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  To everyone who thinks a psychic link to a brooding vampire prince is “romantic.” It’s actually just a lot of unsolicited opinions and very loud dreaming.
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The chains bit into my wrists like teeth.

I let them drag me through the gates of the Obsidian Court with my head bowed, my shoulders slack, my bare feet stumbling over black marble that had been polished by centuries of blood and terror. The guards thought I was afraid. They thought the trembling in my limbs was submission, that the way I kept my eyes on the ground meant I’d already broken.

Let them think it.

Three years. Three years of planning, of waiting, of swallowing my rage until it calcite into something cold and patient inside my chest. Three years of learning to smile when I wanted to scream, of tracking guard rotations and bribing servants and letting myself be taken exactly where I needed to go.

Getting captured was the easy part.

The hard part was not killing every vampire I passed.

There were twelve of us in the procession, twelve human women chained wrist to wrist in a line like pearls on a string. Some of the others were crying. I could hear them behind me, soft hitching sounds that the guards ignored with the practiced indifference of men who had heard too much weeping to care anymore. One girl, a noble’s daughter by the fine weave of her ruined dress, had gone silent and glassy-eyed three miles back. Shock, probably. Or maybe she’d simply understood what the rest of them hadn’t figured out yet.

We weren’t brides.

We were cattle dressed in wedding white.

The palace rose around us like a wound in the mountain, all black spires and twisted architecture that seemed to claw at the bruised sky. No sunlight here. There hadn’t been true sunlight anywhere in three hundred years, not since the vampires broke the world and remade it in their image. But here, in the heart of their power, even the perpetual twilight felt darker. Thicker. The air tasted like old copper and dying roses.

I counted the guards as we walked. Twelve at the outer gate, eight flanking our procession, four stationed at each doorway we passed. Their armor was black steel etched with crimson serpents, the sigil of House Valdris. The current king’s house. The house that had given the order to burn Cinder Hollow.

The house I was going to destroy from the inside.

A guard shoved me forward when I slowed, his gauntleted hand rough against my spine. I stumbled, caught myself, didn’t react. Reacting was for people who had something to prove. I had nothing to prove to these creatures. Not yet.

The corridor opened into a vast chamber, and I heard several of the women gasp. Even I had to fight to keep my expression blank.

The processing hall was beautiful the way a predator is beautiful, all gleaming surfaces and terrible elegance. Crystal chandeliers dripped from ceilings so high they disappeared into shadow, casting fractured light across walls of obsidian veined with gold. Roses grew from cracks in the stone, pale as corpses, their thorns glistening with something that might have been dew and probably wasn’t. The air was warmer here, scented with jasmine and something underneath it, something metallic and wrong.

Vampire servants moved through the space with inhuman grace, their pale faces carefully blank as they directed us toward a series of alcoves along the far wall. One of them, a female with silver hair cropped close to her skull, unlocked my chains from the woman ahead of me and gestured for me to follow.

“This way,” she said, her voice soft and utterly without inflection. “You will be prepared.”

Prepared. Such a gentle word for what I knew was coming.

The alcove was small and private, separated from the others by heavy curtains of black velvet. Inside, a copper tub steamed with water that smelled of lavender and something sharper underneath. Three more servants waited, their hands already reaching for me.

I let them strip me without protest.

My dress, ruined from the journey, was tossed into a corner like garbage. My mother’s bracelet, the one thing I’d managed to keep hidden, had been confiscated at the outer gates. I’d known it would be. I’d let them take it anyway, because fighting for it would have drawn attention, and attention was death in this place.

The water was hotter than I expected, hot enough to make my skin flush red as they pushed me into the tub. One servant scrubbed my hair with fingers that were too strong, too fast, pulling at tangles with an efficiency that bordered on violence. Another cleaned my nails, my ears, the spaces between my toes. The third watched with flat black eyes, waiting for me to struggle, to cry, to give her something to report.

I gave her nothing.

I’d been bathed by rougher hands than these. The guards at the processing camp three weeks ago hadn’t bothered with hot water or scented oils. They’d thrown buckets of cold well water over us and laughed when we screamed. This was luxury by comparison.

I turned my face away and studied the alcove instead.

One exit, the way I’d come in. No windows. The curtain was heavy but not secured at the bottom; I could roll beneath it if I needed to. The servants moved in patterns, one always between me and the entrance. Guarding, not just grooming. They expected trouble. Maybe other women had fought.

Maybe other women hadn’t spent three years learning how not to.

When they pulled me from the tub, my skin was raw and tingling, scrubbed clean of road dust and any scent that might have identified where I’d come from. They dried me with rough linen towels, then reached for a gown that hung from a hook on the wall.

White. Of course it was white.

The fabric was finer than anything I’d ever worn, silk so delicate it felt like wearing water. It draped over my body in a way that was meant to suggest purity and innocence, meant to make us look like offerings rather than prisoners. The neckline plunged low enough to show the scar on my collarbone, the one I’d earned fighting off a vampire guard three years ago. I saw one of the servants glance at it, a flicker of something in her dead eyes.

