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  CHAPTER 1 — The Bride Beneath the Black Roses


The Border Road
Princess Alina Vale crossed into Thornmere beneath a sky the color of old steel, wearing white silk chosen by people who hoped she would look innocent when she lied. 
The carriage wheels dragged through black mud, jolting whenever they struck buried stone. Beyond the rain-specked window, the last Sunspire banners rode behind her in disciplined formation, their gold cloth snapping against a wind that smelled of wet leaves, cold iron, and distant smoke. Alina sat upright despite the road, her gloved hands folded over the prayer book in her lap. The veil over her face softened the world into pale gauze, making the dead hedgerows and dark fields beyond the glass seem less real than they were.
That, she knew, was why her mother had chosen it.
Queen Seressa had stood behind her at dawn, fastening pearls into Alina’s hair with hands that never trembled. “Let them see peace when they look at you,” she had said. “Let them see gentleness before they remember what blood you carry.”
Her father had given different instructions.
King Edric had not kissed her forehead until after he placed the private letter in her hand. Smile when you must. Listen always. Discover what Ronan Thorn hides. If peace fails, Sunspire must know where his kingdom can be broken.
The original letter was ash now, burned in a silver basin before Alina left her chamber. The orders remained. They lived inside the hollowed prayer book resting beneath her hands, hidden between hymns to Saint Auria and thin cipher leaves that could carry messages through Sunspire’s secret channels. To anyone else, the book looked devotional. To Alina, it weighed more than the dowry chests strapped to the wagons behind her.
Across from her, Lady Mariel watched the road through the opposite window. Her pale cloak was pinned perfectly, her hair braided without a single loosened strand, her expression arranged into the calm of a woman who believed composure could hold a kingdom together if everyone practiced it hard enough.
“The Thornmere riders are watching the curtains again,” Mariel said.
“They have watched them since the last border marker.”
“You should not look too closely at the villages.”
Alina did not turn from the window. “If Thornmere wanted me blind, they should not have given me windows.”
“Compassion can be mistaken for fear.”
“Only by men who fear compassion.”
Mariel’s lips pressed together, but she said nothing else.
Alina continued watching. The villages along the road were too quiet. Their cottages crouched beneath roofs patched with black slate and moss, and their gardens lay flattened by frost, though winter had not yet settled fully in Sunspire. Smoke rose from chimneys in thin, reluctant streams. A well stood boarded in the center of one settlement, its rope hanging uselessly from a cracked beam. Near the last house, a woman held a child against her shoulder and stared at the passing procession with the exhausted stillness of someone who had stopped expecting rescue.
The child lifted his head.
Dark lines marked his throat beneath the skin, branching upward like ink drawn through veins.
Alina leaned closer before caution caught her.
“Highness,” Mariel warned softly.
“I saw.”
“Yes,” Mariel said. “And they saw you seeing.”
Alina settled back, letting the veil conceal her face again. She had been trained to notice without appearing to notice, to count guards while admiring architecture, to read hunger in a servant’s wrists while praising a feast. Today, however, Thornmere gave her too much to count. Dead fields. Boarded wells. Thin soldiers. Villages afraid to gather openly. Children carrying sickness in their throats.
Her father would want every detail.
Her stomach tightened, but her expression did not change. She had crossed the border as a bride. A bride did not show dread before strangers. A princess did not let pity ruin her usefulness.
Ahead, the procession slowed.
The change traveled backward through the horses first. Harness bells went quiet. Hooves struck mud and halted. Outside, Sunspire guards exchanged curt words with Thornmere riders, their voices smooth enough to prove that both sides had practiced hatred in formal language.
Then Alina smelled it.
Bitter sap. Cold soil. Wet metal. Beneath those scents lay something sweet and spoiled, like flowers abandoned too long in a sealed chapel.
Mariel lifted a handkerchief to her nose.
Alina kept her hands still over the prayer book.
The carriage climbed a low rise, and Thornmere’s living wall came into view.
The First Sight of the Thorn-Wall
The thorn-wall rose from the valley like a living border between Alina’s old world and the kingdom that had just claimed her.
It stood higher than any fortress wall in Sunspire. Massive briars twisted together in coils thicker than siege towers, their bark silver-black beneath the clouded light. Thorns as long as spears jutted outward in cruel ranks. Some gleamed like polished obsidian. Others had dulled, their points swollen and wet. The entire wall shifted with slow, breathing motion, branches tightening and loosening as wind passed through them with a sound like blades drawn softly from sheaths.
Alina had studied drawings of the wall since childhood. Sunspire histories called it the Devourer Hedge, the Witch-King’s Barrier, the Black Crown of Thornmere. Tutors had described how it swallowed armies, tore apart siege engines, and drank fire before flame could touch its roots.
No drawing had shown disease.
Black sap dripped from split bark and gathered around the roots in glossy pools. Wherever it touched the soil, grass lay dead in widening circles. Some branches curled inward like crippled fingers. Others had grayed at the base, their silver-black sheen flaking away to reveal raw darkness beneath. A crow landed near a root, pecked once at something in the mud, then startled backward with a harsh cry. Steam lifted from the place where its claws had touched.
Alina kept her breathing slow.
Thornmere’s weakness was real. That did not make it simple.
