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For every reader who has ever felt broken and still chose to be brave. For the ones who carry fear in one hand and hope in the other, and walk forward anyway.
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Prologue
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The Crown of Frozen Witches woke in a room no living map admitted existed. It lay on a stone altar beneath the northern ice, black silver twisted into seven thorned points, each point holding the last breath of a witch who had refused to die quietly. For a century, the crown dreamed of winter. For a century, it counted the heartbeats of the bloodline that could break it. Then Rowan Black freed Thornfell House, and the crown opened one blue eye in the dark.

Across the north, rivers stopped mid-current. Wolves howled with mouths full of snow. In ruined castles, bells rang though no hands touched them. The old witches turned in their glass graves and whispered a hunter's name through frost-cracked lips. Rowan did not hear them at first. She was sleeping for the first time without a haunted house breathing in her dreams. Peace lasted until dawn, which was rude of peace and typical of Rowan's life.

When ice crawled through her window and wrote a crown on the floor, Rowan understood two things at once. Thornfell House had been a beginning, not an ending. And whatever waited in the frozen north did not want a hunter. It wanted her.
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Chapter 1
Winter Comes Through the Wall
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Rain slapped the witchwire bridge hard enough to sound like applause for something wicked. Rowan Black came through it with her knife low and her jaw set, following a signal no hunter could ignore. Ice claws through Rowan's bedroom wall before sunrise, carrying the same crown-shaped mark she found in Thornfell's ashes. The night had a habit of pretending it was ordinary until it showed teeth. Tonight, it did not bother pretending. A sour pulse of magic rolled across the stones, tugging at the old scar in Rowan's palm and pointing her toward Castle Nharrow.

Elias did not tell Rowan to wait. That small mercy made him dangerous in an entirely different way. He simply stepped to her left, giving her room to swing, while Juniper produced a tiny lantern that glowed green and complained in a high whistle. "I improved it," Juniper said. "It screams when death is nearby." The lantern screamed. Rowan raised an eyebrow. "Useful. Dramatic, but useful."

At the edge of the room, the frost-witch revenant waited with its head bowed like a guilty dog. Then the curse tightened. Its spine arched, its eyes burned black, and it charged. Rowan hated the person who had made a frightened creature into a weapon. She hated more that she would have to fight it before she could save it.

Rowan's anger rose clean and bright. It was not the careless anger that wanted to burn a room simply because it hurt. It was the better kind, the kind that counted chains, named victims, and refused to mistake cruelty for strength. If the dark wanted her to become numb, it should have chosen a less stubborn woman.

Something glittered near the baseboard: a blood price hidden in a nursery rhyme. It was small enough to dismiss and wrong enough to ruin everything. Elias exhaled through his teeth. "That should not be here." Rowan gave him a tired look. "I am beginning to think that sentence is your family motto." The wall omen stayed with Rowan like a splinter under the skin.

Rowan marked the pattern in her mind: a blood price hidden in a nursery rhyme, the wounded frost-witch revenant, and Elias watching the map as if it might confess. Whatever Winter Comes Through the Wall meant, it was not random. It was a signpost left by a cruel hand.

Elias said the plan was bold, which Rowan knew was polite code for completely unwise. The joke did not make the danger smaller, but it made the silence flinch. Rowan appreciated that. Sometimes laughter was not foolishness. Sometimes it was a match struck in a tunnel, a reminder that the dark had not eaten every human thing inside them.

The curse brushed Rowan's skin and recoiled. She saw the reaction ripple through the walls: a shiver, a flinch, a whisper passed from stone to stone. Her blood knew this magic. The thought made her colder than the room. Family secrets were bad enough when they stayed in journals. This one had teeth and a destination.

Their argument lasted through three traps and one extremely judgmental portrait. Elias wanted a safer route. Rowan wanted a route that existed. In the end they chose the dangerous one together, which was becoming an inconvenient theme between them.

Cursed hands rose from the floor, fingers made of shadow and splinters. One seized Rowan's boot. She drove her knife down, not at the hand, but at the spell feeding it. The boards screamed. Elias pulled her free. Juniper hit the remaining hands with a wrench and personal enthusiasm.