Not pity. Vampires didn’t feel pity.

Curiosity, maybe. Or hunger. It was hard to tell the difference.

They pulled my hair back from my face and pinned it in a simple style that left my neck exposed. Deliberate, I was sure. Everything about this was deliberate. We were being presented to the court, which meant we were being presented to feed. Not literally, not yet, but the exposure of our throats was a message. A reminder of what we were.

“You will follow the others into the Thorn Hall,” the silver-haired servant said as she guided me back toward the main chamber. “You will kneel when instructed. You will not speak unless addressed. You will not make eye contact with any member of the court unless they speak to you first.”

I nodded, keeping my gaze appropriately lowered.

“The Master of Ceremonies will explain the Selection. Pay attention. Competitors who fail to follow the rules are eliminated.”

Eliminated. Another gentle word for something that wasn’t gentle at all.

The other women were already gathered near a set of massive double doors, their white gowns making them look like ghosts in the dim light. Several of them were still crying. The noble’s daughter had started shaking, fine tremors running through her body like she was standing in a winter wind. The girl directly ahead of me in the procession, a sturdy redhead with freckles across her nose, had her jaw set in a hard line. Angry, not afraid. Good. The afraid ones wouldn’t last.

Neither would the angry ones, probably. But at least they’d be interesting.

The doors began to open, and I felt the change in the air immediately.

The Thorn Hall hit me like a physical force.

If the processing chamber had been beautiful, this was something else entirely. Something that made beauty feel small and inadequate. The hall stretched before us like the throat of some massive beast, all black marble and gold and the endless drip of crystal light from chandeliers that looked like frozen waterfalls. The walls were covered in roses, thousands of them, climbing toward a ceiling that disappeared into shadow. Pale roses, white as bone, their thorns catching the light like tiny daggers.

Nightshade roses. Poisonous to humans. Deadly with a single scratch.

My magic stirred in my chest, a flutter of recognition that I ruthlessly suppressed. Not here. Not now. Not ever, if I wanted to survive.

The court lined the hall on either side, vampires in their hundreds, their thousands, watching us with eyes that gleamed red and gold and silver in the fractured light. They were dressed in dark finery, velvets and silks in shades of black and crimson and deep purple, their pale faces sharp with hunger and amusement. Some of them smiled as we passed, showing the points of their fangs. Some of them whispered to each other, commenting on our faces, our bodies, our chances.

I kept my head down and counted steps.

Twenty paces to the first pillar. Forty to the second. The guards were spaced every ten feet along the walls, armed with blades of black steel. There were balconies above us, filled with more vampires, more guards, more eyes watching. No exits except the way we’d come and the far end of the hall, where the throne waited.

The throne.

I felt it before I saw it, a weight in the air that pressed against my chest like a hand. When I finally let myself look up, my breath caught despite everything I’d trained myself to feel.

The throne of the Obsidian Court sat on a dais of fossilized bones, white against the black marble, stacked and arranged with a terrible artistry. Skulls formed the base, femurs and ribs the structure, smaller bones filling the gaps like mortar. Human bones. Thousands of years of human bones. The throne itself was carved from a single piece of black stone, its back rising in jagged spires that looked like the spine of some ancient creature.

And on the throne sat the king.

Morven Valdris was exactly what I’d expected and nothing like it at all. He was ancient, that much was clear, his face carrying the particular stillness of a vampire who had lived long enough to forget what humanity felt like. His hair was white as snow, his eyes pure silver without the black fractures that sometimes marred younger vampires. He was smiling, a gentle, paternal expression that made my stomach turn.

I knew that smile. I’d seen it in my nightmares, worn by the vampire commander who had given the order to burn my village. Morven hadn’t been there himself, of course. Kings didn’t dirty their hands with the elimination of minor human settlements. But the order had come from this throne, from this creature, from this hall of bones and roses.

I wanted to kill him so badly I could taste it.

But my eyes didn’t stay on the king.

They slid sideways, pulled by something I didn’t understand, to the figure standing at the king’s right hand.

Draven Valdris.

I knew him from descriptions, from the intelligence I’d gathered over three years of planning. The prince. The heir. His father’s sword and shield and executioner. He was tall, taller than I’d expected, with broad shoulders and the lean build of a predator. His hair was black as the throne behind him, falling past his jaw in a way that should have looked careless but didn’t. His skin was pale, like all of them, but somehow less corpse-like than the others. More alive.

He was beautiful, I realized with a distant kind of horror. The kind of beautiful that poets wrote about and soldiers died for. The kind of beautiful that made you forget what beautiful cost.

I made myself look away.

I only got as far as his eyes.

They were silver, like his father’s, but fractured with veins of black that splintered across the irises like shattered glass. And they were looking directly at me.

Not at the group of us. Not at the procession of white-gowned women being herded toward the throne. At me. Specifically. Deliberately. As if he’d known exactly where to look before I even lifted my gaze.

Something cracked in my chest.

I don’t know how else to describe it. One moment I was cold, focused, the same woman I’d been for three years. The next, something was fracturing behind my ribs, a sensation like ice breaking on a winter river, sharp and sudden and terrifying. My heart stuttered. My skin felt too tight, like something was trying to get out, or get in, or both at once.

