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Chapter One: Noble Origins

[image: ]




The late afternoon sun, a dying ember, cast long, golden fingers across the polished marble of Château Duvalier’s salon. Its grandeur, a masterpiece of wealth and history, felt to Celeste Duvalier like an elaborate cage. She stood in the center of the vast room, the soft glow illuminating the grand tapestries that hung like silent witnesses on the walls.

Her dark hair, woven with sapphire ribbons, cascaded in soft curls over her shoulders, framing a face often described in hushed tones in the courts of Paris. The gown she wore, a masterpiece of silk and lace, clung to her form like an unwelcome embrace. Layers of midnight blue silk shimmered with every movement, a deep ocean of color catching the candlelight. The bodice, tightly fitted and embroidered with silver threads, displayed her figure with a boldness she despised, each stitch a reminder of her mother’s relentless ambition. Tiny pearls winked softly along a neckline cut just low enough to reveal the curve of her collarbone. Though stunning, the gown felt like a trap, designed to display her beauty like a precious jewel for the suitor she was to meet that night, a stranger whose interest she hoped never to return.

Her mother’s heels clicked on the marble, a staccato rhythm of authority as she approached. “This is the finest match you could hope for, Celeste,” she said, her voice firm with the unyielding conviction that only years of nobility could carve. “Your father and I have worked tirelessly to arrange this.”

Celeste’s stomach twisted. She had heard it all before. The Devereaux family was wealthy and respected; her intended, Alphonse Devereaux, was older, unremarkable, and by all accounts a dull man. A suitable husband in every sense. A man who would secure her future but sever her independence.

“It’s a prison, Mother, not a match,” she replied coolly, her gaze drifting across the gilded portrait frames lining the walls, generations of Duvalier ancestors staring at her as if daring her to rebel. She yearned for a life of her own making, for the freedom to explore the world alone, but her mother’s words echoed in her mind: nobility was not a matter of choice. It was a duty.

Before her mother could respond, footsteps echoed from behind. Celeste turned, her breath catching as her cousin Lucien emerged from the doorway, his figure a dark silhouette against the light. There was a softness to his features, a misleading charm that masked his calculating nature. Lucien had been a constant shadow since childhood, his gaze following her with an intensity that had grown with every year, always watching, always lingering.

“Celeste, you look radiant,” he said, his voice smooth as silk. His pale, unblinking eyes swept over her with a possessive familiarity that made her skin crawl. She had turned down his quiet propositions in the past, knowing his affection was a fragile thing next to his burning pride.

“Lucien,” she replied curtly, not bothering with a curtsy. “Shouldn’t you be preparing for the gathering?”

“I came to see my favorite cousin before the festivities began,” he said, a smile playing on his lips. “This evening's ball marks the end of one chapter of your life and the beginning of another, no? A fortunate match, indeed.”

His words had a biting edge, as if he knew how deeply the prospect grated on her. Celeste knew he enjoyed her discomfort. "I see little fortune in a life without freedom, Lucien. But then, you’ve always seen freedom as something to be stolen, not earned."

His smile tightened, but his mask of charm remained in place. “I see the fortune in a woman knowing her place, and the strength of a family secured,” he answered, an almost imperceptible sneer beneath his words.

Celeste turned away from him, refusing to indulge his provocations. The thought of simply walking out of the château, leaving her family, her station, and him behind, was a fleeting wish that dissipated as quickly as it formed. She was a Duvalier, and Duvaliers did not abandon their duty, no matter how oppressive it felt.

As Lucien’s footsteps receded down the corridor, a chill ran through her. She had caught something unspoken in his gaze, a glint of something darker than she’d ever seen in him before—a quiet threat in his sharp eyes. He wanted her, and if he couldn't have her, she feared he would stop at nothing to see her life turned upside down.

The château now hummed with activity. The air carried the scents of beeswax and polished wood, mingling with the faint aroma of roasting meats from the kitchens below. The rustle of silks and the clinking of glasses echoed through the halls as servants rushed to and fro, their faces a blur of motion.

Celeste stood in front of her mirror, her reflection a flawless image of what was expected—a vision in lace and pearls, her beauty unmarred, her future locked in place. Yet a gnawing apprehension had taken root within her, a sense that her world would soon unravel. Lucien’s presence lingered, a foretelling shadow over her, and she felt a sense of dread settle over her as if he were already plotting something sinister.

As she descended the grand staircase, her gaze drifted over the faces of her family, her mother’s pride, her father’s stoic approval, the guests murmuring with admiration. And yet there was Lucien, watching her from the edge of the room, his eyes gleaming with a satisfaction that sent a shiver down her spine.

