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❋
Chapter One



The needle slid through the soldier's flesh as if stitching a torn gown. Elara's fingers found the rhythm without thought, ignoring the way the man's muscle jumped beneath her touch. He had bitten through his own lip to keep from screaming. The coppery tang of his blood mixed with the sharp reek of the whiskey she used to clean the wound, settling at the back of her tongue. 



“You're going to live,” she said flatly. “Though you'll carry the scar like a badge of idiocy.” 



The soldier; Micah, he'd gasped when she'd hauled him through her door; managed a weak laugh. “The Thorn doesn't recruit for brains.” 



“No. You recruit for bleeding on my floor.” 



Her workshop huddled in the belly of the Low Quarter, a single room crammed with glass jars and dried herbs and the cloying scent of night-blooming jasmine that never quite masked the rot from the street. A thin fire crackled in the hearth, casting the walls in shades of rust and amber. On the table, Micah's blood pooled in the hollow of his navel, dark as spilled wine. 



She knotted the final stitch, her gaze scanning his face. Young. Maybe nineteen. Bitten-down nails. Dirt ground into the lines of his palms. A boy playing at revolution. 



“The King's Hounds are sweeping the Warrens,” he whispered. “They're not just patrolling the High Road anymore. They're in the bones of the city.” 



“Then you should have bled out somewhere else.” 



“You're the only healer left who doesn't ask for names.” 



She reached for a roll of linen, pressing it against the wound. “I don't ask for names because names lead to graves. And I don't dig graves for strangers.” 



The bells of the Temple of Ashes began to toll. Eight deep, iron-heavy notes that vibrated through the floorboards and settled in her chest like a second heartbeat. Curfew. The Hounds would be locking down the district within the quarter bell. 



“Can you walk?” she asked. 



“I can crawl.” 



“Not good enough.” 



She hauled him off the table. He bit back a moan, his skin slick and hot beneath her hands. She dragged him across the stone floor toward the back corner where her still sat, copper pipes and iron fittings, a monstrosity of her own making. Behind it, a false panel. 



Her fingers found the groove in the wood. The panel swung inward, revealing a hollow space no wider than a coffin. Cold air seeped out, thick with the smell of earth and damp stone. She'd prepared this space for herself, in case the Hounds ever came for her. For a rebel she did not know. 



She shoved him inside. 



“Breathe quiet. If you bleed through the floorboards, the Hounds will smell you.” 



His eyes met hers, wide and wet. “Why are you helping me?” 



“Because you're already here, and I don't want to clean up your corpse.” 



She closed the panel. Arranged a basket of dried belladonna in front of it. Moved the copper pot to sit squarely over the seam in the wood. 



The bell tolls stopped. Silence settled over the street like a shroud. 



Elara stood in the center of her workshop, her hands still wet with Micah's blood. She dropped them into the basin of cold water, watching the red spiral into the white. The lye stung the cut on her palm, a thin line she didn't remember earning. 



She had just dried her hands when the knock came. 



Three sharp raps. Military rhythm. 



She opened the door. 



Captain Vex stood in the doorway, his shoulders cutting the dim light from the street. He was tall, lean, with a scar that split his upper lip in a permanent, mocking smile. Behind him, three Hounds in iron-gray armor, their faces hidden behind visors shaped like snarling dogs. 



“Lady Elara.” He drawled the title like it was a joke he was tired of telling. “Still mending the scrapes of gutter rats?” 



“They pay in copper, Captain. The court pays in promises. I've learned the value of hard metal over empty words.” 



He stepped inside without invitation, his boots heavy on her floorboards. He circled her workshop with slow, deliberate steps, his fingers trailing over her jars. Henbane. Nightshade. Foxglove. All neatly labeled, all perfectly legal. 



“The King's ball is in three nights,” he said. “The Princess of Emberfall arrives to seal the betrothal. The court is expected to attend.” 



“I am no longer of the court.” 



Vex paused beside her still. His head tilted, just slightly, like a hound catching a scent. 



“The King insists. He was quite specific. A debt of honor remains unsettled. He wishes to see you... settled. Happy.” 



The words settled in her stomach like stones. Aldric wanted her there. To witness what he had become. To remind her of the distance between the life she'd had and the life she now scraped out. 



“I have nothing appropriate to wear,” she said. “Rags and bloodstains do not suit the Sunken Hall.” 



Vex smiled, the scar on his lip pulling tight. “A gown will be provided. The King is thorough.” 



He moved to the back corner. Closer to the still. Closer to the panel. 



“The Hounds report a disturbance in this district. A man running. Bleeding.” He tapped his finger against the copper pot. “You haven't seen anyone, I suppose?” 



“I see a great many people, Captain. It's the nature of my trade. They come, they bleed, they leave. Most of them don't tell me their names.” 



He lifted the copper pot. Set it aside. His boot hovered over the edge of the panel. 



