Chapter Two: To Love the Unwoken

“Stop……Aaaaaaahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh……… Please Stop!! …” (screamed in pain)
The scream tore his skull.

He opened his eyes to darkness and pain. Cold stone beneath him. Heavy chains cutting into wrists that were too small to be his own. A glowing ratium blade peeling back skin—her skin—his skin—in slow, burning strips.
Twelve cloaked figures circled him, holding black-green flames, their chanting voices drilled into his skull.

“Hail, The King of Cosmos Sea!! “Verithos leaned over him--no, her, sea-green eyes reflecting black-green flames. The blade paused as he studied her eyes.
“You’re not her,” with a witty smile. “How interesting…… my heir came to meet me on his own.”
Rah exploded awake with a gasp. His lungs refused air as his chest heaved like he'd been drowned. Thick sweat poured down his face, stinging his eyes. His hands slapped at his chest, searching for wounds that weren't there.
Was that—? How did I—? Who—?
The nightmare clung to him—the smell of burning flesh, the weight of chains, her endless scream still echoing in his skull.
Somewhere, the girl kept screaming.
The door crashed against the wall, and Liora stepped into the room, her nightdress flowing in the wind, face calm and glowing like the moon. Elsa followed her, her hands glowing red with protective magic flowing through her fingers.

“Rah!!” Liora said in a panicked voice.

She gathered her son into her arms like the ocean sheltering a pearl in its depths. He clung to her, his cold, sweat-slick body pressing against hers, drawing warmth from the familiar lavender scent of her.
Elsa hovered her hand on Rah’s head, tracing his skin, "No physical wounds," she murmured, "but his life-force is... distressed." Her gaze sharpened on his right bicep, "That mark wasn't there before."
Rah instinctively turned his biceps inward to hide, but it was no help. The dragon skull mark – no larger than a coin – was not engraved deep into the skin.
Liora, stroking his hair, missed it entirely. "Shhh, my brave king," she whispered, her voice trembling with forced calm. "Just a nightmare. Only a nightmare."
But Elsa’s eyes were locked on Rah. In that moment, a storm of questions raged- about the appearance of Mark after this many years, about the secrets that couldn't stay buried much longer. 

Then – fire,
Elsa felt a burning sensation on her scar. Her breath hitched. This was no coincidence. Something is about to happen.
Liora smoothed Rah's unruly hair as she nudged him toward readiness. "Come, the breakfast is getting cold."
"Two minutes, Mom!" Rah called, still shaken but trying to be normal. He burst into the kitchen, snatched a steaming roll from Elsa's hand, and barely avoided colliding with the doorframe. "Brunn's waiting—love you!" His goodbye kiss made Liora smile.
RAH walked again through the school gates.
From a distance, ISHI watched.
And the wind whispered: everything was about to change.
At the door, Rah paused and gathered the courage to face everyone. Rah adjusted his collar, the dragon mark hidden beneath his sleeve, still warm.
Ishi was tracking his every step, leaning against the wall, and whispered:
"You're late, dragon boy." With a pretty smile and an absurd change in her heart.

As soon as he entered the campus, all the students, staff, and teachers gazed at him in confusion, and whispers started to rise. Also in the assembly, everyone's eyes were on him. While going through the corridor, his condition was the same, but,
Then—her.
Ishi stood at the corridor's end, a dark shadow against the stained-glass windows. The wishpers, the stares, even the air itself seemed to vanish. Rah's pulse hammered in his throat, his breath shallow. Her eyes held him frozen—two pools of liquid onyx reflecting his stunned face.
"Hello, Rah!" Tali's hand waved before his face. Lie snapped his fingers near his ear. "You look like you've seen a ghost."
"I-I'm fine," Rah stammered, fingers tightening around his bag strap. 
Tali followed his gaze. "Ohhh. That's Ishi Hung. The girl who healed you? Daughter of Lord Sekai?" She lowered her voice. "Rumor says she convinced her father to spare you after—"
"—After you turned the mayor's son into a punching bag," Lie finished, saying. "You don't remember?"