Unbeknownst to her, the trap had already been set. As Celeste prepared to greet her future, she had no way of knowing that her own blood kin would betray her. Tonight, Lucien would set in motion a plan that would take her far from the world she knew and cast her into a life both darker and far more dangerous than anything she could imagine.

For now, she was a noblewoman, bound to a family name, a duty, and a suitor. But soon, she would be something else entirely.
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Chapter Two: The Betrayal
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The ballroom gleamed with candlelight, its mirrored walls reflecting the swirling colors of velvet, satin, and brocade as the guests danced beneath glittering chandeliers. A mask of midnight blue feathers framed Celeste’s face, casting shadows over her features and hiding her profound unease. The masquerade was meant to celebrate her engagement, but to Celeste, it felt like a dirge—a ceremony marking the death of her freedom.

Celeste spotted Lucien across the room, a sly grin playing at the corner of his mouth as he raised a glass in her direction. She had been avoiding him all evening, trying to lose herself in polite conversation, but each time she glanced around the room, his gaze was upon her, sharp and unyielding.

Finally, Lucien approached her with a shallow bow, offering his gloved hand.

“Would you deny me a dance, ma chère cousine?” he asked, his voice slick with a charm that felt as unyielding as the steel beneath her bodice.

She hesitated, but the eyes of the crowd were on her, and she knew refusal would only fuel his satisfaction. Reluctantly, she took his hand, feeling the strength in his grip as he led her to the center of the floor. The orchestra began a slow waltz, and Lucien drew her close, a little too close, his hand pressing firmly against the small of her back.

“I wonder, Celeste,” he murmured, his breath warm against her ear, “if you’ve had time to reconsider your... obligations.”

She held his gaze, her chin raised defiantly. “I have considered everything quite thoroughly, Lucien. My fate is already sealed, and so is my answer.”

A glint of something sinister flashed in his eyes, but he only smiled, his grip tightening on her. “How unfortunate for you, then, that fate often has a way of making decisions for us.”

The dizziness hit her like a wave, and she stumbled, clutching his shoulder. As her vision blurred, the room seemed to spin around her. “Lucien... what have you—?” The words slurred in her mouth, thick and heavy, as if her very thoughts were slipping through her fingers. His smile was the last thing she saw before darkness claimed her, a look of cold, victorious malice that seared itself into her mind.

When Celeste awoke, her entire body ached, her mouth dry as sand. The cold, rough wood of the cot scraped against her skin, and a wave of nausea rolled over her with the ship's sickening sway. The air was thick with the smell of damp salt and unwashed linens, and the distant crash of waves against the hull was a relentless drumbeat. Muffled creaks and groans echoed through the ship, a chorus of misery that matched her own. She struggled to sit up, her vision blurred as she took in her surroundings—a small, dimly lit cabin, barely large enough for a narrow cot, a table, and a small, iron-bound chest at the foot of her bed.

Panicked, she struggled to her feet, steadying herself against the wall. Her gown was gone, replaced by a simple linen dress whose coarse fabric was a far cry from the silks and brocades of her life in France. She glanced around, looking for anything familiar, but the only belongings she found were inside the small chest—a few pieces of clothing, a worn leather-bound Bible, and a silver hair comb. Her family’s crest, a symbol of her old life, was nowhere to be found.

Her heart raced as she tried to understand what had happened. The last thing she remembered was the masquerade, Lucien’s hand on her waist, the disorienting haze that had fallen over her... and then nothing. It was as if her entire life had been ripped from her, leaving her stranded in a place where nothing made sense.

The door creaked open, and a woman stepped inside. She was older, with lines etched deep into her weathered face and her hair tied back in a plain kerchief. Her eyes softened when she saw Celeste’s frightened expression, but her tone was brisk.

“So, you’re awake at last,” she said, crossing her arms. “You’d best get used to the rocking. It’ll be like this until we reach the New World.”

Celeste’s stomach lurched. The New World?

“Wh-what do you mean?” she stammered, clutching her chest, feeling her heart pound beneath her fingertips. “I was at a party... I should be in my family’s château. This... this is a mistake!”

The woman raised a brow, her gaze assessing. “A mistake? You’re one of the filles à la cassette, girl. They sent you with your dowry in that small chest, sealed like a coffin for your old life. They sent you to be married off to some man in the colonies.”

Celeste’s blood turned to ice. “No,” she whispered, shaking her head, denial thick in her throat. “That’s not possible. I never agreed to any of this.”

The woman sighed, glancing at her with a mixture of pity and indifference. “It isn’t up to us, now, is it? You’re far from the first girl to end up on this ship, and you won’t be the last. They’re always in need of wives in the colonies.”

