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​Chapter One – The Fog and the Bells

The fog clung to the village like a second skin, thick and heavy, muffling even the sound of the church bells as they tolled in warning. Everyone knew what the bells meant.

Another had been chosen.

Marienne stood at the edge of the square, her basket of herbs clutched tight against her chest. The villagers shifted uneasily, faces pale, eyes refusing to linger on the black-robed steward who held the sealed parchment. His voice carried through the fog, brittle and cold.

“The lord of Blackthorn Castle demands his due.”

A ripple of dread spread through the crowd. Mothers pulled children close. Men stared at the ground. Marienne’s heart hammered, a frantic bird caged in her chest. She prayed—silently, desperately—that the name spoken would not be hers.

When the parchment was broken and the name unfurled into the damp air, the silence was deafening.

“Marienne Hale.”

The basket slid from her arms. Sprigs of rosemary and wolfsbane scattered across the stones like spilled blood. The villagers turned their faces away—not one met her gaze. Not one stepped forward.

She was already lost.

The steward’s eyes gleamed in the half-light as he extended his hand. “The master waits.”

And so she was led from the square, past the threshold of the only life she had ever known, toward the looming silhouette of Blackthorn Castle. Its jagged towers pierced the fog like broken teeth. The stories whispered of the man who dwelled there—if he was a man at all. Some said he had bargained with death. Others claimed he drank blood beneath the moon. All agreed on one thing.

None who were taken ever returned.

Marienne’s steps faltered, but she did not cry out. She was not foolish enough to believe tears would save her. Yet beneath her fear, something else stirred—a strange, terrible pull. A sense that the shadows themselves had been waiting.

And somewhere within that fortress of stone and silence, a pair of eyes had already fixed upon her.

Eyes that had been waiting far longer than she could imagine.

​Chapter Two – The Castle Breathes

The gates of Blackthorn Castle groaned open with the sound of bone grinding against stone. Marienne flinched as she was led inside, the torchlight catching the wet glisten of iron spikes along the walls.

The air was different here—heavier, as though every breath she drew carried secrets with it.

The steward released her at the threshold. “The master will see you soon.” He gave no bow, no kindness. With a swift turn of his cloak, he vanished into the shadows, leaving her alone.

The silence pressed close.

Marienne wrapped her arms around herself, her green eyes darting across the vast entry hall. Tattered banners clung to the stone, their colors faded beyond recognition. A chandelier of black iron hung above, its candles dripping wax like frozen tears. The floor was cold beneath her worn shoes, veined marble that seemed to pulse faintly with light when she stepped.

It was as if the castle breathed.

Somewhere in the distance, she heard it—the slow, deliberate rhythm of footsteps. Heavy. Patient. They echoed through the corridors, measured as a heartbeat. She spun toward the sound, her auburn hair falling loose from its braid, but no one appeared.

“Hello?” Her voice cracked in the emptiness.

The footsteps stopped.

Her skin prickled. She could feel it—someone watching. The weight of a gaze that stripped her bare, searching, claiming. Her heart slammed against her ribs as though it recognized what her mind refused to accept.

Marienne forced herself to move, crossing into a corridor lined with arched windows. Outside, the forest stretched in endless fog, a sea of pale gray that pressed against the glass. She touched it, her breath fogging the pane.

A whisper stirred behind her. Low. Velvet-dark.

“You shouldn’t have come.”

She spun—

No one.

But she knew. Somewhere above, somewhere hidden in the shadows of his fortress, the lord of Blackthorn was waiting. And though she could not yet see his face, the whisper curled through her like smoke, wrapping around her lungs until her breath belonged to him.
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