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Chapter One: The Night He Came for Her

	Seraphina Vale knew the forest had gone wrong long before the horses appeared.

	It began with the silence.

	Not the peaceful quiet that came after midnight, when the village hearths had dimmed and even the restless dogs gave in to sleep. This was a silence that felt watchful. Wrong. As if the world itself had stopped breathing.

	She stood at the narrow window of her room, one hand resting on the warped wooden frame, and stared out into the dark line of trees beyond the village fields.

	Nothing moved.

	Not a branch.
Not a bird.
Not even the wind.

	Her pulse knocked once, hard, against her ribs.

	Behind her, the candle on the bedside table trembled in its pool of wax, throwing thin gold light over the room’s cracked plaster walls. Her shawl lay folded across the chair. Her boots sat beside the door. Everything looked ordinary. Safe.

	But she had learned a long time ago that danger rarely announced itself like thunder. Sometimes it came like this—quiet, patient, elegant.

	Her aunt used to say that evil wore perfume better than goodness ever did.

	Seraphina almost smiled at the memory, but the feeling never reached her mouth.

	A sound broke the stillness.

	Not loud. Not at first.

	A low metallic clink, somewhere outside. Then another.

	Harness.

	Her spine went rigid.

	She turned from the window and crossed the room fast, lifting the small knife she kept beneath her pillow. The blade was barely worth calling a weapon—more kitchen steel than true protection—but it was sharp, and it was hers.

	Another sound came, clearer now.

	Hoofbeats.

	Not one horse. Many.

	They did not thunder into the village like raiders. They approached with terrible control, slow and deliberate, as though whoever rode them knew exactly what fear tasted like and wished to draw it out.

	Seraphina moved to the door, easing it open without a sound.

	The hallway beyond was dark. The house creaked softly in the night, old timber shifting in the cold. From downstairs came the faint hiss of dying firewood and nothing else.

	No voice from old Marta in the room across the hall. No muttered curse from Tomas the farmhand sleeping by the back entrance.

	Nothing.

	She stepped into the corridor, knife tight in her hand.

	“Tomas?” she whispered.

	No answer.

	The hoofbeats stopped.

	A knock sounded from below.

	Three slow, measured strikes.

	Seraphina went cold.

	Whoever knocked at a village door at this hour did not come with mercy.

	She descended the stairs one cautious step at a time, every nerve in her body alive. Moonlight spilled in pale bars through the front shutters. The fire in the hearth had dropped to embers, painting the room in a weak red glow. The front door stood tall and black in the center of it all.

	Another knock.

	Three again.

	Not louder. Just certain.

	Seraphina looked toward Tomas’s pallet near the back wall. Empty.

	Something dark marked the floor beside it.

	She stepped closer and saw it.

	Blood.

	A thin streak, half-dried already, dragged toward the shadows.

	Her stomach lurched.

	The third knock had not yet faded when she heard movement behind the house—boots in the yard, a horse snorting, a gate groaning open. They were not only at the door.

	They were everywhere.

	She backed up once, heart racing now, and gripped the knife so hard her knuckles burned white.

	Then the latch lifted.

	She had barred the door before bed. She knew she had.

	Yet the iron slid back from the outside with a soft scrape, as though some invisible hand had been invited in.

	The door opened.

	Moonlight spilled across the threshold, silver and cold.

	A man stood there, tall enough that he seemed to fill the frame. He wore black from throat to boot, his coat long and severe, the fabric too fine for any villager, too immaculate for any soldier who travelled honest roads. Rain had not touched him. Mud had not dared. His hair was dark as a raven’s wing, tied loosely at the nape, and his face—

	For one strange, disorienting second, Seraphina forgot fear.

	He was beautiful.

	Not in the soft, warm way of songs or painted saints. He was beautiful like a blade was beautiful. Like winter moonlight on a grave. His features were cut in harsh perfection—high cheekbones, strong mouth, eyes like midnight with something red buried deep inside them, as if embers smoldered where a human soul should be.

	He looked at her the way kings might look at battlefields.

	As if he already owned them.

	Seraphina forced breath into her lungs. “Who are you?”