Rah's stomach dropped. The bathroom. The blood. The way his fists had burned. Memories flash in front of his eyes.
Tali elbowed him. "At least thank her."
Rah nodded his head in yes.
Their eyes locked—just for a heartbeat—but Ishi was already turning away.
Rah went to his classroom, the teacher’s voice fading to a distant hum. His fingers tapped restless rhythms on the desk.
When would the bell ring?
Where did she go?
Why did her gaze feel like a key turning in a long-locked door?
The chalk was scratched on the board. The clock’s hands crawled.
And Rah, for the first time in his life, prayed for recess.
The recess bell rang like an alarm in Rah’s ears, jolting him from thoughts of her—of midnight-black hair that caught the sunlight like polished obsidian, of lips that always seemed to curve with secrets.
"Earth to Rah!" Lie waved a hand in front of his glazed eyes. "You’ve been staring at that empty desk for ten minutes. Lunch?"
Rah blinked. "Huh? Oh. No, I’m… not hungry."
Tali smirked. "Or maybe you’re hungry for something else." She wiggled her eyebrows toward the corridor where Ishi usually walked.
Rah’s ears burned. "Shut up."
But the moment his friends left, he was drifting through the halls like a ghost, drawn by some invisible thread—until he turned a corner, and there she was.
Time stopped.
Sunlight streamed through the stained-glass windows, painting Ishi in fractured colors—amethyst across her collarbones, emerald along her arms. She was leaning against a windowsill, idly spinning an ice crystal between her fingers (because of course the daughter of a lord could conjure ice in spring).
Rah’s mouth went dry.
"Lost, dragon boy?" Ishi didn’t even look up, but her lips twitched. "The bathroom’s the other way."
"I—" Rah’s voice cracked. He cleared his throat. "I wanted to say thanks. For, you know. The healing. And the… not letting the mayor murder me?"
Ishi finally glanced up, and oh gods, her eyes were like the night sky just before a storm—dark, but glittering with something wild. "Aw. Is the mighty bathroom brawler blushing?" She leaned closer, close enough that Rah caught her scent—wintermint and something sweet, like ironflower honey. "Tell me, does your mom know you’re this cute when you’re flustered?"
Rah’s brain short-circuited. "I—uh—"
Ishi laughed, the sound like wind chimes. "Relax. I’m just teasing." She flicked the ice crystal at him. It melted against his cheek, shockingly cold. "But seriously, those scratches you should’ve had?" Her fingers brushed his forearm, light as spider silk. "They’d need a tier-five healer. And before you lie, no, your mom couldn’t afford that."
Rah’s pulse pounded where she’d touched him. "I heal fast?"
"Mm. Convenient." Ishi’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. "So. Why did I help you?" She twirled a lock of hair around one finger. "Maybe I just like watching arrogant nobles get punched. Or maybe…" She stepped so close Rah could see the silver flecks in her eyes. "Maybe I have a soft spot for stupid boys with hero complexes."
Rah’s breath hitched.
Then—the lunch bell rang.
Ishi stepped back, all mischief again. "Oops. Better run, hero. Wouldn’t want you fainting from hunger before our not-date."
Rah’s stomach dropped. "Wait—what?"
"Seven o’clock. Iris Café." Ishi winked. "Try not to get lost on the way to the library again."

The afternoon passed in a haze. Rah couldn’t focus—not when every shadow looked like her hair, not when every laugh sounded like hers. By sixth period, he was this close to carving her name into his desk.
"Looking for someone?" Tali sing songed as Rah craned his neck down yet another empty hallway.
"No," Rah lied so badly that even Lie snorted.
Then—a flash of lavender fabric near the restrooms. Rah’s feet moved before his brain could protest.
Big mistake.
Because, of course, the second he peeked around the corner, Ishi stepped out, adjusting the silver cuffs at her wrists.