His eyes widened slightly. Just slightly. A reaction so small that no one else would have noticed it.

I noticed.

The world narrowed to the space between us, the hundred feet of black marble and bone and watching vampires suddenly meaningless, suddenly transparent, suddenly nothing but air. I could feel him. That was the only way to describe it. I could feel his presence like a hook behind my sternum, pulling, demanding, insisting that I look at him, that I keep looking, that I never look away.

This was wrong. This was all wrong.

I’d planned for everything. For the guards and the tests and the court politics. For the violence and the hunger and the endless games of a vampire hierarchy. I’d planned for pain and fear and the very real possibility of death.

I hadn’t planned for this.

I hadn’t planned for him to look at me like he recognized me. Like he’d been waiting for me. Like I was the answer to a question he hadn’t known he was asking.

I forced my gaze down, my heart hammering against my ribs.

Stupid. Stupid, stupid, stupid. I wasn’t here to have whatever the hell that was. I was here to complete a mission. To avenge sixty-three dead. To make the house of Valdris bleed the way they’d made my people bleed.

The prince meant nothing. He was a target, that was all. A tool to get close to his father. A stepping stone on the path to destruction.

So why couldn’t I stop my hands from shaking?

“Kneel.”

The voice came from somewhere ahead of me, deep and dry as dead leaves. The Master of Ceremonies, I assumed, though I couldn’t see him through the press of white-gowned bodies. Around me, the other women dropped to their knees on the black marble. I followed suit, grateful for the excuse to lower my head, to hide my face, to have a moment to get myself under control.

My knees hit the floor harder than I intended, sending a jolt of pain up my thighs. Good. Pain was good. Pain was familiar.

Pain wasn’t whatever the hell had just happened when I looked at the prince.

“You have been chosen,” the Master of Ceremonies intoned, his voice carrying through the vast hall with supernatural clarity. “Twelve women from across the realm, selected for your beauty, your spirit, your potential. You stand now before the Obsidian Court, before His Majesty King Morven Valdris, Lord of the Eternal Night, Master of the Blood Throne, Keeper of the Crimson Covenant.”

I kept my eyes on the floor and tried to slow my heartbeat.

“You have been chosen for a great honor. The Thorn Bride Selection. Every fifty years, the court opens its doors to the daughters of humanity, offering one among you the chance to rise. To become consort to a lord of the blood. To know power and pleasure beyond mortal imagining.”

Lies. Every word was lies.

The Selection wasn’t an honor. It was entertainment. Blood sport dressed up in silk and ceremony. Women went in. One woman came out. And even that woman, the “winner,” rarely survived her first decade as a vampire’s bride.

I knew. I’d researched. I’d found records of previous Selections, buried in the archives of human resistance cells and the memories of survivors. The trials were brutal. The politics were deadlier. And the prize, the prize was a gilded cage and a slow death at the hands of creatures who saw humans as pets at best, cattle at worst.

But the Selection was also the only way into the court. The only way past the guards and the wards and the thousand other protections that kept the vampire aristocracy safe from human vengeance. The competitors were given access, limited but real, to the inner workings of the palace. They were watched, yes. Guarded, yes. But they were also present. Close.

Close enough to strike, if you were patient enough. If you were careful enough. If you were willing to die for the chance.

I was all of those things.

“Five trials await you,” the Master of Ceremonies continued. “Grace. Devotion. Resilience. Cunning. Sacrifice. In each, you will prove your worth. In each, some of you will fail.”

He paused, letting the weight of that word settle over us.

“Failure is permanent.”

Someone whimpered. The noble’s daughter, I thought. Or maybe the redhead. It was hard to tell with my head down.

“But success,” the Master went on, his voice lifting with a mockery of excitement, “success brings rewards beyond measure. The winner of the Selection will be elevated. Honored. Claimed as bride by a lord of the blood, to live forever in luxury and light.”

Luxury and light. As if this place had either.

“You will be housed in the Bride Wing, where your every need will be attended. You will be fed and clothed and cared for. All we ask in return is your absolute obedience. Your absolute devotion. Your absolute submission to the will of the court.”

My jaw tightened. I forced it to relax.

“Rise.”

We rose. I kept my gaze firmly fixed on the floor, even though every instinct screamed at me to look up, to find those fractured silver eyes again, to figure out what was happening to me.

I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. Looking at him again would be admitting that something had changed, that the cold focus I’d cultivated for three years was cracking, that I was anything other than a weapon pointed at the heart of the vampire kingdom.

I was a weapon. That was all. That was everything.

But weapons didn’t feel their hearts racing. Weapons didn’t have to fight the urge to look up. Weapons didn’t feel like something essential had shifted inside them, some fundamental axis of self tilting toward a gravity that hadn’t existed five minutes ago.

What was happening to me?

“His Majesty wishes to inspect the competitors,” the Master of Ceremonies announced. “You will remain still. You will remain silent. You will accept any attention granted you as the honor it is.”

Footsteps on marble. The king was descending from his throne.