Her lungs pressed against her ribs. Her hands remained loose at her sides. 



“The King remembers you, Lady Elara.” Vex's gaze slid to hers. “He wonders if you've remembered your place.” 



“My place is here. Healing the poor. Breathing the rot. Staying alive.” 



Vex laughed, a dry sound like stones grinding together. “You've learned to grovel in the years since the court cast you out. I almost respect it.” 



He stepped away from the panel. Motioned to his Hounds. They filed out of the shop like shadows breaking apart at dawn. 



At the door, Vex paused. 



“Don't keep the King waiting. He despises disappointment.” 



The door closed. The lock clicked. 



Elara stood motionless until the sound of their boots faded into the night. Then she dropped to her knees, pulled open the panel, and dragged Micah out of the hollow. 



He was pale. Shaking. But alive. 



“You need to leave,” she said. “Before the bells toll curfew again.” 



He grabbed her wrist. His grip was weak, but his eyes burned. 



“The ball is the perfect time to strike. The palace will be full of foreign nobles. Security will be tight, but there will be gaps in their attention. We can get someone inside.” 



“I am not someone, Micah. I am a healer.” 



“You are a weapon they dulled and discarded. The Thorn is asking you to sharpen yourself.” 



She pulled her wrist free. “The Thorn can ask. I owe the Thorn nothing.” 



“You owe nothing?” He sat up, his jaw tight with pain. “Your father was a lord. The King stripped his title and watched him drink himself into the grave. Your mother died in a rented room, coughing blood because no healer in the High Quarter would touch a disgraced family. The King did that. The same King who is about to marry the Princess of Emberfall and seal an alliance that will make him untouchable.” 



Her blood heated beneath her skin. Her chest tightened, a familiar ache, the ghost of a wound that had never properly closed. 



“You think I don't know the shape of my own ruin?” Her voice came out low, rough, a blade slid from its sheath. “I was there. I lived it.” 



“Then help us stop him.” 



“I am one woman with a needle and a shop full of poisons. I am not an army.” 



“No. You are a spy. You know the palace. You know the secret passages. You know how the court moves, how it breathes. The Thorn needs eyes inside the Sunken Hall.” 



She looked down at her hands. The creases of her palms still carried traces of his blood. Ten years ago, those hands had worn silk gloves and held a prince's arm. Ten years ago, she had believed she was safe. 



“You are a stain on this court, Elara. A worthless, common thing playing at nobility.” 



The memory surfaced without warning, sharp as a splinter of bone. His voice. The coldness in his eyes. The way the entire Sunken Hall had gone silent, watching her crumble. 



She had walked out of the palace with nothing. Not even her dignity. Just her mother's silver locket and the ruin of her father's name. 



“I'll consider it,” she said. 



Micah's brow furrowed. “The ball is in three nights. We need an answer by tomorrow.” 



“Then I'll give you one tomorrow.” 



She helped him to the back door, the one that opened onto the narrow alley. He paused there, swaying, one hand pressed to his bandaged side. 



“The Thorn doesn't trust easily,” he said. “But I told them you were different. I told them you still had a spine.” 



“Don't mistake survival for courage.” 



He disappeared into the darkness. The alley swallowed him whole. 



Elara closed the door. Leaned her forehead against the cool wood. 



The fire in the hearth had burned down to coals, glowing orange and red, pulsing like a dying heart. She crossed to the chest beneath her window, the one she never opened. The lock was rusted. She broke it with a single jerk of her hand. 



Inside lay the remnants of her old life. A silk fan, the ivory yellowed with age. A pair of dancing slippers, the soles stained with dust from the Sunken Hall. A mask made of porcelain, painted with black thorns that coiled across the cheekbones and curled around the eyeholes. 



She had worn it to the Masque of Falling Stars, the last celebration before Aldric had shattered her. She had danced with him that night. Had felt his hand on her waist, his breath warm against her neck. Had believed he loved her. 



She ran her thumb over the painted thorns. The porcelain was cold. Smooth. 



The rebellion wanted a spy. Aldric wanted her to witness his triumph. The Princess of Emberfall was sailing toward a throne of ice and cruelty. 



Elara lifted the mask to her face. The porcelain pressed against her skin like a second skull. The eyeholes framed the room in narrow darkness. 



Ten years ago, he had told her she was unworthy of a prince. 



She lowered the mask and stared at her reflection in the darkened window. A stranger looked back. Someone with hollow cheeks and hard eyes and hands that knew how to stitch flesh. 



“Let him see me now,” she whispered. “And choke on the truth.” 



The embers in the hearth crackled. A spark leapt from the fire, landing on the stone floor, glowing for a moment before dying into ash. 



The ball was in three nights. 



She would be ready. 



