


Chapter 25: Shadows at the Door

The cabin air was warmer now. Leorien and Elric stood across from each other by the table, their calm voices carrying a quiet tension beneath.

“I’ll admit,” Elric said with a bit dry disapproval, “you almost had me convinced. I thought we’d actually lost her back then. You played the part a little too well.”

“I had to make my mother believe it. If she suspected for a moment that I had Lily, she would have acted before I could prepare.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]Elric’s gaze hardened. “She already suspects. She’s not upset about what you did to her spies—if anything, she expected it. But she’s watching you now, Leorien. Closely.”

A faint muscle worked in Leorien’s jaw. “Go on.”

“She saw you in the archives. The restricted chambers. She knows you were looking for something. And when she found out the artifact was missing…” His eyes cut toward Lily. “The ring. She’s piecing it together.”

“She won’t harm me,” Leorien snapped. “I’m the last Flameborn. She needs me.”
Elric stepped closer, lowering his voice. “You don’t know what she needs. Or what she’s capable to do. Your mother is as dangerous as your father ever was.”

The words hit the air heavy. No one argued.

“This cabin is the safest place for now,” Elric went on. “Stay here. Hide. Because if you step foot back in the palace…” His voice dropped. “You won’t walk out again.”

Lily had been listening quietly from the window seat, gaze drifting to the porch. Elric’s horse stood tethered next to Leorien’s, but something deeper in her gut kept her eyes on the tree line.
The shadows there shifted. Not wind. Not branches. Two figures.

“Leo.”

Her voice was quiet, but it cut through the room like a drawn blade. Leorien turned toward her instantly, reading the tension in her eyes before she said another word.

He rounded on Elric, his tone sharp. “You didn’t come alone. Who’s with you?”

Elric didn’t flinch. He only lifted his hands slightly, a gesture of peace. “They’re not enemies.” His gaze slid past Leorien, landing on Lily. “This is the other reason why I came. But first—you both need to trust me.”

Without waiting for agreement, he strode to the door, pulling it open.

Two cloaked figures emerged from the trees, their steps heavy, practiced. But one of them—

Lily’s heart stopped.

Even under the hood, she knew that stride. The set of those shoulders. That familiar way of moving that had lived in her memory for years.

The pair stopped a few paces away. The taller one remained still, hood shadowing his face, but the other slowly pushed back the hood.

Samuel.

Her voice broke before she could stop it. “Dad!”

She was running before her mind caught up, boots kicking up the dry grass. She slammed into him, arms locking tight around his middle.

“Lily…” His voice was rough, thick with emotion, and then softer—warm in a way she remembered from childhood. “Lily-bug.”

She squeezed harder, burying her face against him.

He bent his head to rest his chin lightly against her hair, his arms strong around her. “I’m glad you’re alright,” he murmured, voice unsteady, “I’m sorry we’re late… made you wait far too long for us to come and get you back.”

She couldn’t answer—not with her throat closing tight—but she didn’t need to. She pressed her forehead into his shoulder and simply held on.

Beside them, the second cloaked figure remained silent, watching.

Behind Lily, Leorien stood in the cabin doorway, his gaze shifting between Samuel and Elric. And in that moment, he knew—the quiet stretch of days alone with her was over. Heliosans had come for Lily, and whatever peace they’d found here was about to be broken.

Lily still clung to her father, her arms tight around him, before finally stepping back to meet his eyes. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “For making you worry. For causing trouble.”

Samuel’s rough hands gripped her shoulders. “No. I should be the one apologizing,” he said, voice rough. “For not looking out for you. For letting you be alone in that house. I could’ve come back to check on you—”

She shook her head, sharp. “It was my choice to come here. My will, no one else’s.”

A breath left him, half relief, half regret. “Still…” He tried to smile, faint but real. “You should’ve seen yourself. Brave as hell. Sailing out with nothing but a small boat, standing up to an entire fleet.”

Her lips twitched despite herself. “Terrible idea.”

“Aye, terrible idea,” he agreed, “but damn, it was a fine thing to see.” His eyes softened. “Thank you. You saved Heliosa from almost going to war. You ended it without spilling blood.”

“I had to,” she said, her voice steady. “I protected my mother’s memory. That’s all that matters to me.”

Samuel’s expression hardened. “Well, we came to take you home now.”

Her feet shifted back, her gaze dropping. “No.”

The word hit him like a thrown stone. “What? Why? You hated this place. You swore you’d never set foot here again.”

She didn’t answer.

Instead, she turned and walked back to Leorien’s side.