The reality of her situation sank in, crashing over her like the waves outside her window. She was a pawn, a discarded piece in a game she hadn't known she was playing. And she knew, with a certainty that froze her blood, who had set the board. Lucien. Her mother's pride, her father's stoic approval—had they known? Or were they simply blind to the viper they had raised? Her own parents had handed her over, not to a suitor, but to a distant land, and the whims of a man who had always despised her.

The woman watched her with a hardened expression. “Rest while you can. It’s a long voyage, and you’ll need your strength when we reach port.”

The door shut, leaving Celeste alone in the dim silence of the cabin. She sank onto the cot, her body numb with shock. She thought of her mother, her father, the life she had left behind. In one swift, merciless betrayal, Lucien had destroyed it all.

She buried her face in her hands, a swell of fury rising within her. She had always known Lucien harbored resentment, that he despised her independence and her refusal to fall under his control. But this—this was beyond anything she had imagined. He had not just taken her freedom; he had sentenced her to a life of exile, a life of servitude in a strange, foreign land.

As the hours passed, Celeste sat in the silence, her rage hardening, calcifying into a fierce resolve. She would find a way to survive, to fight, even in this unknown world that awaited her. And if she ever saw Lucien again, she would make him pay for every injustice, every ounce of pain he had inflicted upon her.

Outside, the waves churned, carrying her further from everything she had known. She was no longer the noble Celeste Duvalier, confined by the gilded walls of her family’s estate. That life was gone, lost in the depths of the sea behind her.

All that remained was a small chest of belongings, her fractured will, and the unyielding certainty that she would reclaim her life—no matter what she had to become to do it.
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Chapter Three: Transformation on the High Seas
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Days blended into each other in the dark, musty hold where Celeste and the other girls were kept, far below the deck. Their world was one of constant shadows, the damp wood groaning as the ship navigated endless waves. Her only sense of time came from the routine sounds above—the rhythmic stomp of the sailors’ boots, the distant shriek of seabirds, the constant lap of water against the hull.

Sister Gertrude was their constant companion, a sturdy woman with severe features and a gaze that missed nothing. She wore a habit that had long lost its original color, and her thin, tight-lipped smiles did little to comfort the frightened girls under her care. There was something unsettling about Sister Gertrude, though Celeste couldn’t place what it was. She would often disappear in the evening, only to be replaced by a sleek black cat that prowled the dim quarters below, watching the girls with gleaming yellow eyes.

The cat—Celeste had taken to calling it “Sable”—was an unusual creature. She never saw Sable and Sister Gertrude together, and somehow, the cat seemed to share a silent understanding with the Sister. When Gertrude brought the girls their daily provisions—dry biscuits, salted meats, and thin vegetable soups—Sable would watch from the shadows, almost as though ensuring that Gertrude’s instructions were followed.

One night, while the others slept, Celeste sat awake, struggling to ignore the cold hunger gnawing at her belly. She watched as Sable padded silently across the floor and disappeared into the darkness. Her curiosity grew as she glanced toward the heavy, locked door that led to the rest of the ship. Beyond it lay mysteries—the sounds of men shouting, the scent of tobacco and sweat. Sister Gertrude had warned them to stay below, to avoid the “vile” men above deck who, she assured them, were nothing more than beasts of lust.

The rules were strict, and the girls obeyed, unwilling to risk Sister Gertrude’s wrath. But even Gertrude’s vigilance couldn’t stop the whispers that grew among them—a strange story of a large, iron-bound casket in the cargo hold, unlike the small chests of belongings each girl had been given. The girls gossiped, speculating that it was filled with gold or treasure. Celeste, restless and driven by an insatiable curiosity, knew she had to see it for herself.

On a night when the ship rocked gently, she slipped out of her cot and crept down the narrow passage to the hold. The lantern light flickered as she descended, illuminating the large, ominous casket at the center of the room. The wood was old, bound with thick iron bands that seemed to pulse with a strange, almost unnatural energy. She reached out, her hand trembling, and touched the edge.

A low groan emanated from within.

Celeste’s hand flew back as she gasped, her heart racing. She took a cautious step closer and peered into a small crack along the edge of the casket. Inside lay a man, his skin pale as bone, his body utterly still. She could barely make out his features in the dim light, but his face was striking, as though he were carved from marble, with high cheekbones and full lips that seemed frozen in a gentle smirk. She stumbled back, her heart pounding, and fled from the hold, her steps quickening with every turn. She hurried back to the girls’ quarters, slipping into bed, her mind swirling with questions, but sleep wouldn’t come.