I could hear him approaching, the slow, deliberate cadence of boots on stone. He stopped at the far end of the line, where I couldn’t see, and I heard him speak, his voice mild and pleasant.

“Lovely. What’s your name, child?”

A trembling response. I couldn’t make out the words.

“Charming. We’ll see how long that lasts.”

He moved on. Stopped again. Asked another name. Made another comment, each one designed to unsettle, to remind us of our place. He was enjoying this. The fear, the trembling, the way we cowered before him like rabbits before a wolf.

My turn was coming. I could feel him getting closer, could sense the weight of his presence pressing against the air. I made myself small. Made myself forgettable. Just another frightened human girl, nothing special, nothing worth remembering.

He stopped in front of me.

The silence stretched.

“Look at me.”

I lifted my head.

King Morven Valdris had eyes like frozen mercury, cold and flat and utterly without mercy. Up close, his face was a mask of benevolent interest, the kind of expression a man might wear while examining livestock at market. He studied me the way a collector studies a potentially valuable acquisition, looking for flaws, assessing worth.

“Your name,” he said.

“Seraphine.” The lie came easily. I’d practiced it a thousand times. “From the eastern villages, Your Majesty.”

His head tilted slightly. “Seraphine. How fitting. The seraphim were creatures of fire, were they not? Before we extinguished them.”

I said nothing. The question didn’t require an answer.

His gaze traveled down my body, lingering on the scar at my collarbone. “You’ve been hurt before. A vampire wound, if I’m not mistaken.”

“A guard, Your Majesty. During my transport. I… resisted.”

“Did you?” He sounded amused. “And what happened to this guard?”

“I don’t know, Your Majesty. He was reassigned.”

That was true, technically. He’d been reassigned to a grave outside the processing camp, courtesy of the poison I’d slipped into his evening blood ration. But the king didn’t need to know that.

“Hmm.” Morven’s eyes narrowed slightly. “There’s something about you, Seraphine. Something in the eyes. A fire that hasn’t quite guttered out.”

My heart seized. Had he seen through me already? Had I given something away?

“I hope not,” I made myself say, dropping my gaze. “I want only to serve, Your Majesty. To honor the Selection.”

“Of course you do.” His voice was silk over steel. “They all do. At first.”

He moved on. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

Stupid. I’d almost ruined everything with a look. I needed to be more careful, more controlled. I needed to be invisible.

But even as I thought it, I felt the pull again. That hook behind my sternum. That impossible, inexplicable gravity.

The prince was watching me.

I didn’t look up. I didn’t need to. I could feel his gaze on my skin like a physical touch, tracing the line of my neck, the curve of my shoulder, the place where my pulse fluttered visibly in my throat. He was staring at me with an intensity that should have been threatening.

It didn’t feel threatening.

It felt like recognition.

“The competitors will now be escorted to the Bride Wing,” the Master of Ceremonies announced. “Tomorrow, you will receive instruction on the rules and expectations of the Selection. Until then, rest. Eat. Enjoy the hospitality of the Obsidian Court.”

Hospitality. Right.

The guards closed in, herding us toward a side door with the same casual efficiency they’d shown all day. I moved with the group, keeping my head down, my eyes on the floor.

But at the threshold, I couldn’t stop myself.

I looked back.

The prince was still standing beside the empty throne, his father having returned to some conversation with the Master of Ceremonies. He wasn’t watching the other women file out. He wasn’t watching the guards or the courtiers or any of the thousand other beings in the hall.

He was watching me.

Our eyes met again, and the crack in my chest widened. I felt it like a physical wound, like something tearing open inside me that I hadn’t known existed until it started bleeding.

His expression was unreadable. Closed off and cold and perfectly controlled. But there was something in his eyes, something underneath the ice, that looked almost like hunger. Almost like fear.

Almost like he was feeling the same thing I was.

I looked away first.

I had to. Because if I kept staring at him, I was going to do something stupid. Ask what was happening. Demand answers. Forget entirely why I was here and what I needed to do.

The guards ushered me through the door, and the Thorn Hall disappeared behind me.

But the feeling didn’t disappear. The hook in my chest didn’t release. The crack didn’t seal itself back together.

Something was wrong with me. Something had happened when our eyes met, something that had nothing to do with my mission and everything to do with a truth I couldn’t name and didn’t want to understand.

I was here to kill him. To kill his father. To burn this court to the ground and salt the earth where it stood.

I was not here to feel my heart race when a vampire prince looked at me. I was not here to notice the way his eyes fractured like shattered mirrors. I was not here to wonder what it would feel like if he spoke my name.

Get it together, I told myself as the guards led us through corridors of black marble and gilded shadow. You are a weapon. You are vengeance. You are sixty-three names carved into the hollow space where your soul used to be.

You are not whatever that was.

But even as I thought it, I could still feel him. Like a distant heartbeat. Like a thread connecting my chest to something far away.

I didn’t understand it. I didn’t want to understand it. I wanted to cut it out, burn it away, pretend it had never happened.

The Bride Wing rose around me, all velvet and crystal and beautiful cages.

