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1: Blood in the Snow

 

"I remember the taste of your mother's fear," Lysara crooned, tapping one blood-tipped nail against the rim of her wineglass. The liquid inside wasn't wine.

 

Snow White kept her spine straight against the cold marble of her throne-room chair, fingers tightening around the arms carved with forgotten saints. The queen's midnight-blue gown pooled around her like spilled ink, the silver embroidery catching the torchlight in predatory winks.

 

Outside, the wolves were howling again.

 

Snow had turned nineteen yesterday—not that anyone really cared. Birthdays meant nothing in a castle where time stretched like taffy under Lysara's reign. The queen had gifted her a dagger instead of cake, its hilt wrapped in black silk. "For protection," she'd murmured, but her smile had been a blade all its own.

 

Now, huntsman Elias loomed behind Lysara's shoulder, smelling of iron and damp wool. Snow knew the way his pulse jumped when the queen stroked his scarred knuckles; knew the way he stiffened whenever Snow's skirts brushed past him in the corridor. A dog on two legs, loyal only to the hand that fed him raw meat and feverish promises.

 

Lysara leaned forward suddenly, her perfume—rotten roses and something chemical—making Snow's eyes water. "The southern court writes of unrest," she said, too lightly. "Peasants whispering of your father's true heir. Whatever happened to that dull little girl?"

 

Snow's pulse throbbed where her stepmother's fingers had gripped her wrist last week, leaving crescent-shaped bruises. She lifted her chin.

 

"I wouldn't know," she lied.

 

The wolves howled louder.

 

Lysara’s polished smile faltered—just for an instant—before she laughed, tossing her head back with theatrical ease. But Snow caught it: the tremor in her fingers as she raised the wineglass again, the too-quick blink of her void-black eyes. Elias shifted his weight behind her, his breathing uneven. The torches flickered as if something vast had moved outside the vaulted windows.

 

Snow’s blood thrummed in her veins. She’d spent years playing the docile ward, swallowing the bile that rose whenever Lysara stroked her hair with those clawed fingers. Now, something new coiled in her stomach—something sharp and heady. It wasn’t fear.
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The queen’s wineglass trembled again, casting fractured ruby light across the banquet table. Snow tilted her head, feigning innocence. "You look tired, Stepmother."

 

Lysara’s grip tightened—a spider sensing its web shudder—before she forced another laugh. "Darling," she purred, "I’ve outlived empires." But her pupils flickered gold-black-gold, betraying the lie. The wolves outside fell silent.

 

Snow exhaled slowly through her nose, the scent: iron. Fresh blood. Not from the goblet—from Elias. His sleeve was torn, the fabric sticking to a wound beneath. When their eyes met, his gaze dropped. Guilt? Or strategy?

 

Lysara twirled a lock of Snow’s hair between her fingers, nails grazing her scalp. "Such lovely color," she mused. "Like raven’s wings dipped in ink." Her voice dripped saccharine, but the undercurrent slithered—a serpent testing the air. Snow shuddered, not from fear, but from the electric thrill of the unspoken game. She'd seen the way the queen's neck tendons tightened when Snow hummed her dead mother's lullabies.

 

Elias coughed abruptly—wet, strained. A droplet of blood splattered the marble. Lysara's nostrils flared. "Clumsy," she murmured, but her gaze lingered too long on the crimson bead. Snow tucked the observation away like a stolen knife.

 

Silence pooled between them, thick as the queen's perfume. Then—boots on stone. The hall doors groaned open, revealing a cloaked messenger kneeling in the threshold, his breath ragged. Snow caught the stench of burnt parchment and panic before he spoke. "Your Grace," he gasped. "The southern villages... they're burning effigies in the square."

 

Lysara's nails dug into Snow's shoulder. "Whose likeness?"

 

The messenger's throat bobbed. "Yours, Majesty."

 

Snow felt Lysara's grip convulse—a spider realizing its web was aflame. The queen's laugh punched through the hall like shattering glass. "Fools," she breathed, but her pupils had swallowed the gold entirely, leaving pits of black. Elias tensed behind her, his scarred fingers twitching toward the axe at his hip.

