







The Heart of Lightford
By: Raven Lacy

Though the warning signs were undeniable, the day had begun long before the thunder. 
Carter remembered the mission’s origin clearly. King Reginald had entrusted him—once again—with Catherine’s safety. They had known each other since childhood, bonded by shared loss and the quiet understanding that came from growing up within the palace walls. After Carter’s parents were killed by something dark and unspoken, the royal servants had raised him as their own. Catherine had become not just his princess, but his close friend.
On her eighteenth birthday, the kingdom of Lightford stirred beneath a veil of unease. A violent crack of thunder and split the morning sky—despite not a single cloud in sight. The sound echoed across marble towers and cobblestone streets, rattling windows and hearts alike. Guards whispered nervously along the halls, convinced the omen foretold danger approaching the palace.
King Reginald acted immediately. 
“Carter,” he said sharply, his hand clenched at his sides, “you will guard Catherine today. Do not leave her. Not for a moment. Not for any reason.”
Carter bowed in obedience, though unease knotted deep in his stomach. He had protected Catherine many times before, but something about this day felt fundamentally wrong—heavy in a way he couldn’t name.
In the sunlit garden, Princess Catherine met him with a concerned expression. Morning light shimmered across her golden hair, making it appear almost aflame.
“You look worried,” she murmured.
“I am,” Carter admitted quietly. “The king believes a threat is coming.”
Before she could respond, a sudden gust of wind swept across the courtyard—sharp and biting, bending the flowers low as though forcing the garden to bow before an unseen presence.
Catherine hesitated, her gaze drifting toward the palace towers, as if she feared they were listening.
“Carter… there’s something I haven’t told you.”
He frowned. “Catherine, does it have to be now? I must get you somewhere safe.”
Another unnatural gust of wind stirred her hair, urging her forward. She swallowed hard.
“I’m the reason the thunder appeared in the cloudless sky.”
Carter froze. “What do you mean?”
She stepped back, lowering her voice to a trembling whisper. “For months now, something inside me has been changing. I can feel storms before they come. Sometimes I dream of lightning striking the palace—when the skies are clear. And this morning…” She paused, steadying herself. “This morning, I woke to the sound of thunder that I caused.”
Carter’s blood ran cold.
“It started on my birthday last year,” Catherine continued. “Small things at first. A spark in my palms. A flicker of light when I grew anxious. But lately, it’s grown stronger. Unpredictable.”
The sky darkened as if responding to her fear. Clouds churned above the garden, twisting unnaturally fast.
“You don’t need to be afraid,” Carter said, stepping between her and the sky. “Whatever this is, we’ll face it together.”
Lightning crackled overhead, close enough to feel the heat ripple through the air.
Too late.
The palace gates burst open as shadows spilled into the courtyard—figures woven of smoke and darkness, drawn to the storm’s heart. Guards shouted. Steel rang. Chaos erupted.
Catherine screamed as lightning arced from her hands, striking the shadows and tearing holes through the dark. Each strike left her weaker.
Carter didn’t hesitate. He drew his blade and stood beside her, cutting through creatures that recoiled from the storm light.
“You were never the danger,” he shouted over the roar of thunder. “You’re the kingdom’s defense.”
The realization hit Catherine like a final strike of lightning. She planted her feet, raised her hands, and embraced the storm instead of fighting it.
The sky answered.
Thunder boomed as light poured through her, pure and blinding. The shadows shrieked and dissolved, torn apart by the storm’s fury.
When the silence returned, the clouds parted. Sunlight poured over the ruined courtyard.
Catherine collapsed, and Carter caught her before she could fall.
King Reginald approached slowly, awe etched into his face. “The heart of Lightford has awakened,” he said softly.
Catherine looked at Carter, fear still lingering in her eyes—but no longer alone.
As long as the storm lived within her, the kingdom would never stand unguarded again.
