. I am to wait in the kitchen for the evening meal."

Thorne’s frustration flared, the tension in his chest rising to a boiling point. He clenched his fists at his sides, the words threatening to spill out before he could stop them. "Dismissed? She dismissed you? And you simply obeyed? What is wrong with you, Aerick?"

Aerick swallowed, looking slightly apologetic but not daring to argue. "She... she insisted, my lord. I had no choice but to obey."

Thorne’s jaw tightened. He had no time for this. He was already late in dealing with the situation, and his mind raced faster as he turned on his heel. "I’ll see to this," he muttered under his breath as he stalked toward Isobel’s quarters. He could feel the tension in the air, his temper flaring with every step.

When he reached the door to her room, he did not bother to knock. His hand gripped the handle and twisted it fiercely, pushing the door open with such force that it creaked on its hinges. What he found inside made his blood boil.

Isobel and Ayaan were sitting side by side at a small table by the window, tea cups in hand. The low murmur of their conversation filled the room, their voices soft and intimate. Thorne froze in the doorway, his eyes narrowing as he took in the scene before him. Isobel, the Maiden in Blue, who had so recently been a symbol of mystery and power, now seemed at ease in Ayaan’s company. The quiet, unguarded interaction between them sent a bolt of frustration through him.

The door slammed behind him, and for a moment, neither Isobel nor Ayaan seemed to notice. But when Thorne took a step into the room, they both turned to face him.

Thorne’s chest tightened with embarrassment and anger. He had burst into the room, fully expecting to confront Isobel about her actions, to demand answers for what was happening between her and Ayaan. But now that he was here, seeing them together, his words caught in his throat.

He tried to hide his discomfort, but it was impossible. The sight of them, sitting there so casually, made him feel foolish—like a child throwing a tantrum over nothing. He had acted on impulse, and now, it seemed he had made a fool of himself.

"I... I apologize," he muttered, his voice gruff. "I did not mean to intrude."

Isobel raised an eyebrow, her expression unreadable, but she said nothing. Ayaan, however, seemed completely unfazed, giving Thorne a nod of acknowledgement as he set his teacup down on the table.

"You are always welcome, Lord Thorne," Ayaan said smoothly, his voice calm and even. "We were merely enjoying a quiet moment, nothing more."

Thorne’s frustration deepened, but he forced himself to remain composed. He had to figure out what was happening between them, why Isobel had dismissed the others so abruptly. Why had she wanted to be alone with Ayaan? And why did it feel as if he had no place in her life?

Isobel finally spoke, her voice steady and calm. "I have no need for protection every moment, Thorne. Sometimes, I seek counsel, and Ayaan’s company is... valuable."

Her words stung more than they should have, but Thorne swallowed the bitter taste rising in his throat. "And what counsel does Ayaan offer you?" he asked, his voice thick with suspicion.
Ayaan met his gaze directly. "I offer nothing but my advice, Lord Thorne. The rest, I leave to her."

Thorne clenched his fists, but there was little he could do in that moment. His temper had already led him to the door, and now, with the tension hanging thick between them, he realized that his outburst had been pointless. Ayaan had not been the threat he had imagined. It was his own insecurities, his own position that had clouded his judgment.

Isobel’s eyes softened, though her expression remained firm. "It is nothing, Thorne. Nothing you need to concern yourself with."

But Thorne could not shake the feeling of humiliation. He had overstepped, his pride now in tatters. And despite her reassurances, he knew one thing for certain: he had lost some measure of her trust.

As he turned to leave, his mind churned with uncertainty. What had just happened? What was his role in this strange new world? And more importantly, where did he stand with Isobel?

CHAPTER 23: THE SOUND
As Thorne stood there, his presence too heavy in the air, I felt my pulse quicken in a way I couldn't fully understand. His actions were strange, unpredictable, and in that moment, I couldn’t help but wonder what had changed since my arrival. Why had he gone from being the one who seemed so eager to protect me, to someone I no longer recognized? I had no answers, but the questions kept flooding my mind.

At first, I had been somewhat disoriented by his presence. But over time, I had come to rely on him in ways I had not expected. His devotion had been clear from the moment he had carried me in his arms, both from the forest to the hill behind the village, the same place where the prophecy had been spoken. His loyalty had seemed unwavering. Yet now, as I stood before him, it was almost as though he was a different person.

I knew that something had shifted. I just couldn't quite grasp what it was, nor could I ignore the unsettling feeling growing in my chest. There had been whispers, rumors, and the ever-present concern that my arrival had set some complex wheels in motion. Was he, along with the rest of the Lords, playing a part in some scheme to place me at the center of a political move? A marriage? A war? And what role would I, as the Maiden in Blue, play in all of this?

These thoughts flashed rapidly in my mind, but the more I tried to make sense of them, the angrier I became. Why was he acting like this? He was supposed to be my protector, my guide through this unfamiliar world. But instead, he felt like a stranger now, and that anger ignited something I hadn’t realized was simmering inside me.

“Thorne, stop,” I commanded, my voice firmer than I intended.

I turned my gaze to Ayaan, who had been quietly observing the exchange. He gave a subtle nod and, without a word, stood up and left the room, closing the door behind him with a slight, almost apologetic creak. The door, now crooked on its hinge, seemed like a metaphor for the chaos I felt inside.

I turned my attention back to Thorne, and my eyes narrowed as I tried to make sense of it all. The man who had introduced me to the Order, who had devoted himself to the prophecy, now seemed more like an obstacle than an ally. I could feel the anger rising again, mixed with the confusion of what had been—what I had believed to be—his unwavering loyalty.

Before I could even think, I was standing in front of him, the words tumbling out before I could stop them.

“Kneel,” I ordered, the word sharper than I meant.

He hesitated for only a moment before his knees hit the ground. But even before his knee touched the cold stone floor, I felt the surge of heat, the impulse to strike. And before I could stop myself, I slapped him across the face.

The sound echoed louder than I’d expected, and I could see the brief shock on his face. But it wasn’t his expression that struck me; it was the pain that shot up my hand, more intense than the sting on his cheek.

Instant regret flooded through me, and I froze, my heart sinking. I had never been the violent type. The thought of hitting someone, let alone one of the very men who had been so devoted to me, was abhorrent. I hated when my father, in his moments of rage, would threaten to strike me over trivial matters. I’d grown up with violence, lived under its shadow for far too long, and had sworn to myself I would never become like him.

But now, in that moment of impulse, I had crossed a line I never thought I would. The weight of my actions settled heavily on my chest, and for a second, I was unsure of what to do next.
"Thorne..." I whispered, my voice trembling, but I couldn't find the words to fix what I had done.

HER

My frustration bubbled to the surface as I paced the room. The slap had been a mistake—a reckless, impulsive mistake—but the anger still simmered beneath my skin. Thorne, kneeling before me with his head bowed, only fueled my exasperation. He had pushed me to this point, and now he just sat there in silence, offering no answers.

"Why?" I snapped, my voice sharp and unrelenting. "What is it with you, Thorne? What is the real problem? You were so eager to serve, to protect, and now—now you're impossible to deal with! What has changed?"