The carriage approached a gate grown into the wall itself. Thornmere soldiers dismounted and pressed bare hands against the bark. One by one, the thorns withdrew, opening a passage through the living barrier. The soldiers did not speak during the process. Their faces remained blank, but Alina saw one man’s mouth tighten when a thorn grazed his palm. Blood welled, bright against his skin, and vanished into the bark before it could fall.
Blood oath, Alina thought. Or land oath. Possibly both.
The gate widened.
As the carriage passed beneath the arch, the bitter smell thickened until it coated the back of her throat. Her Sun magic stirred beneath her skin in instinctive answer, a dry warmth gathering in her palms. She closed her fingers around the prayer book and forced the heat down. This was not the place to react. Not before Thornmere guards. Not before Sunspire priests waiting behind her to report any uncontrolled flare as either omen or weakness.
A vine scraped the carriage roof.
Mariel went rigid.
The sound dragged above them, slow and deliberate. Then a thin tendril lowered beside Alina’s window, curling through the narrow space where the curtain did not quite meet the frame. It brushed the edge of her veil.
Every Thornmere rider in sight went still.
Alina looked through the gauze at the tendril. Dark sap gathered at its tip, heavy and round, but it did not fall. The warmth in her palms rose again despite her control.
The tendril recoiled.
It was a small movement, quick enough that anyone desperate for comfort could pretend it had been caused by wind. Alina did not pretend. The wall had noticed her Sunspire blood, and whatever lived inside those thorns had disliked what it found.
The vine withdrew.
The procession moved on.
Beyond the wall, Thornmere climbed toward its capital in black pines, misted slopes, and roads cut into cold stone. The palace appeared gradually through the rain: towers of dark rock, battlements veined with silver mineral, and high windows that reflected no warmth. Living thorn vines spiraled around the central tower like a crown tightening around a skull.
At the lower gates, the Thorn Court waited.
They wore black, gray, deep green, and muted silver. Their jewels were restrained, their faces were not. Alina saw curiosity first. Then contempt. Then hunger. The last expression unsettled her most. This court did not look at her like victors receiving tribute.
They looked at her as if a locked door had finally arrived with a key around its throat.
The Thorn Court Gates
Cold rain began as the carriage stopped before the palace steps.
A Thornmere footman opened the door and lowered the step. He bowed correctly, but his eyes flicked once to Alina’s white shoes and the black mud below. The glance was brief, almost respectful in its honesty. There would be no entering Thornmere unstained.
Alina gathered her skirts and stepped down.
Mud soaked through the delicate soles at once. She did not look at it. Around her, Sunspire attendants arranged themselves in a bright fan of gold cloaks and pale veils. Opposite them, Thornmere nobles watched beneath dark hoods and rain-slick collars. Between the two courts stood the palace doors, carved with thorns so detailed that each wooden barb seemed capable of drawing blood.
The doors opened.
King Ronan Thorn descended the steps without haste.
The portraits in Sunspire had not prepared her. They had given her the shape of his face, the dark hair, the iron crown, the scar cutting pale across the left side of his mouth. They had not given her presence. Ronan moved like a man accustomed to obedience but not comforted by it. His black coat was embroidered with thornwork that caught the rain in fine silver lines. His shoulders were broad, his expression controlled, and his crown was not gold but black iron woven into cruel, elegant points.
He did not look like a bridegroom.
He looked like a king deciding whether peace was worth the risk of opening his gates.
The court bowed as he passed. Some bowed deeply. Others lowered themselves with rigid precision. Even the older nobles with antique thorn pins at their throats bent their heads, though resentment tightened their mouths.
Fear moved through them more clearly than loyalty.
Ronan stopped before Alina.
“Princess Alina Vale,” he said.
His voice was low, exact, and colder than the rain.
“King Ronan Thorn,” she answered.
His gaze moved over her veil, her pearls, her white silk, the prayer book held against her ribs. He looked at each detail as if it were evidence placed before him. Then his eyes returned to her face.
They were not black, as rumor claimed. They were deep gray-green, like pine shadow over river stone.
“Thornmere receives you under treaty law,” he said.
“Sunspire honors the treaty.”
A faint shift crossed his face. It was not quite amusement. It was too sharp for that.
“Does it?”
The question was soft enough that only those nearest could hear. Mariel’s breath caught behind Alina.
Alina held his gaze. “My presence here says so.”
“Your presence here says many things.”
Behind him, an older nobleman smiled into his beard. Alina knew him from painted court intelligence: Lord Garrick Briar, leader among the old-rite houses, wealthy enough to be dangerous and old enough to remember when Thornmere’s kings had been feared without needing treaties.
Ronan extended his hand.
Alina placed her gloved fingers on his palm. His hand was warmer than she expected, steady despite the rain. He did not tighten his grip, but the contact fixed both courts’ attention on them.
The palace doors stood open behind him, spilling amber light onto the wet steps. Black roses climbed the archway, blooming impossibly in winter. Some petals were edged in silver. Others were dark at the stem, the rot hidden poorly beneath perfume and rain.
Ronan saw her notice.
“Come,” he said. “The court is waiting to see whether Sunspire sent us a bride or a blade.”
Alina let him lead her up the steps. “Perhaps both courts should wonder the same of Thornmere’s king.”
For the first time, his expression changed enough to be called interest.
Not trust. Not warmth.
Recognition.
The Briar Throne Room
The Briar Throne Room smelled of candle smoke, damp stone, crushed black roses, and iron hidden beneath incense.