 

The messenger crumpled further, forehead pressed to stone. "They chant... they chant the late king's name, Your Grace." His voice cracked like kindling. Snow's pulse leapt—she hadn't heard her father's title spoken aloud in years. Not since Lysara had the court painters scrape his face from every portrait.

 

Elias's axe rasped against its sheath. Lysara's fingers tightened around Snow's shoulder hard enough to bruise, but the pain was distant, drowned by the roar in her ears. The southern villages saw her father's banners. The realization tasted metallic, like biting her own tongue.

 

Lysara released her abruptly, turning toward the messenger with a rustle of poisoned silk. "And who," she breathed, "leads these... festivities?" Her voice was velvet wrapped around a blade. The messenger flinched. Snow watched his throat work, watched the sweat bead along his hairline—watched Lysara's shadow stretch unnaturally toward him, black and grasping.

 

"They say..." The man swallowed. "They say the White Hart rides at dawn."

 

Snow's blood turned to ice. The White Hart—her father's sigil, carved into every archway of the old summer palace where they'd played chess beneath the apple trees. Lysara's lips peeled back from her teeth in something too jagged to be a smile. The torches guttered as if the castle itself had gasped.

 

Elias moved first—a half-step forward, his axe now fully drawn. The blade caught the light, its edge glinting with something darker than steel. Snow didn't miss the way his knuckles whitened, the way his scar pulsed like a second heartbeat. He knows, she realized. The huntsman knew exactly what rode toward them.

 

Lysara's laugh was a sound of shattered glass and fluttering moths. "A ghost," she whispered, her breath frosting the air between them. "How quaint." But her fingers were trembling, her perfect nails digging crescent moons into her own palms. Snow watched the blood bead—black as ink, thick as syrup—before the queen's magic sealed the wounds with a hiss.

 

Elias exhaled through his teeth, his axe lowering an inch. "The southern pass is snowed in," he said, too casually. "No army could—"

 

"Not an army," Lysara interrupted, her voice suddenly soft as grave soil. Her shadow slithered toward the messenger, curling around his ankles like smoke. "A hunt." The word hung in the air, ripe with unsaid meaning. Snow felt her own breath hitch—her father had loved the chase more than the kill, had taught her to track stags by their snapped twigs and disturbed frost.

 

The messenger whimpered as Lysara's shadow tightened around his throat. "What else?" she purred.

 

Snow saw the truth flicker in his panicked eyes before he spoke—he knows more. The torches flared suddenly, casting jagged shadows that licked up the walls like grasping fingers. Elias shifted his weight, his scar pulsing a sickly violet beneath his tunic.

 

"They say—" The messenger gagged vinelike shadows. "Blood calls to blood."
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Lysara's stillness was more violent than any scream. Snow felt the words like a knife between her ribs—her father's favorite proverb, whispered each night as he tucked her in. Elias's axe clattered against the flagstones. The queen's shadow recoiled abruptly, writhing like scalded snakes.

Snow's vision tunneled. The banquet hall smelled suddenly of wet earth and lightning, of her father's study before a storm. Her fingertips tingled, remembering the weight of his signet ring—the White Hart stamped in silver—as he'd pressed it into her palm the night before the fever took him. Keep this close, little doe.

 

Lysara's shadow lashed out, snapping the messenger's neck with a wet crack. His body crumpled like a discarded puppet. "Enough of ghosts," she hissed, but her voice trembled at the edges. Elias bent to retrieve his axe, his movements stiff, deliberate—avoiding Snow's gaze. The blade's edge gleamed with that strange darkness again, drinking in the torchlight.

 

"Bed," Lysara commanded suddenly, flicking her fingers toward Snow as if shooing a bothersome moth. Her crimson lips twisted into something meant to resemble maternal concern. "Little girls need their rest." But her pupils were still bottomless pits, her pulse rabbiting beneath the jeweled collar at her throat. She smelled of rosemary and rot—the herbs she stuffed in her bodice to mask the necromantic stench.

 

Snow curtsied, letting her hair curtain her face to hide the smirk tugging at her lips. "Sweet dreams, Stepmother." The words dripped like honey laced with hemlock.

 

She turned—too slowly—letting her skirts whisper against Elias's boots as she passed. His breath hitched. Not fear. Recognition. The huntsman knew that walk—the way she'd prowled the castle's secret passages as a child, silent as owl feathers on snow.