My voice echoed in the chamber, and I saw him flinch at my words. His head lifted slightly, and I could see the regret etched into his features. He looked older in that moment, weary, like he carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.

"My lady," he began, his voice hoarse, "I have wronged thee. My temper—my heart—hath betrayed me. Forgive me."

He reached out hesitantly, his calloused fingers brushing the fabric of my gown. I recoiled immediately, slapping his hand away as though it were an offending insect.

"Don’t," I said coldly, the word cutting through him like a blade.

Thorne let his hand fall back to his side, his head bowed once more. I had never seen him look so small, so exposed. Yet, I could feel his struggle, the tension coiled within him, waiting to unravel.

"I... I felt a connection, my lady," he admitted quietly. "From the moment I carried thee in mine arms, through the woods to safety. I thought... I believed there was something between us. Foolishness, perhaps. When I saw thee with Ayaan... in the Hall of Prophecy, I felt—" He paused, searching for the right words. "I felt a betrayal unlike aught I have ever known. Not even when Seraphine—"

He stopped himself, his jaw tightening.

I crossed my arms, my anger shifting into a flicker of curiosity. "Who is Seraphine?" I asked, my tone softening slightly.

Thorne drew in a long breath. He had never told this story aloud, not fully. His brothers-in-arms knew, of course—they had been there. But speaking it to me felt like baring his soul.
"Seraphine," he began, his voice low, "was my wife. She was beautiful, kind—beneath my station, some said. But I loved her, and I thought love would be enough."

He stared at the floor, his mind drifting back to those days. "We wed despite our families' protests and moved to the village. I thought... I thought we could build a life. But then I was called to the Order, initiated, and taken to the Hall of Prophecy for the first time."

He looked up at me, his eyes filled with pain. "There, among the images carved into the wall, I saw her
—my Seraphine—with another man. A betrayal that had not yet come to pass but was foretold all the same. My brothers could not speak of it, for the rules forbid revealing the visions to those unprepared. But I knew. I knew what was to come."

He swallowed hard, his voice faltering. "For a year, I waited. I watched her, hoping it was a lie, a mistake. But it was not. She fled with a merchant passing through the village, a man who could give her a life I could not. I was bound to the Order, to the prophecy, to this place. She wanted more."

I listened in stunned silence as he continued.

"A year after she fled, I learned she had perished. A fire took her life and that of the man she chose over me. And though I should have felt relief—closure—all I felt was shame. My brothers pitied me, whispered behind my back. Even now, they see me as a failure, a man betrayed, unworthy of the Order's trust."

He lifted his gaze to mine, his eyes glistening with unshed tears. "When I saw thee with Ayaan, it stirred something in me, something dark and ugly. A fear I thought long buried. A reminder of all I could not be, of all I had lost."

My anger had faded entirely, replaced by a deep, uncomfortable understanding. I didn’t know what to say, but I knew one thing: Thorne’s pain was not mine to carry.

The decision crystallized in my mind as I stood before him, his head still bowed, his guilt and sorrow laid bare. He had opened a window into his soul, but something still felt... off. As much as I wanted to believe his words, some part of me whispered that he wasn’t telling the full truth. It was the same instinct that told me his father—Lord Edmund—wasn’t entirely comfortable with my growing authority in the Order.

It didn’t matter that my role was prophesied or that the rules of the Order clearly dictated my right to command. This world wasn’t one of fairness; it was one of power, and power had to be seized.

"Thorne," I said, my voice steady as I stepped closer to him. He flinched slightly at my tone, still on his knees before me. "Stand."

He hesitated, then rose slowly to his feet. His eyes met mine, searching for a hint of forgiveness, but I gave him none.

"I am appointing you to my personal guard," I declared. "From this moment forward, your loyalty is to me above all else. Your duties to the Order remain, but your focus will be on protecting me, assisting me, and ensuring the success of my mission."

His brows knitted in confusion, and I could see the struggle within him—the conflict between his shame, his pride, and his instinct to obey.

"My lady," he began, his voice low, "art thou certain this is wise?" I tilted my head, studying him. "Are you questioning my decision?"
"Nay," he said quickly, shaking his head. "But... why me? I have failed thee once already."

I folded my arms, my eyes narrowing. "Perhaps. But this isn’t about what you’ve done; it’s about what you will do. And you will serve me faithfully, Thorne, or I will ensure that everyone in this Order knows of your doubts and failures. Do you understand?"

He straightened his posture, the shame in his eyes replaced with something harder—a determination I hadn’t seen before.

"Nay," he said quickly, shaking his head. "But... why me? I have failed thee once already."

I folded my arms, my eyes narrowing. "Perhaps. But this isn’t about what you’ve done; it’s about what you will do. And you will serve me faithfully, Thorne, or I will ensure that everyone in this Order knows of your doubts and failures. Do you understand?"

He straightened his posture, the shame in his eyes replaced with something harder—a determination I hadn’t seen before.

"As thou commandest, my lady," he said, bowing his head.

"Good," I said, my voice cold but resolute. "Then we will begin tomorrow. Prepare yourself, Thorne. Your days of hiding in the shadows of the Order are over."

I watched him leave the room, his movements tense but purposeful. As the door closed behind him, I let out a long breath, my heart pounding. I didn’t know if this was the right decision or if it would backfire spectacularly. But if I was going to survive here,—if I was going to take control of my fate—then I needed to make bold moves.

And Thorne... well, Thorne would learn quickly what it meant to stand at my side.

Before Thorne could leave, I called out to him. "Wait," I said, my voice softer but still commanding enough to halt him in his tracks. He turned back, his expression guarded.

I hesitated for a moment, then decided to push forward. "Is that why you see Ayaan as... an outsider? Not as a brother?"

Thorne’s brow furrowed, his gaze falling to the floor. For a moment, I thought he wouldn’t answer, but then he let out a heavy sigh.

"In part, aye," he admitted, his voice low and heavy with thought. "It began as such. When Seraphine left me... she chose a man of the world. A merchant, a wanderer. A free man with neither ties nor obligations save those he chose to carry. She did not belong to me, my lady, nor ever should any woman belong to a man. Yet... I could not help but feel betrayed by her choice. Nay, 'tis too strong a word."

He looked at me then, his eyes conflicted. "She went willingly, freely. And though I resented her for it, what stung more was the wound dealt by my brothers. The knights who knew, who saw the truth before I did but could not speak of it. For the prophecy... it bound their tongues. It demanded their silence until the act was done, and by then, 'twas too late."

I folded my arms, waiting as he gathered his thoughts.

"It was during that time," he continued, "that Ayaan came to our Order. A man from far lands, with a bearing unlike any I had known. He was silent, stoic, yet seemed to... fit among us in a way that made little sense to me. At a time when I had lost trust in my brothers, he was there. And though he did naught to wrong me, I..."

"You held it against him," I finished, my voice calm but pointed.

He nodded, shame flickering in his expression. "Aye. 'Twas unjust, but I could not help it. The timing of his arrival, the way he carried himself—'twas as though he were meant to take a place I could not fill. And when he, too, was chosen by the prophecy, the bitterness within me grew."
I let his words settle, my mind turning them over. So, it wasn’t just about Seraphine or even the prophecy—it was about how deeply Thorne had been hurt by loss and the sense of betrayal, how those wounds had festered and found a new target.