A flicker of satisfaction crossed his face—subtle, but there. As if her choice to stand beside him was proof enough of what he wanted all along.

Samuel saw it, and his confusion sharpened into anger. “You brat,” he snapped at Leorien. “What did you do to my daughter?”

Leorien straightened, the satisfaction gone in an instant, his voice careful and respectful. “Nothing to harm her, I assure you.”

Samuel’s hand went to his sword. He stepped forward, jaw tight, ready to cut the space between them. Elric’s hand shifted to his own hilt, but Leorien lifted one palm in a silent command, halting him.

Samuel came on fast, blade half-drawn—

A hand caught his arm from behind, strong and unyielding.

“Samuel,” came a calm voice. “Don’t.”

The hood pulled back as the other cloaked figure stepped forward—eyes sharp and composed, hair swept back from a brow marked by quiet intelligence.

“Don’t stop me, Caspian,” Samuel gritted.

But Caspian didn’t budge. He stepped past Samuel instead, placing himself between him and Leorien. His movements were measured, deliberate, the kind of grace that came from walking more council halls than battlefields.

He inclined his head politely, but his words carried weight. “I am Caspian Doukas. Diplomat of the Sun Peninsula Guild.” His gaze locked on Leorien, steady as stone. “I come to propose terms for Lily Holloway’s return to Heliosa.”

His voice was calm, formal, but it rang with authority. “In exchange for her safe passage, the Guild will extend full trade rights for three years—grain, marble, iron, and rare herbs. And… certain intelligence gathered on Zar’ethan movements from our southern ports.” He paused, eyes steady. “Such terms could strengthen your position, given your… current climate at court.”

Silence pressed between them.

Leorien’s lips curved faintly. “If it were anyone else, I might take that offer. But I’m not in power now—not as I once was. My mother moves against me. She’s already begun to strip my authority. I need Lily.”

Samuel stepped forward again, voice hoarse but fierce. “Lily, come home. We’ll fight and protect you at all costs.”

Her eyes flicked away, toward the cabin. “You shouldn’t have come. You’re only putting yourselves in danger.”

“We’re not leaving without you.” Samuel vowed.

She shook her head and turned for the door. “Go back. Thessarion won’t harm Heliosa anymore.”

“Why?” Samuel demanded. “What changed? What did he say to you?” His glare snapped to Leorien. “Did he poison your mind?”

“I’m staying because I choose to,” she said over her shoulder. “I have my reasons.”

“Then tell me. Or at least talk to me about it.”

But she didn’t. She just kept walking.

Behind her, Samuel’s voice followed, rough and stubborn. “We’ll be right here. I’m not leaving without you.”

She muttered under her breath, “Stubborn old man.”

Leorien closed the cabin door behind them, giving her a sidelong look. “Now I see where you got it from.”

Despite herself, Lily snorted.

The night had grown deep and still, the moonlight silvering the cabin walls. Inside, Leorien and Elric had long since fallen quiet. Their earlier conversation—low, clipped talk of the Queen Mother and the moves she might make—had faded into the hush of the late hour.

Lily had kept to herself through it all, sitting near the window, her eyes somewhere far beyond the pines. She hadn’t touched her food. Every so often, she felt Leorien’s glance, but she didn’t return it. Her thoughts were a storm she had no words for.

Now, the cabin breathed with the slow rhythm of rest. Leorien lay on the floor beside her bed, his arm folded under his head. Elric sat next to the door, back straight, sword within easy reach, though his chin had dipped once or twice in the stillness.

Lily slid silently from her bed, her bare feet light on the boards. She stepped carefully past Leorien—only for Elric’s voice to cut through the dark.

“Where you think you’re going?”

She stopped, her hand resting on the door latch. “Just outside. I need some air.”

“I’ll come with you,” Elric said immediately.

“No,” she murmured, glancing over her shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to run away.”

He studied her a moment, weighing the truth of it. He was about to insist—until he caught Leorien’s eyes, half-open in the dim, giving a silent, command to let her go.

So Elric leaned back, watching her push the door open into the cold night.

Outside, the air was thick with pine and earth. The faint glow of a campfire marked where Samuel and Caspian had set their tent. Samuel sat by the low flames, whittling something with his knife.

When he saw her, he rose at once. “Lily.”

“We need to talk,” she said quietly. “Alone.”

They walked far enough that the camp and cabin faded into the dark, until only the trees heard them.

Samuel stopped first, his eyes searching hers. “Why are you staying here? I don’t understand.”

Her voice was steady, but soft. “Leo’s changed. He’s not like his father. He’s helping me—helping me control what I am.”

