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The sky wept fire over Valdren.

Seraphina stood at the window of the tower chamber where they had locked her, watching her world burn. The great library was already gone, its ancient stones blackened and crumbling, centuries of knowledge rising as ash toward indifferent stars. She had learned to read in that library. Had spent countless afternoons curled in the window seat of the eastern alcove, lost in tales of heroes and magic and love that conquered all. Now those books were nothing but smoke and memory, scattered on winds that carried the screams of the dying.

The temple of the Three Sisters had fallen at dawn. She had heard the bells—not the clear, bright chiming of morning prayers, but a frantic, discordant clanging that spoke of desperation and failed sanctuary. The priestesses had believed the sacred ground would protect them. They had believed wrong. She did not know if any had survived. She feared she knew the answer.

Now, as twilight bled across the horizon in shades of crimson and ash, the flames reached the market district where she had walked as a child. She could see the street where old Margot had sold honeyed almonds from a cart painted with faded roses. The square where musicians gathered on feast days, filling the air with fiddles and drums while children danced in circles. The fountain where she had tossed coins and wished for foolish things : a pony, a new dress, for the boy from the ambassador's retinue to notice her.

Vendors had pressed candied fruits into her small hands and called her little sun because of the copper warmth of her hair, so like her mother's. They had smiled at their princess with genuine affection, not the calculated deference of courtiers. She had loved them for it.

She wondered how many of them were dead now.

All of them, whispered a voice in her skull that sounded nothing like her own. They are all dead, and you are alive, and you did nothing to save them.

"Your Highness." The voice came from behind her : Breta, her oldest nursemaid, who had refused to flee when the others did. Her voice trembled like a leaf in autumn wind. "Please, you must step back from the window. If an archer sees movement, if they decide to loose an arrow"

"Let them see." Sera did not turn. Her reflection ghosted in the glass before her, superimposed over the burning city like a specter. She barely recognized the face that stared back. Hollow eyes. Bloodless lips. A woman carved from marble and grief. "Let them put an arrow through my heart. It would be a mercy."

"Don't speak so." Breta's hands, papery with age and spotted like sparrow's eggs, clasped Sera's shoulders with surprising strength. "Your mother, gods rest her soul, would weep to hear such words from your lips. She raised you stronger than this. She raised you to survive."

My mother is beyond weeping, Sera thought. Five years in the cold ground, claimed by the fever that swept through that terrible winter. And perhaps she was the lucky one. She was spared this. Spared watching everything she loved reduced to cinders and conquest.

Her father had stood at her mother's bedside until the very end, holding her hand, whispering words meant only for her ears. Sera had watched from the doorway, too young to fully understand death but old enough to recognize its approach. Her mother had smiled at the last, peaceful despite the fever's ravages, and told the King she would wait for him in the gardens of the afterworld.

You will not have to wait much longer, Sera thought now, watching the smoke rise. He will join you soon. We all will.

A distant crash drew her gaze downward to the palace courtyard, where the Morheim forces had gathered like a black tide sweeping in from some lightless sea. Their banners—a silver serpent devouring a crown against a field of midnight—rippled in the heat-wind rising from the city. The serpent seemed to writhe in the flickering light, its embroidered coils twisting with malevolent life. So many soldiers. So many swords and spears and instruments of death. The courtyard could barely contain them all.

Her father had said the walls would hold. The walls of Valdren had stood for three hundred years, raised by the first king with stones blessed by the Three Sisters themselves. They had never been breached. They had weathered sieges and storms and the turning of ages.

Her father had believed the old alliances would bring aid. Ravens had flown to every neighboring kingdom, carrying desperate pleas sealed with the royal crest. Surely their allies would not abandon them. Surely the treaties signed in blood and faith would be honored.

Her father had been wrong. The walls had fallen. The ravens had returned with silence, or not returned at all. And now the serpent banner flew where her family's sun-and-crown had hung for generations.

"They are bringing someone." Breta's voice had gone strange, stretched thin as spider silk about to snap. Her fingers dug into Sera's shoulders, nails biting through the thin fabric of her gown. "Sera—Your Highness—they are bringing—"

Sera saw.