The days dragged on, and with them came a new dread. A strange, feverish sickness began to spread among the girls, creeping through the lower decks with a silent malice. Those afflicted coughed violently, their faces pale and drenched with sweat, their eyes glassy and fever-bright. At first, Sister Gertrude said it was nothing, merely the wear of the long journey. But soon, whispers of “consumption” passed from one frightened girl to the next. Celeste had seen tuberculosis before—she remembered the slow, wasting illness, the way it robbed its victims of strength.

But this sickness seemed different, somehow darker. Celeste’s own nerves remained frayed, her mind kept drifting back to the man in the casket. She couldn't shake the memory of his face, so unnaturally still, nor the eerie sensation she’d felt when she touched the iron-bound wood. She began to suspect the fever that afflicted the girls was not of this world, that it was tied to the man who lay within the strange casket. She couldn’t explain it, but deep in her bones, she knew.

It was nearly midnight when it happened. The ship was silent, save for the lapping of waves and the creak of the timbers. Celeste lay awake, her heart pounding with a strange unease. She turned, her eyes straining against the darkness, and then she saw him.

A figure stood at the edge of the room, watching her. In the pale moonlight that filtered through the small porthole, she could just make out his face—the same face she had seen in the casket. He moved toward her, and though she wanted to scream, to alert the others, her voice caught in her throat.

He was upon her in an instant, his hand cold as ice against her cheek. “Shh,” he whispered, his voice like silk, dark and lulling. “You will not remember this.”

Before she could struggle, he lowered his head to her neck. She felt a sharp, piercing pain, and then everything else vanished into a warm, consuming darkness.

When she awoke, the world felt different, sharper, every sound and scent painfully vivid. The morning sun, thin as it was through the tiny window, seared her eyes, making her recoil as if burned. She sat up, heart pounding, and touched her neck, feeling the tender, bruised 

skin.

Over the next days, her senses heightened in ways she could neither control nor explain. Every sound echoed through her mind like a shout; every scent filled her with a maddening hunger she could not satisfy. The sunlight hurt her now, and her skin felt raw beneath its harsh rays. Even the food—the tasteless biscuits, the salted meat—only served to deepen her hunger, leaving her weak and feverish.

Sister Gertrude eyed her with suspicion, her sharp gaze noticing every change. “You’re not looking well, child,” she observed one afternoon, her tone cold. “A touch of seasickness, perhaps?”

Celeste tried to brush off her concerns, but in truth, she was terrified. She could feel her humanity slipping, like sand through her fingers. The sight of the other girls made her pulse quicken, her teeth ache with a hunger she didn’t understand. At night, she would awaken to dreams of darkness, of whispered voices and blood, images that filled her with both fear and a strange, thrilling anticipation.

It wasn’t long before the girls began to avoid her, their faces pale with a fear they couldn’t quite name. She saw it in their eyes, in the way they clutched their rosaries when she passed. Only Sister Gertrude remained close, watching her with a wary, knowing look, as though she understood what was happening. And always, somewhere in the shadows, Sable watched her, the cat’s yellow eyes glinting with something ancient and unfathomable.

As the ship drew closer to the New World, Celeste felt her old self fading, replaced by something new, something dark and insatiable. She was no longer the Celeste who had danced in gilded ballrooms, the noble girl destined to be a dutiful wife. She was something else now, something forged in the darkness of the ship’s hold and bound by blood. And as she looked out over the rolling waves, she understood that there was no turning back.
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Chapter Four: The Phantom on the High Seas
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The voyage across the Atlantic had been brutal—a relentless stretch of waves and storms, the salty air heavy with despair and desperation. Though the nuns spoke of faith and resilience, and though Sister Gertrude’s black cat moved silently among them, there was a shadow that lurked beyond their watchful eyes.

The vampire who changed her came at night, a figure emerging from the shadows between crates and barrels of provisions, his steps soundless, his presence like a wraith. Celeste knew nothing of his purpose then, nor of the ancient lineage he carried within him. All she could recall in her fevered dreams was his face—a lean, ghostly visage with eyes that burned like embers in the pitch-black darkness of the ship’s hold.

He called himself Raphaël, a name spoken with an old-world accent that clung to the syllables like fog. In that first encounter, she had only a fractured memory of his face, his hand, cold as stone, brushing against her skin, and the sharp, searing pain that followed—a bite that felt both like a curse and a promise. She thought him a phantom, a fevered hallucination; but when the hunger began to haunt her dreams and the darkness itself seemed to yield to her newfound senses, she knew he was real.

Celeste’s dreams grew sharper, painting images of Raphaël’s face and fragments of his history—pieces of a puzzle she couldn’t yet understand. In one vision, he stood in a shadowy stone crypt beneath a crumbling château. The scent of ancient parchment and the cold weight of ages seemed to cling to him. Raphaël belonged to an ancient coven, a lineage that reached back centuries in France: The House of Morlaix.
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