 

The corridor swallowed her whole, its walls sweating with damp. Snow pressed a palm to the stones where her father's banner had once hung. The mortar pulsed faintly beneath her fingers, whispering of hidden things. Behind her, Lysara's voice rose in a hissed argument with Elias, their words muffled by the thick oak door. The queen's shadow slithered beneath it, twitching like a wounded viper.

 

---

 

Snow's bedroom smelled of lavender and old blood—the sachets Lysara insisted upon to "calm her nerves," the iron tang from where she'd nicked her thumb earlier on a hidden blade. She locked the door with trembling fingers, then pressed her ear to the wood until Elias's footsteps faded down the tower stairs. Only then did she exhale, shoulders slumping against the carvings of hunted stags that decorated the panels.

 

The hearth was cold, but sweat prickled her nape. She peeled off her gown like a second skin, letting the silk pool at her feet. Beneath, the dagger strapped to her thigh gleamed—Elias's work, smuggled to her last winter, its edge kept sharp with stolen whetstone sessions. She traced the White Hart etched into the blade's fuller, its antlers branching like a promise. Outside, the wind howled through the abandoned aviary where her father's falcons had once perched.

The woolen nightdress smelled faintly of rosemary—Lysara's signature scent—but beneath it lurked older ghosts: lavender from her childhood nursemaid, the bergamot oil her father used to polish his chess pieces. Snow pulled it over her head with deliberate slowness, savoring the rasp of fabric against her too-sensitive skin. Every inch of her felt alive tonight, thrumming with something darker than fear. She curled her toes against the bearskin rug—another of Elias's gifts, taken from a hunt meant to prove his loyalty to the queen. The fire caught reluctantly, painting the room in feverish oranges. Shadows licked up the walls like starving things.

 

She sank onto the bed, letting her hair spill across the pillows like ink. The hearth's warmth barely touched the chill in her bones—a cold that had nothing to do with winter. Outside, the wind shrieked through the aviary's broken lattices, carrying echoes of a voice she shouldn't remember. Little doe. The sheets smelled of lavender and lies. Snow pressed her palm flat against the mattress, feeling for the hidden slit where she'd sewn in her father's signet ring years ago. The White Hart's antlers bit into her flesh through the fabric, a dull ache that anchored her to the present.

 

Sleep came in fitful bursts—dreams of a stag bleeding black onto snow, of Lysara's shadow peeling back her ribs to pluck out the still-beating heart beneath. She woke gasping just before dawn, her nightdress soaked through with sweat. The fire had died to embers. And Elias stood motionless in her doorway, his silhouette edged in the pale blue gloom of pre-dawn. Snow's fingers twitched toward her dagger before she recognized the slump of his shoulders, the way his scar pulsed faintly beneath his tunic—not a threat, but a warning.

 

"Dress warmly," he murmured, his voice roughened by sleeplessness. "Wool, not silk." His gaze flicked to the window where the first bruise-colored light smudged the horizon. Snow didn't ask questions. She moved to the carved oak wardrobe, her bare feet silent on the rugs Elias had smuggled in over the years—thick pelts from northern wolves, stitched with protective runes beneath the fur. The traveling clothes were where she'd left them: a boy's leather breeches, a tunic of undyed linen, and a cloak lined with fox fur. She dressed quickly, fingers nimble despite the cold. The dagger went into her boot. The ring—she hesitated only a breath before threading it onto a silver chain stolen from Lysara's jewelry chest. The metal was shockingly warm against her skin as she tucked it beneath the tunic's high collar. Elias exhaled sharply when he saw the White Hart's outline press briefly against the fabric before vanishing under layers of wool and fur.

 

"Keep it hidden," he said, tossing her a pair of gloves lined with rabbit fur. Snow caught them midair, the motion fluid as a falcon's strike. Outside, the wind howled through the skeletal orchard where her father's apple trees had once flourished. Somewhere beyond the castle walls, a wolf answered. Elias's hand found the small of her back, propelling her toward the servants' passage with a touch that burned even through the layers. "Time to run, little doe." His whisper was barely audible over the sudden, deafening silence of the castle at dawn—the quiet before the hunt begins.

