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The Cursed Prince’s Bargain

Aurelia Nightvale





❧
Chapter One



The carriage door swung open, and the wind swallowed what little warmth Elara had left. 



She pressed her palm flat against the worn leather seat, steadying herself against the lurch of the vehicle. The horses snorted, their breath fogging in the thin mountain air. Beyond the driver's hunched shoulders, the fortress rose like a broken tooth against the grey sky; jagged, dark, crumbling in places where mortar had given way to centuries of frost and neglect. 



This was the place. 



The Demon Prince's cage. 



Elara had heard the stories since she was a child, whispered by hearth fires and traded like contraband between frightened villagers. Prince Kaelan, the firstborn son of King Aldric, had been sealed inside Ravenhold ten years ago after the curse took hold. Some said he had become a thing of shadow and hunger, a creature that drained the life from anything warm-blooded that crossed his path. Others claimed he was already dead, and what remained was only the curse itself, wearing his skin like a stolen coat. 



She had expected iron bars. Chains. A dungeon reeking of rot and despair. 



Instead, the courtyard lay draped in snow that had not been disturbed in days. Icicles hung from the collapsed portion of the eastern wall like frozen tears. A single tower still stood intact, its narrow windows dark and empty. No guards patrolled the battlements. No servants hurried across the flagstones with brooms or baskets. 



The place smelled of stone and silence. 



Elara pulled her threadbare cloak tighter, though the cold had already seeped through the wool and into her bones. She had worn her best dress for the journey; a plain grey thing her mother had mended three times; but the fabric was too thin for this altitude, too worn to hold warmth. Her boots had a hole near the left toe, and the damp had turned her stockings to icy rags against her skin. 



None of that mattered. 



What mattered was the debt. Twenty years of taxes her father had not paid, compounded by interest her father had not understood, now pressed against her family's throat like a blade. The steward had come to their cottage three weeks ago, a stick-thin man with ink-stained fingers and eyes that never blinked. He had laid the documents on their table; a table Elara had eaten porridge on every morning of her life; and explained the terms. 



Marriage to the cursed prince. 



Three full moons of residence. 



Her family's debt absolved in full. 



There had been no time for tears. No time for her mother's desperate embrace or her father's silent apology. Elara had signed her name at the bottom of the parchment, beneath the words bride of lowest blood, and let the steward guide her into the carriage. 



Now she stood at the threshold of Ravenhold's main door, a slab of black oak studded with iron nails the size of her thumb. The wood had warped with age, leaving a gap at the bottom wide enough to slide a hand through. Something moved in the darkness beyond; a shift of air, a whisper of fabric. 



The door swung inward before she could knock. 



The man on the other side was not what she expected. 



He stood tall, well over six feet, with broad shoulders that strained the seams of a simple grey tunic. His hair was black as river stones, unkempt and falling past his jaw, and his beard; several days' growth; darkened his face with shadow. But it was his eyes that stopped her breath. Pale grey, like winter clouds, set deep in a face that might have been handsome once, before the lines of exhaustion carved their paths around his mouth and brow. 



He was not a monster. 



He was a man who had not slept in years. 



"Elara." Her name came out rough, as if he had not spoken aloud in a long time. "You're early." 



She had rehearsed words on the journey. Polite words. Formal words. The kind of words a bride should speak to her husband on the day of their wedding, even if that husband was a curse-laden prince in a crumbling fortress. 



All of them fled. 



"The roads were clear," she said instead. 



A thread of silence stretched between them. The wind curled around the doorframe, carrying a flurry of snowflakes that melted on the stone threshold. He did not step aside to let her in. He stood there, blocking the entrance, his gaze traveling over her face as if searching for something she could not name. 



"You're afraid," he said. 



She was. Her stomach had coiled into a knot so tight she thought she might be sick. But she had spent eighteen years hiding fear from her father's creditors, from the village boys who liked to corner girls in the mill yard, from the cold that crept through the cottage walls each winter. She knew how to lock terror behind a flat expression. 



"I'm cold," she corrected. 



Something flickered in his eyes; not anger, but a sharp, quick awareness that made her feel seen in a way she did not want. He stepped back, finally, and gestured into the darkness beyond. 



"Come inside. The fire is low, but I can build it up." 



She crossed the threshold with her spine straight and her hands clenched inside her cloak. The door groaned shut behind her, sealing her inside the fortress's belly. The quiet of the courtyard had been a living thing, full of wind and creaking stone. The quiet inside was different. Thick. Heavy. The kind of quiet that settled on a room after something terrible had been said. 



The main hall stretched before her, cavernous and dim. Light from a single hearth flickered against walls that had once been painted; she could make out traces of faded red and gold in the shadows, the ghost of a mural depicting battles or gods or both. Tapestries hung at intervals, moth-eaten and grey with dust. The floor was stone, worn smooth by centuries of footsteps, and cold enough to feel through her thin boots. 