Sunspire priests had tried to conquer the air with myrrh and golden temple resin, but Thornmere’s older scents remained underneath. The chamber had been built in black stone veined with silver, and living roots threaded through the walls before disappearing behind carved panels. Thorn vines climbed the columns without touching the temporary Sunspire banners hung for the ceremony. Their restraint looked deliberate.
The Briar Throne stood at the far end of the hall.
It was not simply carved from thornwood. It seemed grown from something older, its dark roots hardened into a high seat crowned by living vines. Behind it, branches formed an arch like a crown of waiting spears. At Ronan’s approach, the vines withdrew enough to reveal the dais.
Alina walked beside him beneath the eyes of two courts.
The Sunspire envoys stood to her right in white and gold. Thornmere nobles gathered to Ronan’s left in dark colors and guarded silence. Servants lined the walls with trays of wine, salt bread, and black rose petals. They kept their eyes lowered. Alina noticed one young woman’s hands trembling as she held a silver pitcher, and she noticed how quickly the woman steadied when Captain Ivara Nox looked her way from near the dais.
The wedding began.
Words moved around Alina in formal currents. Blood debt. Border restraint. Mutual witness. Royal bodies as living seals upon peace. She answered where required, her voice clear beneath the veil. Ronan answered with the same measured control he had shown at the gates. Neither of them looked at the gathered court except when the rite demanded it.
When the Sunspire priest asked whether Alina came willingly, she said, “I come in service of peace.”
Ronan’s gaze shifted toward her.
The answer was acceptable. It was not complete.
When the Thornmere oath-keeper asked whether Ronan accepted her under his crown’s protection, he said, “I accept her under treaty and throne.”
Alina looked at him then.
His answer was not complete either.
They mounted the dais together. A silver chalice waited between the priests, shaped from two joined halves: one engraved with a sunburst, one with a thorn spiral. The oath-keeper pricked Ronan’s finger with a black thorn needle. The Sunspire priest pricked Alina’s with a golden pin. Their blood fell into the wine at the same time.
Alina’s hand remained steady, but pain brightened at the tip of her finger. The chalice warmed.
“Drink,” said the oath-keeper.
Ronan drank first, then passed the cup to Alina. Their fingers brushed over the stem. Behind them, the living vines twitched.
Alina drank. The wine tasted of dark berries, iron, and bitter root. Magic slid down with it, binding enough to be felt but not enough to own. Her Sun magic rose in answer, bright and controlled under her skin.
The vines behind the throne recoiled slightly.
A murmur passed through the hall.
Alina lowered the chalice without letting her expression change. Ronan’s gaze rested on the vines, then on her. Lord Garrick Briar, watching from below, stopped smiling.
The oath-keeper recovered his voice. “By blood, by border, by witness, Thornmere receives Alina Vale as treaty-queen.”
The Sunspire priest answered, “By light, by law, by sacred peace, Sunspire gives its daughter to end the war.”
The courts bowed.
As Alina stepped back from the chalice, she noticed the floor beneath the throne. Narrow grooves ran from the dais into the stone, sealed with dark resin and polished smooth. They had been made to look decorative, but the pattern was too practical for ornament. She did not know what they had carried, but something in the iron-heavy air made her skin tighten.
Ronan saw where she looked.
A warning flickered across his face and vanished.
Lord Garrick approached with a tray of black rose petals carried by the trembling servant. He took one petal between two fingers and smiled.
“My queen,” he said, making the title sound like a wager. “Sunspire brides are not frightened of flowers, I trust.”
Alina took a petal from the tray. “In Sunspire, we are taught to be careful with beautiful things that grow thorns.”
Garrick’s smile thinned. “A useful lesson in this court.”
“I hope to learn which lessons Thornmere values most.”
Ronan’s voice cut in before Garrick could answer. “Enough lessons for one ceremony.”
The servant stepped back too quickly, and wine trembled in the pitcher she carried. Ronan did not look at her directly, but he said, “Leave the tray. Another will serve.”
The girl obeyed with visible relief.
Alina saw what he had done. He had removed the servant from Garrick’s reach without making her fear the center of the moment. It was mercy shaped like command, so controlled that most of the court would mistake it for impatience.
She did not mistake it.
Ronan turned toward the hall. “The treaty is witnessed. Let the feast begin.”
The court applauded because it was required. The living vines behind the throne slowly settled, but Alina felt them watching long after she descended the dais.
The Wedding Feast
The feast hall was warmer than the throne room, but it did not feel safer.
Long tables stretched beneath iron chandeliers. Black roses climbed the walls, their perfume mixed with pine smoke, roasted venison, spiced plums, and the bitter tang of sap beneath polished wood. Musicians played low strings near the far wall. Servants moved between benches with careful efficiency, carrying dark bread, winter roots, wine, and meat sliced thin enough to suggest that Thornmere still understood ceremony but no longer trusted abundance.
Alina sat at Ronan’s right hand beneath a canopy woven from thorn branches and Sunspire ribbons. The ribbons looked temporary in this hall, bright strips of gold caught among black briars. Her own envoys sat several places away, close enough to read her posture, too far to help if the room turned openly hostile.
Ronan ate little and listened much.
Alina did the same.
Lord Garrick Briar lifted his cup after the formal toasts. “To Queen Alina. May she find Thornmere less savage than Sunspire’s songs claim.”