I followed the guards to my room, accepted my assignments, watched the door lock behind me.

And then, alone in the dark, I pressed my hand to my chest and tried to convince myself that the cracking feeling was just fear.

Just nerves.

Just the natural reaction to being in the heart of enemy territory.

Nothing more.

Nothing that would compromise the mission.

Nothing that would change anything at all.

But my heart kept racing. My skin kept feeling too tight. And somewhere in the palace, I could have sworn I felt him pacing, restless, awake.

Wondering about me the same way I was wondering about him.

This was not part of the plan.

I closed my eyes and thought of fire.
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The Bride Wing smelled like jasmine and entrapment.

I cataloged the details as the guards led us through corridor after corridor, my mind working even as my body moved with the docile shuffle they expected. Fourteen doors on the left. Twelve on the right. The hallway curved gently, following the contour of the mountain the palace had been carved into. No windows in the corridor itself, but sconces lined the walls every ten feet, their flames burning without heat, without smoke, without any visible source of fuel.

Vampire magic. I’d read about it but never seen it up close. The flames cast dancing shadows across walls covered in silk the color of dried blood.

The guards stopped at a door near the end of the wing, and one of them produced a key from his belt. The lock clicked, the door swung inward, and I was gestured inside with the same casual contempt they’d shown all day.

“Dinner will be brought within the hour,” the guard said. His voice was flat, bored. “You will remain in your room until morning. Any competitor found outside her assigned quarters after dark will be eliminated from the Selection.”

Eliminated. That word again. So gentle for something so permanent.

I nodded, keeping my eyes appropriately lowered, and stepped across the threshold.

The door closed behind me. The lock engaged.

For a moment, I simply stood there, letting my eyes adjust to the dimmer light, letting my heart find its rhythm again. Then I began to move.

The room was beautiful. That was the first thing I noticed, and I hated myself for noticing it. A bed dominated the far wall, massive and canopied in layers of black silk that pooled on the floor like spilled ink. The sheets beneath looked soft, inviting, the kind of luxury I hadn’t experienced since before Cinder Hollow burned. Beside the bed, a vanity table held an array of bottles and brushes, cosmetics I didn’t recognize and wouldn’t know how to use. A wardrobe stood against the opposite wall, its doors slightly ajar, revealing glimpses of fabric in white and cream and pale gold.

More gowns. More costumes for the cattle to wear.

I moved past the bed and headed for the window.

It was tall, arched at the top, fitted with glass so clear it might as well have been air. Beyond it, I could see the palace grounds stretching into darkness, gardens of pale flowers and twisted trees beneath a sky the color of a bruise. Beautiful, in its terrible way. A view designed to remind us of what we’d never be allowed to touch.

I pressed my palm against the glass.

Cold. Solid. And when I pushed, when I applied pressure to the frame, to the edges, to every potential weak point I could identify, nothing gave. The window was sealed. Not just locked but somehow fused, as if the glass and the stone had grown together over centuries, becoming one continuous barrier.

I hadn’t expected anything different, but the confirmation still settled in my chest like a stone.

The walls came next. I moved around the perimeter of the room, running my fingers along the silk coverings, pressing here and there to test for hollow spaces, hidden doors, any flaw in the construction that might be exploited. The stone beneath the fabric was solid, old, cold even through the thin layer of silk. No secret passages. No loose panels. Nothing but mountain rock that had been standing since before my grandmother’s grandmother drew her first breath.

The door was my last hope, and it wasn’t much of one.

I examined it as casually as I could, aware that there might be eyes on me, aware that paranoia was both my greatest asset and my most persistent enemy. The wood was dark, dense, reinforced with iron bands that had been worked into decorative patterns. The hinges were on the outside, inaccessible from within. The lock was a heavy mechanism, the kind that required a specific key and wouldn’t yield to hairpins or determination.

Not that I had hairpins. They’d taken everything from me. Every tool, every weapon, every resource I’d spent three years accumulating. All I had left was my mind and my magic, and one of those would get me killed if anyone discovered it.

I stepped back from the door and surveyed my prison.

Beautiful. Comfortable. Completely inescapable.

A gilded cage, just like I’d known it would be.

I sank onto the edge of the bed, suddenly exhausted. The silk whispered against my skin, cool and soft, and I had to resist the urge to simply lie back, to close my eyes, to let the accumulated stress of the day pull me down into darkness.

I couldn’t afford rest. Not yet. Not until I understood exactly where I was and what I was dealing with.

The layout of the Bride Wing was my first priority. I’d seen some of it during our procession, but not enough. I needed to know how many guards patrolled the corridors, how often they changed shifts, which rooms were occupied and which stood empty. I needed to identify the servants, learn their routines, figure out which ones might be sympathetic and which ones reported everything they saw to their masters.

I needed to find a way out.

Not to escape, not yet. But to move. To explore. To begin the slow, careful work of mapping the palace’s defenses, its blind spots, its vulnerabilities. Somewhere in this mountain of black stone and vampire magic, there was a path to the king. A way to get close enough to do what needed to be done.

I just had to find it.