A fire crackled in the grate, but the logs were old and damp, producing more smoke than heat. The smoke rose and coiled against the ceiling, joining the layer of haze that hung there like a low storm cloud. 



Kaelan moved past her toward the hearth. He knelt, adding a fresh log from a pile that looked ancient, and used an iron rod to stir the embers. The flames caught slowly, sputtering, casting orange light across his hands. 



His hands. 



She had heard the stories about the touch. How it drained warmth, drained breath, drained life itself from anything living. How the prince had killed his own mother by accident, reaching for her hand during a fever. How the king had locked him away not out of cruelty, but out of necessity. 



Elara kept her distance. Five paces at least. The length of a short rope. 



"I'll have a room prepared for you," he said without turning. "The east wing is more intact. I sleep in the west. I'll make sure you have food, firewood, clean linens. The steward comes once a week with supplies." 



"And the curse?" 



He went still. His hand hovered over the flames, and she saw the way his fingers trembled; a fine, barely perceptible shake, like a man holding back a blow. He turned his head just enough to look at her over his shoulder. 



"I don't touch you. That's the rule. As long as I don't touch you, you're safe." 



"Three moons," she said. "The contract says three moons." 



"Three moons." He straightened and faced her fully. The firelight carved deep shadows into his face, making him look older, harder, more like the monster the stories painted. But his voice remained quiet, almost gentle. "You can leave at any time. The door is not locked. The curse does not extend past the walls. If you change your mind, even in the middle of the night, you can walk out and never come back." 



The words hung in the air like an offering she did not trust. 



"Why would you let me leave?" she asked. "You need a bride to break the curse." 



His jaw tightened. The tendons in his neck stood out as he swallowed, as if forcing down something bitter. "I need a bride who chooses to stay. Not one trapped here by obligation or fear. If you leave, the curse remains, but at least you're free. I know what it's like to be caged. I won't do that to another person." 



She did not know what to say to that. She had prepared herself for threats, for cold demands, for a prince who saw her as nothing more than a key to his own release. She had not prepared for guilt. For the quiet, worn-down weariness of a man who had spent a decade alone in the dark, staring at his own hands. 



The fire popped, sending a ember skittering across the hearthstone. Kaelan stepped back from it, careful, always careful. 



"I'll show you to your room," he said. "Follow me, but keep your distance. At least two arm's lengths. Always." 



She nodded and followed, her footsteps echoing his along the corridor. The hall branched into narrower passages, lined with doors that had rotted on their hinges or stood ajar to reveal rooms full of broken furniture, fallen ceiling timbers, snow that had blown in through shattered windows. The fortress was dying slowly, crumbling from the inside out, and no one was here to stop it. 



At the end of the east wing, he stopped before a door that still had its handle intact. He pushed it open, revealing a room small but intact; a bed with a straw mattress, a washstand with a chipped basin, a hearth that had been cleaned recently. Someone had left a candle on the windowsill, and its flame cast a small circle of warmth into the gloom. 



"There's wood in the chest by the hearth," he said. "I'll bring you food in an hour. If you need anything, knock on the wall. I'll hear it." 



He lingered in the doorway, his shadow stretching long across the floor. His hand rested on the frame, knuckles white. 



"Elara." Her name again, heavier this time. "I need you to understand something. If I ever lose control; if the curse takes hold and I can't stop myself; there is a bell in the chapel at the end of this wing. Ring it. The steward has men stationed at the foot of the mountain. They'll come within the hour." 



"And do what?" she asked. 



His smile was thin and bitter. "What they were ordered to do ten years ago. End me." 



He turned and walked away before she could respond, his footsteps fading into the silence of the fortress. The door swung half-closed on its own, leaving her alone in the candlelight with a bed she did not want to sleep in and a future she could not imagine. 



She pressed her back against the wall and let herself breathe. 



Three moons. Ninety days. She could survive ninety days. 



But as the wind howled through the broken stones of Ravenhold, and the fire in the hearth flickered low, Elara found herself wondering if the curse was the only thing she needed to fear. 



The guilt in his eyes was worse. 



The guilt said he was still human enough to care what happened to her. And that, she knew, was far more dangerous than any monster. 



The chill from the stone seeped through her dress, grounding her. Dust motes danced in the candle's halo, undisturbed for years. She traced the mortar lines with her finger, counting the seconds until her pulse steadied. The fortress felt alive, watching, waiting. But it was his voice that lingered, the weight of his warning pressing against her ribs. She closed her eyes and saw his face, the shadows carved deep around his mouth. A prince who had prepared for his own death. That was the man she had bargained with. 