Her father walked between two soldiers of Morheim, their black-gloved hands clamped around his arms. His ceremonial armor had been stripped away, the gilded plate that had made him shine like a second sun in the throne room. Now he wore only a torn tunic that had once been white but was now stained with dirt and blood—his own or others', she could not tell. His silver hair, always so carefully groomed by servants each morning, hung in blood-matted tangles around a face she barely recognized.

But he walked steadily. His spine remained straight as a blade. His chin lifted toward the darkening sky as if he could still see the sun behind all that smoke.

Even now. Even in this. Even when they forced him to his knees in the center of the courtyard, her father remained a king.

"No." The word escaped her as a whisper, fogging the glass. Then, louder, her palms slamming against the window: "No!"

Below, a figure separated from the mass of soldiers. He moved with the fluid economy of a predator, each step deliberate, controlled, radiating a threat that needed no words to communicate. He was tall—half a head taller than any man around him—and broad across the shoulders in a way that spoke of years wielding a sword meant for war, not ceremony. His armor was black as a moonless night, drinking the firelight that painted the courtyard in shades of hell, and when he turned to look up at the tower, she saw his face for the first time.

Young. Far younger than she had expected. The stories had painted him as a demon, ageless and terrible, but the man who stood in her father's courtyard was perhaps only twenty-eight, maybe thirty at the most. A handful of years older than her own twenty-four.

His features would have been handsome—strong jaw, high cheekbones, a mouth that might have been sensual if it were not pressed into such a severe line—if not for the scar. A brutal, raised ridge of tissue carved a path from his left temple to his jaw, narrowly missing his left eye, twisting slightly at the corner of his mouth. It was the kind of scar that came from violence, from someone trying very hard to kill him and nearly succeeding.

But it was his eyes that stopped her breath.

Pale gray, the color of winter storms and frozen seas. They held nothing. Absolutely nothing of human warmth. They looked up at her tower window, and she felt the weight of that gaze like a physical force, like cold fingers wrapping around her throat.

The Monster of Morheim. Prince Kael Ashworth. The blade that had cut through her kingdom like a reaper through wheat, leaving nothing but graves in his wake.

He was looking at her. He knew she was watching.

Good, she thought, pressing her palm flat against the glass, willing him to feel her hatred across the distance. Look at me. See my face. Remember it.

His gaze held hers for a long moment. Something flickered in those winter eyes : curiosity, perhaps, or calculation. Measuring her. Assessing her as he might assess an enemy on a battlefield.

Then he turned away, dismissing her, and drew his sword.

The blade caught the light of the burning city, its edge gleaming like a ribbon of fresh blood. It was a beautiful sword, she thought with strange detachment. The kind of sword bards sang about. The kind that had names and histories and left widows across continents.

"Don't look, child." Breta tried to pull her back from the window, her old arms trembling with the effort. "Please, my lady, please, you should not see this"

"I will look." Sera's voice came out steady, though something inside her was shattering, fracture lines spreading through her chest like cracks in thin ice over a frozen lake. Any moment now, she would fall through. Any moment, the cold would take her. "I will watch. And I will remember."

Prince Kael said something to her father. She could not hear the words through the glass and the distance, could only see his lips move, see the tilt of his scarred head as he delivered whatever final message he had for the conquered king.

She saw her father's response.

The King of Valdren—beaten, bloodied, stripped of his armor and his crown and his kingdom—laughed. It was a true laugh, bright and genuine, the same laugh that had rung through the throne room when she was a child presenting him with wilting flower crowns. He laughed in the face of the monster who had destroyed everything he loved, and she did not know if it was courage or madness or both.

The sword rose.

Her father's eyes found her window. Found her. And though he could not possibly see her face at this distance, in this light, his lips moved again, shaping words meant for her alone.

Be brave, little sun.

The sword fell.

Sera did not scream. She did not weep. She stood at that window, turned to stone, as soldiers carried her father's body away like refuse to be disposed of. She stood as the fires climbed higher and higher, consuming the last of the market district, spreading toward the residential quarters where nobles and common folk alike would be fleeing for their lives. She stood as the stars emerged overhead, pitiless pinpricks of light that had watched a thousand kingdoms rise and fall and would watch a thousand more.