A seam opened in the far wall, showing darkness behind the plaster. Queen Velkora watched from that black line, faceless and patient. "Every brave girl eventually kneels to what she cannot fix." Rowan stepped closer. "That sounds like advice from someone who has never met Juniper's stubbornness or mine."

A hunter trained for clean endings would have hated this mess. Rowan almost laughed at that. Nothing about that danger promised a clean ending. It promised only a chance to pull one more truth out of the dark before the dark pulled back.

The glacier door answered their entrance by changing shape. Shelves became stairs, stairs became ribs, and the far door moved ten feet to the left out of spite. Juniper took notes. "For science," she said. Rowan suspected science would prefer not to be named in the lawsuit.

The answer changed the shape of the night. A monster in a room was a danger. A system that produced monsters was a crime. Rowan felt the difference settle on her shoulders. She was no longer hunting a creature. She was walking through evidence, and the evidence wore her family name like a blade.

Near the threshold, Rowan found a memory trapped in a silver bell. It had been hidden badly, almost desperately, as if whoever left it wanted the right person to see it and the wrong person to overlook it. She knelt, careful not to touch the outer ring of the curse. The mark warmed when her shadow crossed it. Elias went still. Rowan disliked every version of his silence.

The map burned around the symbol of the Crown of Frozen Witches. Blue for danger, gold for blood, black for a curse old enough to have traditions. Juniper leaned back. "That is not ideal." Rowan laughed once. "You have such a gentle relationship with disaster."

Juniper found a smear of soot shaped like a question mark and declared it a professional insult. Rowan told her to document the insult later. Right now, Ice claws through Rowan's bedroom wall before sunrise, carrying the same crown-shaped mark she found in Thornfell's ashes. Every second they delayed gave Queen Velkora more room to plan.

The corridor ahead opened like an accusation. Rowan stepped toward it before anyone could ask whether she was ready. Ready was overrated. Ready was a luxury for people whose nightmares respected appointments. She had purpose, allies, and a monster to save. That would have to do.

The next door unlocked before Rowan touched it. That was never a gift. Doors in cursed places opened eagerly only when something behind them felt confident. The ice bell tower breathed cold against her face. Rowan breathed back warm and stubborn.

Everything happened at once: glass burst, chains rang, Juniper swore, Elias shouted her name, and the frost-witch revenant struck from the smoke. Rowan caught the attack on the flat of her blade. The impact traveled to her shoulder and lit every old bruise she owned.

The trouble named Winter Comes Through the Wall did not stand alone. Ice claws through Rowan's bedroom wall before sunrise, carrying the same crown-shaped mark she found in Thornfell's ashes. It connected to the hidden rules of Castle Nharrow, and to the question Rowan feared most: whether her mercy was a gift or another lock someone had built into her blood.

The name came wrong the first time. The backlash struck Rowan behind the ribs and flung her against Elias hard enough to make them both curse. Juniper threw a stabilizing pin that worked for three glorious seconds before exploding into glitter. "It is nonflammable glitter," she shouted. "Probably!"

Rowan closed her eyes and listened past the roar. Beneath it waited a smaller sound, a memory of warmth, a name worn thin by years of being ignored. She spoke that name into the room. The curse cracked like ice under spring water.

The deeper layer of Winter Comes Through the Wall was not the monster attack. It was the choice beneath it. Rowan could win a fight and still lose herself if she forgot why she had stepped into Castle Nharrow in the first place.

Elias looked at Rowan as if he wanted to say something honest and inconvenient. Rowan looked away first, not because she did not feel it, but because feelings in cursed corridors tended to attract claws. The problem of Winter Comes Through the Wall gave her a better excuse to move.