❧
Chapter Two



The great doors groaned shut behind her, swallowing the last scrap of daylight. Elara stood in the absolute dark, the cold seeping through the soles of her worn boots. The silence was not empty. It hummed with a pressure just beneath the range of hearing, a vibration that settled in her teeth and behind her eyes. 



She had prepared for this. Three months of research, of following half-mad rumors to crumbling archives. Prince Kaelan, the Shadow-Blighted, the Hand of Ruin. The man whose kingdom crumbled the day his curse took hold. The man who had become a ghost story told to frighten children in the valley below. 



Elara was not a child. And she was already frightened. 



She took a step forward, her hand trailing along the wall. The stone was gritty, coated in a fine dust that smelled of granite and decay. She counted her steps, memorizing the path back to the door. A survival instinct she refused to acknowledge as futile. 



The entrance hall was vast. She sensed it more than saw it; the way the sound of her own breathing spread thin and lost itself in the high arches. Pale light, the color of a dead star, leaked through tall, narrow windows crusted with grime. It illuminated the skeletal remains of a chandelier, a cascade of rusted iron and shattered crystal that hung by a single chain. 



Her sister’s face flashed in her mind. Clara, pale as the sheets she lay on, her breath a thin, reedy thing. The healers had no answers. The priests offered only prayers. Elara needed a miracle. 



She needed a monster. 



A cold draft coiled around her ankles, carrying a new scent beneath the dust. Old blood. Something metallic and sour. A fire that had gone out long ago, leaving only the memory of smoke. 



“You should not have come.” 



The voice came from everywhere and nowhere. It was a low, resonant thing, scraped raw by disuse. It did not echo. It seemed to be inside her skull. 



Elara’s spine straightened. Her fingers loosened the strap of the satchel slung across her chest. She had not made it this far to flinch at a whisper. 



“I need to speak with Prince Kaelan.” 



A pause. The pressure in the room shifted, thickening like the air before a storm. 



“The prince is dead.” 



“Liar.” 



The word left her mouth before she could tame it. She felt the air go still. Colder. The temperature dropped so sharply that the moisture in her nostrils crystallized. 



A shape detached itself from the shadows at the far end of the hall. He had been standing so still she had mistaken him for a pillar, for a piece of the architecture. He moved with a fluidity that was inhuman, a predator’s gait that wasted no energy. 



He stepped into the column of weak light. 



Prince Kaelan was beautiful. It was the first betrayal. The curse had not rotted him, had not twisted his features. His hair was a dark spill against his shoulders; his face was all sharp angles, high cheekbones, a jaw that looked carved from brittle stone. His eyes were the color of winter storms, pale gray ringed with black. They held no warmth. They held nothing but a chilling, absolute stillness. 



He wore no gloves. His hands hung at his sides, long-fingered and perfectly formed. 



“You have a sharp tongue,” he said. His voice was the same, but up close she could see the subtle signs of his imprisonment. The hollows beneath his cheeks. The shadows bruised under his eyes. The unnatural pallor of his skin, like something that had grown in the dark. 



“It is one of my few remaining virtues.” 



One corner of his mouth moved. Not a smile. A grim acknowledgment. 



“Virtues are dangerous currency here. I trade only in desperation.” 



Elara’s stomach dropped, but she forced her chin up. “Then I am rich. My sister is dying. The healers call it a wasting sickness. I call it a curse that has no name. I came here because you are the only man alive who might understand the nature of such a thing.” 



Kaelan’s head tilted. The movement was unsettling, birdlike and predatory. “You came to the source of ruin to ask for a cure.” 



“I came to the only man who has spent a decade studying a curse he cannot escape. You know the language of it. The architecture. You are the world’s foremost expert on the invisible chains that bind a soul.” 



His eyes flickered. Something moved behind the stillness, a stirring in depths she could not measure. 



“And what would you offer in return?” He took a step closer. The air between them grew thick, heavy with a static charge that made her hair rise. “I am a prince without a kingdom. A man without a touch. I have no need for gold or land or titles.” 



She felt the pull of his presence. A magnetic hunger that was not physical. It was the curse, she realized. It reached for her. It wanted her warmth, her life, her breath. 



“What do you need?” she asked. 



His laughter was a dry, broken sound. “Everything you have. And it would still not be enough.” 



He circled her. She forced herself to remain still as he moved behind her, the hair on the back of her neck standing on end. She could feel him there, a cold presence that pressed against her skin like a held blade. 



“Tell me about your sister,” he said. His voice came from her left now. He was pacing, the soft scuff of his boots against the stone floor. 



“Clara. She is eighteen. She has been sick for six months. It started as a cough, then a weakness in her limbs. Now she cannot rise from her bed. The flesh is wasting from her bones. She looks like a skeleton draped in skin.” 