	His gaze dropped to the knife in her hand, then rose slowly back to her face.

	The corner of his mouth moved. Not quite a smile. More like a dark thought.

	“You should not stand so close to the door,” he said.

	His voice was low, smooth, and ruinously calm.

	It made her more afraid than shouting would have.

	“Get out,” she said, though the words came rougher than she intended. “Whatever you want, take it and leave.”

	“I did not come for your silver.”

	He stepped over the threshold.

	She lunged before she could think better of it.

	The knife flashed toward his throat. She was fast—faster than most men expected—and for one fierce breath she thought she might actually land the strike.

	He caught her wrist in the air.

	Not hard. Effortlessly.

	It was the ease of it that terrified her.

	His fingers closed around her pulse, cool as marble, and the knife stopped inches from his skin. She tried to wrench free, but it was like fighting iron. His other hand came up, gently—almost insultingly so—and removed the blade from her grip.

	He let it fall.

	It hit the floorboards with a clatter that seemed much too loud in the silence.

	Seraphina glared at him, chest rising and falling sharply. “Coward.”

	Something flickered in his eyes then. Interest, perhaps.

	“Most people begin with monster.”

	“Would you prefer that?”

	“No,” he said. “I prefer the truth.”

	She hated the way he said it. As if truth belonged to him. As if the whole room bent subtly around his will.

	Movement stirred outside the open door. Two more men stood in the moonlight beyond him, broad-shouldered and still. Not men, she realized in one sickening pulse. Not truly. Their stillness was too complete. Their eyes caught the light with that same unnatural gleam.

	Vampires.

	The stories had not lied.

	Her village had always spoken of them in lowered voices, like naming them too loudly might call them from the mountains. Predators in ruined castles. Noble monsters who drank silk-draped blood from crystal throats. Night-born kings and beasts and things older than prayer.

	Seraphina had never believed the stories in full.

	Now one stood in her house, holding her wrist as if her body were already part of his property.

	She drew herself up. “If you came to kill me, do it. I won’t beg.”

	At that, his expression changed.

	It did not soften. Not exactly. But something in it sharpened, as though she had stepped into clearer focus before him.

	“I know you will not beg,” he said quietly.

	That frightened her more than anything yet, because it sounded like he knew her.

	He released her wrist.

	The loss of his touch felt like stepping away from a cliff edge you had not known you were standing on.

	Seraphina snatched her hand back and took two steps away.

	“What do you want from me?”

	He did not answer at once. Instead, he looked around the room—the rough-hewn table, the dying fire, the shelves lined with chipped pottery and bunches of drying herbs. The humble little house where Seraphina had spent the last six years trying to build something like safety out of scraps.

	His gaze returned to her.

	“This place no longer holds you.”

	“Then you came to the wrong house.”

	One of the figures outside moved. “My king—”

	He silenced the man with the smallest lift of one hand.

	My king.

	The room seemed to narrow around her.

	The Blood King.

	The name landed in her mind with the force of a bell struck in darkness.

	Lucien Draven.

	Every child in the valley knew that name, though mothers spoke it only to warn. A ruler in the north. A butcher in the old wars. A sovereign of night who wore a crown no sunlight had touched in centuries. Some said he was myth. Others said he was worse.

	And he was standing in her home as though doorways had forgotten how to refuse him.

	Seraphina’s throat went dry. “Why are you here?”

	“To take you.”

	The words were simple. Clean.

	She stared at him, then laughed once—a hard, incredulous sound. “You must be mad.”

	“Perhaps.”

	“I am no one.”

	His eyes held hers. “No one rarely smells of old blood and prophecy.”

	The floor seemed to shift under her.

	A cold memory stirred—her mother’s hands, years ago, knotting a silver thread around Seraphina’s wrist; the whispered warning never to remove it; the strange fever that had come every winter since childhood; the way certain dreams left a metallic taste in her mouth.

	She shoved the thoughts away.

	“This is some mistake.”

	“It is not.”

	He turned slightly, and one of his men stepped forward carrying a dark cloak lined in crimson.

	The sight of it made panic finally break loose in her chest.

