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​Prologue: The Bride Before Her
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The bride wore white because the treaty demanded it.

Not ivory. Not pearl. Not the pale gray silk the vampire court favored for ceremonies of peace. White. Human white. Mortal white. The color of bone before it learned to become a grave.

Eveline Marr stood beneath the crimson windows of Castle Velrath and tried not to tremble.

Outside, the Blood Moon burned over the Blackwood Mountains, enormous and low, staining the winter snow the color of a wound. Its light poured through the chapel glass and touched the seven banners hung above the altar: the silver fang of the vampires, the black wolf of the moonborn, the green hand of the witches, the white veil of spirits, the golden scale of the dragon-blooded, the blue shell of the sea-folk, and the ash crown of the graveborn.

Seven clans. Seven old enemies. Seven signatures on a peace that had lasted almost a thousand years because every hundred years someone beautiful, useful, or doomed was married into the treaty and turned into a symbol.

Tonight, that symbol was Eveline.

She had learned to smile like a queen. She had learned to lower her eyes when the vampire lords studied her throat. She had learned to listen without flinching when the moonborn envoys snarled that treaties were cages built by cowards. She had learned, above all, that peace was not gentle. Peace had teeth. Peace drank. Peace married girls in white.

Prince Lucien Draven waited at the altar.

He was young by vampire standards, not yet two hundred, with black hair tied at the nape of his neck and eyes the cold blue of winter stars. He stood very still, as if stillness were an art he had mastered before birth. Eveline did not love him. He did not love her. That was not the point.

The point was that when the vows were spoken, the vampire court would be bound to the moonborn border for another century. The witch queen would release her harvest debt. The spirits would remain behind their veils. The dragon-blooded would keep their fires east of the Red March. The sea-folk would let ships pass safely through the drowned straits. The graveborn would sleep beneath their iron hills.

And humans would never know how close they lived to the edge of becoming a battlefield.

The priest lifted the treaty blade.

It was older than every kingdom in the room. Its hilt had been carved from moonstone, dragon horn, and black iron taken from the first graveborn crown. Its edge was not sharp, yet it had cut every treaty bride and groom for nine centuries.

“Blood given,” the priest said.

Eveline held out her hand.

Lucien’s jaw tightened. For one impossible second, she thought he might refuse. Then he extended his own hand beside hers.

The blade passed over their palms.

Red fell into the silver bowl.

The treaty woke.

The parchment on the altar was not parchment at all. It was skin from no beast anyone living could name. Letters rose across it in seven colors. Eveline had seen the words before during rehearsal: the old vows, the inheritance clauses, the protections, the penalties.

But tonight new writing appeared.

The priest stopped breathing.

Lucien leaned forward.

Eveline read only one sentence before the candles went out.

The bride is false. The blood remains unpaid.

Something moved in the dark.

Not a person. Not a beast. A hunger.

Eveline tried to scream, but a hand closed over her mouth. Cold metal slid between her ribs. The pain was small at first, almost polite. Then it opened inside her like a door.

The candles returned.

The bride in white lay across the altar, her blood soaking the treaty.

Every clan ambassador reached for a weapon.

Prince Lucien Draven stood frozen, Eveline’s blood on his hand, and the Blood Moon watched from the chapel window like an eye that had almost opened.

​

Part One: The Historian
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Chapter One: A Clause Written in Blood
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Amara Vale believed in dead languages because the dead were usually more honest than the living.

The living revised. They apologized. They built monuments over massacres and called them victories. They married their daughters to their enemies and called it peace. The dead left scratches in stone, ink in ledgers, knots in burial cloth, and mistakes in grammar. A historian who knew where to look could find the truth hiding inside a misspelled name.

That was why Amara had spent most of her adult life inside the basement archive of Graymere University, a place that smelled of dust, lamp oil, and ambition. At twenty-seven, she was too young to be considered respectable by the senior professors and too stubborn to care. She had ink on three fingers, a scar across her left thumb from a broken folio clasp, and a reputation for translating scripts that other scholars called impossible.

On the morning the letter arrived, she was studying a fragment of red-stained parchment under a magnifying lens.

Not blood, she told herself.

Then she tested it with iron salts and changed her mind.

Blood.

