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Chapter 1 — The Bride of Shadows
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Seris Valenne had always believed dawn to be a gentle hour, a time when the world softened and the day eased into being. But on the morning the war ended, dawn arrived like a blade. A cold ripple swept through the diplomatic quarters, slipping under doors and across stone floors with deliberate purpose. Seris felt it before she saw it, a sudden chill that prickled her skin and made the hairs along her arms rise. She had been awake for hours already, seated at her desk with a half-finished report and a mind too restless to settle. The negotiations had stalled again the previous night, collapsing under the same fears that had haunted every meeting. Humans whispered that the Shadow King Sorren stole souls. The Shadowborn insisted he merely took what was willingly offered. Neither side trusted the other enough to test the truth.

When the air shifted, Seris stood. Her breath fogged in front of her despite the summer heat pressing against the windows. A figure materialized near her door, emerging from the darkness as though it had been waiting there all along. He was tall, cloaked, and unmistakably not human. His eyes glowed faintly, like embers buried beneath ash, and the shadows around him moved with a life of their own.

“Seris Valenne,” he said, his voice low and resonant, carrying the weight of a decree rather than a greeting. “The King has chosen.”

Her pulse thudded once, hard enough to make her grip the edge of the desk. “Chosen what?”

“You.” The envoy stepped forward, shadows curling around his boots in a slow, deliberate coil. “For marriage.”

The words struck her with such force that she momentarily forgot how to breathe. She had expected many things from these negotiations—compromise, frustration, perhaps even failure—but not this. She steadied herself, forcing her voice to remain calm. “That wasn’t part of the negotiation.”

“It is now.” His expression did not shift, but the shadows around him tightened, responding to something she could not see. “The King offers peace. A union between realms. Your council has agreed.”

Her council. Her leaders. The people who had sent her here to negotiate a treaty, not to barter her future. She already knew the answer before she asked the question. “When did they agree?”

“Last night.”

Of course. They had not even warned her. She was a diplomat, not a pawn, but in the face of war, titles meant little. Her stomach twisted, but she refused to let the envoy see her falter. “I want to speak to them.”

“You will, after the ceremony.”

Seris stared at him, incredulous. “You expect me to marry a man I’ve never met within the hour?”

The envoy’s eyes flickered, a subtle shift that suggested amusement. “He is not a man.”

She knew that. Everyone knew that. The Shadow King Sorren was a myth wrapped in fear, a ruler whose power was said to devour the essence of those who surrendered to him. Humans called it soul-stealing. The Shadowborn called it communion. Seris had never believed either version fully, but she had never expected to test the truth herself.

“I need to prepare,” she said, though she wasn’t sure what preparation meant in this context.

“You need only walk.” The envoy extended a hand. “The King awaits.”

Seris hesitated. She had trained for diplomacy, for conflict resolution, for political manipulation. She had not trained for this. But refusing would mean war—thousands dead, her people suffering, the fragile hope of peace shattered. Her own life weighed against an entire realm. She took the envoy’s hand.

Cold surged through her, sharp but not painful, and shadows wrapped around her like a cloak. The world dissolved into darkness, then reformed into a vast throne room carved from obsidian and lit by drifting motes of silver light. The air hummed with power, thick enough to taste. Every breath felt like stepping deeper into a place that did not belong to her.

At the far end of the hall, the Shadow King Sorren waited.

He was taller than she expected, broad-shouldered, draped in a mantle of living darkness that shifted like smoke. His face was sharply cut, almost too perfect, as though sculpted by someone who understood beauty only as a weapon. His eyes were the color of deep night—not black, but layered, textured, alive. He watched her with a stillness that made her skin prickle.

“Seris Valenne,” he said, his voice smooth as shadow. “Approach.”

She forced her feet to move, each step echoing through the hall. When she reached him, she lifted her chin, refusing to show fear. “I wasn’t informed of this arrangement.”

“I know.” His gaze did not waver. “Your council believes peace is worth any sacrifice.”

“And you?” she asked. “Do you believe that?”

A faint smile touched his lips, not warm or kind but intrigued. “I believe you are the only human diplomat who has not lied to me. That is rare.”

Seris’s heart thudded. “You’ve spoken to the others?”

“I’ve listened.” His eyes darkened, the shadows around him shifting. “Humans fear me. They hide it poorly.”

She did not deny it. “You do have a reputation.”

“For stealing souls?” His voice dipped, amused. “Tell me, Seris. Do you believe it?”

She met his gaze without flinching. “I believe power is rarely as simple as rumor.”

His smile deepened, and the shadows around him stirred like a pleased animal. “Good. You will not break as easily as they feared.”

“I’m not here to break,” she said. “I’m here to end a war.”

“And I am here to bind our realms.” He lifted a hand, palm open. “Give me your shadow.”

Seris froze. “What?”