	She backed away fast. “Don’t touch me.”

	“Seraphina.”

	The sound of her name on his lips struck like a slap. She had never told him.

	She seized the heavy iron poker from beside the hearth and held it out with both hands. “Stay back.”

	He looked at the weapon, then at her face, and something almost like weariness passed over his own.

	“I did not come to harm you.”

	“You broke into my house in the middle of the night with armed monsters.”

	His gaze dipped briefly to the blood by Tomas’s empty pallet, and for the first time a crack showed in his control.

	“Your man lived,” he said. “Mine restrained him when he reached for a crossbow.”

	Relief flared so suddenly she almost staggered.

	“Where is he?”

	“Outside. Unconscious. Alive.”

	Outside.

	Surrounded by these things.

	She tightened her grip on the poker until her shoulders ached.

	From the village beyond the house came a faint cry, then another. Doors opening. People waking. Too late.

	Lucien heard it too. His head tilted slightly, listening.

	Then he looked back at her, and the strange red buried in his dark eyes brightened—not with bloodlust, not exactly, but with urgency.

	“We are leaving now.”

	“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

	His voice dropped lower. “If you stay, others will come.”

	“Others?”

	He did not answer quickly enough.

	That was answer enough.

	A wind slammed suddenly against the shutters. The candle on the table guttered out. The room plunged half into darkness, lit only by the embers in the hearth and the white spill of moonlight from the door.

	Outside, the horses began to scream.

	Not whinny. Scream.

	One of Lucien’s men whirled toward the yard, baring fangs.

	Something moved in the darkness beyond them—too fast, too thin, wrong in a way that made Seraphina’s skin crawl.

	A shape vaulted over the fence.

	Another landed on the roof.

	Then came the sound of claws scraping wood.

	Lucien’s entire body changed.

	The calm did not vanish. It hardened.

	Predatory power rolled off him so suddenly the air itself seemed to recoil. The room felt smaller, colder, charged with the terrible truth of what he was. Not a nobleman with pale hands and elegant clothes.

	A killer.
An apex thing.
A king of monsters.

	“Get behind me,” he said.

	Seraphina did not move.

	One of the shutters exploded inward.

	A creature lunged through in a shower of splintered wood—gaunt, grey-skinned, with jaws too wide and eyes like pits burned empty. It was not like Lucien or the others. There was no beauty in it. No control. Only hunger.

	Seraphina cried out and swung the poker.

	The thing caught the iron in one clawed hand and shrieked.

	Then Lucien moved.

	She barely saw him.

	One moment he stood between her and the door. The next he was across the room, one hand through the creature’s throat, slamming it into the wall hard enough to crack plaster. Black blood sprayed the stones. The monster convulsed, claws scraping uselessly against his sleeve.

	Lucien tore its head from its body.

	The sound was wet and horrible.

	For a heartbeat, the room froze.

	The corpse crumpled to the floor.

	Seraphina stared, breath trapped in her lungs.

	Black blood dripped from Lucien’s fingers. His face was still beautiful. Still composed. But his eyes now blazed unmistakably red.

	There it was, the truth of him.

	Not court rumor. Not old wives’ tales.

	Death dressed in a king’s skin.

	More shrieks rose outside.

	Lucien turned to her. “Now,” he said.

	She should have run from him. She knew she should have.

	Instead, some instinct older than logic shoved her toward the only thing in the room more dangerous than whatever hunted outside.

	He caught her by the waist and pulled her behind him just as another creature crashed through the doorway.

	His men met it in a blur of steel and fangs.

	The house became chaos—splintering wood, snarls, screams from the yard, the stink of blood and smoke. Seraphina stumbled against the table, trying to breathe, trying to think.

	Why had they come for her?
What were those things?
What prophecy?
Why did the Blood King know her name?

	Lucien turned back to her, and in the red-lit ruin of the room he looked less like a man than a dark god carved from vengeance.

	He crossed the distance between them in two strides.

	“Listen to me carefully,” he said.

	His hands closed over her shoulders. Cool. Unyielding. Steady amid the violence.

	“You can fight me later. Hate me later. But if you remain here tonight, you will die.”