They froze.
Rah’s soul left his body.
Ishi’s eyebrows climbed to her hairline. "Wow. And here I thought you were sweet. Turns out you’re just a pervert."
"I-- it’s not—" Rah’s voice cracked again. "I was looking for the—the library!"
Ishi’s lips twitched. "Uh-huh. And I’m the Queen of Vinland." She stepped closer, until Rah’s back hit the wall. "Admit it. You’re obsessed with me."
Rah’s mouth opened. Closed.
Ishi laughed, warm and bright. "Seven o’clock, dragon boy. Don’t be late." She patted his cheek and sauntered off, leaving Rah to slide down the wall like a deflated balloon.

She left, and Rah smirked, thinking about what had happened. Gained consciousness and left for home.
Rah's feet barely touched the ground as he hurried home, his mind replaying every second with Ishi—the way her laughter had danced through the air, how her fingers had brushed his arm like a whisper. He pushed open the creaky front door to find Liora humming at the kitchen table, mending one of his shirts.
"You're glowing like a firefly," she remarked without looking up, her needle flashing in the late afternoon light.
Rah dumped his bag and slid into the chair across from her. "Ishi Hung talked to me today." The words tumbled out before he could stop them. "Like, really talked. And we're going to Iris Café later. Not as a date! Just... as friends. Probably."
Liora's lips quirked as she bit off a thread. "The Lord's daughter, hm? And what does this not-date entail?"
"Mom!" Rah's ears burned as he snatched an apple from the fruit bowl. "It's just a drink. And maybe walking by the waterfall. Not a date."
"Of course not," Liora agreed solemnly—though her eyes sparkled with mischief. She held up the mended shirt. "Wear this tonight. The blue makes your eyes pop."
Rah nearly choked on his apple. "Since when do you care about—"
"A mother notices things." She smoothed the fabric with exaggerated care. "Like how a certain boy's been sighing at the window every time a girl walks by."
Rah groaned and dropped his forehead on the table

Meanwhile, across the town, in a Lavender-Scented Room
Ishi stood before her mirror, biting her lip as she held up first a blue ribbon, then a silver one against her hair. The lavender dress lay spread across her bed—the one with tiny embroidered snowflakes along the hem, she didn't spend hours choosing.
"Stop being ridiculous," she muttered to her reflection, though her fingers trembled slightly as she braided her hair. What was wrong with her? She'd faced down warlocks and corrupt officials without breaking a sweat, but the thought of Rah's dopey smile made her stomach swoop like a falling leaf.
She spun when her maid entered.
"That's the third dress you've tried, my lady," the old woman chuckled, setting down a tray of honey cakes. "For a not-date."
Ishi's cheeks burned. "It's an observation! He's... suspiciously good at fighting. And healing. And—"
"And his eyes do that thing where they light up when you enter a room?"
"Out." Ishi threw a pillow at the giggling woman, but couldn't suppress her own smile.
She fastened her mother's pearl pendant—for luck, nothing more—and glanced at the clock.
Two hours. Breathe.
The not-date begins,
A floating café glowed under the twilight sky, its tables suspended above a crystal pond where tiny Raditz rabbits hopped across lily pads, their fur shimmering between soft pink and curious blue. At the entrance, Ishi stood in her flowing lavender dress, the delicate embroidery of snowflakes catching the light like scattered stars. She looked every bit a fairy who had stepped out of a dream, tapping her foot impatiently, her arms crossed as she idly scratched the ears of a Raditz that had nestled into her palm.
Where was he?
She sighed, watching the Piqueens preen their iridescent feathers overhead, their melodic cooing doing little to ease her nerves. Had he forgotten? Had he chickened out? The Raditz in her hands turned a faint purple—sympathy.
"Ugh, don’t pity me," she muttered, flicking its nose lightly.
Then—a crash.