Elias opened his mouth as if to ask whether she needed a moment. Rowan gave him a look. He wisely closed it. Juniper gathered her tools with trembling hands and a brave smile. The room behind them settled. The room ahead waited. The mystery had barely begun, and already it knew how to hurt her.
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Chapter 2
The Crown's Whisper
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The first warning was not a scream. It was the sudden silence in the White Quiet, the kind that made every candle-flame stand straight and every shadow look employed. Rowan paused with one boot on the threshold. The Crown whispers Rowan's name through frozen water and promises answers in exchange for one drop of blood. She had walked into enough cursed places to know when a room was listening. She smiled anyway, because fear hated being mocked.

Juniper wanted to name the situation a disaster. Elias called it a convergence of hostile signatures. Rowan preferred disaster; it had fewer syllables and more honesty. She glanced at Elias, who was pretending not to be worried about the fresh cut near her wrist. He was very bad at pretending when Rowan knew where to look.

The crowned wraith came down the wall sideways, claws clicking through plaster, mouth open around a noise too broken to be called a growl. Elias moved, but Rowan was faster. Her ward-pin struck the floor. Gold thread snapped up in a bright net, and the creature hit it hard enough to make the whole room flinch.

For one breath, Rowan felt very young. Not weak, not helpless - just young in the face of a cruelty that had been operating before she knew how to hold a blade. Then Elias said her name, calm and certain, and the moment steadied. Rowan did not need saving. She needed someone who could stand beside her while she saved herself.

The a memory trapped in a silver bell changed the room. It tugged at the charm on Rowan's sleeve and turned Elias's compass needle white. Juniper leaned closer, which Rowan considered a threat to everyone's continued breathing. "Do not poke it," Rowan said. Juniper froze. "You say that as if I poke things." Elias did not look up. "You have a dedicated poking glove." The whisper omen stayed with Rowan like a splinter under the skin.

For a few breaths, the danger narrowed to small things: Elias breathing beside her, Juniper counting tools, Rowan flexing her sore hand around the knife. The Crown whispers Rowan's name through frozen water and promises answers in exchange for one drop of blood. The night reminded them that small moments were borrowed, never promised.

Juniper lifted a device made of copper coils, thread, and confidence. "This will either reveal the hidden mechanism or briefly create a second problem." Rowan stared. "Only briefly?" "I am improving." Elias murmured that this was not the reassurance Juniper believed it was.

A blue-gold line opened in Rowan's palm. The mark was not a wound exactly; it felt like a door remembering it could open. Every chain in the room trembled. Elias stepped closer, careful not to touch without permission. Rowan appreciated that and resented how much she appreciated it.

When Rowan's hands shook, Elias did not mention it. He simply held out the compass so she could pretend she was steadying the needle instead of herself. That kindness slipped past her armor more easily than any blade, and for a moment she hated him for being good at silence.

The corridor stretched just as Rowan lunged. Distance opened like a cruel joke. The bell-eyed scarecrow used it better than she did, crossing the impossible length in one leap. Rowan threw herself sideways, felt teeth graze her coat, and came up laughing once because terror had nowhere else to go.

The enemy did not roar. It explained. That was worse. Queen Velkora described chains as mercy, prisons as protection, obedience as peace. Rowan had heard similar lies from living hunters in polished boots. She was not impressed by the supernatural version.

The room held its breath after the attack, and Rowan used the pause to study what pain had arranged: seven names carved in old ice, the trembling bell-eyed scarecrow, and a path leading deeper into frozen witches. She did not like the answer forming, but she trusted the shape of it.

They pushed into the chamber of rejected dead, where the air tasted of old pennies and stormwater. The walls carried scratches too regular to be damage and too desperate to be decoration. Elias traced one with his gloved thumb. "These are locks," he said. Juniper's humor faded. Rowan looked at the wounded creature behind them. "Then we find what they are locking away."

Piece by piece, the mystery stopped being about survival and became about responsibility. Someone had built this suffering with rules, signatures, and patience. Someone had convinced themselves that a cruel design became holy if enough people feared what it contained. Rowan knew hunters like that. She had been raised by some of them.

A second sign waited where the wall had cracked: seven names carved in old ice. The clue pulsed in time with Rowan's heartbeat. That was not comforting. Cursed objects should keep their own rhythm and stay out of her chest. She traced the air above it, and a whisper slipped free, too faint to understand but too familiar to ignore.