"You do understand," I said carefully, "that this resentment you’ve carried is yours alone? Ayaan hasn’t wronged you, Thorne. And if you continue to let it fester, you’re not just hurting yourself— you’re weakening the Order. You’re weakening me."

He stiffened at my words, his jaw tightening. "I know, my lady. 'Tis a failing I must amend. I only ask for time."

I studied him for a moment, then gave a small nod. "Time is what you’ll have. But understand this: I will not tolerate disunity among those who serve me. Do I make myself clear?"

"Perfectly, my lady," he said, bowing his head.

"Good," I replied, my tone leaving no room for argument. "Now, go. And think carefully about how you will earn Ayaan’s trust—and mine."

He left without another word, and as the door closed behind him, I leaned back in my chair, exhaling slowly. The weight of the responsibility I’d taken on felt heavier than ever, but there was no turning back now.

CHAPTER 24: THE WALK
I wandered through the winding halls, my steps uneven and aimless. I had set out with purpose, but somewhere along the way, frustration clouded my direction. The tension in my chest hadn’t eased, and I was starting to think it wouldn’t.

The cold draft of the corridor whispered through the stone, raising goosebumps along my arms. It wasn’t until I rounded a corner that I finally saw him—Aerick, moving toward me with his steady, deliberate stride.

In his hands, he carried a soft, woolen shawl and a delicate cap, the embroidery catching the dim light. For a moment, I stopped in my tracks. He looked almost like something out of a fairy tale, the kind- hearted knight bringing a princess her forgotten cloak. The absurdity of the thought caught me off guard, tugging at the edges of my lips before I could suppress it.

“My lady,” Aerick greeted, his tone even, though there was the faintest glimmer of amusement in his eyes. “I thought you might need these. The hall grows colder as the night deepens.”

“Thank you,” I said quietly, accepting the shawl first. As I draped it over my shoulders, the soft fabric instantly chased away the chill.

He offered me the cap next. It was finely made, its intricate design hinting at a far greater craftsmanship than I’d expect to find in such a place. I hesitated before taking it, brushing my fingers over the embroidery.

“Thoughtful of you,” I said, trying to keep my voice neutral.

Aerick’s lips quirked into a faint smile. “It is only right to ensure you are comfortable, my lady. You have much ahead of you tonight.”

I nodded, slipping the cap on carefully. It fit perfectly, a snug warmth against my hair.

“Do I look the part?” I asked, gesturing lightly to my now-complete ensemble, trying to mask my lingering unease with a hint of humor.

Aerick inclined his head, his gaze steady but kind. “More than the part, my lady. You wear authority and grace well.”

The way he said it—it wasn’t flattery. It wasn’t layered with intention or expectation. It was a simple truth, delivered without hesitation.

I let out a soft breath, the tension in my chest easing just slightly. “Good. Then let’s not keep them waiting.”

With Aerick at my side, I felt the smallest flicker of resolve strengthen. Fairy tale princess or not, I would own this moment.

As I walked down the corridor toward the banquet hall, anger still simmered under my skin. I wasn’t sure who I was more furious with—Thorne, for his inability to control his emotions, or myself, for letting my own frustration boil over. Probably both. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that by the time I stepped through those doors, I needed to have myself in check.
But that was easier said than done.

The men in this house, for all their declarations of honor and loyalty, weren’t any different from Thorne when it came to their emotions. They wore their masks of composure, but I knew better. It only took a spark to ignite them. I’d seen it too many times before, in other places and other faces. Coworkers who lost their tempers when I challenged them. Ex-boyfriends who called me "emotional" while breaking things in fits of rage.

Women, I’d learned, were called fragile for shedding tears, but at least we confronted our emotions. We processed them, dealt with them. Men? Men hoarded theirs like weapons, ready to wield them when it suited them—or when they lost control entirely. And when they did, it wasn’t pretty.

Thorne, kneeling before me earlier, overwhelmed by his own shame, was proof enough of that
.
It was no surprise I’d chosen Aerick to accompany me tonight. I’d considered asking Ayaan, but I knew how that would look. A woman surrounding herself with the man who clearly admired her would only invite whispers. They’d see me as insecure or manipulative—neither of which I could afford right now. Aerick was different. Calm, grounded, steady. Just what I needed.

“Aerick,” I called. I need you to escort me to the dining room.”

“Of course, my lady,” he replied, his voice even and measured. There was something comforting about the way he carried himself. He wasn’t like Thorne, brimming with barely contained intensity. Or like Ayaan, constantly teetering on the edge of a grand gesture. Aerick was solid, reliable—exactly what I needed right now.

As we walked side by side, I fought to silence the storm raging in my mind. The incident in the Hall of Prophecy lingered like a shadow over everything. They had all been there, up until I ordered them out, leaving only Ayaan behind. I still didn’t fully understand what drew me to him in that moment. Even before the intimacy that followed, I remembered the way he cared for me through the haze. During the shock, the dissociation, and my desperate need for an anchor, he had been there—calm, patient, and steady.

Even now, the fragments were vivid: the calm, steady way he spoke to me, the gentle charm that eased my panic bit by bit. He’d been the one to feed me, to keep me clean, even helping with the indignities of bodily functions when I couldn’t fend for myself. He had been my first point of safety in this strange, overwhelming world.

I knew the others might have caught on to what had happened between us that day. Perhaps they had even heard us through the doors. The thought prickled at the edges of my mind, but I waved it away. I wasn’t ready to face that particular truth—not now, not with so much else pressing down on me. Aerick, at least, had the grace to leave it unspoken, and for that, I was grateful.

I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t want to replay the moment when Thorne had crossed a line or the weight of the words exchanged between us. Instead, I focused on the sound of our footsteps echoing off the stone walls and the faint warmth of the torchlight around us.

“If I may,” Aerick said, breaking the quiet, his tone careful, “tonight’s tension may present an opportunity. Many here wish to see your strength, but also your wisdom. You will, no doubt, show both.”

I glanced at him, trying to read his intent, but his expression was calm, devoid of judgment or expectation. He wasn’t trying to flatter me or manipulate the moment. He was just... present.
“Thank you, Aerick,” I said, my tone formal, distant. It wasn’t my usual style, but it felt appropriate. I wasn’t ready to let my guard down.

As we neared the doors to the banquet hall, I took a deep breath and adjusted the mantle draped over my shoulders. There was so much at stake tonight, so much to prove. But with Aerick at my side, I felt like I could hold onto the control I desperately needed—not just over appearances, but over myself.

If these men thought I was fragile, if they believed I couldn’t handle the weight of this role or the emotions coursing through me, they were about to learn otherwise.

CHAPTER 24: THE MEAL
The hall was a grand display of wealth and status, with oak beams arching high above, supporting the weight of tapestries woven with battles of old and banners bearing noble crests. The long wooden tables were covered with rich linens, and silver goblets caught the flickering candlelight, sending shards of gold through the room. The air was thick with the scent of roasting meats and herbs, the low hum of conversation filling the space.

