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The Thorns Between Us

Aurelia Nightvale





❦
Chapter One



The boundary oak’s bark peeled away in curls, exposing flesh gone soft as rotten fruit. Maren pressed her palm to the trunk, and the ancient tree wept into her hand. 



No one had told her it was this bad. The letter from her aunt had been sparse; five sentences, none of them asking for forgiveness. The wards are failing. The blight is in the root systems. We need your blood. No signature, just the Ashwick seal pressed into silver wax, a sprig of hawthorn surrounded by thorns. Maren had burned the letter within the hour, and then she had packed her satchel with yarrow, with woundwort, with every tonic she’d spent seven years perfecting in exile. 



She wiped her sap-sticky fingers on her thigh. The oak’s sorrow clung, cold and faintly phosphorescent, a sign of corrupted magic. Around her, the border woods lay in a state of collapse; ferns blackened at the fronds, mushrooms sprouting in gelatinous clusters where no mushroom should grow. Even the mist refused to behave. It pooled at her ankles in sluggish eddies, not the dancing silver veil that had once hidden Thornwood’s edge from human eyes. 



Home. The word scraped like a swallowed burr. 



Her satchel strap dug into her shoulder, and she tightened the buckle with a jerk. One foot. Then the other. That’s how this would go. The deer path narrowed between two holly trees, their crimson berries turned to mush, dripping sullenly onto the leaf litter. The air tasted of copper and decaying lilacs. Maren’s tongue registered the blight before her mind could name it; a bitterness, a rot that went beyond the physical. Something hungry. 



She stopped at the boundary line. It wasn’t marked with stones or signs; the fae didn’t need such things. Instead, a shimmer rippled across the path, a heat-haze distortion that hummed at a frequency just outside hearing. On her last day in Thornwood, that barrier had flared bright enough to blind, repelling her as she fled barefoot down this same trail, her dress torn, her mouth full of Kael’s name like a curse. 



Now the barrier flickered. Gaps appeared and vanished. Through one such gap, a moth the size of her hand wobbled into the human world, its wings dusted with the unmistakable glitter of fae enchantment. It spiraled once, twice, and fell dead at her feet, its abdomen already hollowed out by something that had fed from inside. 



Maren crouched. The moth’s wings were still beautiful. She brushed a fingertip over one wing, and the scales dissolved into a greasy smudge. Seven years, and the wards that had kept Thornwood safe since the Long Twilight were crumbling to nothing. Her aunt’s letter hadn’t mentioned the moths. It hadn’t mentioned the weeping trees or the copper taste. It never did. Ashwick women traded in what was necessary, not what was kind. 



She straightened and drew her herbalist’s knife from her belt; a slim blade of ironwood, not cold iron, never that. The fae in her bloodline couldn’t tolerate iron’s touch. Two parts human, three parts something else, the Ashwick women had never quite belonged to either world. That was the bargain, the old one, struck before the oaks were saplings: magic for service, blood for wards. 



Maren pressed the blade’s tip to her left thumb. A bead of red welled up, dark as holly berry. She smeared it across the shimmering barrier, tracing the sigil for opening, a spiral that turned inward on itself. 



The ward drank her blood. The shimmer brightened for a single heartbeat, then tore apart with a sound like old silk splitting, revealing the true throat of the path. The trees on the Thornwood side were taller, their bark engraved with the luminous script of the old ones, but the script was flickering now, letters blinking out in silent distress calls. The mist, at least, tried harder here; it lifted from the ground and curled around her shoulders like a forgotten friend. 



Maren stepped through. The barrier sealed behind her with a wet slap, and the copper taste intensified. She gagged, swallowing against the tingle of magic-gone-sour. The path ahead wound down into the valley where Thornwood nestled, a town she had never expected to see again, and the descent took her past landmarks she’d once known as intimately as her own skin. 



The Whispering Bridge, a span of woven roots suspended over a dry creek bed, had new gaps. Whole sections of root had desiccated and snapped, and someone; Kael’s people, likely; had lashed the remaining strands together with raw leather and iron pins. The wood near the pins had charred. Maren touched a binding and snatched her hand back; the heat of decay radiated from it, slow and septic. 



Ahead, a silver fox lay dead in the brush. No marks, no blood. Just a perfect, immaculate stillness, as though life had been plucked neatly out of its body. Its eyes were open, filmed over with a pale caul. Maren’s stomach tightened, and she moved on without closing those eyes. Some things you didn’t touch. 



The memory of Kael rose unbidden; not the boy he’d been, but the man she’d glimpsed in a stolen scrying pool three years ago, in a merchant’s tent in the human lands. She’d paid the seer with dried foxglove, and the pool had shown her Thornwood’s lord sitting alone in the great hall, his hands steepled, his face all sharp angles and shadow. He’d looked up once, directly at the scrying eye, and she’d shattered the water with a slap of her palm. He’d been looking for her. He’d known she was watching. 



Now he was somewhere down in the valley, ruling a town that was dying around him. Her aunt’s letter hadn’t said please. 