“And the healers?” 



“They bleed her. They dose her with willow bark and prayers. They have no answers.” 



Kaelan appeared before her again, closer than before. She could see the individual threads in the dark wool of his coat. The silver embroidery at his cuffs was tarnished. 



“What makes you think I have answers?” 



“Because your curse is written in the same language. I found a text in the archives of the Gray Monastery. A treatise on the shadow sickness that took your kingdom. It mentioned a variant that targets the life force through bloodlines. Clara is your distant kin. A third cousin, twice removed. The curse is reaching through the blood.” 



His face did not change, but his hands stilled at his sides. She watched the way his fingers curled inward, tensing. 



“You traced your lineage to mine.” 



“I traced everything to yours. I have spent every waking hour for the past three months buried in genealogies and curse lore. I know more about your family history than you do.” 



“That is not an accomplishment,” he said flatly. “I have been locked in this ruin for ten years. I know nothing of the world outside these walls.” 



“Then let me be your eyes. Let me be your hands. I can read the texts in your library. I can help you find the origin of your curse. If there is a key to breaking it, I will find it. And in return, you help me save my sister.” 



He stared at her for a long, measured moment. The wind howled through the broken windows, sending a shiver of ice across the floor. He did not blink. 



“You would trade your research for your sister’s life.” 



“Yes.” 



“And if I cannot save her?” 



“Then I will spend the rest of my life hunting the answer. Here, in your shadow, until I am too old to hold a book. You will not be rid of me.” 



His expression flickered. Something raw and hungry surfaced in his eyes before he suppressed it. The idea of company. Of a purpose beyond waiting for death. 



“You do not know what you are offering,” he said. His voice dropped lower. “I am not a man. I am a leech in human skin. The curse does not sleep. It does not rest. Every moment I am near you, it will claw at me to touch you. To taste you. To drink the warmth from your bones and leave you a husk on the floor.” 



“Then do not touch me.” 



“Wanting is not a choice.” He stepped closer. Close enough that she could feel the cold radiating from his body. The air between them crackled. Her skin prickled with gooseflesh. “I have wanted for ten years. Do you understand what that does to a man? The hunger does not fade. It grows. It consumes.” 



Her mouth went dry. She could see the veins in his eyes, the faint silver traceries that marked the curse’s presence in his body. The pupils were rimmed with light. 



“I am not afraid of you,” she said. 



“You should be.” 



“I am more afraid of losing my sister.” 



The words hung between them. He searched her face, looking for the lie. She gave him nothing but the truth. 



He stepped back. The cold receded slightly. She could breathe again. 



“Come,” he said finally. He turned and walked deeper into the darkness. 



Elara followed. 



The fortress was a maze of collapsed corridors and grand, ruined chambers. He led her up a winding staircase that had no railing, the stones slick with frost. She kept her hand on the wall. He did not look back to check on her. 



They passed a gallery where the tapestries had rotted to threads, their scenes of hunting and harvest barely visible. They crossed a hall where the ceiling had caved in, revealing a glimpse of the gray sky above. Snow dusted the rubble. 



He stopped before a door carved from black wood, the surface scarred with symbols she recognized faintly. Binding wards. Containment glyphs. 



“This is the library.” 



He pushed the door open. The room beyond was vast, a cathedral of books. Shelves rose three stories high, packed with scrolls and tomes and crumbling codices. A fire burned low in a hearth that could roast a boar. The light was warm. It was the only warm place she had seen in this tomb of a fortress. 



“You will sleep here,” he said. “There is a cot behind the screen. You will not wander the north tower. You will not open any door marked with this seal.” He touched a symbol on the door frame. The Iron Knot. The mark of a binding oath. 



“And you?” she asked. 



His eyes met hers. The firelight caught the hollows of his face, making him look carved from bone and shadow. 



“I will keep my distance. For your sake.” 



She felt the weight of the unspoken truth. He was not being kind. He was protecting himself. If he touched her, he would drain her. And he had been alone for so long that the temptation of her warmth, her life, her pulse, was a constant, screaming torment. 



“I will stay out of your way,” she said. 



His laugh was soft and bitter. “You are in my way just by breathing, archivist. The question is whether you can survive the proximity.” 



He left her there, the door clicking shut behind him. The fire crackled. The shadows danced. Elara pressed a hand to her chest, feeling the frantic beat of her own heart. She had done it. She had breached the walls. 



Now she had to survive the monster within. 



Expansion (inserted into the existing scene): 



Insert after “His laugh was soft and bitter.”: 
The sound scraped against the silence, raw and ancient. 



Insert after “The question is whether you can survive the proximity.”: 
She held his gaze, refusing to flinch. 