 

Blackthorn Forest swallowed them whole within moments. The trees stood sentinel, their gnarled branches twisted like fingers grasping at the bruised sky. Snow's breath came in ragged puffs of white, her boots crunching through the frosted bracken as Elias guided her toward a clearing where the snow lay undisturbed. Then—steel flashed. His axe pressed against her throat, the blade's edge kissing the frantic pulse beneath her jaw. His fingers trembled, but the scar on his chest burned brighter, pulsing in time with Lysara's distant wrath. "I was supposed to kill you." The admission tore from him like a confession. "At dawn. With your own dagger."

 

Snow didn't flinch. She raised her chin, letting the axe bite deeper until a single ruby bead welled against the metal. "Then do it," she breathed. The White Hart ring seared against her collarbone, its heat radiating through her tunic. Elias's nostrils flared—he smelled it too, that iron-sweet tang of her blood mingling with something older, darker. His grip faltered. The axe clattered into the snow between them, its edge blackening the frost where it fell.
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His fingers flexed, then seized her shoulders. "Run," he snarled, shaking her hard enough that her braid came loose, ribbons of ink-black hair whipping across her face. "Not toward the river—she’s spelled the waters. Follow the raven tracks northwest until you hit the standing stones." His thumbs dug into her pulse points, his breathing ragged. The scar pulsed like a second heart beneath his tunic, threads of necrotic magic stitching tighter with every passing second. Snow tasted bile. Lysara’s will was coiled in that wound, a serpent tightening around his spine.

 

She turned on bare instinct. Snow’s first step cracked the ice-glazed puddle beneath her, the sound explosive in the forest’s hush. Then she was flying, her boots kicking up clods of frozen earth, the dagger’s hilt slamming against her ankle with each stride. Behind her, Elias roared—not in pursuit, but in agony. The sound curdled into wet, guttural choking. She dared a glance back: he was kneeling, both hands clawing at his chest as black vines erupted from the scar, writhing skyward. Lysara’s voice slithered through the trees, her laughter echoing from every direction at once. "Little doe," the queen crooned. The wind carried the stench of rotting roses. Snow ran faster.

 

Branches lashed her cheeks, drawing thin lines of fire across her skin. The raven tracks—barely more than shadow-stitched depressions in the snow—veered abruptly left around a lightning-split oak. Snow skidded, her glove tearing on the bark as she wrenched herself sideways. Something warm dripped into her eye—blood or sweat, she couldn’t tell. The forest inhaled around her, the silence so complete she heard the creak of Elias’s armor as he staggered upright half a mile behind her.

 

Dawn should have been bleeding through the canopy by now. Instead, the shadows thickened, clotting like old wounds between the trees. The air tasted of wet earth and something metallic—not iron, but the coppery tang of fresh-turned graves. Her boots sank into moss that gave like sponge, releasing tendrils of mist that curled around her ankles with deliberate slowness. Too deliberate. The fog moved against the wind.

 

Snow’s lungs burned raw as forge-fire. Every gasp dragged needles of cold deep into her chest. Her ribs were a cage of splintered ice, her thighs trembling with fatigue—yet she forced them onward, following the erratic hieroglyphs of raven tracks. They zigzagged now, as if the birds themselves had panicked. A branch snapped behind her. Close, Snow whirled, dagger raised—but it was only a roebuck, its flank heaving to the same rhythm as hers. Their eyes locked in mutual terror before it bolted sideways, vanishing into the undergrowth. She almost envied it.

 

The standing stones loomed abruptly, their jagged silhouettes cutting the gloom like broken teeth. Twelve monoliths, worn smooth by centuries of storm winds, encircling a patch of unnaturally flat earth. Snow staggered into the clearing just as her knees gave out. Her boot caught on a protruding root—or was it a skeletal finger?—and she pitched forward. Time thickened. Her palms hit the frosted mud first, then her forearms, then her chin. Pain exploded up her jaw, bright and crystalline. Her vision fractured into kaleidoscope shards before darkness swallowed her whole.

 

---

 

The scent hit him first—not the copper-sharp tang of spilled blood, but something richer, deeper. Like crushed rose petals drowned in black wine. Valdric went still mid-step, his nostrils flaring as the scent coiled down his spine. His fangs ached. Five centuries of hunting had never yielded prey that smelled like this.

