
	Chapter 1 Ashes of Nightfire

	The Ashen Moon In the village of Greenford, the moon rose like a pale coin and hung low over slate roofs. Children told tales of sky-serpents and blood-drinkers, but Mira Thorne had never believed in ghosts of storybooks. She believed in work: mending nets, tending her mother’s hearth, watching the horizon for the promised caravans. When a dragon’s shadow passed across the moon one autumn night, it changed everything.

	A thunder of wings split the air. Villagers stumbled from their homes to see a creature vast as a ridge, scales shining with the dull red of embers. It circled, then plunged down, claws ripping the thatch from a granary. From the next ridge another shadow plunged and the two beasts fought above the field but their war was not for grain. It ended when a slender figure appeared on the dragon’s back: a pale rider, cloak like spilled ink. His eyes were the color of cold steel. He raised a hand and the dragons obeyed.

	Mira watched, heart gridlocked, as the rider’s gaze passed over the villagers and landed on her. The dragon’s roar shook the earth; its breath smelled of iron. The rider dismounted and came forward with deliberate steps, and the world closed around Mira into a single, unstoppable sensation the recognition of being marked.
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	The village of Greyford slept with the kind of thin, brittle comfort that comes from long winters and shorter hopes. Its cottages huddled against one another like old friends keeping a secret; smoke rose in slow columns from mossy chimneys, and the cobbles of the main lane carried the memory of hundreds of bare feet. Greyford was the sort of place where everyone knew whose goat had strayed, which child had a wild streak, and which gossip could be trusted only until the next dawn. It lay in a bowl of low hills, a scab of settlement in a landscape that otherwise preferred wind and stone.

	Mira Thorne was not meant for stories. At twenty-two she had a face seasoned by sun and work, not by prophecy. Her hands were callused from rope and wheel, her hair—usually tucked into a kerchief—smelled faintly of yeast from the bakery where she helped before dawn. She rose with the first light, mended nets, tended the larder, and learned to read the sky the way some learned to count: discipline that preserved more food than faith ever had.

	On the night the moon went ashen, she lay with her back against the threshold of her small house and watched embers of the hearth blow like tiny ships across a charcoal sky. The wind tasted of rain and iron. Somewhere beyond the ridge, dogs ceased their arguing and turned their heads as if listening to a thought. Mira hummed quietly to herself, a half-remembered tune her mother had used to quiet nightmares. The village clock struck the hour, a single, hollow sound that rolled away and left the air attentive.

	Then the shadow came.

	At first it was a blot—an absence of stars—gliding across the moon with a smoothness that made Mira’s breath lessen. She squinted, thinking the dark was a cloud, until motion in the blot resolved into wings. Not the bat-like flutter of a gull or the wide sweep of a hawk, but wings that folded and rose like the ribs of some living gale. They beat with a rhythm both ancient and breathless, and each beat threw back a ghost of wind that set the villagers’ lanterns to shivering.

	It was the scale that told the truth. Where the moonlight struck the creature, the skin didn’t shine as flesh normally did; instead it caught like metal tossed in coals—red in the belly, black toward the spine, a mosaic of ember and shadow. The dragon’s neck was long, its head crowned with horns that curved like the sickles of harvesters. When it opened its mouth, Mira heard not only a roar but a sound that seemed to fracture the air, a tearing of something older than stone.

	People spilled into the lane in a jumble of shawls and worry. Children cried, women clutched their husband’s sleeves, and the old men who had seen too many winters folded their hands and muttered prayers they had long ago forgotten how to say properly. Lanterns bobbed like cautious stars as the village gathered. They had stories—everyone had—of dragons who lived on the far side of the mountains, of noble wyrms who hoarded treasure and no small number of monsters who nested on lonely peaks. But those were stories for hearth and ale; they were not, anyone believed, suddenly true.

	Then another shadow cut the sky, smaller and sleeker, urgent and bright. It dove, then spiraled, and where its claws met the thatch of the eastern granary there came the metallic scent of torn rope and the brittle cry of thatch giving way. The dragon that struck the granary did not eat or hoard. It fought.

	They circled above the fields like black storm-clouds, and the rhythm of their battle made the ground hum. One dragon snapped its jaws; the other answered in flame that licked the grass into orange tongues. Mira moved toward the square as if pulled by a hand. By instinct she pressed herself to the safety of a cart, heart pounding against wooden ribs. Men with pitchforks and torches had the sort of foolish courage born of need, and several tried to rally the livestock into hiding, only to have the dragons’ shadows sweep over them, like a sudden folding of the world.

	Amid the tumult, something else unfolded that made fingers of dread lace through the gathered crowd. From the flank of one dragon—near where its shoulder met the curve of its wing—rose a silhouette. At first Titan or rider, the figure fit into the dragon’s spine like an added shadow. He was tall, robed in a deep-black cloak that fell in a way that suggested not just fabric but the swallowing of light. When he moved, the dragon’s head turned as if obedient.

	There are pictures for vampire riders in the stories too, if one searches the right grimoires: pale faces like moonlight on snow, eyes like cold coins, teeth the color of sharpened ivory. But this rider—Lord Serai, as Mira would later learn—was more than any single image. His face bore the hollows of long thirst, and when he lifted his head and looked across the little crowd, his eyes arrested Mira as if they could pluck her name from the dark.