Insert after “He left her there, the door clicking shut behind him.”: 
The lock turned with a thud that sealed her fate. She was alone. 



Insert after “The fire crackled.”: 
The flames sent long fingers of light across the tomes, illuminating gold lettering she could not read. 



Insert after “The shadows danced.”: 
The shadows danced, twisting into shapes that seemed almost deliberate. 



Insert after “Elara pressed a hand to her chest, feeling the frantic beat of her own heart.”: 
The heat of his presence still lingered in the air like a ghost. 



❧
Chapter Three



The Ironwood Study reeked of dust and old secrets. 



Kaelan stood with his back to her, one gloved hand braced against the stone mantel, the fire casting his shadow long and broken across the floor. The flames did nothing to warm the room. Cold radiated from the walls, from the floorboards, from the very air between them. 



Elara's fingers still tingled from where she'd touched his arm in the corridor. The memory of that contact burned through her palm like a brand. He'd frozen. She'd frozen. And then he'd pulled away as if she'd become the curse itself. 



She should have been terrified. She was terrified. But beneath the fear, something else coiled and stretched its neck. Curiosity. Anger. The need to understand what lived in this fortress of shadows and silence. 



"You want to know the terms," he said, his voice flat as slate. 



"I want to know what I agreed to." She stepped deeper into the study, forcing herself to move past the threshold, past the door that still stood open like an invitation to flee. "Your steward said three moons. He said my family's debts would be forgiven. He said marriage." 



Kaelan turned. 



The firelight carved his face into sharp relief; high cheekbones, a jaw tight with tension, eyes that held no warmth. He was beautiful in the way a blade was beautiful. Dangerous. Precise. Meant to cut. 



"All true." He reached for a decanter on the mantel, poured amber liquid into a glass, and drank without offering her any. "Three moons from new moon to new moon. You'll share this fortress. You'll share my name. You'll share my bed." 



The words landed like stones in her stomach. 



"Your bed." 



"Don't sound so appalled." His mouth twisted. "I won't touch you. The curse ensures that. But appearances matter. The spell that binds me requires a willing bride, not a prisoner in a separate wing. You'll sleep in my chambers. I'll sleep on the floor if I must." 



"Willing." She tasted the word, found it bitter. "You said nothing about..." 



"About what? The part where you spread your legs for a monster?" He set the glass down too hard. The crystal cracked. "I'm aware of what I'm asking. I'm aware of what I am. But the curse doesn't require consummation. Only proximity. Only presence. Three moons of waking beside me, eating beside me, existing beside me without flinching." 



"And if I flinch?" 



"Then the curse tightens. The bargain fails. And I rot here another decade while your family's debts compound with interest." 



She wanted to look away. Every instinct screamed at her to drop her gaze, to soften, to make herself small and unthreatening. That was survival. That was the lesson every village girl learned in her bones. Men in power were dangerous. Men in power with nothing left to lose were deadly. 



But she was already drowning. What difference did it make if the water closed over her head now or later? 



"What does the curse actually do?" she asked. "The steward said you drain life. But I touched your sleeve in the corridor and I'm still standing." 



Something shifted in his expression. A crack in the mask. There and gone before she could name it. 



"Gloves," he said. "Leather. Fabric. Any barrier between skin and skin buys time. But the barrier erodes with pressure, with heat, with the length of contact. A handshake through gloves might leave you weak for a day. Skin to skin—" He stopped. Looked at his own hands, sheathed in black leather. "Skin to skin kills in minutes." 



"Minutes." 



"Less, if my blood is up. If I'm angry. If I'm afraid." He laughed, and the sound had no humor in it. "The curse feeds on emotion. Every spike of feeling accelerates the drain. So I've spent ten years learning to feel nothing at all." 



She didn't believe him. 



The lie was written in the way his fingers curled against the mantel, in the set of his shoulders, in the firelight that caught the dampness at the corner of his eye. This man felt everything. That was the problem. He felt so much it had calcified into this; this shell of cold sarcasm and careful distance. 



"The blood oath," she said. "The steward mentioned a blood oath." 



"Yes." Kaelan moved away from the fire, circling the desk that dominated the center of the room. His boots made no sound on the threadbare carpet. "The binding. The anchor. The thing that makes it impossible for either of us to walk away before the three moons end." 



He pulled open a drawer and withdrew a knife. 



The blade was small, elegant, wicked. Silver filigree curled along the hilt, and the edge caught the lamplight like a promise of pain. 



"Blood binds better than ink," he said, setting the knife on the desk between them. "Better than words. Better than vows spoken in chapels. Blood knows the truth of what you intend." 



Elara's mouth went dry. "You want me to cut myself." 



"I want you to choose to cut yourself." He stepped back, giving her space. "I won't hold you down. I won't force your hand. If you walk out that door right now, I'll let you go. I'll find another way. Another bride. Another decade of waiting." 