The path flattened into the outskirts. The first cottages appeared, their thatched roofs sagging, their gardens gone to weed and blight-silvered vines. A few doors stood ajar, but no one called out. The weather vanes had stopped spinning; even the wind had deserted this place. Maren walked past the weaver’s house, where she’d once learned to spin stinging-nettle fiber into cloth that could hold a whisper. The wheel outside was broken, its spokes splintered. A cat crouched on the step, one eye milky, and it hissed as she passed; a low, rattling sound, more warning than threat. 



The town square opened before her, and the fountain at its center had run dry. The stone basin was filled with dead leaves and a patina of the same phosphorescent sorrow that had clung to the boundary oak. Four streets branched off from the square, leading to the apothecary, the smithy, the loom-mistress’s hall, and, at the highest point, the lord’s manor. Stone and blackwood, its windows tight-shut, it overlooked the town like a half-lidded eye. 



Maren’s gaze snagged on a figure near the fountain. Tall. Lean. Cloaked in a mantle of deep green, the fabric stirring even though no wind moved. His back was to her, but she knew the set of those shoulders. Seven years had done nothing to dull the recognition; it burned through her, a flare of heat beneath her ribs that she resented immediately. 



Kael. 



He was speaking to a small assembly; three council members, by their robes; and his voice reached her in fragments, low and even, the cadence precise, unhurried. The lord doing his lordly work. She couldn’t catch the words, but she saw him gesture at the fountain, saw one council member shake her head vehemently. Kael’s hand stilled mid-gesture, and then, with a slowness that felt deliberate, he turned. 



His eyes found hers across the square. 



The distance collapsed. Maren’s throat seized, not with the clench of tears but with a dry, muscular contraction, as though her body had forgotten how to swallow. He had changed in the ways that mattered; his jaw sharper, his skin holding a faint, uncanny luminescence that no half-fae lord should possess. The darkness under his cheekbones was not shadow but something settled, something earned. His hair, black as ever, was pulled back in a simple leather cord, and his hands hung at his sides, one of them smudged with what looked like ash or old blood. 



He didn’t smile. Didn’t flinch. He simply looked at her, and in that look was the weight of every unanswered letter, every burned missive, every night she’d woken in her human cottage to the phantom taste of his name. 



Maren’s feet carried her forward before her mind could object. She crossed the square, her boots scuffing on the blight-pocked cobblestones, and the council members turned to stare. One of them; Elder Siv, if she remembered right, a wisp of a woman with hair like carded cloud; opened her mouth, then shut it, as though words had failed her for the first time in three centuries. 



Kael waited. Still as a standing stone. 



Maren halted three paces from him. The air between them hummed with the residue of the dying ward, with the faint, iron-tinged scent of his skin. Up close, the smudge on his hand was definitely old blood, flaking at the knuckles. His eyes; they were grey, winter-grey, and in their depths something stirred, a light that didn’t belong to any hearth fire. 



“You’re late,” he said. Quiet. Flat. Not a greeting, not an accusation. A stone dropped into still water. 



Her pulse surged once, hard, at the base of her throat, but she held his gaze without blinking. “Your wards are rotting, your foxen are dying, and your first instinct is to tell me I’m late?” 



“My first instinct,” he said, and the corner of his mouth twitched, “was to send a different letter. One I started seven years ago. But I burned it, just like you burned the twelve I sent after you left.” 



Twelve. She’d received nine. The other three must have been intercepted, or lost to the blight’s disruptions, or perhaps he was lying. Kael had always been a careful liar. She shoved the thought aside, letting the irritation crystallize into something useful. 



“I’m here now. Show me the wards.” 



A flicker of something; surprise, derision, gratitude; passed through his expression and was gone, swallowed by that careful stillness. He inclined his head toward the manor. “Your aunt is inside. She’s been tending the core sigil alone for three nights. She won’t eat. She won’t sleep. She only asks for you.” 



That was the Ashwick way, and it should not have stung, but it did. Maren felt the weight of her satchel, the flasks and tinctures and salves she’d brought to save a town she’d fled, and for one treacherous moment she wanted to turn around, to walk back into the human world and let Thornwood collapse into whatever void was swallowing it from within. 



Instead, she walked past Kael, close enough that her sleeve brushed his arm. The contact sparked; not magic, exactly, but the raw, unfiltered memory of magic shared, of a bond that had once tied her heartbeat to his. His skin was cold. 



She climbed the manor steps without looking back. At the door, she paused, her hand on the ironwood handle. 



“The blight has a taste,” she said to the door, because she couldn’t say it to him. “Copper and lilacs. But underneath that, something else. Something sweet. Like honeysuckle fermented into poison.” She turned her head just enough to see his silhouette still standing by the fountain. “What deal did you make?” 



Silence. Then, soft and unrepentant: “The only one that would let you return.” 



Maren pushed the door open and stepped into the gloom of the manor, and behind her, the wards let out a long, low groan, a sound that vibrated through the cobblestones and into the soles of her feet, and deep in the earth beneath Thornwood, something groaned back. 



Maren’s breath misted in the sudden chill of the foyer. The darkness tasted of old cedar and something sharply metallic; blood, or the memory of it. Home, but wrong. 