The cold porcelain lingered against her skin, a phantom weight she had not felt in a decade. She turned the mask over in her hands, studying the delicate cracks that spiderwebbed along the left cheekbone. Age had not been kind to it, much like herself. The black thorns still gleamed where the firelight caught them, sharp and deliberate, as if they might draw blood if she pressed too hard. 



She remembered the night she had first worn it. The Masque of Falling Stars had been a sea of silk and candlelight, the air thick with perfume and whispered secrets. Aldric had found her within minutes of her arrival. He had taken her hand, his thumb tracing circles on her palm, and led her through the crowd as if she were the only person in the kingdom worth seeing. 



They had danced until her feet ached. He had spun her beneath the crystal chandeliers, his laughter warm and unguarded. She had been so certain. So foolishly certain. 



The memory curdled in her chest. 



She set the mask down beside the slippers and reached deeper into the chest. Her fingers brushed against something soft. Velvet. She pulled it free and found a small pouch, the drawstring frayed and brittle. Inside lay a lock of dark hair, tied with a silver thread. 



Aldric’s hair. She had cut it while he slept during their last summer together, a stolen trophy she had kept hidden like a sacred relic. 



Now it looked like nothing more than dead strands of silk. 



She dropped the pouch back into the chest and slammed the lid shut. The sound echoed through the room, sharp and final. Dust rose in a gray cloud, settling on her sleeves, her hands, the floorboards at her feet. 



She would not carry sentiment into the Sunken Hall. Sentiment was a wound that bled slow. She had no more blood to spare. 



❋
Chapter Two



The throne room stank of old blood and fresh fear. 



Elara kept her spine straight as she walked the crimson carpet, counting the cracks in the marble floor to keep her hands from trembling. One. Two. Three. The guards at the doors had searched her twice, their rough hands lingering where they shouldn't, but they found nothing. The dagger strapped to her thigh remained hidden beneath the layers of mourning silk, its cold weight a promise against her skin. 



Four. Five. Six. 



The courtiers parted like carrion birds before a flame. She felt their stares crawling across her back, heard the whispers stitching themselves into a tapestry of speculation. The Thorn Girl. Back from the dead. Come to beg for scraps, no doubt. 



Let them think what they wanted. 



Seven. Eight. Nine. 



The dais rose before her, carved from black stone that swallowed the torchlight. And there, sprawled on the obsidian throne like a spider in its web, sat the monster she had come to kill. 



Aldric. 



Ten years had carved him into something harder than the crown on his brow. His jaw had sharpened to a blade's edge, and shadows pooled beneath his cheekbones like bruises that never healed. The black silk of his tunic clung to shoulders that had broadened into a warrior's frame, and his hands; those beautiful hands that had once traced constellations on her skin; now gripped the armrests with the casual cruelty of a man who crushed things for sport. 



His eyes met hers. 



The air between them turned to glass. 



Elara stopped at the foot of the dais, close enough to see the silver threading through his dark hair, close enough to smell the incense and steel that clung to him like a second skin. She had rehearsed this moment a thousand times in the sleepless nights of her exile. She would meet his gaze without flinching. She would speak the words she had prepared. She would watch him die. 



But his eyes were wrong. 



They had always been warm once, the color of summer storms, lit from within by something she had mistaken for love. Now they were winter. Empty. Flat as frozen lakes that hid drowned things beneath their surface. 



He doesn't recognize me. 



The realization struck colder than any blade. 



"Lady Elara Thorn." His voice had changed too. It used to be music, rough and sweet at once. Now it scraped like stone against stone. "I was told you had died." 



"Rumors of my death were greatly exaggerated, Your Majesty." She dipped into a curtsy so shallow it bordered on insult. "As were rumors of your humanity." 



A ripple of gasps through the court. Someone behind her choked on a cough. 



Aldric's mouth curved, but the smile never touched those dead eyes. "Still sharp-tongued. I had hoped poverty might have taught you some humility." 



"Poverty taught me many things." She let her gaze drift to the circlet on his brow, the rubies catching the torchlight like droplets of blood. "It taught me that crowns sit heaviest on those who've forgotten how to bleed." 



The temperature in the room dropped. The courtiers held their breath, frozen in the space between one heartbeat and the next. Elara's skin prickled with the awareness of how many blades surrounded her, how many hands waited for a single command to end her. 



Aldric leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and the movement was predatory. "You've come a long way to die, Lady Thorn." 



"I've come to petition the crown." She reached into her sleeve, slow and deliberate, and withdrew the scroll. The seal was cracked, the parchment yellowed with age. "My family's lands were seized upon my father's death. I request their return." 



"Request denied." 



"I haven't finished." 



"You have." He rose from the throne, and the court fell silent. He descended the steps one by one, each footfall a hammer blow against her resolve. "Your father died in debt to the crown. Your lands were forfeit. Your family name is dirt." He stopped before her, close enough that she could see the faint scar bisecting his left eyebrow, the one he'd gotten falling from a tree when they were twelve. "You have nothing I want." 