A knock at the door scattered my thoughts.

I rose quickly, smoothing my expression into something appropriately meek as the lock clicked and the door swung open. A servant entered, a human woman in a plain gray dress, carrying a tray laden with covered dishes. She moved with the careful efficiency of someone who had learned not to draw attention to herself, her eyes fixed on the floor as she crossed to a small table near the window.

“Your dinner, miss,” she said, setting down the tray. Her voice was soft, barely above a whisper.

“Thank you.”

She nodded but didn’t immediately leave. Instead, she lingered by the table, her hands clasped in front of her, her gaze still carefully averted.

I waited. Something was coming. I could feel it in the tension of her shoulders, the way her fingers twisted against each other.

“Miss,” she said finally, her voice dropping even lower. “Forgive me, but I wanted to… to offer some advice. If you’ll accept it.”

I let surprise show on my face. Calculated, controlled. “Of course.”

She glanced toward the door, checking that we were alone, then stepped slightly closer. “Don’t wander at night. I know the corridors seem empty, I know it might be tempting to explore, but…” She swallowed hard. “Others have tried. In previous Selections. They thought they could slip out when the guards changed shifts, find their way around, maybe look for ways to…” She trailed off, shaking her head. “They’re gone now. All of them.”

“Eliminated from the competition?”

The servant’s laugh was small and bitter. “If only. No, miss. They’re just gone. Their rooms were empty the next morning. Their things remained, but they…” She pressed her lips together. “The court doesn’t tolerate disobedience. Not from competitors, not from anyone. Please, miss. Stay in your room after dark. No matter what you hear. No matter what you think you see.”

I studied her face, looking for the lie, the trap. But all I found was genuine fear, worn into the lines around her eyes, embedded in the tremor of her voice.

“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll remember.”

She nodded once, sharply, then turned and hurried from the room. The door closed behind her. The lock engaged.

I stood very still for a long moment, processing.

Others have tried. They’re gone now.

I’d known the court was dangerous. I’d prepared for violence, for cruelty, for the casual indifference of beings who saw humans as lesser creatures. But there was something in the servant’s warning that went beyond what I’d expected. A specific fear. A precise knowledge of what happened to those who stepped out of line.

The court doesn’t tolerate disobedience.

Good to know. Useful information, filed away for later consideration.

I moved to the table and lifted the covers from the dishes. The food was elaborate, rich, designed to impress. Roasted meat in a dark sauce, vegetables I didn’t recognize glistening with butter and herbs, bread so fresh I could still feel the warmth rising from its crust. A carafe of wine sat beside a crystal goblet, deep red liquid catching the light.

My stomach clenched with hunger, but I hesitated.

Poison was unlikely. They wanted us alive, at least for now. The Selection required living competitors to torture and test and eventually eliminate. Killing us before the games even began would defeat the purpose.

But drugs were another matter. Something to make us docile, compliant, easier to control. I’d read about vampire courts using various substances on their human servants, compounds that dulled the mind and sapped the will to resist.

I lifted the goblet and sniffed the wine. Nothing unusual, nothing I could detect. But that didn’t mean much. I wasn’t an expert in vampire poisons.

In the end, practicality won out over paranoia. I needed to eat. Needed to keep my strength up, my mind sharp. Whatever happened tomorrow, I couldn’t face it on an empty stomach and a head swimming with hunger.

I ate carefully, slowly, tasting each bite before swallowing. The food was good, better than anything I’d had in years. The meat was tender, the vegetables perfectly seasoned, the bread warm and yielding under my fingers. I allowed myself to enjoy it, just a little. Just enough to remember what pleasure felt like before I boxed it away again.

The wine I left untouched. Water was safer.

When I finished, I pushed the tray aside and returned to my examination of the room. I’d missed something earlier, something I should have noticed immediately. A door I’d assumed led to a closet actually opened onto a small bathing chamber, complete with a copper tub, a basin, and a mirror that reflected my face back at me with unforgiving clarity.

I looked terrible. That was my first thought. The bath in the processing hall had cleaned me, but it hadn’t erased the shadows under my eyes, the hollowness of my cheeks, the hard set of my jaw that came from three years of carrying rage like a stone in my gut. My eyes were dark, darker than I remembered, the color of nightshade berries in shadow. Unsettling eyes, I’d been told. Eyes that made people look away.

The prince hadn’t looked away.

I turned from the mirror, annoyed at myself for thinking about him again.

It meant nothing. The way he’d stared at me, the way I’d felt that strange crack in my chest, the hook behind my sternum pulling me toward him across the length of the throne room. It meant nothing. He was a predator. I was prey dressed up in silk. Of course he’d watched me. Of course I’d felt his attention like a physical weight.

That was all it was. Predator and prey. Hunter and hunted. The natural order of things in this twisted court.

Anything else I might have felt was a product of stress, of exhaustion, of being in an unfamiliar environment surrounded by creatures who wanted to consume me. My mind was playing tricks. Finding patterns where none existed, connections where there was only danger.

I needed to focus. To plan. To remember why I was here.