❦
Chapter Two



The Thornwood apothecary still smelled the same. Dried lavender and something sharper beneath it; moonleaf, maybe, or the particular bitterness of crushed nightshade stems. Maren stood in the doorway, her leather satchel heavy on her shoulder, and let the scent press against her lungs. Seven years. Seven years, and the shop remembered her better than the town did. 



Dust coated the counter in a gray film. She ran her finger through it, leaving a clean stripe of dark oak. No one had been here since her grandmother died. The letter had arrived three months too late, the wax seal already cracked, the ink smudged by rain or tears or both. Come home. The wards are failing. You're the only one left who can mend them. 



She hadn't come for the wards. She'd come because Gran was gone, and the guilt sat in her stomach like a stone she'd swallowed whole. 



"Thought you'd run again before sunrise." 



Maren didn't turn. She'd heard the door open; the old hinges had whined since she was a girl; and she'd felt the shift in the air, the particular weight of a body filling a space she'd once known as well as her own. Kael's voice was deeper now, roughened at the edges, but it still landed in her spine the same way. A cold prickle that spread outward, vertebra by vertebra. 



"I don't run anymore." She kept her voice level, brushing dust from her palms. "I walk. Usually with purpose." 



"Purpose." He said the word like it tasted foreign. "Is that what brought you back?" 



Now she turned. 



The doorway framed him in late-afternoon light, gold bleeding through the dirty window and catching on the planes of his face. He'd always been beautiful in a way that hurt to look at; that half-fae sharpness, cheekbones like cut glass, eyes the color of winter moss. But something had carved itself into him since she'd left. The shadows beneath his eyes were bruise-dark, and his mouth had settled into a harder line, one that suggested smiling was a language he'd forgotten how to speak. 



His left hand rested on the doorframe, and she saw the marks. Black veins threading up from his fingertips, disappearing beneath the cuff of his sleeve. The blight. It wasn't just in the wards. 



"You're sick." The words escaped before she could trap them. 



Kael glanced at his hand as if he'd forgotten it was attached to him. "I'm managing." 



"Managing." Maren's jaw tightened. "The blight is in you, and you're managing." 



"I didn't ask you to come back for a diagnosis." He stepped inside, and the shop seemed to shrink around him. He'd always been tall, but now he moved with a coiled restraint that made the air feel thin. "The wards are deteriorating faster than I can patch them. The eastern barrier collapsed three nights ago. We lost the Hemlock house." 



The Hemlock house. Old Mae Hemlock, who'd taught Maren to identify foxglove by the spots inside its bells. Who'd given her honey candy when she scraped her knees on the cobblestones. 



"Lost them how?" Her voice came out steady, but her fingers had gone cold. 



"The void took them. The house, the family, the ground it stood on." Kael's gaze didn't waver. "There's a hole there now. Nothing grows. Nothing will." 



Maren set her satchel on the counter. The leather creaked, a small sound in the thick silence. "Show me the wards." 



"You'll help, then." 



"Don't sound so surprised. You sent the letter." 



"I sent it because the council demanded it." He moved past her, close enough that the hem of his coat brushed her sleeve. The scent of him; pine resin and cold night air and something metallic, like old blood; slid into her lungs and stayed there. "Not because I thought you'd actually come." 



She followed him through the back of the shop, past the curtain of dried herbs that rattled like tiny bones, into the workroom where her grandmother had spent sixty years grinding roots and brewing tinctures. The mortar and pestle still sat on the bench, a fine layer of dust in the bowl. The shelves were bare now, stripped of their jars and bottles. Someone had cleaned the place out. Or looted it. 



Kael stopped at the far wall, where a door shouldn't have been. Maren blinked. The wall was solid stone, the same gray fieldstone that made up the rest of the building, but there was a seam running through it. A hairline crack that pulsed with a faint, sickly light. 



"What is this?" 



"A passage. One of the old ways." He pressed his palm to the stone, and the black veins in his hand flared. The seam widened, stone grinding against stone, and the air that rushed out smelled of damp earth and rot. "The wards aren't just the barrier spells you remember. They're woven into the foundations of the town. Every house, every street, every root and stone. When the blight touches one part, it spreads through the rest like poison through a bloodstream." 



"And you've been going down there alone." 



"I'm the lord of Thornwood." His tone was flat, but something flickered in the corner of his jaw. A muscle tensing. "It's my responsibility." 



"Your responsibility is killing you." 



He didn't answer. He stepped into the passage, and the darkness swallowed him whole. 



Maren stood at the threshold, her heart beating hard against her ribs. The rational part of her; the part that had built a life in the human world, with a shop and a reputation and a quiet apartment that didn't smell like memory; screamed at her to turn around. To walk back through the front door and keep walking until Thornwood was just a scar she'd learned to live with. 



But the blight was in him. In the wards. In the ground where Mae Hemlock's house used to be. 



She stepped into the dark. 



The passage sloped downward, the floor worn smooth by centuries of footsteps. The walls were close, damp, and the only light came from Kael ahead of her; a faint green glow from the marks on his hand, spreading up his arm now, illuminating the tendons and veins beneath his skin. It should have been grotesque. Instead, it was almost beautiful. The way poison sometimes was. 