Soft laughter moved along the old-rite tables.
Alina raised her own cup. The wine inside was dark enough to look black. “Songs often flatter the singer more than the subject.”
Garrick’s eyes gleamed. “And what do Sunspire songs flatter?”
“Our certainty,” she said. “It is not always our finest quality.”
The answer unsettled both sides. The Sunspire envoy Lord Pelren shifted in his seat. Several Thornmere nobles exchanged glances, unsure whether she had insulted her own court or disarmed theirs.
Ronan’s gaze remained on Garrick.
“You speak generously of uncertainty,” Garrick said. “A useful trait in a bride sent among strangers.”
“A necessary one,” Alina replied. “Certainty has kept our kingdoms at war for most of my life.”
The laughter faded.
Ronan set his cup down with a soft sound. “Lord Briar.”
Garrick bowed his head, though his smile remained. “Your Majesty.”
The warning had been mild. The obedience it produced was not. Alina noted both.
As the feast continued, Thornmere revealed itself by what it chose not to say. No one mentioned the sick wall. No one mentioned hunger. No one mentioned the blood grooves beneath the throne. The nobles spoke of hunting rights, old victories, border weather, and the inconvenience of Sunspire priests requiring separate kitchens. The servants lowered their eyes and moved like people trained to become invisible before danger remembered them.
Lady Maerwen Thorne leaned toward Alina near the end of the second course. Ronan’s aunt was silver-haired, severe, and dressed in dark blue rather than black, as if she respected mourning but refused to be consumed by it.
“You answer with restraint,” Maerwen said.
“I was raised to survive dinners.”
“A useful education. Here, dinners sometimes survive you back.”
Alina looked at her. “Is that advice?”
“Observation. Advice implies attachment.”
Before Alina could answer, Ronan rose.
The hall rose with him.
“Thornmere honors treaty law,” he said. “Queen Alina is under my roof, my protection, and the witness of every noble here. If any person believes peace makes us weak, they may keep that foolishness private or bring it to me openly.”
Silence spread through the hall.
Ronan’s gaze rested on Garrick last. “I prefer openly.”
Garrick bowed again. This time the motion carried less amusement.
Alina lifted her cup because every court expected a bride to respond to public protection with gratitude. She drank, tasting berries, iron, and politics. Ronan had defended her, but not as a husband cherishing a wife. He had marked a boundary before wolves. The difference mattered.
When the feast ended, Sunspire attendants gathered around Alina with murmurs about fatigue, prayer, and the expected privacy of a wedding night. Thornmere courtiers watched with undisguised curiosity.
Ronan stepped down from the dais and offered his arm.
It was the first unnecessary courtesy he had shown her since the gates.
Alina placed her hand on his sleeve. His coat was warm beneath her fingers. The scent of rain, smoke, black roses, and iron clung to him.
As they left the hall, a living vine above the doorway shifted.
Alina glanced up. “Do they always move when I pass?”
“No,” Ronan said.
He did not explain.
The lack of explanation followed her into the corridor like a hand at the back of her neck.
The King’s Warning
The corridor outside the feast hall was colder, quieter, and more truthful than the rooms filled with witnesses.
Torches burned in iron brackets shaped like thorn stems. Their flames shivered blue at the base, casting uneven light over black stone walls where roots surfaced through cracks before vanishing again beneath old panels. Rain tapped against narrow windows. Behind Alina and Ronan, their attendants followed at a distance carefully chosen to preserve propriety while denying privacy.
“You handled Briar well,” Ronan said.
Alina kept her hand on his arm because the court still had eyes behind them. “He wanted me to shrink or overreach.”
“And you chose neither.”
“I chose to learn.”
“Dangerous habit.”
“Useful one.”
Ronan stopped near a window overlooking the inner courtyard. Below, servants crossed wet stone with covered trays. Two guards stood near an archway. One leaned too heavily on his spear when he thought no one watched.
“You observe everything,” Ronan said.
“I was educated.”
“Do not insult yourself by pretending those are the same.”
Alina turned to him. “Is this where you warn me not to spy?”
“No.”
The answer surprised her enough to quiet her.
He faced her fully. In the dim corridor, the scar at his mouth looked sharper, the pale line cutting through shadow. He was not handsome in the gentle Sunspire manner, but he held attention with the force of a locked door behind which something dangerous waited.
“This is where I tell you I know why you were sent,” he said.
Alina did not deny it. Denial would have insulted them both.
“You agreed to the marriage anyway.”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because Sunspire wanted a door, and Thornmere needed time.”
The honesty landed between them with more weight than accusation would have. Alina felt the shape of the game alter. Ronan had not pretended to be deceived. He had placed the truth on the floor between them and waited to see whether she would step around it.
“Then we are both what the other expected,” she said.
“Not entirely.”
His gaze dropped briefly to the prayer book still held against her side. Alina’s fingers tightened before she could stop them.
Ronan noticed.
Of course he noticed.
“Thornmere eats careless spies,” he said. “It does not always bother to chew.”
Alina stepped closer, just enough for the torchlight to warm the veil between them. “And what does it do with careful ones?”
For the first time that night, his mouth nearly softened.
“It watches them.”
She should have felt only fear. She did feel it, cool and intelligent, settling behind her ribs. Yet irritation rose beside it, and beneath that, reluctant respect. He had not underestimated her. He had not insulted her with false ignorance.