Liar. 



The word burned on her tongue. She swallowed it down. 



"Then let me give you something you don't want." She held out the scroll. "A warning." 



He took it. Their fingers brushed. 



Fire. 



Not the gentle warmth she remembered, not the electric thrill of first love. This was acid in her veins, a searing burn that raced up her arm and lodged behind her ribs. She saw his jaw tighten, saw the muscle in his temple jump. He felt it too. Of course he did. Some bonds could never be fully severed, no matter how deeply the rot had set in. 



He unrolled the scroll with deliberate care, scanning its contents. His expression didn't change, but his fingers tightened on the parchment, the edges crumpling beneath his grip. 



"Where did you get this?" 



"From a dying man in a tavern. He said to give it to the king." She lifted her chin. "He said the shadows in the palace have teeth." 



Aldric's gaze snapped to hers, and for a fraction of a heartbeat, something stirred in those dead eyes. Something ancient and hungry. Then it was gone, smothered beneath layers of ice. 



"Guards." He didn't raise his voice. He didn't need to. "Take Lady Thorn to the east tower. She will remain there until I decide what to do with her." 



The hands closed around her arms before she could react. Rough. Efficient. She didn't struggle as they dragged her backward, didn't give him the satisfaction of seeing her fight. 



"Your Majesty." She kept her voice steady as the doors loomed behind her. "The man who gave me that scroll also gave me a message. He said to tell you that the witch's work is almost done. He said to tell you that soon, you won't need the crown at all." 



The guards shoved her through the doors. The last thing she saw was Aldric's face, frozen in a mask of stone, the scroll crumpled in his white-knuckled fist. 



And then the doors slammed shut, and the darkness swallowed her. 





The east tower was a cage of memories. 



Elara stood at the window, watching the moon drag silver fingers across the sea, and tried not to remember the last time she had been in this room. She had been seventeen, drunk on wine and youth, and Aldric had snuck up the servant's stairs to press her against this very wall. His mouth had been hot on her throat, his hands tangled in her hair, and he had whispered promises that tasted like forever. 



"I'll love you until the stars burn out." 



She pressed her palm to the cold stone and let the ache settle in her bones. 



The door opened without a knock. 



She turned, expecting guards, expecting Aldric. Instead, a woman stood in the doorway, wrapped in shadows that seemed to cling to her like living things. Her hair was the color of dried blood, her eyes the yellow of old bone. She wore a gown of black velvet that pooled around her feet like spilled ink. 



"Lady Thorn." The woman's voice was honey over gravel. "I've heard so much about you." 



"And you are?" 



"An ally." She stepped into the room, and the door swung shut behind her without a touch. "Or an enemy. That depends entirely on you." 



Elara's hand drifted to her thigh, where the dagger waited. "I don't trust people who speak in riddles." 



"Good. Trust is a poison I've never had a taste for." The woman circled her, and Elara turned to keep her in sight. "You brought the king a scroll. A scroll that speaks of shadows with teeth." 



"I brought him a warning." 



"You brought him a key." The woman stopped, tilting her head. "Do you know what's written on that parchment, Lady Thorn? Do you know what you've delivered into his hands?" 



"A map. A list of names." Elara's jaw tightened. "The dying man said it was proof of a conspiracy against the crown." 



"The dying man was a fool." The woman laughed, and the sound was wrong, like breaking glass. "That scroll is a summoning. A ritual to call something that has been sleeping beneath this castle for a thousand years." She stepped closer, close enough that Elara could smell the rot on her breath. "Your king is not a tyrant by choice, Lady Thorn. He is a vessel. A cage. And the thing inside him is almost ready to hatch." 



Elara's blood turned to ice. "You're the witch." 



"I am the one who cursed him, yes." The woman smiled, and her teeth were too sharp, too many. "I am the one who bound the shadow to his heart. I am the one who has been feeding on his suffering for a decade." She reached out, and her fingers brushed Elara's cheek. "And I am the one who can set him free." 



"Free." Elara's voice cracked. "You turned him into a monster." 



"I turned him into a weapon. There's a difference." The witch's smile widened. "But the curse is breaking. The shadow is growing too strong. Soon, it will consume him entirely, and when it does, it will crawl out of his skin and devour this kingdom whole." She leaned in, her lips brushing Elara's ear. "Unless someone kills him first." 



Elara's hand closed around the dagger's hilt. 



"The dying man," she said slowly, "told me the king's heart must be pierced with iron forged in a maiden's tears." 



"The dying man told you the truth." The witch pulled back, her yellow eyes gleaming. "But he didn't tell you the cost. If you kill the king, you kill the shadow. But you also kill the last shred of the man he used to be." She tilted her head. "Are you willing to destroy what's left of him to save what remains of this kingdom?" 



The question hung in the air like a blade. 