"How long?" she asked, her voice echoing strangely in the narrow space. 



"Since the blight started. Six months, maybe seven." 



"Not the blight. How long have you been infected?" 



A pause. His silhouette stopped moving. "Eight months." 



Eight months. He'd been dying for eight months, and he hadn't sent for her. The council had. Some faceless group of elders who probably still whispered about the Ashwick girl who'd fled in the middle of the night, who'd broken their lord's heart and then disappeared into the human world like she'd never existed. 



"You're angry." He started walking again. 



"I'm not angry." 



"You're clenching your fists. You always did that when you were angry." 



Maren looked down at her hands. Her knuckles were white. She forced her fingers to uncurl. "I'm not angry. I'm calculating how much moonleaf I'll need to brew a purgative strong enough to flush the blight from your system, and I'm realizing it's more than I brought." 



"I don't need a purgative." 



"Your veins are turning black." 



"The blight isn't just in me. It's in the wards, the soil, the water. Purging it from my body won't stop the source." He turned a corner, and the passage opened into a cavern. The ceiling arched high overhead, lost in shadow, and the walls glistened with moisture. At the center of the cavern, suspended in a web of thorny vines, hung a heart. 



Not a real heart. A construct, massive and crystalline, its facets catching the green glow of Kael's infected hand and scattering it across the walls in sickly prisms. The vines wrapped around it like arteries, pulsing with a rhythm that matched Maren's own heartbeat. Thorns the length of her fingers dug into the crystal, and where they pierced, black rot spread outward in slow, creeping tendrils. 



"The heart of the wards." Kael's voice was quiet. Reverent, almost. "My grandfather built it. My father maintained it. And now it's rotting, and I can't stop it." 



Maren moved closer, her feet carrying her without permission. The air around the heart was cold, colder than the passage, and it hummed with a frequency she felt in her teeth. The vines shifted as she approached, thorns scraping against crystal with a sound like fingernails on glass. 



"Don't touch it." Kael caught her wrist. 



His grip was light, but the contact sent a shock through her arm. Not pain. Something else. Something that made her breath stutter in her throat before she could stop it. His skin was fever-hot, the black veins standing out starkly against the pale underside of his forearm. 



"I wasn't going to touch it." She pulled her wrist free, but the heat of his fingers lingered. "I was looking." 



"Looking doesn't fix anything." 



"No, but it's a start." She circled the heart, studying the way the vines wrapped around it. The blight had spread through nearly half the crystal now, black corruption eating through the facets like rot through an apple. "The vines are thornwood, aren't they? The same species that grows in the eastern forest." 



"Thornwood vines, thornwood town." Kael's mouth twisted. "Everything here is named after the same cursed plant." 



"Thornwood has protective properties. Gran used the sap in warding salves." Maren knelt, peering at the base of the heart where the vines converged into a single thick root that burrowed into the stone floor. "But these thorns are wrong. They're too large. And the color is off; thornwood thorns should be reddish-brown, not this gray-black." 



"The blight changed them." 



"Or they were changed before the blight started." She stood, brushing dirt from her knees. "Who has access to this chamber?" 



"Only me. The passage is keyed to my blood." 



"Then someone's been tampering with the wards from outside. The vines are the conduit; if someone poisoned them at the source, the blight would spread through the entire network." She met his eyes. "This isn't a natural sickness. Someone did this deliberately." 



Kael's expression didn't change, but the green glow in his hand flickered. "I know." 



"And you didn't think to mention that?" 



"I didn't think you'd stay long enough to care." 



The words landed between them, heavy and sharp-edged. Maren felt them sink into her chest, into the soft place she'd spent seven years armoring over. She wanted to argue. To tell him that she'd cared, that she'd never stopped caring, that leaving had been the hardest thing she'd ever done and she'd done it anyway because staying would have destroyed her. 



But the heart pulsed behind her, and the black veins in Kael's hand crept another millimeter up his wrist, and none of that mattered now. 



"I'm staying." She said it quietly, but the words filled the cavern. "I'll need access to the eastern forest. Samples from the thornwood groves. And I'll need to examine the site where the Hemlock house collapsed." 



Kael watched her for a long moment. The green light cast strange shadows across his face, making him look like something carved from old stone. "You'll have whatever you need." 



"Good." She turned back toward the passage. "Then let's start." 



"Maren." 



She stopped. 



"The person who did this." His voice was low, rough as gravel. "If I find them, I'll kill them. You should know that before you get involved." 



She looked over her shoulder. He stood silhouetted against the sickly glow of the dying heart, his infected hand curled into a fist at his side, and for a moment she saw the boy she'd loved beneath the hard lines of the man he'd become. The boy who'd kissed her in the thornwood grove and promised her a future he couldn't deliver. The boy who'd chosen a crown over her heart and then spent seven years paying for it. 



"I know," she said. "I'm counting on it." 



She walked into the dark passage, and behind her, the heart of the wards pulsed once. Twice. A faltering rhythm, like a dying man's last breath. 



Above them, in the town of Thornwood, the eastern barrier flickered and went dark. 