“And if I find what you hide?” she asked.
“Then decide what kind of woman you are before you send it home.”
The words reached too far into her.
For a moment, she saw her father’s war room in Sunspire: the golden map table, the red markers near Thornmere’s border, Cael’s hand resting beside the carved western gates. She heard her mother saying that history blessed those who endured the wound of duty. She saw the child by the border road with darkness creeping beneath his skin.
“I know what kind of woman I am,” Alina said.
“Most people do until the price changes.”
One of the attendants shifted behind them. The faint sound broke the moment before it could deepen into something neither court would approve.
Ronan stepped back. “Your wing is prepared. No one will enter your private rooms tonight without permission. Not even me.”
Alina had not realized her shoulders were braced for a different answer until relief tried to loosen them. She did not allow it to show.
“Courtesy or strategy?”
“Yes.”
This time, she almost smiled.
Ronan signaled to a waiting guard. “Escort the queen to the Sunspire Embassy Wing.”
The queen.
Not wife. Not bride. Not prisoner.
A title could be honor, claim, or warning depending on the mouth that shaped it. In Ronan’s, it sounded like all three.
Alina followed the guard down the corridor. She did not look back until the turn.
Ronan remained beside the rain-streaked window, watching her leave as if he already knew every lie she had brought across the border and intended to wait until she chose which one mattered most.
The Embassy Wing
The Sunspire Embassy Wing had been made beautiful by people who did not trust beauty to survive Thornmere unassisted.
Its walls were pale stone rather than black, veined with faint gold that caught lamplight in warm threads. Sunburst mosaics bordered the floor. White curtains softened the narrow windows. Bowls of dried orange peel, cloves, and pressed summer flowers had been placed on tables to fight the palace air. For a moment, as Alina entered, the room almost smelled like home.
Then the wind shifted outside, and poisoned sap found its way through the window seams.
Mariel dismissed the servants after inspecting every corner with grave efficiency. Two Sunspire guards took their positions at the corridor door. Thornmere guards waited farther down the hall. The arrangement was polite, exact, and full of distrust.
When they were alone, Mariel turned to Alina. “He knows too much.”
“He suspects too much.”
“Is there a difference?”
“A useful one.”
Mariel’s face tightened. “The first report should be sent tonight.”
“I know.”
“Sunspire will be waiting.”
“I know that too.”
After Mariel helped unfasten the outer layers of the wedding gown, Alina dismissed her. The woman hesitated, then bowed and withdrew into the adjoining chamber.
Alina stood still until the door closed.
Then she crossed to the writing desk and opened the lower drawer. Her dowry chest had been brought up during the feast. Inside it sat a smaller writing chest marked with the Sunspire royal seal. Thornmere inspectors had not broken it. She unlocked it with the small key hidden beneath the pearl bracelet on her wrist and took out the hollowed prayer book.
The white leather cover looked harmless in the lamplight.
Alina opened to the hymn of Saint Auria’s mercy and pressed her thumb against the painted flame in the margin. Warmth gathered beneath her skin. A cipher leaf loosened and slid free.
She took up her pen.
Entered Thornmere under treaty. Wall visibly corrupted at border. Disease appears advanced along root structure. Military discipline remains intact despite signs of deprivation. Villages near border show crop failure and possible magical illness among civilians.
She paused.
Ronan’s warning returned to her. Thornmere eats careless spies.
Her father needed information. Cael would want certainty. But if she wrote that Ronan had directly named her purpose, Sunspire would assume her position compromised. They would doubt every report, change channels, or pressure her into desperate action before she understood the court. Worse, they might decide Ronan was feeding her falsehoods and treat her as useless except for one final betrayal.
Alina dipped the pen again and chose each word with care.
King Ronan unusually perceptive and highly suspicious of Sunspire intentions. He appears prepared for political deception and should not be underestimated. Court divided. Lord Garrick Briar likely opposition figure. Briar Throne contains sealed grooves beneath dais, purpose unknown. Further observation required before actionable assessment.
The phrasing was true. It did not confess everything.
She added one more line.
Thornmere weakness real, but nature uncertain.
Alina warmed the cipher leaf between her palms until the ink faded from visible black into spell-bound gold. Then she slipped it back into the prayer book and touched the sunburst on the cover. The message vanished through the hidden channel woven into the spine, traveling along Sunspire magic toward those waiting beyond the border.
Her first report was gone.
Not her first betrayal. Not entirely. She had withheld enough to make the truth bend, and she had sent enough to remain useful. The balance felt less like skill than the beginning of a debt she would eventually be forced to pay.
She closed the prayer book, returned it to the writing chest, and locked the lid. This time, she tucked the key beneath the mattress seam rather than returning it to her bracelet.
Only then did she approach the window.
Black roses climbed around the frame, their petals wet from rain, their thorns pressed near the glass. Beyond the courtyard, the thorn-wall marked the distance as a dark line against the storm. Lightning flickered behind the clouds, revealing diseased sections pulsing faintly, black sap gleaming like open wounds.
Alina rested her fingers against the cold pane.
Ronan suspected her. The wall had recoiled from her. Sunspire waited for weakness. Thornmere hid sickness beneath ceremony.
A vine scraped once across the glass.
The sound was soft, deliberate, and patient.
Alina did not step back.






  
  CHAPTER 2 — The Court That Fed on Secrets


Breakfast with Enemies
By morning, Alina understood that the Thorn Court did not need chains to make a prisoner feel watched. 