Ishi spun just in time to see Rah stumble through the cascading waterfall entrance, his boots slipping on the slick stones. He barely caught himself, his blue shirt half-tucked, his hair a windswept mess, and his mouth hanging open as his eyes locked onto her.
For a moment, he just stared, breathless.
Ishi arched an eyebrow. "Close your mouth, dragon. You’ll catch flies."
Rah snapped his jaw shut, his face flushing. "S-sorry! I— Brunn’s hoverboard exploded, and then the path kept moving, and—"
"And yet," Ishi interrupted, stepping closer with a slow, dangerous smile, "here you are. Late." She tilted her head, her voice dropping to a teasing whisper. "Who makes his date wait on their first not-date?"
Rah’s throat bobbed. "I— It’s not— I mean—"
Ishi leaned in, close enough that he could see the silver flecks in her dark eyes. "You’re lucky you’re cute when you’re flustered."
Rah’s brain short-circuited.
Then, with a huff, Ishi turned on her heel, her dress swirling like mist. "Come on. Our table’s floating away."
Rah scrambled after her, nearly tripping again as a giggling Raditz darted between his feet. "Wait— So you’re not mad?"
Ishi glanced over her shoulder, her lips curling. "Oh, I’m furious." She held out a hand. "But I’ll forgive you if you feed me moonmelon tarts."
Rah grinned, relief flooding his chest as he took her hand. "Deal."
The floating café hummed with quiet magic as Rah and Ishi settled at their table, suspended just above the crystal-clear pond. The surface of the water beneath them shimmered with glowing runes that pulsed in time with their conversation—flaring a warm gold when Ishi accidentally brushed her fingers against Rah’s as she reached for her tea, swirling a deep blue when she rolled her eyes at one of his terrible jokes. A Piqueen—one of the café’s dazzling, peacock-like birds—had taken a liking to Ishi and now perched elegantly on the back of her chair, its long tail feathers fanning out in a cascade of colors that cast prismatic light across her face.
Ishi took a delicate bite of the moonmelon tart in front of her, the flaky crust dissolving into sweet, icy shards on her tongue. The taste was like winter and honey combined, and she couldn’t help the small, pleased sigh that escaped her.
Rah rested his chin on his hand, watching her with an shameless grin.
"You’re staring," she said, licking a dusting of shimmering sugar from her lips.
"Can you blame me?" He gestured to the floating lanterns around them, their soft glow dimming as if the very light in the café was drawn to her instead. "You’re stealing all the starlight."
Ishi kicked him lightly under the table, but the Raditz rabbit curled in her lap thrilled happily, its velvety fur pulsing between pink and gold in delight. "You’re ridiculous."
"Ridiculously charming," Rah corrected, plucking a glowing berry from the platter between them. He held it out to her between his fingers, his grin turning playful. "Try this."
Ishi arched an eyebrow but leaned forward, taking the berry from his hand. The moment her teeth broke the skin, flavor exploded across her tongue—first tart, like wild raspberries, then sweet, like sun-ripened peaches, and finally… lavender. Just like the scent she always wore.
Her eyes widened. "How—?"
Rah’s smile softened. "Magic remembers what the heart loves."
For a heartbeat, the world seemed to narrow to just the two of them—the sounds of the café fading, the glow of the floating lanterns dimming further. Even the pond beneath them seemed to still, its reflection no longer showing their faces, but their shadows leaning closer, as if drawn together by something deeper than chance.
Then Ishi cleared her throat, breaking the moment. She flicked a sugar cube at him, her cheeks faintly pink. "Stop being poetic. It’s unsettling."
But despite her words, her fingers didn’t pull away from where they rested near his on the table.
The evening stretched on in a haze of shared desserts and teasing banter. Rah, ever the storyteller, recounted his most disastrous childhood escapades—like the time he’d accidentally set Brunn’s prototype rocket loose in the market square, sending fruit carts flying. Ishi, in turn, shared carefully curated snippets of her own past—stories of sneaking into the palace kitchens as a child, of the serious and boring tutors she’d outsmarted, of the secret passages she’d discovered in her father’s estate.