❦
Chapter Three



The wards stank of rot before she crested the hill. 



Not the clean rot of forest decay, but something sweet and cloying, like overripe fruit left to blacken in the sun. Maren’s boots crunched through dead bracken, each step releasing puffs of fungal dust that clung to her skirts. Seven years away, and her body still knew this path. The twisted oak with the lightning scar. The dip where the creek used to run before the blight drank it dry. She’d walked this ridge a hundred times as a girl, basket of yarrow and meadowsweet swinging at her hip, convinced the world was simple. 



The memory curdled now. 



At the boundary stone, she stopped. The wards should have shimmered; a gossamer veil of green light, humming with the old magic her great-grandmother had sung into the earth. Instead, the air hung thick and motionless, threaded with oily black veins that pulsed in sluggish rhythm. Like varicose veins on dying skin. Maren’s fingers curled around the leather strap of her satchel, the familiar weight of tincture bottles pressing into her hip. 



“I wouldn’t touch that.” 



The voice came from behind her, low and worn at the edges. Maren’s spine locked. Her lungs paused, mid-inhale, and the afternoon light suddenly felt too bright, too sharp against the backs of her eyes. 



She didn’t turn. “I know how wards work, Kael. I haven’t forgotten everything.” 



Footsteps, deliberate and slow, crunched through the dead leaves. He stopped just outside her periphery, close enough that she caught the scent of woodsmoke and cold stone and something underneath; the faint copper tang of old blood. Her stomach dropped, a sick lurch that had nothing to do with the rot. 



“You’re late.” The words were flat, unreadable. “Thaddeus said you’d arrive before the eclipse.” 



“Thaddeus didn’t mention the pass was buried in thorn-vines.” Maren forced her shoulders to stay loose. “Or that someone let the sentinel hawthorn die.” 



“It didn’t die.” Kael stepped into view at last, and she made herself look. Made herself absorb the changes seven years had carved into him. The boy she’d left had been beautiful in a sharp, unfinished way; high cheekbones, mouth too quick to smile, sea-glass eyes that promised mischief. The man before her had that same bone structure, but everything else had been scoured away. His jaw held a brutal stillness. His hair, once a tangle of sun-streaked brown, now fell past his collar in a black curtain, stark against the pallor of his skin. And his eyes; those grey-green eyes she’d drowned in a hundred times; weren’t grey anymore. They were silver. Metallic. Pupils elongated just slightly, the way a predator’s might be when it’s deciding whether to strike. 



A half-fae lord, the rumors said. More fae than half now. He’d made choices. Dark ones. 



“Someone poisoned it,” Kael said, nodding toward the blighted boundary. “The sentinel hawthorn, the standing stones, the bloodroot circles. All of it, systematically, over the past six moons.” He paused. “Welcome home, Maren.” 



The last two words landed like a slap, and she felt the heat rise to her cheeks before she could stop it. Home. As if she’d ever belonged here. As if he hadn’t made it perfectly clear, on a night she’d spent seven years trying to forget, that she was useful but not wanted. A tool. A bloodline. 



She redirected the anger into motion, pulling a thin silver blade from her satchel and crouching at the boundary stone’s base. The black veins in the ward pulsed faster as she drew near, as if sensing fresh prey. “The blight is organic,” she said, keeping her voice clinical. “It’s feeding on the magic in the wards, metabolizing it into something poisonous. I’ve seen similar corruption in the high marshes, where bog-wisps go mad and turn on their summoners. But nothing on this scale.” 



“I know what it is.” Kael didn’t move closer. Didn’t offer to help. “The question is whether you can fix it before the last ward collapses.” 



“Before we can fix it,” Maren corrected, pressing the blade’s tip to a strand of black corruption. The metal sizzled immediately, black smoke curling upward with a hiss. She jerked back, heart stuttering. The blade’s edge was already pitted, eaten through in the space of a breath. “That’s not just corruption. That’s dissolution magic. Someone is trying to unmake the wards entirely.” 



When she looked up, Kael’s expression hadn’t changed, but a muscle in his jaw had tightened. A tiny tell. The same one she’d catalogued years ago when he’d lied about not eating the last honey cake. He’d always been a terrible liar. 



“You knew.” Maren rose slowly, the ruined blade dangling from her fingers. “You knew it wasn’t just a blight, and you didn’t tell Thaddeus.” 



“Thaddeus is an optimist. He’d have wasted precious weeks researching cures that don’t exist.” Kael’s silver eyes held hers without flinching. “Dissolution magic is forbidden. If the Council learns someone is wielding it inside Thornwood’s borders, there will be an inquiry. A panic. And panic will finish what the blight started.” 



“So you’re protecting the perpetrator.” 



“I’m protecting the town.” Something sharp flickered beneath the flatness of his voice; there and gone, like a fish turning in deep water. “A hundred and forty-seven families still live here, Maren. Farmers, weavers, children who’ve never known a world without the wards. If the boundary fails, the void will swallow everything. Not just the magic. The earth. The memory. It’ll be as if Thornwood never existed.” 