Elara thought of Aldric's hands on her skin. His voice in the dark. The way he had looked at her once, like she was the only light in a world of shadows. 



She thought of his eyes now. Dead. Empty. Winter. 



"Yes," she said. 



The witch's smile was a wound in the darkness. 



"Then let me tell you how." 



The witch turned and glided toward a wall lined with jars, their contents murky and shifting. Her bare feet made no sound on the stone floor. Elara remained frozen, the dagger's hilt slick against her palm. The air in the chamber pressed down, thick with incense and something metallic; old blood, perhaps, or rust. 



"You will need three things," the witch said, not looking back. "The iron dagger, already forged in a maiden's grief. A lock of the king's hair, cut while he sleeps. And a drop of your own blood, spilled willingly upon the blade's edge." 



Elara's mouth went dry. "My blood?" 



"To bind the killing stroke to you. To make certain the shadow dies with him." The witch stopped before a shelf and selected a small clay pot. She turned, cradling it like a child. "But there is a fourth thing. One I did not mention to the dying man." 



Her yellow eyes fixed on Elara. The candlelight carved hollows beneath her cheekbones. 



"The shadow will not die quietly. When the blade enters the king's heart, it will scream. It will claw at your mind, show you every fear you have ever buried, every moment of shame you have ever carried. It will try to break you before it fades." 



Elara's stomach dropped. She thought of the dreams that had haunted her for years; Aldric's cold laugh, her father's bowed head, the court's whispered mockery. The darkness already knew those wounds. It had fed on them through Aldric. 



"Then I will not let it break me." 



The witch laughed, a low, dry sound. "Brave words, little bird. But the dimness knows you better than you know yourself. It has tasted your despair through his memories. It will use his voice, his face, his touch." She stepped closer, the pot held between them. "When you drive the dagger home, you will see him as he was before the curse. You will hear him beg you to stop. You will feel his hands on your wrists, gentle, trembling." 



Elara's chest froze. The image rose unbidden: Aldric, young and soft-eyed, reaching for her in the garden. His voice, saying her name like a prayer. 



"Do you still believe you can do it?" the witch whispered. 



Elara straightened her spine. Her fingers curled tighter around the dagger's hilt. 



"I have to." 



❋
Chapter Three



The night-blooming thorns dug through her glove, a shallow sting she welcomed. Elara pressed her thumb against the wound, letting the drop of blood fall onto the dark petal. The moon hid behind a veil of cloud, and the royal garden became a maze of shadows; no, darkness, thick and heavy as velvet. She had risked everything to come here. 



The castle loomed above her, a skeleton of stone and glass, every window dark save one. His window. The king’s private study, where candlelight flickered like a dying heartbeat. Aldric sat there, she knew, his heart already stone, his eyes empty as the winter sky. Ten years since he had shattered her, and now she crept through his garden like a thief, stealing the one herb that might undo the witch’s curse. 



The noxcordia bloomed only under the new moon, its petals black as ink, its thorns laced with a poison that could kill; or cure. The apothecary’s grimoire had been clear: a single thorn, pressed into the flesh of the cursed at midnight, would either break the enchantment or stop the heart. Elara’s hands trembled as she snipped the stem and tucked it into her satchel. 



She should let him die. Let the tyrant rot in his cold shell. The realm would be free, rebellion already brewing in the northern provinces. Her family would be avenged. But the thought of his eyes; once warm, full of promises; turned to ice made her chest ache with a pain she refused to name. 



A twig snapped behind her. 



She froze, every muscle locked. The garden fell silent, even the crickets holding their breath. A presence settled against the darkness, solid and unmistakable. She knew the weight of that silence, the way it pressed against her spine like the flat of a blade. 



“Lady Elara.” His voice was gravel wrapped in silk, devoid of warmth. “How bold of you to return to the scene of your disgrace.” 



She turned slowly, forcing her shoulders to stay loose. Aldric stood ten paces away, cloaked in black, his face half-illuminated by the guttering torchlight from the castle wall. The years had carved his features into something sharper, more cruel. The boy she had loved was gone, replaced by this; this statue of a king, beautiful and dead. 



“Your Majesty,” she said, and curtsied low, the satchel hidden against her thigh. “I lost my way. The garden has changed since I last walked it.” 



“You lie poorly.” He stepped closer, and she caught the scent of frost and old parchment. “That satchel does not belong to you. Give it here.” 



Her blood rushed, hot and urgent, but she kept her voice steady. “A few cuttings for my work. I meant no harm to your flower beds.” 



“My flower beds,” he repeated, and a ghost of a smile flickered across his lips; nothing kind, only sharp. “You think I care for petals and leaves? I care for obedience. And you have none.” 



He was close enough now to touch. Her hand itched for the knife at her belt, but she knew he would disarm her before she drew. Aldric had been a warrior before the curse, and the curse had not dulled his training; only his heart. 