"You’re leaving out the best parts," Rah accused when she glossed over a particularly daring escape from her etiquette lessons.
Ishi smirked, swirling her starlight brew. "A lady never reveals all her secrets."
"Good thing this isn’t a date, then," Rah shot back, grinning when she kicked him again.
The Raditz in her lap chittered in amusement, its fur shifting to a pleased violet.
As the night deepened, the café’s magic grew more pronounced. The floating lanterns drifted lower, their light catching in Ishi’s hair like scattered stars. The Piqueen on her chair groomed, its feathers shimmering brighter whenever she laughed. Even the pond beneath them seemed to respond to their presence—the glowing runes now forming entangle patterns, as if trying to weave their stories into the water itself.
And through it all, neither of them acknowledged the way their hands kept finding each other—brushing as they reached for the same pastry, lingering when passing a cup, tangling together when Rah pretended to need help reading the ever-shifting menu.
It was, without question, the most enchanting evening either of them had ever had.
And neither wanted it to end.
But, as the café’s lights began to dim—signaling the approach of midnight—Ishi sighed. "We should go."
Rah stood too quickly, nearly tipping their floating table. The Raditz in Ishi’s lap squeaked in protest as she steadied it, shooting him a provoked look.
"Let me take you home," he said, offering his hand.
Ishi eyed his battered hoverboard doubtfully. "That thing looks held together by hope and maybe one loose screw."
"And three quality bolts," Rah corrected proudly. "Trust me."
She hesitated, then placed her hand in his. "If you drop me, I’m feeding you to the Piqueens."
Rah’s grin was blinding. "Noted."
Ishi had ridden in carriages of gold and on steeds bred from stormclouds—but nothing had prepared her for the terror of Rah’s hoverboard.
The moment they lifted off, her arms locked around his waist in a death grip, her face buried between his shoulder blades. "I hate this," she hissed, her voice muffled against his shirt.
Rah laughed, the wind carrying his voice back to her. "Who knew the mighty Ishi Hung was scared of heights?"
"I’ll push you off," she threatened, but her hold only tightened.
Below them, the forest blurred into emerald shadows. Above, the stars burned brighter, close enough to touch. And between them—the steady rhythm of Rah’s breathing, the warmth of his back against her cheek, the unspoken promise in the way his hand covered hers where they clasped at his waist.
"Go slower," Ishi whispered after a moment.
Rah obeyed without question, easing their speed until they were drifting more than flying.
And for the first time, Ishi dared to look.
The world from above was breathtaking—the trees like dark brushstrokes against the earth, the distant lights of the city flickering like grounded stars. And Rah, steady and sure beneath her hands, his laughter warm in the cool night air.
For a fleeting moment, she let herself imagine what it might be like to always see the world like this—from the safety of his shadow, with the wind in her hair and his heartbeat against her palms.
Then reality came crashing back in the form of a scream.
It was high-pitched. Terrified. Young.
Rah and Ishi froze.
Below them, between the gnarled oaks, a black chariot rolled into view, its iron wheels crushing the bluebells beneath it. The same three jagged scratches Ishi knew all too well marred its door.
Her cousin’s fingernails had made those.
No words passed between them. Rah’s grip on the hoverboard tightened; Ishi’s fingers dug into his shoulders.
Then—as if pulled by the same invisible thread—they descended toward the darkness.
The Chase Begins, the forest was a living nightmare—twisted branches clawed at them as Rah and Ishi crashed through the undergrowth, their breaths ragged, their boots sinking into damp earth. The stolen imperial chariot ahead tore through the trees, its wheels fracturing roots, the charioteer hiding the reins like a man possessed.
"Don’t let him reach the river!" Rah growled, his voice raw.
Ishi moved like a shadow beside him, her dagger already in hand. "Bound him—force him toward the grove!"