The void. She’d read about it in her grandmother’s grimoires; the hungry nothing that pressed against the edges of all fae territories, held back only by the ancient bargains stitched into the land. The wards weren’t just protection. They were the only thing keeping reality intact. 



Maren’s throat moved, a dry swallow that scraped all the way down. “How long do we have?” 



“The last calculation gave us three weeks. But that was before—” He gestured toward the boundary stone, where another tendril of corruption had crept up the weathered granite, branching like dark lightning. “It’s accelerating.” 



Three weeks. Her mind raced through the inventory in her satchel: moonwort, black cohosh, a vial of consecrated spring water from the Sisters of the Verdant Hollow. All useless against dissolution. This wasn’t a healing. This was an exorcism. A re-warding. The kind of working that required blood, will, and an anchor powerful enough to hold the spell’s weight. 



Her bloodline could do it. The Ashwick women had anchored the original wards two centuries ago, their marrow singing with the same earth-magic that had birthed the hawthorn sentinels. But the price. 



“You’ll need a tether,” Kael said, as if reading her thoughts. “Something to bind the new wards to. Something that can withstand the void’s pull long enough for you to seal the breach.” 



“I’m aware of the mechanics.” 



“Then you’re also aware that no object in Thornwood can hold that kind of power. Not anymore. The blight’s corrupted everything it touched.” He took a step closer, and the scent of him intensified; woodsmoke, stone, copper, and under it all, something wild and cold, like the heart of a winter forest. “You’ll need a living tether. A willing one.” 



Silence stretched between them, heavy with all the words neither had said in seven years. A crow cawed somewhere in the dead trees, the sound swallowed almost immediately by the thick, cloying air. 



“No,” Maren said. 



“You haven’t even heard. ” 



“I don’t need to.” She met his silver gaze, and for the first time, let him see the full force of what she’d carried since she left. The sleepless nights in her tiny apothecary shop, wondering if she’d been too hasty. The letters she’d written and burned, words that would never reach him. The slow, brutal realization that loving someone didn’t mean they were good for you. “I came back to heal the wards, Kael. Nothing else. I won’t be tethered to you. I won’t give you another piece of me to use.” 



His face didn’t change, but something in his posture shifted. A subtle withdrawal, as if she’d finally said the thing he’d been bracing for. “It doesn’t have to be me.” 



“There’s no one else strong enough. You know it, I know it.” Maren laughed, the sound bitter as gall. “You’re the Lord of Thornwood. The blood of the first bargain runs in your veins. You’re the only anchor that can hold against dissolution, unless you’ve secretly been training someone else to take your place.” 



The silence that followed was answer enough. 



Maren turned away, bending to retrieve her satchel. Her fingers shook as she shoved the ruined blade back inside. Stupid. She’d been stupid to come here. Stupid to think she could face this place, face him, and remain unshaken. Every instinct screamed at her to walk. To vanish into the high passes and never look back, let the void swallow this cursed town and everything in it. 



But she’d seen the faces of the farmers in the market at Thornwood’s edge, hollow-eyed and frightened. She’d smelled the blight on the wind as she rode through the outer villages, the sickly-sweet reek of dying things. She’d remembered Amma Bettany, the midwife who’d taught her to read herb-lore, and old Fletcher Crane, who’d carved her first bow, and little Ivy, the orphan girl who’d followed her around like a shadow, always begging for stories of the outside world. 



A hundred and forty-seven families. 



“Tell me the truth about one thing first,” Maren said, her back still to him. “The dissolution magic. Who’s wielding it?” 



“I don’t know.” Kael’s voice was quiet. Almost gentle. The gentleness was worse than the flatness. “I’ve been searching for months. Every trail goes cold. Every suspect has an alibi. It’s as if the blight is directing itself.” 



“That’s impossible.” 



“I’m aware.” 



Maren turned. He stood in the shadow of the dead hawthorn, the silver of his eyes catching the weak afternoon light. For one dizzying moment, she saw him as he’d been at seventeen, laughing at her across the solstice bonfire, his hands stained with elderberry juice and his hair full of flower petals. The boy who’d promised he’d never choose power over love. 



The boy who’d lied. 



“Fine,” she heard herself say. “I’ll do it. But the tether is temporary. The moment the wards are stable, I sever it. And you don’t touch me. You don’t speak to me beyond what’s necessary. You don’t pretend we’re anything but two people who happen to share a common enemy.” 



Kael studied her for a long moment. His expression was unreadable, but his hand; the one hanging at his side; curled slowly into a fist, knuckles whitening against the dark fabric of his coat. 



“As you wish,” he said. 



And even though she’d demanded it, even though she’d meant every word, something in Maren’s chest gave a sharp, painful twist. Because she recognized that phrase. He’d said it before, on the night everything shattered between them, standing in the cold rain with the Council’s decree in his hand and her heart bleeding at his feet. 



As you wish. 



It had always been a lie. 



She shouldered her satchel and walked past him, back toward the road that led into Thornwood proper. The blight pulsed at her back, hungry and patient, and she felt the weight of Kael’s gaze like a hand pressed between her shoulder blades. 