"Will you?" 



The question hung between them. 



His jaw worked. "No. I'm lying. I'll die in this fortress if you leave. The spell has burned through the last of its patience. It needs an anchor, and it needs one now. But I won't make you stay." His voice dropped, roughened. "I've spent ten years becoming a monster. I won't add slaver to the list." 



She should run. 



Every sensible part of her screamed that this was madness. That she was standing in a crumbling fortress with a cursed prince who could kill her with a touch, asking her to bleed for him. That her family's debts were a better death than this slow, creeping doom. 



But debts had teeth. She knew that better than most. The crown's tax collectors didn't care about bad harvests or sick livestock or the winter that had taken her mother's lungs and her father's will to live. They cared about silver. They cared about gold. They cared about the weight of coins in their purses. 



And if she went back to the village empty-handed, her father would be in the debtors' mines within the week. Her sisters would be sold to the textile mills. Her brother, barely twelve, would be conscripted into the king's army to die in some border skirmish no one would remember. 



This was not a choice. 



It had never been a choice. 



"Show me where to cut," she said. 



Kaelan's eyes closed. Just for a moment. Just long enough for her to see the tension in his shoulders ease by a fraction. 



"Your palm," he said. "The left hand. Close to the heart." 



She stepped forward. The desk was oak, dark with age, scarred by decades of use. She laid her hand flat on its surface, palm up, fingers spread. 



The knife waited. 



"I've done this before," he said quietly. "Bound myself with blood. It's not..." He stopped. Started again. "It hurts. Not just the cutting. The magic pulls. It roots into your bones, into your self. When it's done, you'll know, in your marrow, that you're tied to me." 



"Good." She picked up the knife. "Then you'll know I'm not leaving." 



The blade was cold against her skin. 



She pressed. 



The cut was clean and precise, a line of fire across her palm. Blood welled up, dark in the lamplight, dripping onto the oak. She didn't flinch. She didn't look away. 



Kaelan stared at her with an expression she couldn't read. Wonder? Horror? Something that might have been hope, strangled at birth. 



"Your turn," she said. 



He pulled off his left glove with his teeth. 



His hand was pale. Too pale. The skin had the translucence of something that had never seen sunlight, and the veins beneath were dark, almost black. He took the knife from her; his fingers careful not to touch hers; and cut his own palm without hesitation. 



The blood that welled up was wrong. 



Not red. Not the rich, living crimson that stained her hand. His blood was black. Thick. Viscous. It moved like oil across his skin, sluggish and unnatural. 



"Curse," he said, answering her unspoken horror. "It lives in my blood. It is my blood now. When we bind, you'll feel it. The cold. The weight. The hunger." 



"Should I be afraid?" 



"Yes." He met her eyes. "But I'm asking you to do it anyway." 



He reached out. 



His bleeding hand hovered above hers. Not touching. Not yet. The space between them crackled with tension, with the weight of what was about to happen. 



"One last chance to run," he said. 



"I'm not running." 



"Elara. " 



"Cut the dramatics and do it." 



His laugh was broken, surprised, almost real. 



And then his hand closed over hers. 



The contact was searing. 



Not pain. Not exactly. But a wrongness that shot up her arm, through her chest, down into her core. His blood mixed with hers, hot and cold at once, and she felt it; the curse, the weight, the hunger he'd warned her about. 



It poured into her like ink into water. 



Images flooded her mind. A throne room, empty. A woman's scream. Hands reaching for her, pulling her under. Cold. So much cold. And beneath it all, a voice that wasn't a voice, a presence that wasn't a presence, something ancient and patient and ravenous. 



She gasped. 



Kaelan's grip tightened. "Stay with me. Don't fight it. Let it settle." 



"Fight what?" 



"The spell. It's testing you. Looking for weakness." His voice was strained. "Show it steel." 



She gritted her teeth and pushed. 



Not against the curse. Against the fear. Against the part of her that wanted to scream and pull away and run until her legs gave out. She imagined her father's face. Her sisters. Her brother. She imagined the mines, the mills, the army. She imagined them safe, warm, free. 



And she held on. 



The moment stretched. Cracked. Shattered. 



And then the weight settled into her bones like a key turning in a lock. 



She could feel him. 



Not his body. Not his presence in the room. Something deeper. A thread of connection that ran from her chest to his, a current of awareness that hummed with his heartbeat, his breathing, the tight knot of guilt and desperation that lived at his core. 



Kaelan's eyes were wide. 



"What have you done?" he whispered. 



"Accepted your bargain." 



"No." He shook his head, pulled his hand free. The cut on his palm was already closing, the black blood drying to ash. "The spell was supposed to bind to me. Through me. Not through you. You're supposed to be the anchor, not the. " He stopped. "Not the conduit." 