As I entered, all eyes turned toward me, their gazes heavy, measuring, waiting. I took a deep breath, lifting my chin as I stepped forward.

Ayaan was seated beside him, looking as composed as ever. He nodded to me when I entered, his gaze warm and calm, though I saw the flicker of something more—something that made me pause for just a moment.

The others at the table were unfamiliar to me—men I had never seen before, at least not in a context like this. One was a knight of average height, his face hard but not unfriendly, with a deep scar running from his brow down to his jaw. The man sitting beside him was younger, tall and thin, with a sharp jawline and golden hair that caught the light just so. His eyes were keen, watching me with an almost predatory interest.

There was a gruff knight farther down the table, his broad shoulders almost blocking out the man sitting next to him, whose pale complexion and thin frame suggested a life spent behind books, not battle. The last knight, a towering figure with a dark expression, gave nothing away. I didn’t know their names, but I would learn them soon enough, I assumed.

As we sat down, the table’s mood seemed to shift. The men resumed their conversations, though the weight of my presence lingered in the air.

Edmund, however, was seated at the head of the high table, his silver hair gleaming in the firelight, a calm yet calculated presence.

“Lady Isobel,” his voice rang out, rich with authority and command. “Thy presence doth honor this feast. We are glad to have thee join us this eve.”

“Thank you, my lord,” I replied, keeping my voice steady as I met his gaze. His eyes were sharp, calculating, as if he were already sizing me up, placing me in a role. But I would not play his game. Not now. Not ever.

I took my place at the table, seated near the end, opposite Lord Edmund. His eyes followed me, an unspoken challenge simmering between us. It would not take long before I would learn how to navigate this world, but I would do so on my terms.

A young servant boy appeared at the edge of the high table, his hands trembling slightly as he balanced a silver basin, its rim glinting in the dim light of the chandeliers. The basin was large and intricately embossed, the surface of the water shimmering with a delicate sheen as if infused with the very essence of the roses themselves. The scent of rosewater wafted through the air, a soft, floral perfume that mingled with the more robust smells of the feast.

The boy’s movements were hesitant, his eyes darting nervously between the men seated around the table. He was clearly unsure of his place in this moment, his every motion betraying his uncertainty. The delicate white cloth he carried, folded neatly in his hands, was intended for the drying of hands after the ritual, but he didn’t know whom to serve first. His gaze landed on Lord Edmund, who was seated at the head of the table, but then flicked quickly to the other knights, his hesitation palpable.

I noticed the boy’s discomfort. His uncertainty about the right order was a delicate thing, a symbol of the hierarchy and power dynamics at play. It was his duty to present this ritual, but he was caught in the crosshairs of an unspoken battle for control, unsure whether to serve the high-ranking lord first or extend the ritual to the woman he had sworn to follow and protect.

I sat at the other end of the table, my posture confident, my gaze unwavering. The boy, lost in the swirl of unspoken rules and unacknowledged expectations, hesitated again, unsure of where to begin. I met his eyes, and in that moment, something shifted. Without a word, I gave him a small, purposeful nod, signaling him to come to me.

Lord Edmund, watching the scene with his usual calculating intensity, noticed the shift. His gaze darkened, but he did not speak. The power he wielded in the room was undeniable, and I could see the subtle tension in his shoulders, the way his fingers tightened around his goblet. He wasn’t used to being disregarded, even in something as simple as a hand-washing ritual.
The servant boy moved toward me, still uncertain, but as he came closer, I saw his shoulders relax slightly. He came to me first, holding the basin out for me to wash. I took the cloth, and as I dipped my fingers into the rosewater, the boy’s relief was palpable. He was doing his job, yes, but it was clear that my command had been a quiet but firm assertion of my position in the room.

Lord Edmund’s gaze lingered, his eyes narrowing just slightly, as if to remind me that my place here was tenuous at best. But I would not be cowed. Not tonight. His power might be vast, but I was not here to be an object of his control. If power was to be taken, I would show him that I, too, had the courage to seize it.

The tension in the air thickened, and I could feel the weight of the moment pressing down on me, but I did not look away. I would not give in to the unspoken challenge he had set before me. Not now, not ever.
As the boy finished, I offered him a small, reassuring smile. It was not just for him, but for the room— silent acknowledgment that I was not a pawn in this game. I was no one's to command.

Edmund’s gaze flickered toward me, narrowing ever so slightly. A quiet tension pulsed in the air, but I did not look away. This was mine to control, even if the men here wished to think otherwise.

The boy gently poured the rosewater over my hands, his touch delicate as he looked to me with a silent thanks before stepping back. I offered him a brief smile, and he returned it with a small bow before he retreated.

Edmund, however, did not look pleased. His gaze never left me, and his voice, though calm, held an edge when he finally prepared to speak. His gaze darkened as he watched me, his words laced with quiet menace. “Lady Isobel,” he said, his voice smooth but edged with warning, “you may believe that power is something one earns through defiance and strength, but remember this—those who grasp for it too eagerly often find themselves consumed by it. Know this: the world rewards those who know their place, not those who seek to shift the balance.”

His eyes never left mine, his stare a silent challenge. I could feel the pressure of his words weighing down on me, yet I stood firm, unwilling to let his insinuation shake me.

I didn’t flinch. “Power is not a thing to be earned by mere words my lord. It is taken by those who dare seize it. And in this world, those who hesitate are often forgotten.” He opened his mouth to reply but I was faster and did not flinch. “And yet,” I replied, my voice unwavering, “it is not the one who seizes power who controls it, but the one who knows when to wield it.”

There was a tense moment as the feast began in earnest, with platters of roasted meats—boar, venison, and fowl—arriving at the table, their rich scents mingling with the warm, spiced wines. But I remained focused, my hands steady around the goblet in front of me.

Ayaan sat near to me, his posture elegant, his movements fluid and calm. “Thy words, Lady Isobel,” he said, his voice soft but filled with a strange poetic rhythm, “carry weight, as the wind doth carry the scent of the earth. A rare gift to see, so long as one knows how to wield it.”

I glanced at him, nodding slightly in acknowledgment. “And yet,” I replied, “it is not the wind that holds sway, but the one who knows where it shall blow.”
The conversation continued, light and flowing, but I could feel Edmund’s gaze never leaving me, a silent challenge still hanging in the air. Thorne, seated beside him, was stiff in his posture, his hands clasped before him, unsure, as if he were still coming to terms with the weight of the gathering.

Aerick, on the other hand, sat a little farther away, his eyes darting nervously from person to person, as though uncertain of his place in the room. I caught his gaze once and offered him a small smile, hoping to put him at ease, but he seemed too unsettled to respond.

The guests had gathered around the high table, where Lord Edmund sat, his back straight and his silver hair catching the dim light. Around him were knights and nobles of various ranks, each of them wearing their status like a second skin. A few familiar faces were there, though I hadn’t had the chance to speak with them yet.

All eyes on me. I could feel the weight of their gaze—expectation, curiosity, and the subtle pressure of their judgment. Despite the grand surroundings, I felt smaller than I had ever felt before. Still, I held my ground.