One thing she hadn’t told him: the tether wasn’t just a magical link. It was a bridge of intention, of will, of whatever lay deepest in the hearts of the two people bound. To anchor a ward, she’d have to open herself to him completely. Every secret, every wound, every buried hope. 



And he’d see exactly what she’d spent seven years trying to forget. 



The dead bracken crunched beneath her boots. Overhead, another crow screamed, and the sky bruised toward dusk, and somewhere in the void beyond the crumbling wards, something ancient and ravenous stirred in its long sleep. 




❦
Chapter Four



The ironwood’s bark peeled away beneath Maren’s fingers like rotted parchment, revealing veins of black sap that glistened in the mist. Twenty paces behind the wardline, where the ancient trees still stood sentinel, rot had crept in anyway. She pressed her palm flat against the trunk and closed her eyes. 



Sick. Wrong. Something eating from the inside. 



“It’s worse since yesterday.” Kael’s voice cut through the forest’s hush, low and unhurried, as if he commented on nothing more dire than weather. “The deeper we go, the faster it spreads.” 



She didn’t turn. The cool damp of the bark seeped into her skin, and beneath it, a faint thrum: the last whisper of the tree’s lifebeat, stuttering. Her own blood answered, a resonance she’d spent seven years trying to forget. The old wards sang in frequencies only her family line could hear, and right now they sounded like a death rattle. 



“Then why are we standing here talking?” She dropped her hand and wiped the black residue onto her trousers. “If it’s spreading, we should already be tracking it to the source.” 



Kael leaned a shoulder against the trunk of a healthy birch, arms crossed, the morning’s gray light picking out the silver threads in his dark tunic. He’d braided part of his hair back from his face, which only sharpened the geometry of his jaw, the full mouth that had once whispered promises against her temple. Now that mouth curved into a smile that held no warmth. “Because you need to understand what you’re walking into. The blight’s not a sickness you can brew a tea for, Maren.” 



“I didn’t come here to brew tea.” 



“No. You came here to be indispensable and then leave again.” The words landed soft as a blade sliding between ribs. “I’m simply managing your expectations.” 



She bit back the first retort that clawed up her throat. You’re the reason I left. You’re the reason I had to. Instead, she turned to face him fully, letting the silence stretch until a muscle in his jaw twitched. “My expectations,” she said evenly, “are that you’ll stop wasting my time. Where’s the worst of it?” 



Something shifted behind his eyes; a crack in the careful mask, quickly sealed. He pushed away from the birch and started walking east, deeper into the gloom. “Follow. And stay close. The ground’s unstable near the Hollow.” 



The Hollow. She’d played there as a child, before her magic woke, before she understood that the town’s safety rested on a lattice of thorns and blood and sacrifice. Now the name tasted like copper on her tongue. 



She followed. 



The path narrowed to a deer track that wound between ancient oaks whose branches knit overhead, blotting out what little sun the overcast sky provided. Maren’s boots sank into moss that sponged with moisture, releasing a smell of damp earth and something else; something sweet and foul, like flowers left too long in a vase. The blight’s perfume. Every few steps, a sapling stood blackened and twisted, its leaves shriveled to crisp curls. 



Half an hour’s walk brought them to a clearing that should have been a small meadow. Instead, it lay as if something enormous had taken a bite out of the world. The grass had dissolved to gray sludge; at its center, a ring of standing stones leaned inward, their surfaces glistening with oily tendrils of that same black sap. The wards here weren’t just fading. They had shattered, their echoes hanging in the air like fragments of a scream. 



Maren’s stomach clenched. The resonance in her blood pitched to a wail she felt in her molars. She stepped forward without thinking. 



Kael’s hand closed around her wrist. 



She froze, not from the grip; gentle, deceptively gentle; but from the contact itself. His fingers were cold, the chill of a man who hadn’t been warm in years. She could feel the calluses, the ridge of a scar at the base of his thumb that she remembered tracing one summer night beneath the stars. Her arm didn’t pull away. Neither did his hold loosen. 



“Wait.” A single word, rough-edged. “The sludge isn’t inert. Last week, a hound stepped in it and dissolved to bone in three seconds.” 



She looked down at her leather boots, then at the gray sludge that lapped the stones like a tide. “Three seconds?” 



“I counted.” 



Slowly, she pulled her wrist free, and this time he let her. The phantom of his touch lingered, a brand of ice and memory. She crouched at the edge of the contamination, studying the way the sludge moved; not with the wind, but in small, searching ripples, as if it had intent. Her herbalist’s training catalogued the markers: rot, yes, but also something parasitic. Something alive. 



“This isn’t just a blight,” she said, and the words came out steadier than she felt. “It’s feeding. The wards aren’t just broken; they’re being consumed and repurposed. The magic is still in there, twisted.” 



“We gathered that.” Kael’s tone held a note that might have been respect. Might have been irritation. With him, the line had always been razor-thin. “What we haven’t gathered is how to stop it, or who engineered it in the first place.” 



Maren straightened. “Engineered?” 



“You think this is natural?” He gestured at the devastation, a sweep of his arm that encompassed the leaning stones, the sludge, the canopy of dead branches overhead. “Someone wanted the wards down. Someone knew exactly where to cut.” 