It was in the corridor outside her rooms, where Sunspire guards stood closest to the door and Thornmere guards waited farther down the passage, each side pretending the distance meant courtesy rather than suspicion. It was in the careful way the servants entered with hot water and breakfast linen, their eyes lowered, their hands steady from practice rather than ease. It was in the black roses outside her window, no longer scraping the glass as they had in the night, but still clinging to the stone frame with their thorns pressed close enough to look intentional.
Mariel pinned Alina’s hair with Sunspire pearls while the room smelled of cloves, orange peel, rain, and the faint bitter seep of poisoned sap from the outer walls. The embassy wing had been designed to comfort Sunspire guests, but comfort here felt like a tactic. Pale stone, gold-threaded curtains, devotional icons, bowls of dried summer flowers. Every familiar thing had been placed inside a hostile palace, and the result was not home. It was a reminder that home had sent her here.
“You slept poorly,” Mariel said.
“I slept enough.”
“That is not the same.”
“No,” Alina said, meeting her eyes in the mirror. “It is not.”
Mariel fastened the last pearl with a small, precise motion. “The first report was sent?”
“Yes.”
“Did you mention his warning?”
Alina thought of Ronan beside the rain-streaked window, his voice low as he told her Thornmere ate careless spies. She had not written that he knew. She had written that he was unusually perceptive and highly suspicious of Sunspire intentions. It was true, but incomplete enough to preserve her usefulness.
“I told them he should not be underestimated,” Alina said.
Mariel’s shoulders eased. “That was wise.”
“It was necessary.”
A young Thornmere page escorted Alina to the morning hall. He walked three paces ahead, slight and solemn in black livery, never turning his back fully. The palace seemed harsher in daylight. Roots surfaced through cracks in the walls before disappearing behind carved panels. Silver veins in the stone caught the weak morning light. Black roses had been arranged along the corridors for the wedding, but some petals had already curled at the edges, darkening where their stems met the thorned vines.
The morning hall was smaller than the feast chamber, but no warmer in spirit. Nobles gathered around the long table in dark greens, blacks, grays, and dull silver. Ronan stood near the head of the room with Captain Ivara Nox at his right. He wore no crown, yet the space around him still bent as if it remembered one. Ivara watched Alina with the flat assessment of a soldier measuring distance to a drawn blade.
“My queen,” Ronan said.
“My lord husband.”
A few courtiers heard the exchange and shifted. Alina allowed herself the smallest polite smile. The words were proper enough to pass, pointed enough to be useful.
Lord Garrick Briar sat near the hearth, his antique silver thorn pin bright against his dark coat. His smile carried all the warmth of a knife left in snow. “We feared Sunspire’s daughter might find our breakfast poor after golden halls and summer fruits.”
Alina took her seat. The table held dark bread, preserved apples, venison sliced thin, and butter whipped with winter herbs. Enough to show dignity. Not enough to hide rationing from anyone trained to read a court through its kitchens.
“I prefer a court that serves what it has,” she said. “Excess is rarely honest.”
Garrick’s smile thinned. “How refreshing. A bride who admires austerity.”
“A bride who notices performance.”
The silence that followed was brief, but not empty. Ronan cut into his food without intervening. Alina understood the restraint. He was not abandoning her to Garrick. He was letting her learn the room, and letting the room learn her.
A younger noble tried to soften the edge. “Thornmere has endured difficult seasons, Your Majesty.”
“So has Sunspire,” Alina replied. “War is generous that way. It leaves grief on both tables.”
That answer quieted the Sunspire envoys too. Good. Let them remember she had not crossed the border to perform blind patriotism while Thornmere counted its dead.
Breakfast continued beneath disciplined hostility. Garrick’s old-rite allies circled with courtesy, testing whether she would flinch at mention of war, famine, or foreign magic. Ivara said little, but when servants came near Ronan’s side of the table, her eyes tracked every hand. Lady Maerwen Thorne watched from near the windows, silver-haired and unreadable, as if she found the entire court too predictable to be entertaining.
When the meal ended, Ronan rose. Every chair moved after him.
“Walk with me,” he said to Alina.
She stood. “Gladly.”
In the corridor beyond the morning hall, rain tapped softly against the high windows. Ronan did not offer his arm this time. He walked beside her, and Ivara followed far enough behind them to hear nothing unless they wished her to.
“You enjoy testing men who want excuses,” he said.
“I enjoy learning how quickly they reach for them.”
“And?”
“Lord Briar reaches quickly. Your younger nobles fear choosing too soon. Your captain does not trust me. Your aunt is either amused or waiting to see whether I fall. Your servants fear notice more than labor.”
Ronan glanced at her. “And me?”
Alina looked ahead. “You let rooms reveal themselves while pretending not to guide them.”
For the first time that morning, something close to approval crossed his face.
Then it vanished.
“That habit may keep you alive here,” he said.
“It already has elsewhere.”
He led her toward glass doors filmed with rain. Beyond them, black roses moved in the wind like a dark tide.
The Rotting Gardens
The palace gardens smelled of wet earth, bitter sap, and roses blooming in a season that should have killed them.
