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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to the readers

who believe that love can be dangerous,

that darkness can be beautiful,

and that fate is never as simple

as it first appears.

For those who have ever felt marked by something unseen—

this story is for you.
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Prologue
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The night the blood moon rose, the world held its breath.

It climbed slowly into the sky, swollen and red, as if the heavens themselves had been wounded. Villagers whispered prayers behind shuttered windows. Wolves fell silent. Even the wind seemed afraid to speak. Everyone knew what the blood moon meant—old stories had warned them—but knowing did not make the fear easier to bear.

Elara stood alone at the edge of the forest, her cloak damp with mist, her pulse racing for reasons she did not yet understand. She had been drawn there without choice, pulled by something older than reason, stronger than fear. The moon’s crimson light brushed her skin, warm and intimate, as though it recognized her.

A mark burned beneath her collarbone.

She pressed her fingers to it, breath catching. The pain was sharp, deliberate—alive. It had appeared only hours earlier, the moment the moon began to rise. A curse, the healers would say. A blessing, the witches might whisper. Elara did not know what it was, only that it was awakening something she had spent her entire life trying to forget.

The forest shifted.

Branches bent where no wind passed. Shadows stretched and tangled, forming a path that had not existed moments before. From the darkness between the trees, a presence watched her—ancient, patient, and far too aware.

He stepped into the moonlight.

Tall. Silent. His eyes caught the red glow and reflected it like molten silver. Power clung to him the way night clings to the stars, effortless and absolute. He did not draw a blade. He did not need to.

“You feel it too,” he said, his voice low and certain.

Elara’s heart thundered. She should have run. Every instinct screamed for her to flee. Instead, she stood frozen, caught between terror and something dangerously close to longing.

“I don’t know you,” she said.

“No,” he replied softly. “But the moon does.”

The blood moon reached its peak, bathing the world in crimson light. Somewhere far away, a bell tolled—once, twice—marking the end of an age.

And the beginning of another.

Elara did not yet know that the mark on her skin was a key, that the man before her was both her greatest enemy and her deepest temptation, or that by dawn, nothing she loved would remain untouched.

She only knew one truth as the blood moon watched in silence:

Her fate had already chosen her.
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Chapter One – When the Moon Bled
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The sky changed before anyone spoke of it.

Elara noticed it while walking back from the river, the wooden bucket heavy in her hands, water sloshing against its rim. At first, she thought it was a trick of the clouds, the way dusk sometimes played with color. But when she looked again, her steps slowed.

The moon was wrong.

It hung low and swollen above the treeline, its pale glow drowned beneath a deep, unnatural red. Not pink. Not orange. Blood-red, as if the sky itself had been wounded.

A chill slipped beneath Elara’s skin.

She had heard the stories, of course. Everyone in Valenwood had. The elders spoke of the Blood Moon only when necessary, their voices lowered, eyes darting toward doors and windows as if the night itself might be listening. It was said to be an omen—of endings, of ancient magic stirring, of destinies long buried clawing their way back into the world.

Elara had always believed stories were made to keep children obedient.

Yet her heart beat faster as she resumed walking, her grip tightening on the bucket. The forest lining the path felt different tonight. Too still. No insects chirred. No birds cried out. Even the wind seemed to hesitate, brushing against the leaves and then pulling away, as if afraid.

“Just get home,” she whispered to herself.

By the time she reached the edge of the village, lanterns were already being lit. Doors shut one by one. The usual evening chatter had vanished, replaced by hurried footsteps and murmured prayers. An old man crossed himself as he locked his door. A woman dragged her young son inside, glancing nervously at the sky before bolting the latch.

Elara’s cottage stood near the far end of the village, modest and quiet. She lived alone—had for years. Some pitied her for it. Others avoided her. She had grown used to both.

As she stepped onto her porch, a sharp pain flared just below her collarbone.

Elara gasped, nearly dropping the bucket. The pain burned, sudden and fierce, like heated metal pressed against her skin. She staggered inside and set the bucket down with trembling hands, her breath coming fast and shallow.

“What is this?” she whispered.

Her fingers shook as she reached beneath her tunic. The skin beneath felt hot—too hot. When she pulled the fabric aside and glanced into the small mirror by the door, her breath caught.

A mark had appeared.

Dark and intricate, it curved against her skin like a sigil drawn by an unseen hand. The edges glowed faintly, pulsing in time with her racing heart.

“No,” she said, backing away from the mirror. “This isn’t possible.”

She had never practiced magic. Never studied spells or spoken forbidden words. Whatever this was, it was not something she had invited.

Outside, a bell tolled.

Once.

Twice.

The warning bell.

Elara froze.

The Blood Moon had risen fully now, casting crimson light through her small window, bathing the room in red shadows. The mark beneath her collarbone burned hotter, as if responding to the moon’s call.

Then she felt it.

A pull.

Not a sound. Not a voice. A sensation—deep and undeniable—drawing her toward the forest beyond the village. Toward the place no one dared enter after dark.

Her body moved before her mind could argue.

Elara grabbed her cloak, pulling it tight around her shoulders as she slipped out the back door. Fear screamed inside her, every instinct telling her to stop, to turn back. But her feet carried her forward, guided by something older than reason.

The forest welcomed her like it had been waiting.

Shadows stretched unnaturally long, parting to reveal a narrow path where none had existed before. The deeper she went, the stronger the pull became, the mark on her skin burning like a living thing.

And then she felt him.

Not his footsteps. Not his breath.

His presence.

Elara stopped, heart pounding, as the shadows ahead shifted.

Someone stepped into the blood-red moonlight.

Tall. Silent. Wrapped in darkness as if it obeyed him willingly. His eyes caught the moon’s glow, reflecting silver against crimson. Power radiated from him—not loud or violent, but controlled, ancient, absolute.

She should have screamed. She should have run.

Instead, she stood frozen.

“You came,” he said, his voice low and steady, as if he had known she would.

Elara swallowed. “I don’t know you.”

“No,” he replied, his gaze flicking briefly to the mark beneath her collarbone. “But the Blood Moon does.”

The forest seemed to hold its breath.

And in that moment, Elara understood one terrifying truth:

Her life before this night was already gone.
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Chapter Two – The Mark Beneath Her Skin
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Elara could not move.

The forest no longer felt like a place—it felt like a living thing, aware of her presence, watching, listening. The man before her stood motionless, the crimson moonlight carving sharp lines across his face. He was not young, yet not old. Time seemed to bend around him, as though it did not dare leave its mark.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Elara said, though her voice trembled.

“I could say the same,” he replied.

His gaze never left her collarbone.

Instinctively, Elara pulled her cloak tighter, but it was useless. She knew he could feel it—the mark beneath her skin, burning with a slow, deliberate heat. It pulsed now, responding to him, to the moon, to the magic thickening the air.

“Who are you?” she asked.

For a moment, she thought he would refuse to answer. His expression was unreadable, guarded in a way that spoke of long-held secrets and older wounds.

“My name no longer matters,” he said finally. “What matters is that the mark has chosen you.”

Elara’s breath caught. “Chosen me for what?”

“For survival,” he said quietly.

The word settled heavily between them.

A sudden sound shattered the stillness—branches snapping in the distance. Elara flinched, heart lurching, but the man merely tilted his head, listening. His posture shifted subtly, alert but calm, like a predator who knew exactly where danger lurked.

“They’re already stirring,” he murmured.

“Who?” Elara demanded.

“The things that remember the old world.”

Before she could ask what that meant, pain flared beneath her skin—white-hot and blinding. Elara cried out, collapsing to her knees. The mark burned brighter, its pattern expanding, lines branching outward like living veins.
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