 

He followed the trail with predatory precision, each footfall silent on the frosted earth. The scent thickened as he neared the standing stones, cloying now, intoxicating. His pulse—dead for centuries—thrummed in his wrists. Then he saw her: a spill of ink-dark hair against the mud, one pale hand curled like a dying flower.

Snow White lay sprawled across the circle's heart, her throat bared to the bruise-purple sky. Valdric crouched, gloved fingers tilting her chin upward. Moonlight painted her in liquid silver—the sweep of her lashes, the parted bow of her lips, the delicate tracery of veins beneath translucent skin. Blood welled at a shallow cut on her neck. He couldn't resist. His tongue flicked out, catching the droplet.

 

Flavor exploded across his senses. Roses, yes, but beneath it—smoke and honey and the faintest prickle of iron. Like licking the edge of a consecrated blade. His breath hissed through clenched fangs. This was no mere noblewoman's blood. This was ambrosia laced with poison, a vintage meant to drive kings to madness.

 

The wound wept another ruby bead. Valdric's control snapped. He dragged his tongue up her throat in one long, slow stripe, savoring the salt-sweet heat of her skin. Her pulse fluttered against his lips, a trapped bird beating its wings. He could swallow that rhythm whole. Could pin her here and drink until—

 

Her lashes fluttered. A gasp. Then midnight-blue eyes blinked up at him, hazy with pain and something darker. Recognition? Anticipation? Valdric froze, his mouth still pressed to her throat.

 

"Who—" she whispered.

 

Then her eyelids fluttered shut again, lashes casting moth-wing shadows across cheeks already losing their flush. Valdric watched the pulse stutter in her throat—too fast, too light—as unconsciousness reclaimed her. His fingers twitched, claws scraping against his own palm where they'd begun to curl into fists. The scent of her still clung to his tongue, singing in his veins like distilled moonlight.

 

Every instinct screamed to sink his fangs deeper, to pin her beneath him and drink until her breath hitched in that delicious way mortals did when straddling the edge of death. But when her head lolled sideways, exposing the fragile wing of her collarbone, something unfamiliar coiled tight behind his ribs. A growl built in his throat—at himself, at this sudden weakness—as he slid one arm beneath her knees, the other supporting her spine. She weighed nothing. Less than nothing.

 

Snow melted against his chest with the movement, a small, wounded sound escaping her parted lips. One hand curled instinctively into the folds of his cloak, fingers clutching the embroidered silver threads like a child clinging to a lifeline. The trust in that gesture—blind, animalistic—made his jaw clench. Moonlight caught on the drying blood at her temple, the tear in her woolen sleeve where brambles had ripped through. His footsteps slowed.

 

"Foolish little thing," he muttered, adjusting his grip so her head rested against his shoulder. The forest blurred around them as he moved faster than human eyes could follow, shadows stretching then snapping back into place with each vampiric stride. Yet despite the speed, her body remained utterly still in his arms, her breathing shallow but steady.

 

A branch cracked somewhere to their left. Valdric didn't turn, but his arms tightened infinitesimally around his burden. The scent of rotting roses still lingered at the edges of his awareness—Lysara's magic, no doubt. His lip curled. Let the necromancer queen send her hunters. Let her try to take what now moved through the dark wrapped in his embrace, this girl who smelled like damnation and felt like... something he couldn't name.

 

The castle gates loomed ahead, their wrought-iron spikes gleaming with frost. Snow stirred faintly as cold air bit at her cheeks, her brow furrowing. Without thinking, Valdric angled his body to shield her from the wind. The motion felt disturbingly natural.

 

Inside the courtyard, the coven awaited—seven pairs of glowing eyes tracking them from shadowed alcoves. Ava’s jeweled fingers twitched toward the unconscious girl. Superbia’s mask tilted in silent appraisal. Only Luxuria stepped forward, silk robes whispering across the flagstones.

 

“Oh, mon prince,” he purred, reaching for Snow’s limp hand. “What have you brought us—”

 

Valdric’s snarl sent the other vampire stumbling back. The sound ripped through the courtyard, raw enough to make Gula drop her wineglass. It shattered against the stones, the shards reflecting Valdric’s bared fangs.
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