Every freed name made the Crown of Frozen Witches beat harder. The enemy was noticing her method, learning the shape of her mercy. Rowan disliked clever evil. Stupid evil at least had the courtesy to trip over furniture. This one opened doors exactly where she least wanted to go.

The old magic under Castle Nharrow obeyed laws, but they were not merciful laws. They bent around blood, names, bargains, and fear. Rowan felt rage rise again and decided the law could bend around her refusal too.

Aunt Mara would have called this reckless. Seraphine might have called it necessary. Rowan called it Tuesday, though technically it was well past midnight and all the sensible Tuesdays had gone home. She tucked a charm between her fingers and nodded once.

They crossed into the ravine of blue ice and found the aftermath of an old battle. Broken charms littered the floor. Old blood darkened the seams. In the corner, a child's drawing showed a monster with sad eyes and a hunter with no face. Rowan folded the drawing carefully and put it in her pocket.

The room attacked in layers. First the floor tilted. Then the candles blew sideways. Then the crowned wraith came through the wall with a scream that turned the air metallic. Rowan moved before thought could slow her down. Knife, charm, pivot, breath. The rhythm held until the curse changed rhythm too.

Rowan marked the pattern in her mind: a memory trapped in a silver bell, the wounded crowned wraith, and Elias watching the map as if it might confess. Whatever The Crown's Whisper meant, it was not random. It was a signpost left by a cruel hand.

Rowan spoke the binding word, and the room answered with her mother's laugh. Pain flashed white behind her eyes. Elias caught the compass before it fell. "That was a trap." Rowan swallowed the grief rising in her throat. "Yes. Very rude of my trauma to have a sound cue."

The true name rose from the clue, the wound, the shivering air, and the part of Rowan that had always believed broken things deserved witnesses. She said it once. The lights flared. The monster lowered its head, and the room lost one of its weapons.

A hunter trained for clean endings would have hated this mess. Rowan almost laughed at that. Nothing about that danger promised a clean ending. It promised only a chance to pull one more truth out of the dark before the dark pulled back. A crown pulse moved through the silence, giving Rowan one more reason to keep going.

Juniper found a smear of soot shaped like a question mark and declared it a professional insult. Rowan told her to document the insult later. Right now, The Crown whispers Rowan's name through frozen water and promises answers in exchange for one drop of blood. Every second they delayed gave Queen Velkora more room to plan.

The dark adjusted around Rowan, no longer mistaking her for prey. That should have comforted her. It did not. Predators noticed other predators; prisons noticed keys. The mystery had barely begun, and already it knew how to hurt her. Rowan squared her shoulders and followed the pulse deeper.
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Chapter 3
Frost on the Hunter's Map
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By midnight, the ice bell tower had become a mouth. Doors opened like lips, floorboards clicked like teeth, and somewhere beyond the wall, the danger made itself known. A hunter map freezes solid except for a road burning blue toward Frostvein Forest. Rowan tightened her grip on her moon-iron blade. The sensible part of her wanted to retreat, file a report, and perhaps fake a tragic ankle injury. The hunter part stepped forward.

The three of them moved without needing orders: Rowan in front, Elias reading the curse lines, Juniper keeping one hand on a wrench and the other on whatever invention was least likely to maim friends. A loose hinge snapped at Juniper's sleeve. She slapped it. "Rude." Rowan almost laughed, which was always when a night became worse.

A shape burst through the ceiling dust and became the storm serpent only after Rowan's eyes learned how to be horrified. It was stitched from hunger and old fear, but one detail held her attention: a thin ribbon tied around one limb, the same color as the a crown mark blooming blue on Rowan's palm. Someone had marked it. Someone had owned its pain.

That was the trouble with mercy: it made the battle harder and the truth impossible to ignore. Rowan could kill quickly. She had been trained for that before she was old enough to argue. But killing a prisoner because it wore a monstrous shape felt too much like becoming the people who had built this nightmare. Loyalty pressed against her ribs, and she used it as fuel instead of letting it become a chain.