“What you are?” Samuel repeated grimly. “Lily, you must not trust him. Man like him… he will use you. Use your power.”

“You knew what I was. You told Master Theron. And you never told me.”

Samuel’s breath caught, and he looked away. “I didn’t know for sure. Not until Master Theron told me. And even then—”

“Well, now I know,” she cut in. “I’m a Shadow Stalker—a monster. Leo and his people managed to hold my rage back, and he’s been teaching me how to control it myself. If I can master that, maybe I can finally live without fearing what I am.”

“No,” she said, her voice steadier than before. “I can’t risk your life again—not every time I shift. I’m afraid of losing control, and it’s harder there, surrounded by people who are close to my heart. My friends are there now. If I stayed in Heliosa, I could hurt them. I won’t take that chance. And… there’s another reason.” Her gaze dropped. “I have to know where I come from. Until I do, I’m not leaving.”

Samuel stepped closer, his voice roughening. “One of the reasons we went to Heliosa was because of your mother. You’d live better there than you ever could here. Are you even happy here? After everything they’ve done to you? You can’t tell me you can cope with it—”

“Stop,” she snapped, heat rising in her voice.

“You were happy at home. Comfortable. Living your best life,” he pressed. “I saw it.”

“I said stop!” she shouted, her hands balling into fists. “I’ve already decided. Go home, Dad. Take care of the house.”

He stared at her, breathing hard, but before he could answer, she turned to go.

“What about him?” Samuel said suddenly.

Her steps slowed.

“Juliene.”

The name hit her like a stone dropped into still water.

For a moment, she didn’t breathe. She had almost forgotten him—forgotten the man she had loved. The realization struck harder than she expected, guilt mixing with longing until it ached deep in her chest.

Samuel’s voice softened. “He’s been waiting for you to come back. Worried sick since the day you left. I promised him I’d bring you home.”

Juliene’s eyes came to her first—warm, earnest, the way they softened when they looked at her. His voice, his quiet laughs in the kitchen, the way she used to imagine them moving around each other like they’d done it for years. His scent, the brush of his fingers when he passed her something—

A tear slipped down her cheek before she could stop it.

“Tell him…” Her voice shook. “Tell him not to wait for me anymore. Tell him I’m sorry. But he has to go on without me. Tell him…” She swallowed hard. “…tell him goodbye.”

She looked at Samuel, one last time. “Goodbye. Both of you. Be gone tomorrow. If you’re not—I’ll make you leave myself.”

Samuel stood there, silent for a long moment. He knew that look in her eyes—had seen it before, many times over the years. When Lily made up her mind, nothing in the world could move her. No force, no plea, no father’s command could change it. And that knowledge hurt more than any blade.

His shoulders lowered, the fight draining out of him. “…If that’s what you want, Lily-bug.” His voice was rough. “You know that I love you as my own daughter. I always have. So I’ll only ask you one thing—take care of yourself. No matter what.”

She turned and walked back toward the cabin, holding her breath against the ache in her chest until the door closed behind her. Only then did she let the tears fall—quiet, sharp, unrelenting.

By morning, the clearing was empty. Samuel and Caspian were already gone, their tents struck, their tracks fading into the trees. Her words from the night before had convinced them—finally—to leave.

Elric had departed at first light, striding down the path that would carry him back to the palace and whatever shadowed game he and Leorien wove between them. His last glance at her had been brief, almost searching, before the pines swallowed him whole.

Now, only the two of them remained.

Lily sat on a fallen log outside the cabin, her hands loose in her lap, eyes fixed on nothing. The sadness from the night before hadn’t left her—it sat in her gaze like a lingering bruise, quiet but deep.
Leorien came to sit beside her without a word. For a while, they just listened to the wind moving through the trees. Then he said softly, “Thank you… for staying with me.”

Her mouth twitched, but she didn’t look at him. “I stayed for myself, not for you.”

He inclined his head, accepting that without protest.

“I want to know what’s behind the Shadow Stalker queen,” she went on quietly. “What my connection to her is. I want answers to fill in the gaps of my life. And when I find them… I want to leave in peace, without worrying what might happen the next time I shift.”

Leorien heard the weight in her voice, the exhaustion that came from carrying too much for too long. She had been through more than most could bear. Without thinking, he slid an arm around her shoulders, drawing her gently against him.

She didn’t resist. She let herself rest against his chest, her cheek against the steady rise and fall of his breathing.

He kissed her head, letting his cheek rest there. For a moment, the air between them felt still, safe.