“Open it,” he said. 



She did not move. 



His gaze sharpened, a cold precision that had once made generals kneel. “Do not test me, Elara. I have had a long day of executing traitors. I would not mind adding a pretty botanist to the list.” 



Pretty. The word was a slap, meant to remind her of her place. Ten years ago, he had called her beautiful before he called her worthless. She still remembered the sting of both. 



“You would not kill me,” she said, and heard her own voice as if from a distance; calm, almost curious. “You would have done it already, if you could.” 



His jaw tightened. A flicker; there, behind those winter eyes. Something that might have been pain, or might have been rage. The curse dulled emotion, but it could not erase it entirely. She had studied the grimoire for months. She knew. 



“Bold words from a woman whose family starves in a hovel,” he said. 



Her stomach dropped, cold and heavy. So he knew. Of course he knew. He had spies everywhere, and her father’s debts were no secret. The shame burned her cheeks, but she refused to look away. 



“My family’s condition is your doing,” she said. “You destroyed us with a word.” 



“I was young and cruel. Young men often are.” He said it without remorse, as if discussing the weather. “Open the satchel, or I will have it cut from your body.” 



She had no choice. Slowly, she untied the leather strings and drew out the single stem of noxcordia. The black petals seemed to drink the moonlight, and the thorns glistened with poison. 



Aldric stared at it, his expression unreadable. “That plant is not meant for gardens. It is death in a stem. What were you planning, Lady Elara? To poison the king?” 



“To save him,” she whispered. 



The words hung between them, fragile as spider silk. For a long moment, neither spoke. The wind picked up, rustling the leaves, and she shivered in her thin cloak. He noticed, she saw; his gaze flicked to her bare shoulders, then away. 



“Save me from what?” he asked, and there was something almost vulnerable in the question, a crack in the ice. 



She could not tell him the truth. The curse was a secret he did not remember, buried under ten years of cold. If he knew, if he understood what had been done to him, his pride might drive him to resist the cure. And the thorn had to be given willingly; any resistance would kill. 



“From your own ignorance,” she said instead. “That plant is a remedy for a rare fever. I was going to brew it for my father.” 



A lie, and a thin one. He would see through it. But she needed him to believe she was no threat, just a desperate woman stealing herbs. 



He reached out and took the stem from her fingers. His gloves were black leather, and he held the thorns as if they were harmless. “I will keep this. You will leave the grounds tonight, and if I see you again, I will not be merciful.” 



She should have felt relief. She should have nodded, curtsied, and fled. But her feet refused to move. The anger that had simmered for a decade boiled over. 



“You owe me,” she said, and her voice cracked. “You owe my family. You destroyed us, and you sit in your castle, cold and untouchable, while my mother begs for bread. You owe me an explanation, Aldric. I deserve that much.” 



His eyes flickered again; that same crack in the ice. He stepped closer, close enough that she could feel the chill radiating from his body. The curse made him cold in more ways than one. 



“An explanation?” His voice dropped to a whisper, rough as the gravel beneath her shoes. “You want to know why I ended our betrothal? Why I called you unworthy? Fine. I will tell you.” 



She held her breath. 



“Because you were too good,” he said. “Too bright. I was already rotting from the inside, even then. I saw the way you looked at me, full of love, and I knew I would destroy you. So I struck first. It was the only kindness I could give.” 



The air stilled. Her lungs paused, refusing to draw the next breath. That was not cruelty. That was not the cold, hateful boy she remembered. That was something else; something that made her knees weaken and her heart beat a frantic rhythm against her ribs. 



“You were poisoned,” she said, and the words came out a whisper. “The witch—” 



“There is no witch.” He cut her off, his jaw tight. “There is only me, and the choices I made. Do not try to make a martyr of me, Elara. I am a monster. I have always been a monster.” 



He turned and walked away, the noxcordia stem clutched in his gloved hand. The darkness swallowed him, and she was left alone in the garden, shivering, her mind spinning. 



He did not remember the curse. He believed he had chosen cruelty. And somewhere in the cold shell of his heart, he still loved her enough to push her away. 



She had to find a way to tell him the truth. She had to get that thorn back. Or he would die believing he was evil, and the realm would burn. 



And she would be the one holding the match. 



The garden seemed to hold its breath with her. The night air pressed against her skin, cool and damp, carrying the scent of crushed mint and something darker. rot from the compost beds beyond the hedge. A single moth fluttered past her cheek, and she did not even flinch. Every part of her had frozen, locked in place by the weight of his confession. 



Too good. Too bright. He had broken her to save her. 



Her fingers curled into her palms, the nails biting sharp through her gloves. That could not be all. That could not be the entire truth. She had spent ten years hating him, nursing the wound he had carved into her chest. And now he told her it was a mercy? That his cruelty was kindness? 



The injustice of it burned in her throat. 