The moment stretched out, but I could see Edmund’s gaze was not as welcoming as he made himself look. There was a calculation in his eyes, as if he were already determining how I might fit into his plans. But I wouldn’t let myself be a pawn in anyone's game—not here, not now.

The rest of the knights and guests continued their small conversations, though I felt their glances flicking to me, their judgment held just beneath the surface. But I held my head high, determined to stay in control of this moment. I was not here to be molded or used. If I had to navigate this world, I would do so on my terms.

The feast continued, courses arriving one by one, each more lavish than the last. Roasted boar, venison in rich sauces, sweet desserts laden with honey and spices. The wine flowed freely, served in intricate goblets, their handles twisted and elegant, a reminder of the power and wealth on display. I watched as the men laughed and joked, some of them in high spirits, others more reserved, but always mindful of their places at the table.

But I remained distant, careful in my responses and interactions. The food was rich, the wine heady, but it was the underlying currents of power that kept me vigilant. Edmund’s efforts to subtly place himself at the center of the gathering were unmistakable, but I would not allow him to pull the strings. Not tonight.

When the dessert course arrived—soft custards topped with spiced berries, figs dipped in honey, delicate pastries filled with fruits—I saw Edmund , his eyes gleaming with the power of a man who knew he controlled the table.

Edmund leaned forward, his eyes catching mine, a smile on his lips. “We are fortunate to have such a capable woman among us,” he said, the words laced with a tone that felt more like a challenge than a compliment. “Your insights are... welcome.”

I didn’t flinch. “I’m here to contribute in whatever way I can,” I replied coolly. “If I am of use, I will be heard.”

There was a slight pause before Edmund raised his goblet. The others followed suit, lifting their cups in a toast.

“To new alliances,” he said smoothly.

“To new alliances,” the knights echoed in unison, their voices mingling in the warm air of the hall.

But as I lifted my own goblet, my gaze met Edmund’s once more, and in that brief moment, I knew: this was just the beginning. If I was to be a part of this world, I would do so with my own power, my own strength. They would have to reckon with me.

It wasn’t long before the topic of conversation shifted to finances—specifically, how the Order raised funds. I could feel the tension around me as the men leaned in, eager to discuss something that held their attention fully. Then, the conversation took a turn, and one of the men, the younger one with golden hair, brought up the subject of brothels.

"I hear that some of our... endeavors have involved the regulation of such establishments," he said with a casual smirk, his gaze flicking to me. "They’ve been quite lucrative, if rumors are to be believed."

A few of the other men laughed softly, some of them exchanging knowing glances. My stomach twisted. I knew where this was going.

I had studied medieval economics, and I knew the importance these businesses held in the broader social structure, but I wasn’t prepared for this conversation in front of these men, especially not with my newfound position. But they were waiting for me to speak, their eyes on me like hawks.

I took a breath and, despite the sudden flush of heat rising to my cheeks, spoke up. "Yes, that’s true. In some regions, brothels have been an essential part of local economies. They're taxed, regulated, and in some cases, they’re the single biggest source of revenue in a town or city. But it’s not just about... well, pleasure. It’s about control, regulation, and, more than anything, practicality."

The room fell silent. I could feel the weight of their eyes on me, and I could have sworn the air had gotten thicker. I wasn’t sure if I had gone too far, said too much, or if they would see me as... well, what? Inadequate? Ridiculous?

Then, after what felt like an eternity, the older knight with the scar gave a low, dry chuckle. "She’s right, though. It’s a revenue stream. We’ve seen it ourselves, near the trade routes to the south."

Another man, the pale knight, nodded in agreement, his voice soft but certain. "Indeed. If managed correctly, it could be a more profitable venture than some of the lands we control."
The golden-haired knight raised an eyebrow, a sly smile playing on his lips. "Well, well. Perhaps you are more knowledgeable than I had anticipated, Lady Isobel."

I straightened, the blush fading as I realized the conversation had shifted. It wasn’t a joke anymore. "I may not know everything about this world yet," I said, my voice firmer now, "but I know enough to see opportunities where others might not. This is just one of many. If we are to expand our influence, we need to be willing to look at things from every angle."

The silence was heavy, but not uncomfortable. I could see that some of them were processing what I’d said, and I felt the shift in their perception. They weren’t laughing anymore, weren’t dismissing me as just some woman who didn’t belong here.

Lord Edmund watched me closely, his sharp eyes narrowing slightly. He said nothing, but his look was enough. A small nod, almost imperceptible, but a nod nonetheless.

And in that moment, I knew that I had proven something. Not to them, but to myself. I wasn’t just here by accident. I wasn’t just the “chosen one.” I had something to offer, even in a world so far removed from my own.

CHAPTER 25: THE FIRE
After they finished eating, Isobel decided it was time to outline her plans. Taking advantage of the slightly more relaxed atmosphere, she addressed the men, calling them by their titles and names she had carefully memorized.

“On the morrow, we shall visit the village,” she began, her tone resolute. “I wish to meet the people, understand their needs, and inspect everything myself.”
Before she could continue, Sir Wulfric, the Interpreter of the Veil, raised a hand, his movements deliberate and measured. His tall frame and commanding presence lent weight to his words. His deep, resonant voice carried across the hall as though every syllable was etched with meaning.

“Milady, I shall accompany thee,” he said, his eyes steady upon hers. “As Interpreter, ‘tis my duty to guide thee in all matters of the sacred texts and visions.”

Isobel inclined her head. “Your guidance will be welcomed, Sir Wulfric.”

But before dismissing the room, she addressed a matter of critical importance. “Before we conclude, I must name my personal guard.”
The statement sparked a ripple of murmurs across the table, but Isobel pressed on, her voice unwavering.

“Aerick shall be the first.”

The young knight’s surprise was evident, but he quickly schooled his features into stoic acceptance. “Ayaan shall be the second.”
This choice provoked a louder stir, accompanied by a muttered remark from the haughty Lord Gregory. Isobel ignored him.

“And lastly, Thorne.”
The room grew tense. Lord Edmund, his expression darkening, rose slightly from his seat. “Thorne? Nay, milady. That cannot be. The man hath other duties of great import. Thou cannot—” Isobel raised a hand to silence him, then turned her gaze to the servants in the room.
“Leave us,” she commanded.

Once the hall was empty save for the knights and lords, she stood deliberately, walking toward the fire at the far end of the room. The warm glow illuminated her figure as she turned her back to the table, speaking slowly, her voice measured but commanding.

“If I am to remain here and serve the Order as one among you, then I must stand as more than a symbol. I must prove myself to society.” She paused, letting the weight of her words settle. “You may think me foolish. Merely a woman. But I am the woman you have awaited, and you must act accordingly. That begins with following the rules you yourselves laid before me.”

Her words hung heavy in the air. She turned back to face them, her gaze sharp.

“As for Thorne, with him by my side, there will be legitimacy. It is the best course. Should anyone question my lineage, they will be directed to our marriage.”

The room froze, her declaration plunging the space into an uneasy silence. Thorne sat stiffly, his face unreadable, while Ayaan’s brows furrowed, a glint of pain flickering briefly in his dark eyes. He straightened, his voice calm but laced with poetic lamentation.

