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      The Root and Water Covenant is an adult fantasy romance intended for mature readers.

      This book contains mature romantic and sensual content, including steamy on-page romantic intimacy, strong romantic tension, emotional intensity, magical bonds, and adult relationship themes.

      Readers may also encounter darker or more intense fantasy elements, including magical rot, poisoned roots, sacred spring magic, blood, injury, grief, political manipulation, betrayal, court conflict, old wounds, dangerous rites, coercive magical history, and kingdom-level peril.

      Some scenes involve emotionally charged intimacy, healing magic, magical bonds, vulnerability, fear, and characters negotiating desire, trust, and consent while facing ancient systems that have distorted love into duty, debt, or law.

      While the story includes difficult circumstances, complicated power dynamics, and characters who must confront the harm caused by old vows and inherited lies, the central romance is written with an emphasis on emotional connection, mutual desire, agency, consent, and chosen love.

      This book is intended for readers who enjoy lush fantasy romance with high heat, enemies-to-lovers tension, sacred magic, dangerous devotion, court intrigue, and a happily-ever-after ending.
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          THE FIRST SPRING BENEATH THE FIRST CROWN

        

      

    

    
      Long ago, there was a tree with roots deep enough to hold the bones of gods.

      Beneath it, water sang.

      Not loudly. The first spring did not waste itself on grandeur. It rose from black earth in a silver thread, patient as a secret, clear as a blade held under moonlight. Around it, the oldest roots curled close, not choking, not claiming, but listening.

      But something else had begun to spread beneath them.

      A rot, black and slow, had taken hold deep in the soil — patient in its own way, though it listened to nothing. In time it reached the roots and would not let go. It touched the water and the water went quiet. Above ground, the forest began to die.

      The leaves went iron-gray at the edges.

      The white stags stopped bearing fawns.

      Moss peeled from stone in dry, brittle curls.

      And the royal trees — those ancient green pillars that had once held up the sky for the forest folk — stood hollow at their centers.

      King Renaud of Cadian Forest knelt beside the spring with blood on his hands.

      It was not all his.

      That did not comfort him.

      His crown lay in the mud beside one knee, half-buried, green gold dulled by rain. He had thrown it there when the last root split open under his palm and wept black sap.

      A king could command soldiers. He could sign decrees. He could break armies against the border and hang traitors from thorn-trees until the crows grew fat enough to become aristocrats.

      He could not order a forest to live.

      Behind him, his court waited between the trees, all pale faces and leaf-silk robes, watching their king kneel as if the sight offended the laws of nature.

      Perhaps it did.

      Perhaps nature had been waiting for him to offend it.

      The spring brightened.

      Renaud lifted his head.

      Across the water stood the woman who had ruined every plan he had ever made.

      Queen Avelisse of Lucianea wore no jewels except the river pearls braided through her dark hair. Her gown clung damply to her legs, woven from water-silk and moon-thread, the hem vanishing into mist where it touched the spring. She carried no weapon.

      She had never needed one.

      Her eyes were dark brown, not warm brown, not soft brown, but deep earth brown, the shade of drowning truth.

      “You are bleeding on my spring,” she said.

      Renaud looked down at his hands.

      “So I am.”

      “I would ask whether that was intentional, but men with crowns often mistake mess for strategy.”

      His mouth curved despite the blood, the ruin, the forest dying around him.

      “I missed your tenderness.”

      “No,” Avelisse said. “You missed my obedience. People do confuse the two when they are poorly raised.”

      Behind Renaud, one of his ministers made a small scandalized sound.

      Avelisse glanced toward him.

      A single drop rose from the spring, floated through the air, and struck the minister neatly between the eyes.

      He shut his mouth.

      Renaud laughed then, once, low and unwilling. The sound moved through the dying roots. A few leaves trembled.

      Avelisse looked back at him, and for a moment, the old war stood between them. They had spoken the first vow privately, in winter, beneath the oldest tree, with no witnesses but roots and cold air and old rot listening from shadow. This was the one the courts required.