	Something in his voice cut through the terror. Not softness. Not kindness. Certainty.

	A creature screamed somewhere above them on the roof.

	Lucien looked up once, calculating, then back down at her.

	For the first time since he arrived, she saw something raw beneath the kingly composure. Not fear for himself.

	Fear for her.

	That made no sense at all.

	“I don’t know you,” she whispered.

	His gaze searched her face as if memorizing it.

	“No,” he said, and there was something bleak in the words. “But I know exactly who you are.”

	He released one shoulder and drew a small dagger from inside his coat. Its hilt was black, the blade etched with silver runes. Before she could recoil, he sliced his palm cleanly across it.

	Blood welled—dark, almost impossibly rich in color.

	He pressed that bleeding hand against the center of the cloak his servant still held.

	The runes flared crimson.

	The air in the room seemed to shudder.

	Seraphina stared. “What did you do?”

	“Bought us a few seconds.”

	Then, with no warning, he took her face in one blood-slick hand.

	Her whole body went still.

	His thumb brushed the line of her cheek, leaving a dark streak behind. The contact was almost gentle, which somehow felt more dangerous than violence.

	When he spoke, his voice was quieter than the storm around them.

	“You were not taken for ransom, Seraphina Vale.”

	He stepped closer.

	The world narrowed to his mouth, his eyes, the cold press of his fingers against her skin, the taste of iron in the air.

	Outside, something howled.

	Inside, her heart struck against her ribs like a trapped bird.

	Then the Blood King said the words that shattered what remained of her life.

	“You are here,” he said, “because you are to become my bride.”

	 


Chapter Two: The King’s Castle

	Seraphina did not remember leaving the house.

	Later, she would recall flashes—broken ones, as if the night itself had swallowed pieces of her memory and spat back only what it pleased.

	Lucien’s arm around her waist as the walls shook with inhuman shrieks.

	A black cloak thrown over her shoulders, heavy and warm, smelling faintly of cedar, cold air, and the metallic sweetness of blood.

	The blur of moonlit yard, dead grass silver beneath the night.

	Tomas half-conscious beside the well, exactly as Lucien had promised—alive.

	And then the horse.

	Huge. Black. Restless as storm water. It snorted steam into the frozen dark while one of Lucien’s men held the reins in gloved hands. Before Seraphina could twist away, Lucien lifted her as though she weighed nothing and set her into the saddle.

	She had turned on him then, furious enough to forget fear.

	“I said no.”

	“And I ignored you,” he replied.

	Then he mounted behind her in one fluid motion, his body hard and immovable at her back, one arm coming around her to seize the reins.

	The horse surged forward.

	The village vanished into darkness.

	She had not spoken again after that.

	Not because she had run out of anger. There was so much anger inside her it felt like it might split her open. But the night beyond the fields was too full of movement. Too full of eyes.

	Shapes tracked them through the trees.

	Not always close enough to see clearly, but enough. Pale faces in the dark. Fast shadows between trunks. Things that watched the king and did not come near.

	Lucien’s men rode around them in a shifting circle, silent as specters. No one spoke above a murmur. The only sounds were hooves, cold wind, and the hard beat of Seraphina’s own heart.

	She sat rigid in the saddle, every muscle locked.

	Lucien’s chest remained steady against her back. Too steady. No breath misted from his lips against her hair. No heat came from him but a strange deep warmth that seemed to live under his skin rather than above it.

	Once, when the horse leaped over a fallen tree, her hand flew instinctively to the front of the saddle—and brushed his.

	His fingers tightened over the reins.

	For one absurd, traitorous second, the touch sent a hot shiver through her in spite of everything.

	She hated him for it immediately.

	She hated herself a little more.

	By the time the castle appeared, dawn had not yet broken, but the eastern sky had begun to pale at the edges.

	It rose from the mountain like part of the mountain itself.

	No village tale had done it justice.

	The first thing Seraphina saw was not the height of it, though the black towers seemed to stab straight into the paling sky. It was the shape. The castle did not spread with noble grace like the palaces in painted books. It climbed. Layer upon layer of dark

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