“Wouldst thou tether thy fate, so bound by chains of tradition, to one of us?” he asked. “The veil of thy destiny is woven not of freedom but of necessity.”

Isobel’s gaze softened as she acknowledged his words, but she pressed forward.

“This may seem madness to some,” she said. Lord Gregory snorted, but she ignored him. “But it is not madness—it is foresight. Think on this: you seek power, and power through me means one of two things. Either you will marry me off to some outsider, using me as a symbol of divine faith to profit from my influence. Or you will summon the knights of the Order and your allies to wage war in my name.”

She walked slowly along the length of the table, her gaze locking with each of the men in turn.
“I will not marry an outsider,” she continued, her voice dropping to a near whisper. “And for a woman such as I, to be trapped in a medieval marriage would be suicide. My only choice is to seize the throne.”

Her words struck like thunder. The chill of realization crept through the room, the men exchanging glances that ranged from wary to astonished.

“Until I have an heir, nothing is set in stone,” she added. “But until that day, I will command, as the scriptures have foretold.”

Edmund’s expression shifted, a calculating gleam in his eye. He leaned back, crossing his arms.
“So, thou hast chosen Thorne,” he said, a smirk curling at the edge of his lips. “A husband? Or perhaps... a lover?”

Thorne remained silent, though a flicker of something—pride?—crossed his face. Meanwhile, Ayaan averted his gaze, his pain carefully masked.

“What I have chosen is what will benefit all,” Isobel replied sharply. “And what will solidify my position.”

Addressing the men with steely resolve. she said. “Swear to me now, on your honor and your lives, that this discussion will not leave this hall.”

The men glanced at one another, hesitation flickering across their faces. She pressed on, her voice low and dangerous.

“Do you understand what is at stake? Should even a whisper of this reach the wrong ears, I will be branded a heretic. The Order will lose its prophetess, and you will lose your chance at power. I will lose my life.”

The weight of her words silenced any resistance. One by one, the men swore their secrecy, each oath laden with the gravity of the moment. Even Lord Edmund, whose usual smirk was absent, placed his hand over his heart and pledged his silence.

Before ending, she issued another command.
“Aerick, Ayaan, Thorne—you will each choose two young squires to train as your replacements. They shall serve alongside you, ensuring that should the need arise, my guard will remain strong.”

With that, she dismissed them, the men leaving with somber faces and whispers of uncertainty.
Alone in her chambers later that night, Isobel sat by the window, the cold air brushing her face as she reflected on the weight of her decisions. If she was to survive this world, there could be no room for hesitation. Cornering beasts was dangerous, but so was allowing them to control her.

She would master this game—or die trying.

And when the evening finally drew to a close, with laughter and conversation filling the air, I stood and made my way to the door, my steps steady, my head held high. The world of these men was one of power and manipulation, but I would carve my own path, whether they liked it or not.

For if I was here—whether by destiny or design—it would not be as a pawn, but as a force to be reckoned with.

CHAPTER 26: THE CARE
The days had dragged on with unbearable slowness, each one blending into the other as I kept vigil by her side. Twenty-five days—long, agonizing days—of watching her sleep, attending to her every need, speaking to her in the quietest whispers, telling her stories from my childhood, stories my mother had once told me. Each word I spoke was a prayer, a plea to the heavens, a soft caress to bring her back. My voice, warm with affection, carried my unwavering hope—hope that had driven me to become a knight, to fight and to serve. But this... this was different. For her, I would endure anything, any suffering, just to see her awaken.

She had been so still, so fragile, but with each passing day, I saw small signs of life returning to her— her skin softening, her color slowly returning. I had not dared to complain, though my body felt the toll it had taken. The lines beneath my eyes deepened, and my shoulders slumped with exhaustion, but I remained there. Never leaving her side. It was my duty. It was my privilege.

And then, one fateful day, the moment arrived. She awoke.
As though she had merely been resting, as though she had been there for just a moment instead of weeks. Her eyes fluttered open, and with them, everything changed. She was no longer the delicate, fragile woman who had lain there motionless; no, she was life itself. She was the future. She was the one the Order had awaited. She was the legend who would reshape everything we knew.

She was not what I had imagined in my dreams, no. She was something far grander. Something real. And when she spoke, when she looked at me, I felt as though she could see beyond every façade I had ever worn. She pierced through me, her gaze unraveling everything I had hidden, and in that moment, I knew—she was everything I had ever dreamed of, and so much more.

.
She was witty. She was open. And to my surprise, we bonded—no, we connected—in ways I never thought possible. She was the saint of my dreams, the one who had filled my thoughts and fueled my hopes for so long. The one I had watched from afar, unseen, while I cared for her in silence. Now, she was awake, and she was everything I had longed for.

But as the day wore on, I couldn’t ignore the way she changed. Her strength became undeniable. It wasn’t just her physical recovery—it was something more. She began to take control, not just of her own body, but of everything around her. She was no longer the fragile woman I had cared for in her sleep. She was a force, an entity that could not be ignored.

But there was something else—a deep, stirring feeling inside me, something I couldn’t name. The first time I touched her hand, as I helped her to the bath, I couldn’t help but notice how delicate her skin was, how warm she felt beneath my fingers. There was a vulnerability there that no one else seemed to see.

The room was thick with steam, the air heavy with the warmth of the bath and the tension it carried. I stood still, my movements calculated, my breath steady, but beneath the surface, I was anything but composed. I couldn’t let it show—my heart thundering in my chest, my thoughts scattered. She was so close, and I couldn’t let them see the effect she had on me. Not yet.

I had always prided myself on my restraint, on the calm that I could maintain even in the most charged of moments. But now, as I stood in the room with her, the air thick with the intimacy of her presence, it felt as if my resolve was slipping.

Her every movement, every breath, every small, knowing glance seemed to draw me in, pulling me deeper into a world I didn’t know how to navigate. I couldn’t let it show—at least not yet. If they looked too closely, they’d see it. They’d see the flush of heat on my cheeks, the slight parting of my lips, the way my eyes lingered too long on her skin, on the way she moved.

But I couldn’t help it. Not entirely. I couldn’t deny the stir of something in me—something I hadn’t felt in years. The simple truth was, I was drawn to her. Deeply, undeniably.

So, for now, I allowed the fantasy to linger, kept it tucked away in the quiet corners of my mind. Because I knew that sooner or later, the silence between us would crack. The unspoken would surface. And when it did, I wasn’t sure I’d want to stop it.

As I stood there, my hands steady as I prepared a towel for her, I heard her voice—soft, sultry, teasing
—drift through the room.

🎵 "You give me fever, when you kiss me... fever when you hold me tight..." 🎵

Her voice seemed to fill the room, wrapping itself around me like the steam that curled in the air. My body went still, my breath caught in my throat. It was impossible to ignore the way the song seemed to hang in the air, just as impossible to ignore the way she moved, the water rippling in time with her sway. She was playing with us—teasing us. And I couldn’t look away.