Near the threshold, Rowan found a crown mark blooming blue on Rowan's palm. It had been hidden badly, almost desperately, as if whoever left it wanted the right person to see it and the wrong person to overlook it. She knelt, careful not to touch the outer ring of the curse. The mark warmed when her shadow crossed it. Elias went still. Rowan disliked every version of his silence. The map omen stayed with Rowan like a splinter under the skin.

The deeper layer of Frost on the Hunter's Map was not the monster attack. It was the choice beneath it. Rowan could win a fight and still lose herself if she forgot why she had stepped into Castle Nharrow in the first place.

A cupboard door snapped at Rowan's sleeve. She slapped it with the flat of her knife. "No." The door creaked, offended. Juniper pointed at it. "See? Boundaries." Elias glanced around the cursed room. "I am not sure the architecture is emotionally prepared for boundaries."

The sigil under the floor brightened when Rowan breathed on it. Not Elias. Not Juniper. Her. The room had been waiting for Black blood, and Rowan suddenly understood why every adult in her childhood had lied with such terrible urgency. They had not been protecting her from a story. They had been hiding her inside one.

A burst of cursed wind shoved Elias against Rowan. They froze, too close, breath mingling in the cold. Juniper, from somewhere behind a fallen chair, said, "I am wounded, possibly dying, and still forced to observe tension." Rowan shoved Elias back before her face could confess anything useful.

Everything happened at once: glass burst, chains rang, Juniper swore, Elias shouted her name, and the glacier eel struck from the smoke. Rowan caught the attack on the flat of her blade. The impact traveled to her shoulder and lit every old bruise she owned.

Queen Velkora spoke through the walls in a voice made to sound almost kind. That was the oldest trick cruelty knew: soften the blade so the victim blamed herself for bleeding. "Little Black," it whispered. "You keep trying to save what was made to suffer." Rowan lifted her knife. "Then someone made a mistake."

Elias looked at Rowan as if he wanted to say something honest and inconvenient. Rowan looked away first, not because she did not feel it, but because feelings in cursed corridors tended to attract claws. The problem of Frost on the Hunter's Map gave her a better excuse to move.

The next passage narrowed until they had to move single file. Frostvein Forest opened beyond it, crowded with old marks and the dust of prayers no one had answered. Rowan noticed the pattern first: every sigil pointed inward. The room was not keeping danger out. It was keeping pain contained.

Elias found the oldest line of the spell and went pale. Juniper saw his face and stopped making jokes. Rowan did not ask what he had found; she already knew from the way the magic leaned toward her. The past was not behind them. It had been waiting in the walls, rehearsing her name.

When the monster stumbled, Rowan saw a memory trapped in a silver bell beneath its broken collar. The discovery did not make the fight simpler. It made it personal. Elias copied the symbol into his map with a hand that had gone careful and cold. Juniper stopped joking for almost five seconds, which was how Rowan knew the situation had become offensive.

The Crown of Frozen Witches called without words. Rowan felt the invitation beneath her tongue, promising answers, promising power, promising the end of every uncertainty that hurt. She had learned to distrust any magic that offered healing before asking what it would take in payment.

By then, Frost on the Hunter's Map had become more than a title Rowan would give the report later. It was a scar in the night, a shape of danger she would remember whenever silence became too still.

For the first time that night, Rowan understood what the enemy feared. Not her blade. Not her blood alone. It feared the possibility that she might refuse its rules and survive the refusal. The thought lit something steady inside her.

They went forward. The lantern caves beneath the ice opened around them with a sigh, revealing claw marks across the ceiling and candles burning with blue centers. Rowan felt the room search her face, her blood, her memories. She let it look. The dark had been staring at her all her life. Tonight, she stared back.

A trap snapped shut where Rowan's ankle had been half a second earlier. She rolled, threw a ward-pin, and watched gold light stitch itself across the boards. The storm serpent slammed into the barrier and cracked it at once. "I preferred it when the laws of physics were on our side," Juniper shouted.