“Thank you,” she murmured after a long pause. “I don’t know why you care so much, even after I’ve pushed you away, tried to kill you, and said things to hurt your feelings… You’ve never once turned on me.”

“I understand more than you think,” he said, voice low. “Even if you kill me right now, I’ll die happy in your arms.”

She huffed a soft laugh against him, pulling back enough to meet his eyes. “You’re stupid. For some king you are—crazy over a lowly Heliosan woman.”

One of his brows arched, but his gaze held no offense—only that flicker of heat that lived somewhere between amusement and something sharper.

“Careful,” he murmured, “or I’ll start thinking you’re proud of that.”

She smirked. “Proud? No. Mildly horrified? Maybe.”

He chuckled, leaning in just enough that his voice brushed her ear. “Then you should know—being stupid and crazy over you might be the smartest thing I’ve ever done.”

She rolled her eyes and pushed at his shoulder. “You really can’t help yourself, can you?”

“Not when it comes to you,” he said, utterly unbothered.

She groaned, standing. “Stop flirting with me. It won’t work.”

“I’ll keep at it until it does.”

“You’ll keep at it until I throw you in the river,” she countered.

“Worth it,” he said with an easy shrug.

She gave him a side-eye, but there was a small smile now tugging at her lips. “Go wash yourself first before you try showering me with more of your lines.”

He frowned in confusion. “What?” Then he discreetly sniffed at himself. His expression shifted, and he gave a small, sheepish laugh. “Ah. Right. I didn’t get to the hot spring yesterday.”

“Yeah,” she said, pretending to wrinkle her nose. “You stink.”

He narrowed his eyes playfully. “You’re just saying that to get rid of me.”

“Maybe,” she said, smirking.

Still grinning, he rose to his feet, brushing off his trousers. “Fine. I’ll make myself presentable before I come back to torment you.”

She watched him head toward the trees, shaking her head at the faint swagger in his walk. 

Steam curled in lazy ribbons over the surface of the spring, the air heavy with the mineral scent of the water. Leorien leaned back against the smooth rock, head tilted to the sky, eyes half-lidded. He had been soaking for a while, letting the heat seep deep into his muscles until even the tension in his shoulders began to loosen.

A shadow moved in the corner of his vision.

He tensed, straightening in the water, one hand drifting toward the rock where his sword lay. But when he focused, the silhouette was familiar—Lily.

He let out a slow breath of relief, the corner of his mouth tugging into a playful smile.
“Well,” he said, voice low and inviting, “if you’re here to join me… the water’s perfect.”

She didn’t answer, only kept walking until she stood at the edge of the spring, steam curling around her legs. Her eyes stayed locked on him—steady, unreadable.

His smirk softened into mild confusion. “Something happen? Or…” his tone dipped warmer, “…did you come because you wanted something from me?”

Still, no reply.

Her hands rose to her head, loosening the braid coiled like a crown. Her hair spilled down over her shoulders in a dark, shining wave.

He stayed quiet, watching as her fingers moved to her belt. The soft clink of the buckle seemed loud in the quiet. She stepped free of her trousers, the long shirt brushing mid-thigh, concealing and revealing at once.

His throat tightened. “You know… I was only joking about joining me.”

She lifted the shirt over her head. Leorien looked sharply away, jaw tense, not to see her fully naked. Then, he hears the soft splash of her feet entering the water. Ripples rolled toward him as she waded closer—closer—until he felt her presence at his back.

A gentle pull at his shoulder turned him toward her.
He obeyed, eyes still shut.

“Open your eyes,” she murmured.

He hesitated, but then slowly them open.

She was right there—close enough that her breath mingled with the steam between them. Her gaze was heavy, almost… coaxing. The kind of look that tugged at the edges of his thoughts, whispering all the things he’d imagined her in his private moments.

His heart thudded hard in his chest. He lifted a hand, brushing his fingers along her cheek. She caught his hand and pressed it closer, leaning into the touch like a cat to warmth, her eyes fluttering closed before opening again—locking on his as though she were pulling him in.

He didn’t understand why she was acting like this… but gods, he liked it.

His thumb drifted toward her mouth, just to trace the curve of her lips.

But she caught it—soft bite and closing her mouth over it, slow, deliberate.

A shock of heat coiled through him, head to toe. The water felt hotter, the air thicker. His body responded before he could think, every inch of him aware of her.

She leaned closer, her lips parting as if to kiss him—

—but his vision blurred, his heart ticking like a bomb ready to explode. Too much heat. Too long in the water.

The world tilted.

And Leorien collapsed into darkness.

Lily’s expression shifted, a flicker of something unreadable crossing her face as she watched him fall.
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