“You cannot mean that.” Her voice came out rough, scraped raw. She stepped forward, the gravel crunching beneath her heel. “You broke me, Aldric. You stood in the great hall before the entire court and called me a peasant playing at nobility. You said my blood was too thin to warm a prince’s bed. Do you remember that?” 



He did not turn. His back was a wall of black wool and rigid spine. The noxcordia stem hung from his gloved hand, the purple bloom already wilting in the cold. 



“I remember,” he said. The words were flat. Drained. 



“Then do not tell me it was kindness.” Her chest ached, a dull throb that spread into her shoulders. “I grieved. My mother grieved. We lost everything because you decided to play the villain.” 



He turned his head, just enough for her to see the sharp line of his jaw. “And yet you are here. You survived. You rose. You are a healer now, respected and feared. If I had married you, you would have been poisoned by the same court that tried to poison me. You would have withered in my shadow.” 



She wanted to hit him. She wanted to grab his shoulders and shake the bitterness out of him. But her hands stayed at her sides, trembling. 



“You do not get to decide what I can endure,” she said. “You never did.” 



A sound escaped him. Not a laugh, not a sigh. Something between the two, hollow and worn. “No. I only decided what I could endure. Watching you love me. Watching you believe I was worth that love.” He turned fully now, and the moonlight carved deep shadows into his face. “You do not know what I have done since that night. The blood on my hands. The bodies I have ordered burned. The whispers that follow me even now. they are all true, Elara. Every one.” 



The air grew colder. Or perhaps it was only her blood, cooling in her veins. 



“Then let me see,” she said. “Let me carry the weight with you.” 



He shook his head, slow and deliberate. “No. You will leave in the morning. You will take your herbs and your needles and your hope, and you will go back to your cottage. I will deal with my fate alone.” 



“Aldric. ” 



“Enough.” The word cracked like ice breaking. “I have said more than I intended. More than I should.” He straightened, the mantle of the monster settling back over his shoulders. “The noxcordia will be destroyed. The curse. if it exists. will die with me. Go home, Elara. Forget you ever knew me.” 



He started walking again, faster this time, his boots crunching against the gravel. The hedge swallowed his form, and then there was only the rustle of leaves and the distant hoot of an owl. 



She stood alone in the garden, the cold seeping through her cloak. The truth sat heavy in her chest, a stone she could not swallow. He did not remember the curse. He believed every cruel word he had spoken was his own. And still, still, he had loved her enough to let her go. 



She pressed a hand to her stomach, where the ache had settled. She had to find a way to tell him. She had to find the thorn. Because if he died believing he was evil, the realm would burn. and she would be the one holding the match. 



❋
Chapter Four



The ritual chamber stank of copper and old salt. 



Elara pressed her palm flat against the stone door, feeling the cold seep through her gloves and into the marrow of her fingers. Beyond this threshold, the king waited. The man who had once held her hand beneath the willow grove, who had whispered promises that tasted like summer wine. That man was dead. What remained wore his face like a stolen mask. 



She pushed. 



The door groaned inward, revealing a circular room carved from the mountain's heart. Candles lined every ledge, their flames burning with an unnatural stillness; no draft, no flicker, no breath of air stirred them. They stood like frozen tears of light, casting shadows that did not move as she walked. 



Aldric stood at the center, his back to her. 



He had not worn his crown in months. She knew that from the rumors that swept through the kitchens, through the servants' quarters, through the hushed whispers of the court. He refused the coronet, let it sit on its velvet pillow like a discarded relic. Tonight, his hair hung loose, dark threads tangled with silver that had not been there a year ago. The curse was eating him alive, one strand at a time. 



"You came." His voice scraped against the silence, rough as stone dragged over stone. 



"You summoned me." She stopped ten paces away, close enough to see the tension in his shoulders, the way his hands hung at his sides; not relaxed, but coiled. A predator pretending at stillness. 



"I summoned the healer." He turned. 



Her lungs paused. 



His eyes were wrong. 



Not the color; still that deep, impossible gray like storm clouds gathering over the sea. But the warmth was gone. Where there had once been laughter, affection, the soft glow of a man who loved her, now only ice remained. A glacier behind his irises. A void where his soul should live. 



"Then I am the healer you summoned." She lifted her chin. "Shall I bleed you, your majesty? Purge the humors? Apply leeches?" 



A ghost of something crossed his face; too quick to name, too faint to trust. "You are angry." 



"I am efficient. There is a difference." 



He stepped closer, and the candles did not waver. Even the flames feared him now. "Ten years, Elara. Ten years you have nursed that anger, fed it, let it grow roots into your bones." 



"Ten years you let me believe I was unworthy." The words came out steady. She had practiced them a thousand times, on cold nights in her cramped room above the apothecary, while she ground herbs and imagined this conversation. "You called me a beggar's daughter. You said my blood was thin, my line broken. You made me watch my father lose his lands, my mother weep herself to sleep, my brother sell his sword to foreign lords." 