"I don't understand." 



"Neither do I." He was pacing now, agitated, running his hand through his hair. "This is wrong. The ritual is old, tested, safe. The bride is a vessel, not a participant. But you felt it, didn't you? The curse spoke to you. It showed you. " 



"Show me what?" 



He stopped pacing. Looked at her. And in his eyes, she saw something she hadn't seen before. 



Fear. 



Not for himself. Not of her. 



For her. 



"The curse," he said slowly, "shouldn't be able to touch you. You're supposed to be immune. Of lowest blood, untouched by magic, untainted by noble lines. That's the requirement. That's the safeguard." 



"And?" 



"And something changed." His voice dropped. "The curse isn't just bound to you. It's interested in you. And I don't know why." 



Elara looked down at her palm. 



The cut was gone. 



In its place, a thin line of silver gleamed against her skin, like a whorl of frost. It pulsed with a faint light, synchronized with her heartbeat. 



She touched it. 



Her entire hand went cold. 



And in the back of her mind, the ancient voice that wasn't a voice stirred, coiled, and smiled. 



❧
Chapter Four



The door clicked shut behind them, and Elara stood alone in a bedchamber that dwarfed her entire cottage back home. 



Darkness pooled in the corners despite the half-dozen candles flickering on the mantle. Tapestries lined the walls, their threads faded to ghosts of crimson and gold. A fire crackled in the hearth, casting long shadows across a bed so massive it seemed built for giants rather than men. 



She pressed her back against the door, fingers still curled around the handle as if she might yank it open and flee. 



The air smelled of dust and old stone, of woodsmoke and something sharper beneath. Lavender, perhaps, crushed into the linens that draped the bed. A vain attempt to mask the rot of a decade's isolation. 



Three moons. Ninety nights. Then freedom. 



Her mother's face surfaced in memory, the way her hands had trembled when she'd pressed the coarse wool cloak into Elara's arms. "You don't have to do this," she'd whispered, though they both knew the debt collectors would return at dawn. 



Elara pushed away from the door. 



The chamber stretched before her, foreign and forbidding. She crossed to the window, her boots echoing against the stone floor. Frost had crawled across the glass in intricate patterns, and beyond it, the mountain swallowed the sky. No village lights. No familiar smoke rising from chimneys. Just the endless dark of a world that had forgotten this place existed. 



"I am not afraid," she whispered to the glass, to the phantom of her own reflection. 



But her hands betrayed her, trembling as she reached up to loosen her braid. The copper strands fell past her shoulders, and she caught the scent of herself too, the travel dust and sweat of the journey here. 



A bath. She needed a bath, something to ground her in the routine of being alive. 



The fire had been laid fresh, and a ewer of water sat on the washstand, still steaming. Someone had prepared for her arrival. The steward, perhaps, or some servant she hadn't met. She poured the water into the basin and stripped off her traveling dress, the wool rough against her chafed skin. 



The cloth whispered against her shoulders as it fell. She stood in her shift, the fabric thin and worn, and dipped her hands into the water. Steam rose, curling around her fingers. She scrubbed at her face, then her arms, each movement methodical, a prayer disguised as routine. 



You can do this. You have done harder things. 



But when had she? When had she ever faced a monster in the dark, a prince with death in his hands? 



The water cooled. She dried herself with a linen cloth and reached for the nightgown laid across the foot of the bed. Fine cotton, softer than anything she had ever owned. She pulled it over her head, and the fabric settled against her skin like a stranger's touch. 



The bed loomed before her, high and wide, the covers turned down as if expecting a guest who would never arrive. 



She climbed in. 



The mattress dipped, the feathers rustling beneath her weight. She pulled the blankets to her chin and stared at the ceiling, at the cracks spiderwebbing across the plaster, at the shadows that danced and shifted with the fire's pulse. 



Sleep would not come. 



Every creak of the old fortress sent her heart racing. The wind howled beyond the window, rattling the glass in its frame. Somewhere above, a door groaned on its hinges, and she imagined Kaelan pacing the corridors, his boots silent against the stone, his hands burning with the need to destroy. 



He touched me once. In the chapel. He pulled away. 



Her skin remembered the heat of his fingers through the glove, the way he had recoiled as if she were the monster and he the victim. 



She pressed her palm to her chest, feeling the steady thrum of her heartbeat. 



"I am alive," she whispered. "I am still alive." 



The words felt fragile, like spun glass held too tightly. 



She must have drifted, because the next thing she knew, the fire had burned low and the room had grown cold. A sound had woken her. A soft scrape, like fabric against stone. 



Elara's eyes snapped open. 



The candelabra on the mantle had guttered, only a single flame still dancing. The rest of the room lay in shadow, deep and swallowing. 