She was still standing when the door opened and three soldiers entered, their boots ringing against the stone floor, the serpent crest emblazoned on their chests.

"Seraphina Valdren." The captain spoke her name like a curse, like something foul in his mouth. "You will come with us. The terms of surrender have been negotiated."

"What terms?" Her voice sounded strange to her own ears. Hollow. Scraped clean of feeling. As if all the emotion had burned away with her city, leaving only ash behind.

"Your kingdom's surviving nobles will be permitted to live, provided they swear fealty to the throne of Morheim." The captain's smile was ugly, gap-toothed, the smile of a man who enjoyed delivering pain. "Your people will not be slaughtered wholesale, provided the transition to Morheim rule proceeds peacefully and without resistance. The treasury, of course, will be claimed as spoils of war, along with all lands, titles, and holdings."

He paused, savoring the moment, watching her face for cracks.

"And you, Princess, will be given in marriage to His Royal Highness, Prince Kael Ashworth. The wedding will take place immediately upon your arrival at the capital of Morheim." Another smile, wider now, delighted by her stillness. "Congratulations, Your Highness. You are to be a royal bride after all. Just not quite the match your father imagined for you, I expect."

Sera felt the words land like stones dropped into still water. Ripples spreading through the numbness. Through the hollow space where her heart had been.

Married. To the monster. To the man who had just cut down her father before her very eyes.

"And if I refuse?"

"Then your people burn. All of them." The captain shrugged, utterly indifferent to the weight of what he described. "Every man, woman, and child in Valdren, put to the sword or the torch. The Prince cares not either way, makes no difference to him if he weds you or plants you beside your father. But the King believes a political marriage will legitimize the conquest. Make the transition... smoother."

His eyes traveled over her with undisguised contempt, lingering on her disheveled hair, her soot-stained gown.

"You should be grateful, girl. You'll remain a princess. You'll live in luxury while your countrymen grub in the dirt rebuilding from the ashes. Some might call that mercy."

Mercy.

Sera thought of her father's laugh. Of her mother's garden, now certainly trampled beneath soldiers' boots, the roses her mother had planted torn up by the roots. Of the library's ancient texts, irreplaceable, gone forever to the flames. Of every face she had ever known : servants and nobles, merchants and beggars, soldiers who had died on the walls and children who had hidden in cellars, now marked for subjugation or already cold in death.

This was not mercy. This was a leash. A muzzle. A pretty cage to contain the last symbol of Valdren's fallen royal line, trotted out on feast days to show how thoroughly the serpent had devoured the sun.

They expected her to break. To fall to her knees, to beg, to weep and plead for any other way. That was what conquered princesses did in the stories. They wept and pleaded and were either pitied or destroyed.

Sera was done weeping. She had no tears left. The fire had taken them along with everything else.

Instead, she smiled.

It was a terrible smile, cold and sharp as a blade's edge, with nothing of warmth or hope or humanity behind it. A smile that belonged on the face of a stranger, a woman she did not recognize but was quickly becoming. The captain's expression flickered, just for a moment, into something that might have been unease.

"Then I accept," Sera said. "Take me to my husband."

She did not look back as they led her from the tower. She did not say goodbye to Breta, who would be safe enough as a servant beneath the new regime. She did not weep for her burning city or her murdered father or the life that had ended the moment those walls fell.

Seraphina Valdren was dead. She had died with her kingdom, with her father's laugh still ringing in her ears.

But something else walked out of that tower in her skin. Something forged in fire and loss, something patient and cold and utterly, devastatingly certain of its purpose.

She would marry the Monster of Morheim. She would smile and bow and play the dutiful captive bride. She would let them think her broken, tamed, grateful for their mercy.

And when the time was right—when she had learned their secrets and found their weaknesses and built her power from the ashes of her defeat—she would make them pay.

I will remember, she had promised, watching her father die.