For a few breaths, the danger narrowed to small things: Elias breathing beside her, Juniper counting tools, Rowan flexing her sore hand around the knife. A hunter map freezes solid except for a road burning blue toward Frostvein Forest. The night reminded them that small moments were borrowed, never promised.

The curse twisted the true name inside out. Instead of freeing the monster, it tightened the chains until the creature screamed without sound. Rowan went still. A careless hunter would have blamed the beast. Rowan blamed the spell, the builder, and herself only long enough to correct the mistake.

This time Rowan did not force the magic. She invited it. She let grief, fear, anger, and mercy stand together instead of tearing each other apart. The true name formed on her tongue. When she released it, the chain shattered so cleanly the silence after it felt holy.

The room held its breath after the attack, and Rowan used the pause to study what pain had arranged: a memory trapped in a silver bell, the trembling glacier eel, and a path leading deeper into frozen witches. She did not like the answer forming, but she trusted the shape of it.

The old magic under Castle Nharrow obeyed laws, but they were not merciful laws. They bent around blood, names, bargains, and fear. Rowan felt loyalty rise again and decided the law could bend around her refusal too.

One chain broken. Too many left. Rowan carried the number in her bones as they left the room. The path ahead smelled of iron, frost, and old promises. The mystery had barely begun, and already it knew how to hurt her. If the enemy wanted the broken parts of her, it would have to fight for them.
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Chapter 4
The Dead Witch in the Mirror
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The northern gate smelled of wet dust, old smoke, and magic that had recently done something rude. Rowan crouched by a smear of black residue. A dead witch appears in every mirror and warns Rowan that the crown does not conquer; it remembers. It was not blood, not ink, and not anything a sane person would touch. Rowan touched it anyway. The residue whispered her name. "Naturally," she muttered.

Elias lifted two fingers, warning of a hidden ward. Rowan stopped just before the sigil would have bitten through her boot. "Thank you," she said. "Try not to sound surprised." His mouth twitched. Juniper leaned between them and whispered, "If you two flirt in a death corridor, I am charging an emotional inconvenience fee."

The river ghost emerged in pieces: first a claw, then a shoulder of smoke and bone, then a face too sad for the number of teeth it carried. Rowan did not rush. Fast blades made mistakes. She watched its balance, the twitch of pain under the curse, the way its eyes kept sliding toward the a witch-throne left empty. "Not hunting," she murmured. "Being driven."

Every hunter in Rowan's family had been taught the same rule: if it bites, end it. Rowan had broken that rule so often it should have sent her birthday cards. She saw the monster's pain, and behind that pain she saw the outline of a larger crime. Her mother had taught her that some wounds grow claws when no one listens. Rowan intended to listen with a knife in her hand.

A second sign waited where the wall had cracked: a witch-throne left empty. The clue pulsed in time with Rowan's heartbeat. That was not comforting. Cursed objects should keep their own rhythm and stay out of her chest. She traced the air above it, and a whisper slipped free, too faint to understand but too familiar to ignore. The mirror omen stayed with Rowan like a splinter under the skin.

A hunter trained for clean endings would have hated this mess. Rowan almost laughed at that. Nothing about that danger promised a clean ending. It promised only a chance to pull one more truth out of the dark before the dark pulled back. A private dead warning flickered once, then vanished before anyone else could name it.

The next trap clicked loudly enough to announce itself. Rowan appreciated polite murder. Juniper crouched to inspect it and immediately lost a button to a tiny iron jaw. "That was my good coat," she said. Rowan looked at the scorch marks, oil stains, and tooth holes. "Was it?"

Magic climbed Rowan's veins like warm lightning. It did not feel evil. That almost made it worse. Evil would have been simple to refuse. This felt like inheritance, like a voice older than language clearing its throat inside her bones. The Crown of Frozen Witches answered with a patient pulse.

Elias trusted her call before the evidence made sense. That trust landed inside Rowan with a weight she did not know how to carry. People had followed her orders before. People had doubted her. Trust was different. Trust asked nothing and somehow demanded she believe herself.