Old blood behaved differently from ink. Hemoglobin, the iron-rich protein that carries oxygen through human blood, breaks down over time into pigments that brown, darken, and cling stubbornly to fibers. Amara had learned that during a forensic history fellowship in Prague, where she helped identify whether a medieval oath book had been signed in wine or blood. It had been both.

This parchment felt similar.

She leaned closer.

The symbols were written in a hybrid of Old Veyric, lunar runes, and something older than either. The university had acquired the fragment from a private estate after the last Lord Harrow drowned in a locked fountain. Officially, it was called a ceremonial marriage contract. Unofficially, Amara suspected it belonged to something larger.

A treaty.

The office door opened without a knock.

“Dr. Vale?”

Amara did not look up. “If this is about the lecture hall key, I returned it.”

“It is not about a key.”

The voice was smooth, male, and expensive. Amara glanced over the lens.

A man stood in the doorway wearing a charcoal coat cut so perfectly it made the room look shabby around him. His hair was black, his skin pale, his gloves immaculate. He looked perhaps thirty, though his eyes gave the impression that thirty years had bored him several lifetimes ago.

Behind him waited a woman in a gray suit with silver spectacles and a leather document case.

Amara sat back. “The archive is closed to visitors.”

“Then I am fortunate I am not visiting.” The man stepped inside. “I am Lucien Draven.”

Amara waited for the name to mean something. It did not.

The woman with the spectacles coughed softly. “His Highness, Prince Lucien Draven of the Velrath Court.”

Amara’s brows rose. “Of course.”

The title was absurd enough to be either theater or extreme wealth. In Amara’s experience, the two often overlapped.

Lucien looked at the parchment beneath her lens. For the first time, his elegant expression faltered.

“Where did you get that?” he asked.

“Graymere owns it.”

“Graymere should not.”

“That sounds like a legal complaint. The acquisitions office is upstairs.”

A faint smile touched his mouth. “You are difficult.”

“I charge extra for difficult.”

The woman opened her case and placed a sealed envelope on Amara’s desk. The wax seal bore a crescent encircling a drop of blood.

Lucien said, “We require a translator.”

“Universities are full of translators.”

“Not for this.”

Amara broke the seal because curiosity had always been her most expensive habit. Inside lay a single page, heavy as cloth, covered in seven columns of script. She recognized four languages immediately. The fifth made her pulse quicken. The sixth made her mouth go dry.

The seventh was identical to the writing on the blood-stained fragment.

“What is this?” she asked.

“The original Blood Moon Treaty.”

Amara almost laughed. “The Blood Moon Treaty is a myth.”

“So are most things until they knock on a historian’s door.”

She looked from the page to the prince. There was no amusement in his face now.

“Why me?”

Lucien removed one glove. His hand was pale and strong, the nails neatly trimmed. On his palm was a scar shaped like a crescent. “Because the treaty has begun writing again.”

“That is not possible.”

“Correct.”

The woman with spectacles spoke for the first time. “The last appointed bride was murdered eight nights ago. The seven clans are accusing one another. If the original terms are not clarified before the Blood Moon reaches fullness, war will begin.”

Amara stared at her. “Seven clans.”

Lucien’s eyes held hers. “Vampires. Moonborn. Witches. Spirits. Dragon-blooded. Sea-folk. Graveborn.”

The room seemed to tilt, but Amara had spent years handling fragile manuscripts. Her hands stayed steady even when the world did not.

“This is a performance,” she said.

Lucien lifted the silver letter opener from her desk. Before she could object, he drew it across his thumb.

No blood came.

Then he pressed harder.

A dark red bead appeared, too slow, too thick.

The parchment in Amara’s hand stirred.

Letters rose across its surface like veins filling beneath skin.

Amara stopped breathing.

The new words formed in Old Veyric.

Bring the reader of hidden blood.

Her name followed.

Amara Vale.

Outside the narrow archive window, the morning sun dimmed as though something enormous had passed between the world and the light.

Lucien put his glove back on.

“We leave tonight,” he said.

Amara looked down at her own hand. A thin line of red had appeared across her thumb where no blade had touched her.

The parchment drank the drop.

Then it wrote one more sentence.

The human bride has been found.
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