Now, as the soldiers escorted her toward her future, toward the monster waiting in his kingdom of darkness, she made another promise. Silent. Sacred. Carved into her bones where no one could ever take it from her.

I will make them pay for every drop of blood. Every stone. Every scream.

And I will not stop until the serpent chokes on the sun it tried to swallow.
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The journey to Morheim took seventeen days.

Seventeen days in a carriage that had once been fine but now bore the scars of war—cracked leather seats, a door that wouldn't latch properly, windows whose velvet curtains had been torn down and never replaced. Seventeen days of rutted roads and military camps and the endless, oppressive presence of soldiers who looked at her as if she were something they had scraped from the bottom of their boots.

Sera counted every mile. Every village they passed through, she memorized—the names, the landmarks, the defensive positions. If she ever needed to flee, if she ever found an opportunity, she would need to know the way back.

Not that there was anything left to return to.

They had not permitted her to bring attendants. Breta had wept when they dragged her away, her old voice rising in protests that no one heeded. The guards had laughed at the old woman's tears, and Sera had forced herself to watch with an expression of perfect blankness, refusing to give them the satisfaction of seeing her grieve.

She had not wept since that night in the tower. She was beginning to wonder if she still could.

The food they brought her was adequate but flavorless—hard bread, dried meat, watered wine that tasted of the barrel rather than the grape. She ate methodically, forcing down each bite with mechanical precision. Her body would need strength for what lay ahead. Starvation was a weapon for those who had already surrendered; Sera had merely retreated to regroup.

On the twelfth day, they crossed the border into Morheim.

She knew the moment it happened, though no marker announced the transition. The very air seemed to change—growing colder, heavier, thick with the scent of pine and something else. Something ancient and wild that made the hairs rise on her arms. The forests here were older than any she had seen in Valdren, their trees towering so high that their crowns vanished into mist. Even at midday, the light that filtered through seemed gray and muted, as if the sun itself feared to shine too brightly in this land.

The soldiers rode closer together after the crossing. Their jokes ceased. Their hands stayed near their weapons, and their eyes scanned the treeline with an alertness that spoke of genuine fear.

Even the conquerors are afraid of something, Sera noted. Interesting.

She filed the observation away with all the others, building her mental map of this enemy kingdom piece by piece.



On the seventeenth day, they reached the capital.

Eryndor, they called it. The City of Shadows. Seat of the Ashworth dynasty for four hundred years, since the first Serpent King had carved his throne from the corpses of his enemies and declared himself master of all he surveyed.

The city sprawled across a vast plateau at the base of a mountain range whose peaks were permanently shrouded in cloud. Unlike Valdren's capital, with its white stone walls and gardens bursting with color, Eryndor was built of black granite quarried from those very mountains. The stone seemed to drink the light, giving the entire city the appearance of something risen from shadow rather than built by human hands.

The carriage slowed as they passed through the outer gates, and Sera leaned toward the window despite herself. She had expected hostility. She had expected cold stares and muttered curses.

She had not expected the crowd.

They lined the streets three deep, pressing against the soldiers who formed a corridor for her carriage to pass through. Pale faces, dark clothing, expressions that ranged from open hatred to cruel curiosity. Someone threw something—a stone, perhaps, or a piece of rotting fruit—and it struck the carriage door with a dull thump.

"Valdren whore!" a woman screamed. "Go back to your burning kingdom!"

"The serpent will swallow you whole!"

"Does she know what he does to his brides? Does she know?"

Sera kept her face turned toward the window, letting them see her. Letting them see that she did not flinch, did not cower, did not duck away from their hatred like a beaten dog. Her mother had taught her that much, at least. A princess does not hide. A princess does not show fear. You are the crown's representative—if you break, the crown breaks with you.

The crown was already broken, shattered beyond repair. But the lesson remained.

A child—no more than eight, with a gap-toothed smile of pure malice—managed to slip between two soldiers and press his face against her window.

"Monster's bride!" he shrieked with laughter. "Monster's bride, monster's bride! He'll eat your heart and wear your bones!"

A guard dragged him away, but Sera could still hear his laughter echoing as the carriage continued its inexorable crawl toward the castle.
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