Rah lunged left, his sword slicing through low-hanging vines. But then—
Twang.
A crossbow bolt tore from the darkness.
"ISHI—!"
The impact punched into her shoulder, jerking her back with a wet thunk. Blood sprayed. She wobbled, her teeth bared in pain, fingers clutching the shaft embedded in her flesh.
Rah’s world is shattered into red. A storm of force ripped outward from Rah’s body—an invisible, crushing wave that tore through the forest like the wrath of a god. Trees crumbled at their trunks, their branches exploding into wooden shrapnel. Boulders fractured like rotten fruit, fragments hurtling through the air. The chariot lifted—not just flipped, but tossed—twisting midair before smashing into the earth with a deafening crunch. The horses screamed, their harnesses snapping like thread as they bolted into the darkness.
The charioteer was thrown like a ragdoll, his body slamming into a broken oak. He collapsed, coughing blood, ribs shattered.
Rah was on him in an instant.
One hand seized the man’s throat, lifting him off the ground. The other glowed with barely restrained magic, fingers twitching with the urge to scorch him to the bone.
"WHO. SENT. YOU?" Rah’s voice was no longer human—it was the growl of a beast, the thunder of a storm.
The charioteer wheezed, blood bubbling at his lips. "You think… she’s the only one who’ll die tonight?"
A branch snapped. Shadows shifted between the trees.
Reinforcements.
But Rah didn’t care.
He leaned in, his breath hot against the man’s ear, his words a promise.
"If she dies, I will peel the flesh from your bones while you still scream."
Then—he slammed the charioteer back into the dirt, leaving him broken but alive.
Because answers could wait.
Ishi couldn’t
The forest trembled as eight armored riders burst through the trees, their swords shimmering in the fractured moonlight. Their leader, a hulking brute with a scarred face, sneered as he raised his blade.
"Kill them both."
Ishi spat blood, her fingers tightening around her dagger. Then—with a sudden, fluid motion—she tweaked the silver hairpin from her braid. It shimmered in her palm before elongating, twisting, and transforming into a sleek platinum sword, its edge humming with latent power.
Rah’s lips curled into a savage grin. "Showoff."
Ishi smirked, despite the pain. "Try to keep up."
Then—they moved.
Rah’s magical sword materialized in his grip—a blade forged of pure, crackling energy, its light casting mysterious shadows across the battlefield. He cut through the first two riders like wheat before a sickle, their armor no match for his fury.
Ishi danced beside him, her platinum sword a silver flash. She ducked under a wild swing, thrusted her elbow into a rider’s throat, then twirl to slash another across the chest. Blood sprayed.
"Left!" Rah barked.
Ishi twisted just in time—a sword meant for her spine instead scraped harmlessly off her blade. She retaliated with a vicious upward cut, splitting the man from hip to shoulder.
They fought like a single entity, their movements synchronized, their breaths matched. Every strike, every dodge—perfect.
But Ishi was weakening.
Her shoulder wound bled freely, her steps growing sluggish. A rider saw it—and dived.
The blade sank deep into Ishi’s ribs.
Her breath left her in a shocked gasp.
"ISHI!"
Rah’s world narrowed to that single moment.
He moved faster than thought, his magic sword erupting in a blinding arc. The rider’s head left his shoulders before his dagger could twist.
Then Rah was there, catching Ishi as she screwed up.
"No, no, no—" His voice was raw, his hands shaking as he pressed against the wound. Blood poured between his fingers.
Ishi’s face was deathly pale, but her fingers weakly gripped his wrist. "I’m… not done yet…"
Rah’s heart shattered and reforged in the same instant.
"Stay here," he ordered, voice trembling. "I’ll finish this."
Then he rose—
And the forest learned true terror.
The remaining riders hesitated.
Big mistake.
Rah wasn’t a man anymore. He was vengeance given form.
His magic sword blazed like a fallen star as he carved through them. A rider thrust at him—Rah let the blade pierce his side, barely flinching as he stabbed his own sword through the man’s skull.