"I know." The words fell flat, empty. He did not flinch. 



"Knowing is not enough." 



"What would be enough?" He stopped three feet away, close enough that she caught the scent of him; cedar and smoke, something sharp beneath, like ozone before a storm. "Would you have my apology? My explanation? Would you have me beg?" 



"Your curse." She let the word hang between them. 



Something in his posture shifted. The air thickened, pressed against her skin. "What do you know of curses?" 



"I know the witch who laid yours still lives. I know she visits the palace on certain nights, that she walks these halls while you pretend to rule." Elara reached into her belt pouch and withdrew a small glass vial filled with black liquid. "I know her blood runs in your veins. I know the curse has a heart; a living heart; and if it is cut out, you will be free." 



His laugh was not a laugh, but a hollow sound, a mimicry of mirth. "You think I haven't tried? I have carved my own chest open. I have bathed in holy water. I have burned every charm, every talisman, every offering the priests could devise." He raised his hand, and the sleeve of his coat slid back to reveal a lattice of scars, white and raised, mapping his forearm. "Do you see, Elara? I have shed rivers of blood to break this curse. None of it worked." 



"Because you were cutting the wrong thing." 



She held out the vial. 



He stared at it, his jaw tight, a muscle twitching beneath the sharp line of his cheekbone. "What is that?" 



"The witch's shadow." 



His eyes snapped to hers, and for a moment; just a moment; she saw something human flicker in that frozen gray. "How did you—" 



"I am not a child anymore, Aldric. I am not the girl you left in the courtyard, clutching her mother's shawl and pretending she wasn't drowning." She pressed the vial into his hand, her fingers brushing his palm. Cold. His skin was so cold. "I found her shadow three years ago, stitched into the hem of her cloak. I have been studying it ever since, learning its patterns, its weaknesses. One drop of this, poured into the wound where her curse entered you, and the binding will sever." 



His fingers curled around the vial. "You would do this for me? After everything I. " 



"Don't." She stepped back, raising her hand to stop him. "Don't pretend this is forgiveness. I am not giving you mercy. I am giving you a weapon. Use it or don't. I no longer care." 



But she cared. She cared so much it burned in her chest, a coal that would not cool. 



He looked at the vial, then at her. "There is a cost. There is always a cost." 



"The witch told you that?" 



"She told me many things." He tucked the vial into his coat pocket, close to his heart. "She said the curse could be broken, but only by someone who loved me before it took hold. Someone who still loved me, despite everything." 



Elara's mouth went dry. 



"I told her she was a fool." He turned away, walking toward the largest candle; a pillar of black wax as tall as a man. "Love does not survive ten years of silence. Love does not survive cruelty. Love is a fragile flame, and I drowned it long ago." 



"Then why did you summon me?" 



He stopped. 



The silence stretched, filled only by the unnatural stillness of the candles, the weight of history pressing against her ribs. 



"Because I am dying." 



The words were quiet. Matter-of-fact. As if he were discussing the weather, or the price of grain. 



Elara's stomach dropped. 



"Six months," he continued. "Perhaps less. The curse has reached my bones. I wake each morning with frost in my veins, and every night I forget something else; a memory, a face, a name. Soon I will forget my own. And then I will become nothing but a statue of a king, a throne made of frozen stone, and the realm will tear itself apart." 



"That is why you summoned the healer." She understood now. "Not to break the curse. To delay death." 



"To give you time." He turned, and there was something raw in his face, something cracked beneath the ice. "Elara, you know who rules if I fall. My cousin. The man who would burn every village between here and the mountains. The man who would see your family's name erased from every record, every stone, every memory. I cannot die until he is stopped." 



"And you want me to stop him?" 



"I want you to break the curse." He stepped closer, close enough that she could see the veins in his eyes, the faint blue tint beneath his skin, the way his lips had paled to the color of ash. "I want you to do what you came to do. I want you to pour that shadow into my blood and set me free. And then I want you to kill the witch." 



She stared at him. 



"I will give you anything," he said, and his voice cracked on the last word. "My crown. My kingdom. My life. Anything you want, Elara. Name it, and it is yours." 



"I want you to suffer." 



The words fell from her mouth before she could stop them. 



He did not react. Did not flinch, did not blink, did not breathe. He simply stood there, the ice king, waiting for her to finish. 



"I want you to know what it feels like," she continued, her voice rising, "to watch everything you love rot away. I want you to taste the hunger I tasted, the cold I slept in, the nights I spent wondering if I would survive until morning. I want you to kneel in the mud and beg for mercy; and I want you to realize that mercy will never come." 



"Is that what you truly want?" His voice was soft, almost gentle, and that made it worse. 



"I want..." She stopped. Her hands were shaking
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