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CHAPTER ONE: BLOOD CALLS THE CURSED
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Ashvale’s moon was blood-swollen, a hungering eye in the sky. Crimson mist curled low over the earth, thick enough to choke, thicker still in the Vale where magic ran raw. Trees stood like sentinels of bone and shadow, branches clawing at one another in silent warfare. Somewhere beneath the roots, older things slumbered. But even they stirred tonight.

Because the revenant walked.

Azrael Dorne was more curse than man. The forest shivered where his bare feet touched it, frost blooming in summer soil, the air crackling around him with the hiss of ancient pacts not yet broken. He moved with the silence of a predator long used to pain, his long coat sweeping behind him like the wings of a dark god. The air trembled with the weight of what he was, of what he had become since death denied him.

A vow—sealed in flesh, bound in blood—sang in his bones.

And she was close.

He paused beneath a half-dead tree, tilting his face toward the wind. Her scent lingered—rosewater and iron. Sweet and violent. It stirred something feral in him, something sharp and aching. The curse inside him whispered her name like a prayer laced in profanity.

Saphira.

He’d tasted her blood once, long ago. Unknowingly. A single drop, shed in a ritual garden when she was no older than a child. He hadn’t forgotten the flavor. Nor had the magic. It had marked him, branded him, drawn him to her like gravity to stars. And now, the mark burned like an open wound. She had awakened something inside herself, even if she didn’t know it yet.

Even if it would destroy her.

Not far away, Saphira Vale crouched in the ruins of the forgotten sanctuary, her fingers stained red with a mixture of crushed herbs and blood. Not hers. Not yet. The child she’d treated earlier had gone home with a new scar and a lopsided grin. She hadn’t told his mother about the way the wound hissed when she touched it. Or the way her hands had glowed, just faintly, under the moonlight.

She didn’t know how to explain things she didn’t understand.

Her fingers trembled as she wiped them clean on a tattered cloth, the scent of the herbs rising around her in ghostly ribbons. She stood slowly, brushing dust off her skirts, and leaned against one of the crumbling pillars. The night felt wrong. The kind of wrong that lived beneath the skin.

Something watched her.

She closed her eyes, steadying her breath. One. Two. Three heartbeats. Then—something moved. No sound, no warning. Just air shifting where air should not.

When she opened her eyes, he was there.

Azrael Dorne stood in the shadows, half-wrapped in smoke, the moon slicing across his face like a lover’s hand. He was taller than she imagined, broader too, cloaked in an energy that tasted of power and ruin. His eyes glowed faintly red, not from light, but from something else—something cursed and ancient and beautiful.

She took a step back instinctively.

He didn’t move.

“Are you a ghost?” she asked.

Azrael smiled without warmth. “Not anymore.”

The way he spoke unsettled her. Not the words themselves, but the cadence. As if each syllable was carved from stone and laid at her feet like an offering.

“You shouldn't be here,” she said.

“I am exactly where I’m meant to be.”

Her skin prickled. “Did someone send you?”

He took a step forward. Slow. Measured. “You did.”

“That’s not possible.”

“You bled.”

Saphira blinked. “What?”

He pointed to her hand—the small cut she hadn’t bothered to wrap. “Blood calls what it remembers. Yours has been calling for years. You just didn’t listen.”

“You’re mad.”

“Perhaps. But madness has never stopped fate before.”

His voice wrapped around her like silk soaked in fire. She hated how her body responded—how her pulse quickened, how her thighs clenched without her permission. There was something in him that pulled. Not just desire. Something deeper. Something older than want.

He was watching her too closely.

She turned, moving to grab her satchel, but the moment she did, he was behind her. Close. Too close. She froze. His hand brushed her hip—not with lust, but with familiarity. A cruel, knowing touch that sent heat up her spine.

“Don’t,” she warned, voice low.

“I have waited too long to be gentle,” he whispered.

Her breath hitched.

“What do you want?”

“You.”