Another swung—Rah caught the blade with his bare hand, blood dripping from his palm, before snapping the steel and driving the shard into the rider’s eye.
The last two turned to flee.
They didn’t make it three steps.
Rah’s magic sword pierced out like a spear, spiking one through the back. The final rider stumbled—only for Rah to grab him by the hair, jerk him close, and slam his forehead into the man’s nose, shattering bone.
The rider collapsed, unconscious.
Silence.
Rah staggered back to Ishi, his own wounds screaming, his vision swimming.
She was barely conscious, her breath shallow, her lips tinted blue.
"Ishi—look at me!" He gathered her into his arms, his voice breaking. "Stay with me, damn it!"
Her fingers weakly brushed his cheek. "Told you… I wasn’t… done…"
Rah crushed her to his chest, his entire body trembling. "You’re not dying. Not today. Not ever."
He fumbled for the pikeen whistle, blowing it with the last of his strength.
Somewhere, distantly, hooves pounded.
But for now, there was only her weight in his arms, her blood on his skin, and the desperate, unshakable truth:
He would burn the world to keep her alive.
The pikeen's piercing cry still echoed through the trees as Rah gathered Ishi in his arms, her blood soaking through his tunic. Her breathing was shallow, her skin frighteningly cold.
"Hold on," he whispered, voice raw. "Just a little longer."
He carried her through the broken forest, his own wounds screaming with every step. The adrenaline that had kept him standing was fading, replaced by a deep, throbbing agony. But he didn't stop. Couldn't stop.
The river appeared like a blessing—its waters dark but gentle, reflecting the fractured moonlight. Rah knelt at its bank, his arms trembling as he lowered Ishi onto the soft earth.
"Ishi. Look at me."
Her lashes fluttered, but her eyes didn't focus.
Panic clawed at his throat. He cupped water in his hands, trickling it over her lips. "Drink."
She swallowed weakly, a drop trailing down her chin.
Rah exhaled, pressing his forehead to hers. "Guards are coming. Healers. You're going to be—"
A wave of dizziness hit him like a club. His vision blurred.
No. Not yet.
He had to stay awake. Had to make sure she was safe.
But his body betrayed him.
The world tilted.
The last thing he felt was Ishi's fingers weakly clutching his sleeve as darkness swallowed him whole.
Rah’s eyes fluttered open, his vision swimming in and out of focus. The first thing he saw was gold—gleaming pillars, arched windows spilling dawn’s light, the scent of rare herbs thick in the air.
A five-star healer’s chamber.
His body ached, but his mind was sharp. He turned his head—and there she was.
Ishi.
She lay on a silk-draped bed, her chest rising and falling steadily, her wounds bandaged with enchanted linens. Rah exhaled, his fingers twitching with the need to touch her, to confirm she was real.
Alive.
The door creaked open.
A tall man in an inspector’s uniform stepped inside, his polished boots clicking against the marble floor. His expression was serious, but his eyes held something like respect.
"Senior Inspector Veylan," the man introduced himself. "You’ve been unconscious for nearly a day."
Rah pushed himself up, ignoring the protest of his wounds. "The attackers—"
Veylan held up a hand. "First, let me thank you. You saved Lord Senkai’s daughter. That alone would earn you a commendation, but you also eliminated a significant threat." He pulled out a notepad. "Now, I need you to walk me through everything that happened."
Rah nodded, his voice steady as he recounted the ambush—the chariot, the crossbow bolt that struck Ishi, the brutal fight in the woods.
"There were nine of them," he stated firmly. "The charioteer and eight riders."
Veylan’s pen paused. "Our scouts only recovered eight bodies."
"Then your men missed one," Rah said, tirelessly. "The ninth escaped during the chaos. Lean build, dark hair—took an arrow to the thigh before vanishing northeast."