	“Who is he?” someone whispered near her. The answer was drowned by a sudden roar as the two dragons spiraled apart, not in continued fury but in a form of greeting—a signal perhaps, or a ritual of recognition. The black-robed rider landed, his boots stirring dust and ash. The dragon bowed in a motion that was not humiliation but something else: a concession, an understanding older than law. The rider dismounted with a grace that templated no hurry and crossed the square as if he had always been meant to stand there.

	Mira felt the world narrow. There are moments that cleave life into before and after; their edges are not always dramatic, but they cut all the same. The rider’s gaze swept the crowd and found her. In that look she felt the scraping of a key along a lock that had never been turned. Her skin went numb, a line of heat crawling up her forearm that had nothing to do with the embers of the hearth.

	He spoke then, and his voice was quieter than one might imagine of a man who commanded dragons to fall in line. It was a voice that had been honed in long, patient years. “I am Lord Serai,” he announced, and the syllables fell across the cobbles like a new law. “I seek one marked with ash who walks unknowing among mortals.”

	The village erupted. A woman screamed. A farmer clapped his hand to his mouth. Mira’s mother appeared at her shoulder, so white with fear her shawl shook. “What does he mean?” she asked, but Serai didn’t look at her. He looked into Mira’s face as if recognizing an old map.

	Mira wanted to step back, to melt into the crowd and find a place where no one could look at her like an accusation. Instead, she felt her feet move forward, one step, then another, until the space between them was measured in breaths. The dragon that had borne Serai lowered its head, and from its throat came not flame but a sound like a bell tolling in some subterranean chapel. The air tasted of iron, like the inside of a healed wound.

	“You!” Serai said softly, as though they were conspiring. “Do not be afraid. There is no harm in my asking.”

	Some priests would later call his language seduction; others would say it was reason. In the square that night it felt like a choice presented with calm inevitability. The dragon’s shadow cast a cool line across Mira’s hands. Her name—Mira—rose in her like a question she had not composed and did not yet answer.

	She thought of the bread rising in her mother’s oven. She thought of the nets drying in the yard. She thought of the nights she had spent staring at the moon wishing for something other than shrinking horizons. She wished, for one thin second, that she had chosen the sort of life that let one pretend decisions belonged to quiet days.

	Instead she found herself saying, in a voice that was steadier than she felt, “Why me?”

	Serai’s mouth tilted, not quite a smile. “Because your line carries ash,” he said simply. “Because in your blood sleeps a covenant’s memory, and because the world is waking again.”

	Around them the village breathed as one organism, some ready to fight, some ready to flee, but all forever altered by the presence of a dragon’s shadow and a man who stood under it like an answer. Mira did not yet know whether that answer would save her, damn her, or change the world in ways she could not imagine. She only knew that she could not unsee the ashen moon.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 2 — Blood and Scale 

	The visitor called himself Lord Serai. He said he traveled on ancient business, that he sought one who carried the old fire — a promise, he claimed, embedded in the bloodline of certain lineages. He did not touch Mira, yet every village animal that grazed in front of her leaned in toward the stranger the way moss leans to shade. She learned quickly that Serai was not wholly of one kind.

	Vampires and dragons shared an uneasy history. In the ancient tomes kept hidden in monastery vaults, they were once allies: dragons provided the raw, indomitable power; vampires, the cunning patience. Their union had brought forth peace and the forging of the Nightfire — a ritual to bind dragon-heart to vampire-will, securing balance. But greed and mistrust fractured that concord. Centuries of skirmishes and betrayals spread like rot; dragons burned citadels and vampires fed on survivors. The Nightfire itself was destroyed, scattered into relics and rumors.

	Serai, it seemed, wanted to rebuild what had been shattered. He claimed Mira’s blood carried the ash-mark — a dormant sigil that connected to both lineages. To test it, he asked for a single drop.

	Mira spat, laughed, and refused. Yet when Serai’s finger brushed her wrist and a whisper — sweeter than honey, older than stone — echoed in her skull, Mira felt the stirrings of something vast and terrible. The dragon over Serai bowed its head like an obedient dog. The villagers called him a monster; Serai called him a guardian. Mira could not tell which was truer.

	For a long moment nothing moved but the dust in the lane and Mira’s breath. Serai’s fingers had barely brushed her wrist; there had been no dramatic glow, no sudden mark inked upon her skin. Yet inside her head a bell tolled—soft, old, and threaded with a memory that was not wholly hers. It was not a voice so much as an impression: cold stone, the smell of rain on iron, the press of scales against flesh, and a vow said in the small, intimate voice that people use when promising one another the future.

	“This is…not merely superstition,” Brother Ivor murmured from the crowd. He had stepped forward in the lull, his robe dusted with the road’s brown, eyes wide with the craving of someone who had spent years aligning myth and ink. “There are few things left that answer to old names. The ash-mark—if it is true—ties the bearer to the Nightfire. That is an equation of power and memory.”

	Mira’s mother clutched her elbow so fiercely that nails bit the skin. “You will stay,” she whispered, urgency fraying into command. “You will not follow—no more strangers.”

	Serai inclined his head, and there was patience in that small motion. “Stay you may, if you choose,” he said. “I do not steal. I request. But knowledge is a thing that grows; once planted, it will not be buried again without cost.”

	He turned

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