The word gutted the silence.

“Why?”

“Because your blood promised you to me.”

She turned slowly, facing him. Her magic fluttered beneath her skin, thin and wild. “I didn’t promise anything.”

“Your ancestors did. Through rite. Through vow. Through oath made under the Blood Moon. That curse lives in you now. I am bound to it. And you.”

He reached for her again, and this time, she didn’t stop him.

His hand cupped her jaw. Calloused. Cold. Reverent.

“You think I’ll just surrender?” she asked, trembling.

“I don’t want your surrender.”

His thumb traced the corner of her mouth. “I want your ruin.”

His mouth found hers before she could protest. The kiss was fire and fury, a battle of need and dominance. She tasted blood—his, hers, she didn’t know. He pulled her close, hard enough to bruise. She felt his hunger in every movement, the curse vibrating through his bones into hers. Her magic reacted violently, exploding beneath her skin in bursts of light and heat.

She kissed him back.

And hated herself for it.

His hands roamed—her waist, her spine, her throat. Not cruel. But firm. Possessive. Like he already owned every part of her and was simply claiming it piece by piece.

When he broke the kiss, she gasped, clinging to him as if air had become irrelevant.

“This isn’t real,” she said.

He rested his forehead against hers. “It’s the only thing that is.”

She pushed away, staggering back.

Azrael let her go, but his gaze never left her. “You can run, Saphira Vale. But I will always find you. Because blood doesn’t lie. And vows never forget.”

She fled into the night, her breath ragged, her heart burning.

But even as she vanished into the trees, her lips still tasted like his.

And her blood hummed a vow she had never spoken—but could never take back.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE TOUCH THAT BURNS
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The forest swallowed her.

Leaves slashed at her face, branches scraped along her arms, but she didn’t stop running. Her lungs burned, her heartbeat thundered, but none of it mattered. What she’d just felt—what she’d allowed—it clung to her like a fever. She was no longer running from a man. She was running from herself.

From the part of her that had wanted him.

The part that still did.

Saphira stumbled into a clearing, nearly collapsing to her knees. The wind whipped around her, carrying the scent of ash and musk and something darker—him. She couldn’t escape it. She pressed a hand to her chest, trying to calm the frantic rhythm of her heart.

He’d kissed her like a man starved.

And worse—she’d kissed him back.

Her fingers trembled as she touched her lips. They still tingled. That wasn’t possible. Magic didn’t work like that, did it? But everything about Azrael defied possibility. He wasn’t just cursed. He was the curse made flesh, bound to her by something she hadn’t chosen, hadn’t invited.

Except...

Hadn’t she?

The dreams. The bleeding. The whispers she thought were nightmares. What if they weren’t dreams at all? What if her blood—her magic—had been reaching out, calling for something it couldn’t live without?

She didn’t want to think about that.

Instead, she dragged herself up and turned back toward the path, deeper into the woods. The sanctuary wasn’t safe anymore. She needed to get to the old outpost—an abandoned alchemist’s den a few miles east. It had protection wards, weak ones, but it was something.

She didn’t get far.

A low growl stopped her cold.

Not human.

Not quite beast.

Her breath caught as red eyes blinked open in the shadows ahead. One, then two, then four. The mist thickened, and from it emerged creatures warped by the veil—things made of bone and blood and hunger. They’d smelled her magic. Her blood. They were drawn to it.

Saphira backed up slowly, hand reaching into her satchel for the small vial of sacred salt. Not much, but it would burn if thrown hard enough.

One of the beasts lunged.

She threw the vial.

It shattered against the creature’s chest in a burst of sizzling white light. It screamed—an awful, wet sound—and burst into flames. The others hesitated, circling now, cautious but not retreating. They were smarter than she’d hoped. More dangerous than she was prepared for.

She could fight, but not win.

Not alone.

She turned to run—and slammed into a wall of muscle and cold.

Azrael.