I returned to the main room and sat on the edge of the bed, letting my mind work through the problem.

The servant had warned me not to wander at night. That suggested there was something to find, something the court didn’t want competitors to see. It also suggested that surveillance was lighter after dark, or at least different. The guards changed shifts. The corridors emptied. For a brief window, movement might be possible.

Possible but not safe. The others who had tried were gone. Eliminated, the servant had said, but her tone had implied something worse than simple removal from the competition.

I filed that away. Useful information, but not actionable. Not yet.

The trials were my primary concern for now. The Master of Ceremonies had mentioned five of them: Grace, Devotion, Resilience, Cunning, Sacrifice. I knew the basics from my research, fragments of information gathered from survivors of previous Selections and the archives of resistance cells. Grace was a test of social acumen, something about navigating the court without giving offense. Devotion involved service to a vampire lord, obeying commands without hesitation. Resilience was pain. Cunning was survival.

Sacrifice was the one no one spoke about. The final trial. The one that determined the winner.

I’d figure it out when I got there. If I got there. First, I had to survive the others.

The first trial was Grace. A formal dinner, according to my intelligence. Competitors would be presented to the court and expected to demonstrate their refinement, their wit, their ability to navigate the treacherous waters of vampire politics without drowning. Those who failed would be eliminated.

I had three years of combat training, poison-craft, and bitter survival instincts. I had precisely zero knowledge of court etiquette, formal dining, or how to compliment a vampire without accidentally insulting their entire bloodline.

This might be a problem.

I lay back on the bed, staring up at the canopy of black silk, and began to run through scenarios in my head. Ways to deflect attention, to fade into the background, to survive the trial without drawing the wrong kind of notice. I was good at being invisible when I needed to be. I’d spent three years slipping through the gaps in vampire surveillance, existing in the spaces they didn’t bother to watch.

But the Selection was different. Here, I couldn’t disappear. Here, I was supposed to compete, to stand out, to prove my worth as a potential bride. Invisibility would be seen as weakness, and weakness meant elimination.

I needed a strategy. A balance between standing out enough to survive and fading back enough to avoid becoming a target. I needed allies, information, resources.

I needed to stop thinking about the way the prince’s eyes had fractured like shattered glass.

The hours crawled past.

I must have drifted eventually, slipping into a half-sleep that wasn’t quite rest, my mind still churning through plans and possibilities. The bed was soft, softer than anything I’d slept on in years, and my body wanted to surrender to it even as my thoughts refused to quiet.

Fragments of dreams flickered behind my eyes. Fire and screaming. My mother’s face in the flames. Sixty-three names I carried like stones in my chest, dragging me down, holding me in place.

Cinder Hollow. The village that had been my home for seventeen years. The village the vampires had burned to ash on a cold autumn night, killing everyone I’d ever loved.

I jerked awake, my heart pounding, my skin slick with cold sweat.

The room was dark. The candles had burned down to stubs, their light reduced to faint guttering flickers. I didn’t know how long I’d slept, but the quality of the silence told me it was late. Deep night. The hours when even vampires grew still.

I lay there for a moment, letting my heart slow, letting my eyes adjust to the dimness. The ceiling above me was lost in shadow. The walls pressed close. The air felt thick, heavy, like the mountain itself was leaning in to listen.

And then I heard it.

Footsteps.

They were quiet, barely audible through the heavy door, but my senses had been honed by years of sleeping in dangerous places. I knew the sound of someone trying not to be heard. The careful placement of each step, the deliberate avoidance of sounds that might carry.

Someone was in the corridor. Moving slowly. Coming closer.

I slid off the bed without making a sound, my bare feet silent on the cold stone floor. The remnants of candlelight threw dancing shadows across the walls as I moved to the door, pressing my ear against the wood.

The footsteps stopped.

Right outside.

I held my breath, every muscle in my body coiled tight. My hand found the wall beside the door, fingers splayed against the stone, ready to push off, to move, to fight if the lock clicked and the door swung open.

Nothing happened.

The silence stretched, endless and suffocating. I could feel the presence on the other side of the door like a pressure against my skin, a weight in the air that had nothing to do with physical mass. Whoever was out there, they were standing still. Waiting. Listening.

Just like me.

I don’t know how long we stayed like that, separated by two inches of reinforced wood, each of us aware of the other but unable to act on that awareness. It might have been minutes. It might have been longer. Time became meaningless, measured only in heartbeats and the ragged edge of my breathing.

Then the presence shifted. I felt it more than heard it, a subtle change in the air pressure, and the footsteps resumed. Moving away now. Slow at first, then faster, disappearing down the corridor until even my straining ears couldn’t detect them anymore.

I stayed pressed against the door for a long time after that.

Who had it been? A guard, checking on the competitors? Another woman, testing the servant’s warning despite the risk? Or something else entirely, something the court sent prowling through the night to ensure its guests remained where they belonged?

The servant’s words echoed in my mind. Don’t wander at night. No matter what you hear. No matter what you think you see.

Was this what she’d meant? Visitors in the darkness, presences that lingered outside locked doors? Tests to see who would be foolish enough to investigate?