🎵 "Fever in the morning... fever all through the night..." 🎵

The tension in my body tightened, my jaw clenched to keep my thoughts at bay. I couldn’t let her see it. I couldn’t let her see the way she affected me, the way my body betrayed my calm facade. My ears burned, and I kept my eyes closed, willing my composure back into place, but it was a battle I wasn’t winning.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Aerick react. His body tensed, his shoulders stiffening in a way that was almost painful to watch. His gaze flickered, and for the briefest moment, it landed on her. His jaw clenched so tightly I could almost hear the bones grinding against one another. The air was thick with the weight of unspoken thoughts, unacknowledged desires.

I focused on the towel in my hands, trying to block out the sound of her voice, the way she moved. But then she stood, and the water cascaded down her skin in slow, deliberate drips. I fought to keep my eyes averted, to remain composed. She was beautiful, yes, but I couldn’t afford to let my gaze linger. I couldn’t let them see.

But when she stepped out of the bath, the dampness of her hair trailing water down her neck and shoulders, I could feel both Aerick and I watching her, even as neither of us dared to look her in the eyes. I had to focus—had to keep my composure. I handed her the cloth, my voice steady as I spoke.

“Here,” I said, the words coming out almost mechanically, as if I were reciting a prayer to myself, trying to center myself in the chaos of my thoughts.

I moved to help her dry off, my hands moving with the precision I had learned over the years, but even in this simple task, I couldn’t help but feel the charge between us. Every brush of my hand against her skin, every careful movement, sent ripples of heat through me that I couldn’t ignore. I didn’t let myself falter, not once, but it was becoming more and more difficult to keep the storm inside.

And then Aerick spoke, his voice sharp, cutting through the tension in the room. "This isn’t—" He stopped mid-sentence, and his eyes locked onto her.
I knew what he was seeing—the way the towel clung to her damp skin, the way she stood there, unaffected, graceful. But I also saw something else in his gaze—something I wasn’t sure I was ready to acknowledge. For a moment, Aerick’s walls crumbled, just a little. His gaze flickered, his breath hitched, and it made something deep inside of me stir with a strange, almost possessive feeling.

“Aerick,” I snapped, my voice harsh as I pulled him from whatever thoughts were clouding his mind.

His head snapped away from her, his body tense, and I saw the way he retreated into himself. His jaw was tight, his entire posture screaming for distance. He didn’t say another word, his silence louder than any protest.

I could feel the weight of it all, the silence stretching between the three of us. The air was charged, thick with unspoken words and desires neither of us could name. I looked back at her, watching the way she smiled to herself as she caught Aerick’s retreat. The small curve of her lips was enough to make my heart stumble.

And then, there was the soft sound of my breath escaping as I turned back to help her, my fingers trembling just slightly as I continued drying her hair. The room, the steam, the heat—everything was tangled together, and I couldn’t escape it.
I couldn’t help but wonder—when would the unspoken surface? And when it did, what would I do? Would I let it swallow me whole, or would I keep it locked away, hidden behind the mask I wore so carefully?

But still despite the mask, there was fear in me. Fear of the trials that awaited her, fear of what she would face as she rose to claim the future that was hers. She was not out of danger yet. There were tests yet to come, and I feared for her safety, for the path she would walk. But as I watched her take command, as I saw her strength emerge, I knew there was no going back. She was a force of nature, and nothing—not even the trials of fate—could bend her.

I remember the moment when she disrobed before the Order. No hesitation. No fear. She stood before them, bare, imposing, unyielding. She did not flinch, and neither did they. The room held its breath, for in that moment, she became something more than they could have ever imagined. She was not some fragile woman to be protected. No, she was the throne. She was the power.

But even as I marveled at her strength, there was a pain in my chest—a gnawing ache that I couldn’t shake. I had given everything to her. I had stayed by her side, whispered to her in the dark, watched over her with nothing but devotion. I had cared for her when she could not care for herself. But when she kissed me that day in the prophecy hall, when her lips met mine, I felt a surge of emotions I could not fully comprehend—pride, excitement, desire, and an undeniable connection. In that moment, I thought I had finally found my place at her side.

The banquet hall was a symphony of murmurs, clinking silver, and the scent of roasting meats mingling with floral notes from the rosewater that lingered in the air. It was a scene of wealth and grandeur— oak beams arched high, and tapestries telling stories of battles long past adorned the walls. The long tables were draped in rich linens, and the flickering candlelight cast golden glimmers on the silver goblets. Yet none of it mattered. Not when my mind was still clouded with the memory of her—of us.

The others might have thought I was composed, but they didn’t know what had transpired earlier. How Isobel had looked at me, touched me, kissed me with a hunger that left me breathless. The weight of her hands on my skin, the fire in her eyes, had been more than I could handle. For that moment, she was mine and I was hers, a fleeting, perfect connection—then gone, replaced by the cold reality of what we were now.

And the worst part? The other knights. They could feel something had changed, though. The way they watched me, the way their glances flickered between me and Isobel, the knowing, unspoken tension in the air. We had crossed a line today. And now, I wasn’t sure where my place was anymore.

As I moved deeper into the hall, I caught the eyes of the knights seated around the long table, but my thoughts remained firmly with her. Her scent, her touch, the sound of her voice in my ear—it all played through my mind like an endless loop. I swallowed the tightness in my throat and forced myself to focus. This was not the time to be distracted.

The others were seated, looking as if they hadn’t noticed the shift in me. Some of them cast curious glances my way, trying not to be too obvious, but it was there—the knowledge. I could see it in their eyes. They knew I wasn’t the same anymore. They knew what had happened.

I finally took my seat, the weight of their eyes still heavy, but I refused to meet anyone’s gaze. My place was beside Ayaan, the one knight who understood me. His calmness was like a balm, steadying my racing thoughts. I could feel the flicker of his attention on me, his eyes moving over me with that silent understanding that had always existed between us.

But even Ayaan’s usual composure couldn’t erase the disquiet that had settled in my chest. I glanced toward Isobel across the table, her gaze flicking between me and Thorn. She was sitting at the head of the table, a commanding presence, as always. The room was buzzing with conversation, but I barely heard it. All I could focus on was her—the way she spoke, the way she held herself with such quiet confidence. She was already becoming the leader she was always meant to be. And I… I had been just a moment in her story.

Thorn. I couldn’t stop myself from looking at him. His calm, collected demeanor was everything I was not. Where I was a tempest—unpredictable, intense—he was still water. Detached, distant. And yet, she had chosen him. It wasn’t lost on me, the weight of her decision.
She had kissed me. She had taken me, in a way, and I had been lost in that moment. But now, she had turned to him. Thorn was the one who would stand beside her. The one she had chosen to share this future with. And I? I would remain her knight, her protector, nothing more.

I knew better than to be foolish about it. I wasn’t entitled to her. Not after everything that had happened. I was a soldier, a servant. She had given me a taste of what I’d wanted, but it was nothing more than that—just a fleeting moment in time.

My knuckles tightened around the goblet in front of me, the cool metal biting into my skin. I was angry, frustrated, but I kept it all locked inside. She had made her choice, and no matter how much it stung, I would have to accept it. Thorn would be her partner, her husband in the eyes of the Order, and I would remain her shadow.

