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​Chapter One: A Hunger Like Winter
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Samael



The city drowned in twilight, and Samael walked through its dying light like a god who had forgotten the sound of his own name.

He had been called many things across the centuries. Executor. Monster. The Queen's Blade. Once, long before the blood had caked so thick upon his hands that it became a second skin, he had been called beloved. That name had rotted in his mouth like all the others. Now he answered only to the hunger.

His boots made no sound on the wet cobblestones. The old district knew him—the crooked streets, the leaning buildings with their gargoyle teeth, the alleys where the streetlamps flickered and died. This was his hunting ground. Not because he needed the dark. He was the dark. But because here, the screams went unheard.

Tonight, the hunger sat low in his gut like a coiled serpent. Not desperate. Not yet. Samael did not hunt from need. He hunted because the night was long, and silence was a poison he had been drinking for four hundred years, and somewhere in the hollow cage of his chest, something that might once have been a heart demanded proof that he still lived.

Or rather—that he did not.

He found her in a square choked with dead leaves and forgotten statues.

She stood beneath a broken streetlamp, her face tilted toward the sky as if waiting for rain that would not come. Young. Mid-twenties, perhaps. Brown hair, forgettable features, the slumped posture of someone who had learned early that the world would not look at her twice.

Samael watched from the shadows. He always watched first. It was not cruelty—or not only cruelty. Watching allowed him to taste their fear before he drank their blood. Fear was the appetizer. The sweet, sharp vinegar that made the wine sing.

The girl shivered. Pulled her jacket tighter. Glanced over her shoulder.

She sensed him. They always did, on some primal level. The animal part of the brain that remembered being hunted. But she did not run. She was too cold, too tired, too ordinary to trust her instincts.

He stepped forward.

The lamplight caught him as it was designed to—the pale fall of his hair, the sharp architecture of his cheekbones, the eyes the color of winter lakes. He wore his beauty like a blade. It was the first cut, the one they never felt until it was too late.

"Lost?" he asked.

His voice was silk drawn over gravel. Centuries of refinement layered over something ancient and feral.

The girl's eyes widened. Her breath caught. He watched her pupils dilate—not with fear, but with the particular stupidity of mortals who saw beauty and mistook it for safety.

"I—" She laughed, a nervous, birdlike sound. "I was just heading home. I took a wrong turn."

"You took the right one," he said, and smiled.

His fangs were not visible. They never were, at first. The smile was for her. The promise in it was for him.

She came closer. They always came closer.

He could smell her now—cheap perfume, the chemical tang of artificial vanilla, and beneath it, the warm copper bloom of blood moving through living veins. His fangs lengthened against his tongue. The hunger stirred, stretched, woke.

"What's your name?" she asked, and her voice had gone breathy in that way that meant she was already imagining his mouth on hers.

He did not answer. Names were for gravestones, and he would not remember hers by morning.

Instead, he reached out. His fingers, cold as river stones, brushed the hair from her throat. She shivered but did not pull away. The pulse beneath her jaw fluttered like a trapped moth.

"Pretty," he murmured, and watched confusion flicker across her face—was he talking about her throat, her pulse, the way her breath came faster now?

He leaned in.

His lips touched her skin. She sighed, tilted her head, offered herself like communion wine. He could have laughed at the ease of it. At the stupidity of creatures who believed that gentleness was not merely the first act of violence.

He bit.

Her body went rigid. A choked sound—not a scream, not yet—lodged in her throat. His fangs had pierced the carotid, that was the trick, the neat and surgical wound that silenced before the pain could fully register. She tried to push against his chest. Her hands were already weakening.

The blood filled his mouth like warm wine.

He drank.

It was good. Not exceptional, but good. The blood of the lonely always had a certain melancholy sweetness, like blackberries picked after the first frost. He tasted her regrets, her small hopes, the quiet desperation of a woman who had stayed too long in a city that did not love her.

He drank deeper.

Her knees buckled. He caught her, cradled her against his chest as her heart began to stutter. The rhythm of it—that fragile, frantic drum—slowed to a waltz, then to a lullaby, then to silence.

He pulled back.

Her eyes were open, glassy, staring at nothing. A thin line of blood traced from the wound on her throat, black in the lamplight. He let her fall. Her body crumpled at his feet, already cooling, already becoming thing rather than person.

Samael stood over her. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, licked the residue from his thumb.

The hunger settled. Not sated—it was never sated—but quieted, like a beast that had been fed enough to sleep.

He looked at the girl's face. Tried to remember her name. She had told him, hadn't she? In that breathless moment before he took her. He searched the ruins of his memory and found nothing.

That was the way of it. They came, they fed him, they became ash and bone and a name he did not bother to keep.

He turned away.

The city stretched before him, dark and endless, and somewhere in its depths, another lonely creature walked beneath a broken streetlamp, waiting to offer her throat to the wolf who wore a beautiful face.

He would find her tomorrow.

Or the night after.

Time was a river, and Samael had been drowning in it so long that he no longer remembered what it felt like to breathe.



He walked for hours.

The old district gave way to the new—glass towers that scraped the sky, streets choked with electric light and the constant hum of machines. He moved through it like a ghost, unseen, untouchable. Mortals brushed past him and felt only a chill, a momentary unease, quickly forgotten.