“Your shadow,” he repeated. “It is the first step of the marriage rite.”

Her pulse hammered. She looked down—her shadow stretched across the obsidian floor, sharp and clear. She had heard the stories. Those who gave their shadows became bound to him, their essence intertwined with his power. “What happens if I refuse?”

His expression did not change. “Then the war continues.”

Her breath caught. She looked at her shadow again, then at him. “If I give it... what happens to me?”

“You remain yourself,” he said. “Unless you wish otherwise.”

She frowned. “That’s not an answer.”

“It is the only one I offer.”

Her mind raced. She could end the war. Save her people. But surrendering her shadow meant surrendering something deeper—trust, vulnerability, a piece of herself she didn’t fully understand. Slowly, she stepped back. “I won’t give it.”

The hall went silent as if the very air had forgotten how to move. Seris felt the weight of that stillness settle over her shoulders, heavy and expectant. The Shadow King Sorren’s eyes narrowed, not in anger but in a sharp, assessing fascination that made her pulse stumble. He stepped forward with deliberate precision, the shadows at his feet curling and uncurling like living smoke responding to his mood. When he reached her, he lifted a hand toward her shadow, fingers poised with the confidence of someone who had never been denied. Yet her shadow remained exactly where it was, untouched and unmoved, as if the floor itself refused to obey him.

He tried again, slower this time, the gesture more controlled, more careful. The shadows around him tightened, stretching toward her like dark tendrils seeking purchase. Still nothing happened. Her shadow clung to her feet, stubbornly loyal, refusing to detach or bend or yield. The King’s expression shifted, the faintest crack in his composure revealing something like disbelief. It was not dramatic, not explosive, but the subtle tension in his jaw and the way the shadows recoiled told her she had just broken a rule he had never imagined could be broken. For the first time since entering the Shadow Court, Seris felt the balance of power tilt—not toward him, but toward something unknown between them.

“You are the first,” he murmured, his voice lower now, threaded with something she could not name. “The first human I cannot bind.”

Seris swallowed, her throat tight. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” he said, stepping closer until the shadows around him brushed the air near her skin without touching her, “that our marriage will not be simple. And that you, Seris Valenne, are far more dangerous than you appear.”

His gaze held hers, dark and unreadable, and the shadows around him shifted like a living storm preparing to change course.

“Welcome,” he said softly, “to the Shadow Court.”
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​Chapter 2 — A Marriage of Shadows
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The throne room did not empty after the King’s declaration. Instead, the shadows along the walls shifted, revealing figures Seris had not noticed before—advisors, guards, courtiers, all watching her with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion. Their eyes glowed faintly in the dim light, each pair reflecting a different shade of darkness. She felt the weight of their attention settle on her like a cloak she had not chosen to wear. The Shadow King Sorren did not look away from her, and the intensity of his gaze made it impossible to pretend she had imagined his reaction. He truly could not touch her shadow. She had disrupted something fundamental to him, and the court knew it.

“Prepare the binding hall,” the King said, his voice carrying easily through the vast chamber. “The ceremony will proceed.”

A murmur rippled through the gathered Shadowborn, a sound like wind moving through a cavern. Seris’s stomach tightened. She had refused the shadow-binding, yet he spoke as though the marriage would continue regardless. She forced herself to stand straighter, refusing to let fear dictate her posture. If she was to be a political pawn, she would at least be a dignified one.

The King turned to her, his expression unreadable. “You will walk with me.”

Seris hesitated only a moment before following him. The shadows parted as he moved, creating a path through the hall. She noticed that they did not part for her; instead, they recoiled slightly, as though uncertain how to behave around someone they could not touch. The sensation was strange, like walking through a room full of people who refused to meet her eyes. She kept her gaze forward, refusing to let the discomfort show.

As they walked, she gathered her courage. “If you cannot bind me, how can this marriage proceed?”

The King did not slow. “The binding is tradition, not necessity.”

“That sounds like a convenient interpretation.”

He glanced at her, and the faintest hint of amusement touched his features. “You speak boldly for someone standing in my court.”

“I speak honestly,” she replied. “You said you valued that.”

“I do.” His voice softened slightly, though the shadows around him remained restless. “But honesty does not change the fact that our realms require unity. The ceremony will take place.”

Seris felt a surge of frustration, sharp and unwelcome. “You cannot force me to give you my shadow.”

“No,” he said, and the simplicity of the word startled her. “I cannot.”

She looked at him, searching for deception, but found none. He truly meant it. “Then what do you intend to bind me with?”

He stopped walking, turning to face her fully. The hall around them dimmed, the shadows drawing closer as though listening. “Your presence,” he said. “Your name. Your position. Your influence. The marriage is political, Seris. The shadow-binding is personal.”

She absorbed his words slowly. “So you intend to marry me without touching my soul.”

His eyes darkened. “I intend to marry you because
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