And in the doorway stood a figure, tall and dark, silhouetted against the dim light of the hall beyond. 



Her breath stopped. Not the dramatics of it, not the gasp of a heroine in a tale. Just a simple cessation, as if her body had forgotten how to draw air. 



Kaelan did not move. He stood at the threshold, one hand braced against the doorframe, the other hidden at his side. The shadows clung to him like a second skin, carving out the sharp lines of his jaw, the hollows beneath his cheekbones. His eyes caught the firelight, and they glowed, not with warmth but with something ravenous, something barely leashed. 



"You should not have left the door open," he said. His voice came low, rough, as if he had been speaking to himself for hours. 



She sat up, the blankets pooling around her waist. "I was told to sleep." 



"A door is not a wall." He took a step forward, then stopped. His fingers curled against the wood frame, the tendons standing out beneath his skin. "A door is an invitation. An invitation to chaos." 



Fear coiled in her stomach, cold and sharp. But she had not agreed to this marriage to cower in the dark. She set her jaw and met his gaze. "Then close it." 



His eyes widened, just a fraction, just enough to catch the light. Surprise, maybe. Or hunger. 



"You do not fear me." 



It was not a question, but she answered anyway. "Should I?" 



"Yes." The word came like a blade. "You should." 



He stepped fully into the room, and the firelight caught him fully, revealing the gaunt lines of his face, the shadows beneath his eyes that spoke of years without rest. He wore no gloves tonight. His hands hung at his sides, bare and pale, the fingers long and elegant and deadly. 



Elara's throat tightened, but she forced herself to breathe. 



"You are my husband," she said. "Husbands are not meant to be feared." 



"Perhaps. But I am not meant to be a husband either." His voice dropped, rough as gravel. "I am meant to be a corpse rotting in the ground. A footnote in a kingdom that has forgotten my name." 



She pushed the blankets aside and rose from the bed. Her bare feet met the cold stone, and she crossed the room until only ten paces separated them. 



"Then why bring me here?" she asked. "If you believe yourself dead, why drag a living woman into your tomb?" 



His jaw tightened. The muscles in his throat worked as he swallowed. "Desperation wears many masks, Lady Elara. Mine is the face of a monster who still dreams of sunlight." 



The words hung between them, raw and bleeding. 



She studied him, the way he held himself stiff and still, as if any movement might shatter the fragile control he had built. The way his chest rose and fell in shallow breaths, as if even the air itself had become something to ration. 



"The steward said you can control it," she said. "The curse. That you can choose not to touch." 



"I can." His eyes met hers, and in them she saw something that looked like shame. "But the longer I go without touching, the more the hunger builds. The more it screams inside me to reach out, to take, to drain." He raised his hands, turning them over in the firelight. "These hands have killed. They have stolen the warmth from living flesh. They have turned lovers into corpses and friends into memories." 



Her mouth went dry. "Then why come here tonight? Why stand in my bedchamber?" 



"Because I needed to see if you would run." His voice cracked on the last word, and he looked away, his gaze fixing on the dying fire. "I needed to know if you would scream. If you would call me a monster and flee into the night." 



"And if I had?" 



"Then I would have known that this marriage is a farce, the contract a lie. And I would have sent you home before the first moon rose." 



Something shifted in her chest, a loosening of the fear that had wound itself around her ribs. He was testing her, yes. But he was also giving her a way out. Even now, even with the curse burning through his blood, he offered her an escape. 



She took a step closer. 



"Stop." His voice came sharp, a command that cut through the air. "Do not come nearer." 



"Why not?" 



"Because I am not certain I can stop myself." 



Her heart beat against her ribs, a wild rhythm that belonged to something ancient and untamed. But she had made her choice in the chapel, standing before the priest and the altar. She had made her choice when she signed the contract, her name inked beside his. 



"I married you," she said. "I said the words. I made the vow." 



"Words are wind. Vows are parchment." His eyes found hers again, dark and desperate. "Your life, Elara. Your actual, beating, breathing life. That is what hangs in the balance." 



"And your soul," she said. "Does that not matter?" 



His face twisted, something between a laugh and a sob. "I do not have a soul. The curse stole it long ago." 



She did not believe him. She could not. Because she had seen the way he spoke of the sunlight, the way he dreamed of it even now. A soulless man did not dream of warmth. 



"If you want me to leave," she said slowly, "I will leave. If you want to send me home, I will go. I will find another way to save my family from debt and die old in the village where I was born." She lifted her chin. "But if you want me to stay, if you want to break this curse and feel the sun on your face again, then stay with me. Right here. In this room. Through this night." 



His breathing stopped. The fire crackled, casting shifting light across his face. 



"You do not know what you are offering." 
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