CHAPTER 27: THEM
In the banquet hall, the laughter, music, and clinking of goblets echoing off the stone walls. Yet amidst the revelry, Isobel felt the weight of the expectations pressing upon her, the sharp eyes of those around her. Thorne, stood proud like a pillar of calm, his presence imposing yet serene. But as much as her gaze lingered on him, her thoughts were elsewhere.

When Ayaan passed by her side, she noted how quiet he had become. Too quiet, in fact. He seemed lost in his own world, distant in a way she hadn’t seen before.

She stopped in her tracks, eyes narrowing slightly as she took him in. Ayan’s eyes, usually so sharp and lively, were now clouded with something she couldn’t quite read.

“Ayan, are you listening?” Her voice was calm, deliberate—no room for hesitation. She didn’t have time for distractions tonight.

His head turned towards her, and for a moment, there was a flicker of surprise before a faint smile touched his lips. But it didn’t reach his eyes. He seemed... detached. Was it because of what had happened earlier, in the privacy of their chambers? She couldn’t be certain. Ayan had a past, one that was long and full of experiences. It wasn’t one night that would throw him off. She wouldn’t let herself believe that. She knew the way he carried himself. His smile was courteous, but it seemed as though the warmth of it never quite made it through to the surface.

“Come, Ayan. We need to finalize some matters for the guard. Eric, join us as well.” Isobel turned her back to him, her tone decisive, carrying no room for argument. “Thorne is already waiting by your side.”

The cold air hit her skin as she moved away from the warmth of the banquet hall, Thorne beside her, his silhouette striking in the dimming light. She could feel his presence even without glancing at him, a shadow always cast near her own light. Behind them, Eric and Ayan followed in silence, a silence that only deepened the longer it lasted. She couldn’t ignore the tension in Ayan, nor the unusual quiet that had settled between them. Something was different tonight, but she would not entertain the thought for long. She had enough to focus on.

The hallway felt narrow, and the weight of the moment seemed to hang in the air between them. The men were her protectors, companions she trusted implicitly, yet tonight something felt off. Perhaps it was the shared memories of what had transpired earlier, the lingering touch, the unspoken words, but she would not let it affect the mission at hand.

They reached the small, candle-lit chamber where they would discuss the next steps. As they entered, she wasted no time in speaking.

“I need you all to sleep in the same room, but we will rotate,” she said, her voice firm as it echoed through the stone walls. Her presence was commanding, no room for doubt.

Thorne, as expected, was the first to speak up. “Isobel, that is... more than necessary,” he said, his voice steady, but tinged with unease. “Would it not be better if—”

“No, Thorne,” she cut him off, her tone decisive, unwavering. “We cannot afford to be separated. Not in a place like this, not with everything that lies ahead.” She let the words hang in the air for a moment before continuing. “The three of you will rotate through the room. One will sleep in the room with me, the other will stand guard outside the door, and the third will take the adjoining room next to mine.”

Her eyes swept over each of them, making sure they understood the gravity of what she was asking. “This way, we remain secure, and I have the support I need for what’s to come. We are a team, and I trust each of you. Your presence is not just for my safety, but for the tasks we will face together. I need you close.”

Thorne’s brow furrowed slightly, but his gaze softened as he processed her words. “I understand, Isobel. But... you know how this could be perceived. This arrangement—” He trailed off, clearly uncomfortable, though he wasn’t questioning her leadership.

Isobel paused, feeling the weight of his concerns. “I’m not thinking of this in a sexual way, Thorne,” she said, her voice calm and firm. “This is simply practical. It’s a matter of efficiency. We cannot waste time with unnecessary separation. You all know your duties. This is not about comfort; it’s about functionality. I am a woman with a mission, and I need you by my side to carry it out.”

Her words were simple, but they carried with them a weight of truth. She had always been in control of her own body, of her own desires. She didn’t see the need to explain further. What they shared was a professional bond, an understanding forged by the necessity of their roles, not by any intimate connection. And yet, there was an underlying trust between them that went beyond mere duty.

Ayan, who had been silent until now, finally spoke. His voice, always so precise, held a soft, contemplative tone. “I understand,” he said, his gaze still distant. “If this is what you believe is best, then I will respect it.”

Isobel nodded once, accepting his words without further need for discussion. “Good. We will rotate according to schedule. Tomorrow, we begin preparations for the mission.”

Thorne nodded slowly, clearly still processing the situation. “Very well, Isobel. I will ensure the guard rotation is set.”

The conversation drifted to other matters as they continued preparing for the days ahead. But beneath the surface of their discussions, an unspoken understanding lingered—a recognition of the bond they shared, not just as protectors, but as partners in something far greater. Isobel couldn’t help but feel the weight of it all, the pressure of what was to come, and the need for those around her to stay close, not just for safety, but for the shared mission that was growing ever more pressing with each passing moment.

As the conversation continued, Isobel felt the fatigue pressing down on her with an intensity she hadn’t quite anticipated. The weight of the day, the endless responsibilities, and the constant barrage of decisions and expectations drained her energy. Her body ached, and her mind, though sharp, felt clouded by the exhaustion that crept in quietly. She was used to long days, but this one had stretched beyond its limits.

The voices around her seemed to blur, the words echoing in her ears, but her focus was slipping. Thorne’s deep voice, steady and reassuring, but distant now, seemed to grow fainter. Eric’s subtle movements at her side, the soft rustling of Ayan’s breath—they all melted into the background as her body begged for respite.

She took a long breath, eyes closing briefly, before she straightened her posture once more, fighting the overwhelming fatigue.

“I’ve made my decision,” she said, her voice low but still commanding. She didn’t have the energy for more words. “The arrangement will remain as stated. The three of you will rotate. One will sleep in my room, one will guard the door, and the other will rest in the room next to mine. Do not argue, do not question. This is what we will do.”

Her voice was final, unwavering, as though the very last vestiges of her strength had been funneled into that command. She could feel the weight of their gaze on her, but she was beyond explanation. There was no room for hesitation or debate.

Ayan, ever the respectful one, was the first to acknowledge her command. “As you wish, Isobel,” he said quietly, his voice still smooth, but now carrying a slight weight to it, perhaps recognizing the exhaustion in her tone.

Thorne’s eyes softened as he regarded her, his face unreadable for a moment before he gave a nod, accepting the decision with his usual gravitas. “We will do as you say, Isobel.”
Eric, ever the steady presence, didn’t hesitate. “Understood,” he said simply, his voice warm and reassuring.

The room fell into silence, and for a moment, the only sound was the soft flicker of the fire in the hearth. Isobel’s eyes closed briefly again, as if to steady herself, her head leaning slightly back. She had issued her command, and they had accepted it. No more words were needed.
With a final, imperceptible nod, she motioned to the door. “Then it’s settled. Now, let me rest. I have no more strength for tonight.”

The men didn’t protest. They simply turned, moved into position, and did as she asked. They knew the importance of what lay ahead, just as she did, but for now, Isobel’s will had to take precedence over all else. And as they prepared to rotate and stand guard, she sank into the quiet sanctuary of the room, her mind and body finally surrendering to the rest she so desperately needed.