I returned to the bed, but I didn’t lie down. Instead, I sat with my back against the headboard, my knees drawn up to my chest, my eyes fixed on the door. The candles guttered and died, plunging the room into complete darkness. I didn’t move to relight them.

The dark was safer. In the dark, my eyes couldn’t betray me.

I let my mind wander, following paths I’d walked a thousand times before. The layout of Cinder Hollow, every building and street and hidden corner burned into my memory. The faces of the dead, sixty-three souls who had trusted the world to be fair and paid for that trust with their lives. My mother’s hands, stained green from the plants she cultivated, gentle hands that had taught me the language of growing things.

My mother had been a healer. A poison-singer, in the old tongue, though she’d never used her gift for harm. She’d believed in balance, in the sacred relationship between humans and the natural world. She’d taught me to coax life from difficult soil, to speak to nightshade and foxglove and hemlock without being consumed by their darkness.

She’d taught me everything except how to survive when the darkness came calling.

The vampires hadn’t known what we were. That was the only reason they’d killed her quickly, burned her with the others rather than dragging her away for “study.” If they’d realized that Cinder Hollow harbored a poison-singer, that the healer everyone trusted had been something far more dangerous, my mother would have died much slower.

I would have died with her.

Instead, I’d been away. Gathering herbs in the deep forest, three miles from the village, far enough that I’d only seen the smoke rising through the trees by the time it was too late. I’d run back, of course. Run until my lungs burned and my legs gave out. But by the time I reached the edge of the village, there was nothing left.

Just fire. Just ash. Just the smell of burning flesh and the silence of the dead.

I’d hidden. Watched the vampire soldiers pick through the remains, taking whatever valuables they could find, laughing at some private joke as they kicked through the charred bones of my neighbors. I’d hidden and I’d watched and I’d carved every face into my memory, every voice, every detail I could use later.

Then I’d started planning.

Three years. Three years of tracking the soldiers who’d carried out the attack, following the chain of command up through the ranks until it reached the throne of the Obsidian Court. Three years of learning to fight, to kill, to move through the world like a shadow. Three years of swallowing my rage until it became something cold and patient, something that could wait for the perfect moment to strike.

The Selection was that moment. My one chance to get inside, to get close, to do what needed to be done.

I couldn’t afford distractions. Couldn’t afford complications. Couldn’t afford to feel anything that might compromise the mission.

And yet.

I closed my eyes, and against my will, the memory surfaced.

The throne room. The sea of vampires in their dark finery. The weight of the king’s gaze as he examined me like livestock.

And then: silver eyes fractured with black, staring at me across the length of the hall. The crack in my chest. The hook behind my sternum. The impossible, inexplicable feeling that something had shifted, something had connected, something had changed in a way I couldn’t understand or undo.

I didn’t believe in fate. Didn’t believe in destiny or soul bonds or any of the other mystical nonsense humans sometimes whispered about vampires. I believed in cause and effect. In careful planning. In the cold mathematics of vengeance.

But I couldn’t explain what had happened when our eyes met.

I couldn’t categorize it, couldn’t file it away, couldn’t reduce it to something my tactical mind could process and dismiss. It sat in my chest like a splinter, small and sharp and impossible to ignore.

He’d looked at me like he recognized me. Like he’d been waiting for me. Like I was the answer to a question he’d been asking for years.

And some traitorous part of me, some fragment I thought I’d burned away with everything else I’d loved, had looked back at him and felt the same thing.

That was the part that scared me.

Not the prince himself, not his power or his position or the very real threat he represented. What scared me was my own reaction. The way my heart had raced. The way my skin had flushed. The way I’d had to force myself to look away, to break the connection, to remember what I was and why I was here.

I was a weapon. A tool of vengeance. A ghost carrying sixty-three names toward their final reckoning.

I was not a woman who could afford to feel anything for anyone, least of all the heir to the throne I intended to destroy.

Get it together, I told myself. Focus. Plan. Survive.

But the feeling remained. The crack in my chest. The hook behind my sternum. The weight of his gaze, burned into my memory like a brand.

I didn’t sleep for the rest of the night.

Instead, I sat in the darkness and planned. Ran through scenarios, identified weaknesses, built strategies for the trials to come. I thought about the servant’s warning and what it might mean. Thought about the footsteps in the corridor and who might have been standing outside my door.

Thought about everything except the prince.

Failed completely.

When the first gray light of false dawn began to filter through the sealed window, I was still awake. Still sitting with my back against the headboard. Still thinking about silver eyes and the way something had cracked open inside me when they met mine.

I had no weapons. No allies. No margin for error.

I was in the heart of enemy territory, surrounded by creatures who would kill me without hesitation if they discovered what I was.

And somewhere in this palace, a vampire prince was thinking about me.

I could feel it. That was the worst part. Underneath the exhaustion and the fear and the carefully maintained facade of control, I could feel his presence like a distant heartbeat. Like a thread connecting my chest to something far away, pulling gently, insistently, impossibly.

It meant nothing, I told myself.

It had to mean nothing.

Because if it meant something, if the crack in my chest was




