Alina stepped onto the stone terrace and saw at once that the grounds had once been magnificent. Terraces descended from the palace in dark, disciplined layers. Thorn hedges formed arches, spirals, and walls around beds of winter herbs. Statues of Thorn kings and queens stood beneath climbing roses, their faces streaked by rain and mineral stains. In Sunspire, gardens were made to demonstrate abundance. Here, they demonstrated control.
That control was failing.
The roses closest to the palace still held their velvet black petals, many edged in silver where healthy thorn magic gleamed. Farther down the slope, the stems darkened. Leaves curled inward. Thorns softened at the tips, swollen with glossy sap that dripped onto gravel and left stains no rain had washed clean. A collapsed hedge lay twisted near the lower terrace, its branches gray beneath black rot.
Alina drew her cloak closer around her shoulders. “How long has the garden looked like this?”
Ronan’s hands remained clasped behind his back. “Long enough for every answer to become political.”
“That is not an answer.”
“It is the truest one.”
They walked beneath an arch of living thorn. Its branches shifted above them, but did not lower toward Alina. Her Sun magic stirred anyway, a dry warmth beneath her skin. She kept her fingers folded within her sleeves.
“You feel it,” Ronan said.
“I smell it.”
“You feel it.”
Alina looked at him. “Do you ask questions only when you already know the answer?”
“When I need to learn whether someone will lie.”
The answer irritated her because it was clean. “Yes. My magic reacts to the rot.”
“How?”
“As if it wants to burn it.”
“Would that help?”
She studied a rosebush whose upper petals remained beautiful while its roots blackened beneath the soil. “Fire often mistakes destruction for cleansing.”
Ronan’s gaze stayed on her a moment longer, and the silence between them changed. He had expected a Sunspire answer. She had given him something less useful to his suspicions.
A gardener knelt near the collapsed hedge, cutting diseased branches into an iron basin. His face was wrapped in cloth from nose to chin. When he saw Ronan, he bowed so abruptly that sap nearly spilled over the basin’s rim.
“Continue,” Ronan said.
The gardener obeyed with shaking hands.
Alina crouched near the basin before Ronan could warn her. The cut branches twitched faintly. Black sap gathered at the bottom like ink. The smell clawed at the back of her throat.
“Do not touch it,” Ronan said.
“I was not planning to.”
“Good. Some of my court believes Sunspire royals require warnings only after the bleeding begins.”
She rose slowly. “Your wall is not merely weakening. It is poisoning itself.”
The gardener’s knife paused.
Ronan dismissed him with a glance. The man lifted the basin and retreated along the path, careful not to let the contents brush his coat.
When they were alone, Ronan said, “Yes.”
No excuse. No denial. The single word made the garden colder.
“Does Sunspire know how bad it is?”
“You tell me.”
“I did not send details about this garden.”
“Last night,” he said.
The reminder landed precisely where he intended. Alina had sent a report. A careful one, yes, but a report all the same.
“Last night,” she agreed.
A thorn vine near Ronan’s sleeve stirred. It brushed the black fabric and left a smear of sap near his wrist. He did not flinch.
“It began at the border,” he said. “Then the wells. Then the farms nearest old battle sites. Now the court gardens.”
“And you hide it behind ceremony.”
“I hide it behind whatever keeps our enemies from deciding the wall is weak enough to test.”
Alina thought of her father’s war room, the red markers near Thornmere’s border, and Cael’s belief that a dying enemy remained an enemy. “A sickness is not the same as a military weakness.”
“In politics,” Ronan said, “the difference rarely survives contact with ambition.”
A low bell rang inside the palace.
Ronan turned toward it.
“What is that?” Alina asked.
“Petition hour.”
“Already?”
“It happens whether the court is ready or not.”
“And are you?”
He looked down at the blackened roses, and for a moment his expression was not ruthless at all. It was tired in a way he would never permit a room full of nobles to witness.
“No king ever is.”
The Thorn-Fever Petition
The petition hall smelled of damp wool, lye, old smoke, and sickness.
It was not a beautiful room. Stone benches lined the walls, and the windows were too narrow to allow warmth. Petitioners stood in a guarded line near the entrance: farmers in patched cloaks, a miller with bandaged fingers, two widows in black, a merchant clutching ledgers wrapped against the rain, and a lean woman in a healer’s coat with a child bundled against her chest.
Alina saw the child first.
He was small, perhaps five years old, with dark curls damp against his forehead. His eyes were half open. Black veins branched beneath the skin of his throat, delicate and terrible, like ink drawn through living glass.
The same sickness she had seen on the border road.
Ronan took his seat at the end of the hall. It was not the Briar Throne, but it had been carved in its image, dark thornwood polished smooth beneath old hands. Alina sat beside him, slightly lower, as treaty-queen rather than equal sovereign. The court noticed the difference. She did too.
The steward called the healer forward. “Tamsin Reed of the Withered Vale, petitioning for increased allocation of clean water, fever-root, silver ash, and safe transport through the south road.”
Tamsin Reed did not bow deeply enough to please the clerks. Her coat had been mended at both elbows, and mud dried along its hem. She held the child as if she had carried him beyond exhaustion and would keep carrying him even if her arms failed.
“Your Majesty,” she said.
Ronan leaned forward. “How many?”
“Thirty-seven fever cases in the Vale proper. Twelve in the outer farms. Six children unable to keep water down. Three wells closed since last moon. Four buried this week.”
A murmur moved through the hall.
Ronan’s hand tightened once on the arm of his chair. “The last allocation was sent eight days ago.”