The room attacked in layers. First the floor tilted. Then the candles blew sideways. Then the snow-marrow giant came through the wall with a scream that turned the air metallic. Rowan moved before thought could slow her down. Knife, charm, pivot, breath. The rhythm held until the curse changed rhythm too.

A laugh shivered out of the vents, keyholes, cracks, and bones. Queen Velkora did not need a face to fill the room. "Mercy is expensive," it said. "So is arrogance," Rowan answered. "I am budgeting for both." The pressure in the walls tightened as if the darkness disliked being mocked by someone bleeding on its floor.

Juniper found a smear of soot shaped like a question mark and declared it a professional insult. Rowan told her to document the insult later. Right now, A dead witch appears in every mirror and warns Rowan that the crown does not conquer; it remembers. Every second they delayed gave Queen Velkora more room to plan.

In the Castle Nharrow, silence behaved like a guard. It leaned close whenever they stopped moving. Elias unfolded his map, but new corridors drew themselves faster than ink could dry. "The place is editing itself," he said. "Rude," Juniper replied. "I do not even like editors when they are human."

The deeper they went, the less the curse looked like wild magic. It had craftsmanship. That sickened Rowan more than chaos would have. Chaos could be survived. Craftsmanship meant intention. Somebody had measured the pain, improved it, and called the result necessary.

The room tried to hide seven names carved in old ice under dust and old blood. Rowan saw it anyway. Her mother had always said the most important secrets were never the best hidden; they were the ones people trained themselves not to notice. Rowan had spent years noticing what frightened adults refused to name.

A crack opened across the nearest sigil, and through it Rowan heard the Crown of Frozen Witches: not speech, not song, but a command dressed as destiny. She curled her wounded hand into a fist. Destiny had been ordering women in her family around for generations. Rowan was not in the mood.

The trouble named The Dead Witch in the Mirror did not stand alone. A dead witch appears in every mirror and warns Rowan that the crown does not conquer; it remembers. It connected to the hidden rules of Castle Nharrow, and to the question Rowan feared most: whether her mercy was a gift or another lock someone had built into her blood.

Rowan checked her knife, her charms, and the small locket at her throat. None of them felt like enough. That was common before impossible work. Enough was a lie people invented afterward, when they needed the story to sound tidy. In the moment, there was only fear, breath, and a decision not to leave anyone behind.

Beyond the next door waited the snow-choked street outside Rowan's flat, bright with wrong light. Every step across it rang like a bell under water. Elias marked the path. Juniper tested the air with a match that screamed and went out. Rowan decided not to ask whether matches normally screamed in Juniper's workshop.

The river ghost dropped from the ceiling. Rowan cut the first sigil from its path, Elias broke the second with his compass edge, and Juniper hurled a brass sphere that exploded into smoke shaped like annoyed bees. The creature staggered. Rowan did not waste the opening.

The deeper layer of The Dead Witch in the Mirror was not the monster attack. It was the choice beneath it. Rowan could win a fight and still lose herself if she forgot why she had stepped into Castle Nharrow in the first place.

For one terrible breath, the monster wore Rowan's face. Not perfectly. The eyes were wrong, the smile too hollow, but the shock struck anyway. Elias took one step toward her. Rowan lifted a hand to stop him. "I know which one is me," she said. "I am the angrier one."

A clean kill would have been faster. Rowan chose the slower miracle. She pressed her bloody palm against the sigil and spoke the name hidden under the curse. The monster stopped fighting as if someone had finally opened a window in a room full of smoke.

Elias looked at Rowan as if he wanted to say something honest and inconvenient. Rowan looked away first, not because she did not feel it, but because feelings in cursed corridors tended to attract claws. The problem of The Dead Witch in the Mirror gave her a better excuse to move.

By then, The Dead Witch in the Mirror had become more than a title Rowan would give the report later. It was a scar in the night, a shape of danger she would remember whenever silence became too still.

For a moment, nobody spoke. Even Juniper knew better than to decorate that silence. Then something far ahead screamed, and the moment ended. Rowan almost smiled. The night was still terrible. That meant there was still work to do. The mystery had barely begun, and already it knew how to hurt her.
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