Her mind leapt to the old rivalries, the power struggles between the fae courts that her grandmother had whispered about. Thornwood had always been a neutral territory, a haven for half-bloods and outcasts. If someone wanted it gone, it wouldn’t be the first time. But this; this meticulous unraveling; spoke of intimate knowledge. Someone who understood the wards’ construction. 



Someone like the Ashwick bloodline. 



“You suspect me,” she said, and the laugh that bubbled up held no humor. “Of course. Why else would the runaway return right when everything falls apart?” 



“The thought crossed my mind.” He didn’t flinch. “But you’re too smart to make yourself this obvious. And too angry. You’d never hide your return behind a crisis; you’d want me to see you coming.” 



She didn’t confirm or deny. The truth was complicated, a tangled root system of guilt and duty and a tiny, shameful hope that she could fix this and vanish before anyone noticed how much she’d been broken. Instead, she stepped around the sludge line and circled the standing stones, scanning the carvings etched into their surfaces. Most were faded, but one still glowed with a weak amethyst light; a protection sigil she knew from her grandmother’s journals. It fed on sacrifice. Blood willingly given, season after season, by the Ashwick heirs. 



She pressed her fingers to the sigil and let her blood’s resonance flow outward, a diagnostic probe. Instantly, the stone flared brighter, but then the light snagged, caught on something dark and jagged that pulsed in the stone’s core. A splinter. A foreign intrusion, threaded through the sigil like a vein of black quartz. 



Maren yanked her hand back as the darkness lunged for her, a tendril of sludge that whipped out from the stone’s surface, needle-fast. She stumbled, and then Kael was there, shoving her behind him with a motion so fluid it could only be fae-trained. Silver flashed in his hand; a blade carved from bone, humming with wards of its own. He slashed at the tendril, and it withdrew with a screech that echoed in the air like torn fabric. 



Silence. The sludge returned to its slow, hungry rippling. Kael stood braced, his back to her, the line of his shoulders rigid with tension. The scent of ozone and burnt sugar clung to him; the aftermath of his own magic, banked but ready. 



“You didn’t have to do that,” she said, and the words scraped her throat. Her blood still sang with the stone’s corruption, a sickness that left a greasy film beneath her skin. 



“Yes, I did.” He didn’t turn. The knife remained in his hand, point angled down but ready. “That splinter recognized your magic. It tried to infect you the same way it infected the wardstone. If it succeeds, you become another conduit for whatever creature is growing at the heart of this.” 



Another conduit. The implication settled over her like a shroud. “It’s already infected someone.” 



Now he did turn, and his expression had shuttered into something unreadable. Not ice; ice would have been easier. No, this was the blankness of a man who had already made terrible bargains and would make them again. “There’s a reason I’m still ruling, Maren. The blight didn’t spare the council. Half of them are dead. Two more are... compromised. I keep them sedated and contained, because if they wake fully, the splinters inside them will use their authority to tear down the remaining wards from within.” 



She stared at him. The boy she’d loved had been earnest, idealistic, aching to prove himself to the fae court that sneered at his half-blood heritage. This man had executed his own council members. Had done it, she suspected, without hesitation. 



“You killed them.” Not a question. 



“I put them down before they could kill everyone else.” His voice carried no remorse, but no pride either. A simple recitation of fact. “The ones I could save, I saved. The others... I did what was necessary. The same thing I’m going to do to whoever started this, when I find them.” 



The Hollow felt colder suddenly, the mist thickening into a damp presence that beaded on her eyelashes. Maren had spent years hating Kael for choosing his position over their future, for marrying a full-blood fae wife to solidify an alliance that would protect the town. She’d convinced herself he was a coward who played politics while people suffered. But standing here, in the wreckage of the wards, she realized he’d become something far more dangerous: a creature who could no longer afford anyone’s love, because he’d burned that part of himself to keep the rest alive. 



“The infection,” she said, forcing her mind back to the problem, “it’s not random. It’s targeted. The splinter tried to take me, and the wards it’s in were designed by my family. If someone wanted to bring down Thornwood, they’d need someone who shares Ashwick blood to create a sympathetic link. A resonance they could exploit.” 



Understanding dawned in Kael’s eyes, dark and terrible. “You’re not just here to fix the wards. You’re the key they need to finish destroying them.” 



“Yes.” The word came out hoarse. “So if you’re going to lock me up or sedate me like your council members, I’d rather you just tell me now.” 



A beat of silence stretched, filled only by the drip of moisture from dead leaves. Then Kael sheathed his bone knife and stepped closer, close enough that she could see the flecks of silver in his irises, the tiny scar at the corner of his mouth, the way his breath fogged in the chill air. He lifted a hand, and for a wild second she thought he would touch her face. Instead, he plucked a twig from her hair, the gesture so achingly familiar that her chest seized. 



“I’m not going to lock you up,” he said quietly. “I’m going to use you as bait.” 



Her laugh startled them both; sharp, broken, real. “Honesty. That’s new.” 



“I’ve had practice hurting people I care about.” He let the twig fall to the mud
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