“It arrived half short.”
The steward stiffened. “Records state full dispatch.”
“Then records drank the missing barrels.”
Several petitioners lowered their eyes. Ivara, standing against the wall, watched Tamsin with restrained respect.
“Find where they went,” Ronan said to the steward.
“Your Majesty, with the roads compromised—”
“Find where they went.”
The steward bowed, pale with resentment.
The child whimpered. The sound was too weak to become a cry.
Alina moved before she could calculate the cost. “May I see him?”
Every eye turned.
Tamsin looked first to Ronan. That told Alina more than any insult could have.
Ronan’s gaze remained on the healer. “She asked you.”
Tamsin looked back at Alina. “If you can look without making him a lesson for your priests, Your Majesty, then look.”
Alina crossed the hall and knelt before her. Up close, the boy smelled of sour sweat, fever, and cold soil. His skin chilled the air around him. She held her hand near his throat without touching. Her Sun magic answered instantly, heat gathering in her palm with the urge to burn the dark veins away.
She closed her fingers.
Not here. Not without understanding.
“What is his name?” she asked.
“Bren.”
“Does it always begin in the throat?”
“Sometimes the wrists. Sometimes behind the eyes. The children get cold first. Then thirsty. Then the veins darken. If it reaches the heart, we pray.”
In Sunspire, prayer smelled of polished gold and candle wax. In Tamsin’s mouth, it sounded like the last thing left when rulers failed.
Ronan ordered twice the last water allocation, fever-root from royal stores, and silver ash from the chapel vault. A Rootbound noble muttered about reserves. Ronan turned his head, and the man went silent.
Alina stood slowly. “I may be able to help study the fever.”
The hall stirred again.
Ronan’s expression sharpened. “You offer that as queen or Sunspire’s daughter?”
The question insulted her. It also needed asking.
“As someone who has seen a sick child,” Alina said.
Tamsin searched her face for the lie beneath the silk.
Ronan said, “We will discuss it privately.”
Tamsin’s jaw tightened, but she bowed and stepped back with Bren still shivering in her arms.
The petitions continued, yet Alina barely heard them. The child’s black veins stayed fixed in her mind. She had been sent to find Thornmere’s weakness. She had expected a gate, a faction, a flaw in Ronan’s crown.
Instead, weakness had looked at her through fever-dulled eyes.
The Sunspire Mirror
The Embassy Wing smelled of heated gold when Alina returned from the petition hall.
Not rose oil. Not sap. Gold, sun-warmed glass, and temple flame. The devotional sun icon above her writing table glowed faintly, its amber chips bright despite the gray light outside. Mariel stood near the inner door, hands clasped tightly.
“Prince Cael has called twice,” she said.
Alina removed her gloves slowly. Her palms still remembered Bren’s cold. “Did anyone hear?”
“No. I dismissed the servants when the icon warmed.”
Alina crossed to the devotional sun and touched two fingers to the lower ray. The mirror-spell opened with a shimmer of gold.
Cael Vale’s face appeared within the polished center.
Her brother looked as he always did in court: golden-haired, composed, armored by discipline even without steel. Behind him lay the Sunspire war chamber, white stone walls, a map table, steady candlelight held in enchanted glass.
“Finally,” Cael said.
“I was in petition hour.”
“Then you saw what Thornmere wanted you to see.”
Alina’s fingers remained on the icon’s edge. “I saw a child with black veins in his throat.”
Cael’s expression barely shifted. “A tragedy.”
“His name is Bren.”
“That does not change what he is.”
“And what is he?”
“A sign that Thornmere is weakening.” Cael leaned closer. “Alina, listen to me. Father received your report. It was cautious.”
“It was accurate.”
“It gave us atmosphere, rot, and suspicion. We need structure. Gates. Ward habits. Military readiness. Faction names. Whether Ronan’s support is secure. The next report must be more useful.”
The heat of the mirror pressed against her fingertips. Alina thought of Tamsin holding Bren before a court that counted water barrels like military secrets.
“Useful,” she said.
Cael’s gaze sharpened. “Do not do that.”
“Do what?”
“Repeat a word as if morality changes logistics.”
Alina almost laughed, but the sound would have been bitter enough to alarm Mariel. “Ronan knows his kingdom is sick.”
“Good. Fear makes rulers careless.”
“He is not careless.”
“You admire him?”
“I am correcting you.”
“That is not an answer.”
“No,” she said. “It is not.”
For a moment, Cael’s face softened, and she saw the brother who had once stolen figs from banquet trays and shared them with her behind curtains. Then the softness hardened beneath the prince trained for war.
“We have little time,” he said. “If the treaty fails, hesitation will kill Sunspire soldiers. Find what he hides.”
“And if what he hides is suffering?”
“Suffering does not make Thornmere harmless.”
The words were reasonable. That made them worse.
Alina stepped back from the mirror. “I hear you.”
“That is not obedience.”
“No.”
Silence stretched between them.
Cael’s voice lowered. “Remember who sent you.”
The mirror went dark.
Alina stood before the dead icon while the smell of heated gold faded. Mariel said nothing. Outside, rain moved softly against the windows, and black roses trembled in the wind.
Cael loved her. Her father loved her. Her mother had kissed her forehead before sending her across the border. None of that had prevented them from needing her useful before they needed her whole.
Alina turned from the mirror.
“I need records
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