He caught her by the shoulders, steadying her as if she weighed nothing. His body radiated heat, dark and unnatural. His eyes flashed red as he looked past her to the approaching monsters.

“You left me,” he said, voice low.

“You followed me.”

“I always will.”

Before she could answer, he moved.

Faster than thought.

He was fury unleashed, cutting through the creatures like shadow given blade. His hands tore, ripped, shattered. Blood sprayed. Bones snapped. The forest filled with snarls and the scent of scorched meat. And through it all, he never once looked away from her.

When it was done, when the last beast twitched its last, Azrael returned to her side.

Blood slicked his chest. Not his. His breathing was calm, controlled. His hands reached for her again—like gravity, like chains.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

“No.”

But her voice trembled, betraying her.

He frowned, lifting his bloodied hand to her cheek. She flinched.

“Don’t.”

“You’re afraid of me now?”

“I don’t know what you are.”

“I told you. Yours.”

“That’s not a name.”

His fingers grazed her jaw, tilting her face to his. “Azrael Dorne. Revenant. Vowbound. Cursed. I am the blade forged from your family’s sins.”

She shook her head. “I didn’t ask for any of this.”

“And yet here we are.”

“I’m not ready for this.”

He stepped closer, his voice velvet and ruin. “You’re not ready to resist me. That’s not the same thing.”

“I should hate you.”

“Then hate me. But don’t pretend you don’t want me.”

She slapped him.

Not hard enough.

He caught her wrist, brought it to his mouth, kissed the inside with a gentleness that unraveled her. Her breath hitched. He smelled like smoke and blood and something forbidden. Her skin burned under his touch. Her body betrayed her again, leaning into him, craving more.

She hated him for it.

“You don’t get to just... take me,” she whispered.

He leaned in until his mouth brushed her ear. “I don’t take. I claim. There’s a difference.”

Her pulse pounded.

“What happens now?”

He smiled against her skin. “Now, we begin.”

With one arm, he scooped her up. She struggled—futile and weak—but he held her as if she were made of silk and desire. She kicked once, but he only laughed, low and dark, the sound vibrating through her spine.

“I can walk,” she snapped.

“I don’t trust your legs not to run again.”

He carried her into the woods, deeper still, past ruined shrines and gnarled trees that whispered blasphemies. At last, they reached a clearing carved in black stone. A circle etched with old sigils, long dormant, sparked to life beneath their feet.

“What is this place?”

“Where vows are sealed.”

He set her down inside the circle. Magic shimmered, hot and alive, like the breath of some great beast.

“No,” she said, backing away. “I won’t be bound.”

“You already are.”

Azrael stepped into the circle. His shirt vanished with a wave of his hand, revealing a body chiseled and scarred. On his chest, a mark began to glow—a blooded sigil that pulsed in time with hers. She didn’t realize she had one too until her skin ignited. A matching mark just over her heart, invisible until now.

“What is this?” she gasped, clawing at her chest.

“The bond.”

“I didn’t agree.”

“You bled. That was enough.”

He touched her, and this time she didn’t fight. His mouth crashed against hers—wild, demanding. She met him with equal fire. Her hands tore at his clothes. His teeth found her neck. They crashed to the stone like lovers possessed, bodies tangling, magic colliding. Every kiss, every touch, was a question and a threat.

He worshiped her with bruises.

She surrendered with curses.

He buried himself inside her with a growl that wasn’t human.

And she took him like a woman damned.

Their bodies moved like prophecy, magic weaving between their skin, light and shadow coiling together in some terrible, beautiful symphony. The air pulsed around them, every thrust branding her, every moan echoing in the stones like prayer. He bit her shoulder, marking her, and she screamed his name into the dark.

When it ended, they lay tangled, panting, ruined.

Saphira’s eyes fluttered open. She stared at the sky, chest heaving.

Azrael brushed a hand through her hair. “You are mine.”

And for the first time, she didn’t argue.

But in the distance, something watched.

Something older.

Something angry.