The inspector studied him for a long moment before sighing. "We’ve found no trace of a ninth attacker. But given your record, I’ll have the search expanded." He closed his notepad. "Rest now. You’ve earned it."
As Veylan turned to leave, Rah suddenly asked, "Who was in that chariot?"
The inspector froze. Then, slowly, he faced Rah again, his expression grim.
"Children," he said quietly. "Twenty of them. Taken from villages along the border."
Rah’s blood ran cold. "Slavers?"
Veylan’s jaw tightened. "Or worse."
Before Rah could press further, the chamber doors burst open. Lord Senkai paced in, flanked by two master healers in flowing silver robes. The healers moved with precision, their hands already glowing with diagnostic magic as they went straight to Ishi's bedside.
"Enough questions," Senkai declared, his voice cutting through the room. His gaze stayed on his daughter's pale face before turning to Rah. "You have my gratitude for bringing her back alive. But she needs rest now—not your interrogations."
Veylan bowed slightly. "Of course, my lord. We were just—"
"Finished," Senkai interrupted. His tone left no room for argument.
As the healers worked, murmuring chants over Ishi, Rah caught the moment when Senkai's stern mask slipped—just for a heartbeat—as he reached to brush a strand of hair from his daughter's forehead.
Then Ishi groaned, her eyelids fluttering.
"Father...?" she whispered hoarsely.
The room erupted into motion as the healers closed in, but Rah only had eyes for Ishi—for the faint spark of consciousness returning to her gaze.
Veylan touched Rah's shoulder. "We'll continue this later," he murmured.
As the inspector withdrew, Rah finally allowed himself to sink back against the pillows, his body reminding him sharply of his own wounds. But none of that mattered now.
Ishi was awake.
And somewhere out there, a ninth attacker was still loose.
The lead healer, an elderly woman with silver-threaded robes, bowed to Lord Senkai. "My lord, she is stable. Only minor internal clots remain—they will dissolve with the rest."
Rah exhaled, tension leaving his shoulders.
Senkai's stern expression softened as he leaned over Ishi's bed. "My brave princess," he murmured, brushing her hair back. "Rest now. We'll speak when you're stronger."
As he turned to leave, Rah suddenly spoke up—"My mother...?"
Ishi's eyes, half-lidded with exhaustion, snapped fully open at the question. A flicker of relief—and something warmer—passed through her gaze.
Senkai paused. "Ah. Yes." His mouth quirked in something almost resembling a smile. "She refused to leave your side for two nights straight. No food, no sleep—just glaring at the healers until they swore on their licenses to save you." He shook his head. "We finally convinced her to go home at dawn. She'll return by midday."
Ishi's fingers twitched against the sheets. The ghost of a smile touched her lips before her eyes drifted shut again.
"Good," Rah said simply.
With a final nod, Senkai and the healers departed, as the door clicked shut behind Senkai, the chamber fell into quiet—just the whisper of enchanted curtains and Ishi's steady breathing.
Rah watched the sunlight trace gold patterns across her face. Somewhere beyond these gilded walls, danger still lurked—a missing enemy, stolen children, and whispers of experiments.
But for now, in this stolen moment of peace, there was only this:
The certainty that his mother was coming.
And the unspoken promise in Ishi's faint smile.
Rah reached over, his calloused fingers brushing hers. "You scared ten years off my life," he murmured.
Ishi's lips curved weakly. "Only ten?" She tugged his hand closer with surprising strength, pressing his knuckles to her cheek. "I'll have to try harder next time."
"Don't." The word came out rougher than he intended. He started to pull back—
She bit his thumb.
"Ow! What was—"
"Payback," she said smugly, licking the tiny tooth marks on his skin. "For flipping a chariot without me."
Rah stared. Then—he laughed, real and bright, the sound foreign even to his own ears. He leaned down, forehead resting against hers. "Next time," he promised, "I'll let you do the flipping."
Ishi's nose scrunched. "Liar."
He kissed that scrunched nose, both cheeks.