He did not hate them. Hatred would have required caring. They were cattle, nothing more. Beautiful cattle, sometimes. Tragic cattle. But cattle.

The thought should have settled him. Instead, it left an ache behind his ribs, that hollow space where something had once lived. He did not know what. He had been a man once, perhaps. Had loved, perhaps. Had believed in something before the centuries stripped him clean.

Now he was Samael. The Queen's Blade. The Executor. A name carved in blood, worn like armor against the vast, empty expanse of forever.

He stopped at the edge of the river.

The water was black, reflecting the city's lights in smeared, impressionist strokes. He stood at the railing and looked down at his reflection. Pale hair. Pale skin. Eyes that held no warmth, no light, no evidence that anything human had ever looked out from behind them.

This was what the centuries had made.

This was what he was.

He pushed off from the railing and walked into the dark.



The Eternal Chorus did not keep a single seat. Its power was woven through the city like roots beneath soil, invisible until they surfaced to strangle. Tonight, the summons came as a pulse in his blood—a pull toward the old cathedral, where the coven held court when matters required the Queen's attention.

Samael answered. He always answered. Not from loyalty—loyalty was for creatures who had something to lose—but because the Chorus was the only structure in his existence, and without it, he would drift into something even less than what he was.

The cathedral rose from the fog like a skeleton. Its spires had been dark for a century, its doors sealed by mortal law, but the Chorus had other entrances. Samael slipped through a crack in the foundation, down into the crypts where the dead had been stacked like cordwood, and deeper still, into the chambers carved from the living rock.

The throne room was vast. Columns of black marble rose toward a ceiling lost in shadow. Candles burned in iron sconces, their flames blue and steady, fed by something other than wax.

And there, on the dais of obsidian, sat the Queen.

She was beautiful in the way that glaciers were beautiful—ancient, immense, utterly indifferent to the lives she crushed. Her hair was the color of blood dried to rust. Her eyes were gold, slit-pupiled, the eyes of something that had crawled from the primordial dark and never quite left.

"Samael," she said, and her voice was the scrape of bone on stone.

He knelt. Not from reverence. From calculation.

"My Queen."

"Rise. I have word of a disturbance in the eastern quarter. A nest of hunters, newly arrived. They have killed three of our fledglings."

"I will deal with them."

"Yes." Her gaze was flat, assessing. "You will. But that is not why I called you here."

She descended from the dais. Her gown trailed behind her like spilled wine. She circled him slowly, her presence a weight against his skin.

"There is a girl," she said.

Samael felt something tighten in his chest. He did not show it.

"I know nothing of a girl."

"You know everything of her." The Queen stopped before him. Her hand rose, her fingers—cold as the grave—touched his jaw, turned his face toward hers. "I taste her on you. Not in your blood. In your mind. You have been thinking of her for weeks. A girl with black hair and green eyes. A girl you did not kill."

His jaw tightened beneath her touch.

"She is nothing."

"She is something." The Queen released him. Her golden eyes held no mercy, no curiosity—only the cold arithmetic of power. "You are my Executor. You do not leave prey alive. You do not think of prey. And yet."

He said nothing.

"I do not care what she is to you," the Queen continued. "I care only that you remain useful. If sentiment has made you weak, Samael, I will replace you. There are older blades in the armory. Sharper ones. Do you understand?"

"Yes."

"Then prove it. Kill the hunters. And when you are done—" Her smile was a wound. "—finish what you started with the girl. Or I will send someone who will."

She turned away. The audience was over.

Samael rose. He walked back through the crypts, through the fog, through the sleeping city, and the Queen's words followed him like a blade pressed against his spine.

Finish what you started.

He would.

He had to.

The alternative was unthinkable.



But that night, he did not hunt.

He walked instead to the edge of the city, to the narrow streets where the buildings leaned together like old women sharing secrets. To the apartment building with the cracked steps and the flickering hall light. To the window on the third floor, where a single candle burned.

He stood across the street, in the shadow of a dying elm, and watched.

She was there. He could see her silhouette behind the thin curtain—the fall of black hair, the curve of her shoulder, the way she sat so still that she might have been a statue carved from shadow and grief.

Lenora.

Her name was Lenora.

He had learned it the way he learned everything about her—from the dark, watching. He knew that she worked in a bookshop that was slowly going bankrupt. That she walked home alone at midnight because the owner did not trust her with the keys. That she had no friends, no lovers, no one who would notice if she vanished.

He knew that her father had beaten her. That her mother had looked through her as if she were a window. That she had grown up in a house where love was a word used to excuse violence, and that she had left that house with nothing but a suitcase and the silence she had learned to wear like armor.

He knew all of this, and he did not know why he could not kill her.

The first time—the night he had found her in the alley behind the bookshop—he had meant to. He had followed her, as he followed so many. He had let her see him, had let her draw close, had let his fangs find her throat.

And then—

Fire.

Her blood had tasted like lightning. Like burning churches. Like something holy and profane all at once, a paradox that had ripped through him and left him shaking.

He had pulled back. Had watched her crumple, unconscious, the wound on her throat already closing. He should have finished it. Should have silenced the anomaly before it became a complication.

Instead, he had carried her to her apartment. Had laid her on her bed. Had stood
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