And it would not let her go so easily.
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CHAPTER THREE: A HEALER AMONG SHADOWS
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The dawn never reached this part of Ashvale.

Sunlight tried—once, long ago. Before the curse. Before the blood of kings and monsters turned the trees black and the skies red. But now, the canopy remained thick and jealous, choking out anything that might resemble mercy. All that lived here either hunted or was hunted.

Saphira Vale had never seen a morning that didn’t taste like ash.

She sat alone in the clearing, Azrael’s coat draped around her naked body, her knees pulled to her chest. His scent clung to the fabric—woodsmoke, iron, and something darker—something primal. She should have discarded it the moment he vanished into the trees, but she didn’t. Her fingers clenched it tighter instead.

Her body ached in places she didn’t want to name.

He had taken her.

No. Not taken. She had let him in. Her mouth had begged. Her hips had moved. She had met every savage kiss with one of her own. And the worst part?

She still wanted more.

She pressed her forehead to her knees and exhaled sharply. “Fool.”

The mark over her heart burned dully. A phantom brand. Every heartbeat felt like a whisper. Like his name echoing inside her veins. The circle they’d consummated their bond in had gone dark again, the runes beneath her now cold stone. But the magic lingered. She could feel it in her breath, her bones, the wet heat between her thighs.

She was no longer just a healer.

She was claimed.

Bound.

And she didn’t know what that meant.

The rustle of leaves behind her was the only warning she got.

She leapt to her feet, cloak clutched tight, magic flaring in her fingertips like instinct. But it wasn’t Azrael who stepped from the shadows.

It was a man she hadn’t seen in ten years.

“Gavriel?” she breathed.

The high priest’s son. Her childhood friend. The one who had taught her how to lace herbs, how to silence a wound. The boy who had kissed her once in the cathedral’s alcove and vanished before her sixteenth name day. Now, he stood before her a man—taller, colder, dressed in ash-grey robes embroidered with gold thorns. His eyes scanned her like a ledger.

“You’re bleeding power,” he said simply.

Saphira blinked, confused. “How... how did you find me?”

He ignored the question.

“You’ve bonded, haven’t you?”

She went still.

His eyes narrowed. “With the revenant.”

“It’s not what you think.”

“No?” He stepped closer. “Because what I think is that you just tied your soul to the last living weapon the old gods ever made.”

Her throat tightened. “He saved me.”

“Of course he did. That’s how he works. He saves. He destroys. Then he ruins you.”

“Gavriel, he—”

“He’s a curse, Saphira.”

“I didn’t choose—”

“You did,” Gavriel snapped. “You bled. You opened. You let the bond take root. Gods, do you know what you’ve done?”

She flinched.

He paused, then softened. “You don’t, do you?”

“No.”

He sighed. “Then listen carefully. A revenant’s bond is irreversible. You’re marked now. Claimed. Not just physically—your magic is laced with his. Your will, your desire, even your pain. He’ll feel it all. And so will you. Do you understand what that means?”

She swallowed. “That we’re... connected?”

“No. That you’re infected.”

The words struck like a slap.

She turned her face away, cheeks burning.

“Don’t look at me like I’m some disease.”

“I don’t want to. But I saw what he did to the Sanctum. The cathedral where we trained. He burned it to the ground. Every priest. Every relic. Gone.”

“That was centuries ago.”

“And still felt in every drop of blood that’s spilled in his name.”

She couldn’t explain it. The guilt. The shame. The pleasure. It all swirled into something raw inside her. She hated what Gavriel saw in her eyes—knew it before he even said the words.

“You liked it.”

Saphira looked down.

His voice lowered, something broken now. “You let him in. You let him ruin you.”

“You don’t know what he is.”

“I know enough.”

“He’s not just vengeance. He remembers pain. He remembers everything they did to him.”

“That doesn’t make him good.”

“No,” she whispered. “But it makes him mine.”

Silence stretched between them.

Then Gavriel reached for her.

She recoiled
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