      The first time he had ridden to her borders, he had come with accusations and thirty soldiers and demands dressed as questions. She had answered with spring magic, spoiled his maps, and introduced his warhorse to water lilies.

      The second time, he had sent her a formal complaint.

      She had returned it corrected in red ink.

      The third time, he had kissed her in the dark chamber beneath his oldest tree — knee-deep in the healing pool, rot newly driven from his blood — he had loved her from that kiss onward.

      He suspected she knew.

      Avelisse stepped closer to the spring. “The forest is worse.”

      “Yes.”

      “You waited too long to ask.”

      “I am a king.”

      “That is not an explanation.”

      “It is the disease.”

      The faintest softness touched her mouth.

      Renaud hated that it undid him more thoroughly than any tenderness should.

      “You know what must happen,” she said.

      His fingers flexed.

      Behind her, the water nymphs of Lucianea gathered in their veils of mist and pale silk. Behind him, the forest court stood rigid among the trees. Two peoples. Two powers. Two kinds of pride dressed beautifully enough to pass as principle.

      Renaud looked down at his crown in the mud.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Avelisse followed his gaze.

      “The crown must go beneath the spring.”

      His court stirred.

      “My king,” one of his advisers said sharply.

      Renaud did not look back.

      The spring widened in its stone basin, though no hand shaped it. Water lapped at the edge like something eager. The roots beneath it shifted.

      Avelisse held out her hand.

      Not to take the crown.

      To take him.

      That was worse.

      A crown could be surrendered and blamed on politics.

      A hand had to be chosen.

      Renaud rose. Mud clung to his knees. Blood slid slowly down his wrist. He crossed the narrow waterline between them, and every root in the forest seemed to draw breath.

      When his hand closed around hers, the spring warmed.

      Not gently.

      Truth was rarely gentle when it had been starved.

      Avelisse’s eyes flicked once to his mouth.

      “You understand what this vow requires?”

      “I understand old magic enjoys making rulers uncomfortable.”

      “This is not a treaty, Renaud.”

      “No.”

      “It is not a bargain between courts.”

      “No.”

      “It is not a king taking springwater because he needs it.”

      His hand tightened around hers.

      “No.”

      “Then say what it is.”

      The forest listened.

      The spring listened.

      Every creature hiding under root, moss, burrow, and branch listened.

      Renaud lowered himself before her.

      A murmur passed through the forest court, horrified and beautiful. Avelisse did not smile. Her face changed in a more dangerous way. It softened with recognition.

      The king of Cadian Forest knelt in the mud before the queen of Lucianea, his crown behind him, his hands empty but for hers.

      “It is a marriage,” he said.

      The spring rose.

      Avelisse’s breath caught as the water climbed around her ankles, bright as molten moonlight. The oldest roots uncurled beneath Renaud’s knees. Green life moved through the blackened wood, slow at first, then faster, pulsing upward into the dying trees.

      Avelisse placed one wet hand beneath Renaud’s chin and lifted his face.

      “The spring does not belong beneath your crown,” she said.

      “No.”

      “Your crown survives because the spring chooses to rise beneath it.”

      “Yes.”

      “Again.”

      His eyes held hers.

      “My crown survives because the spring chooses.”

      The water surged.

      Behind them, the dying forest shuddered. Leaves burst green along branches that had been ash-gray moments before. White blossoms opened in the bark. Far off, a stag cried out, the sound thin and startled and alive.

      Renaud reached for the crown.

      Avelisse stopped him.

      “Not yet.”

      His brow lifted.

      She stepped closer, her wet gown brushing his chest. The springwater climbed higher, wrapping both of them now. Around her wrists. Around his throat. Between his ribs, where old grief had made a home.

      The first words of the Root-and-Water Vow appeared in the air.

      They were not written in ink.

      They were written in light, in sap, in rain, in the warm breath between two mouths that had fought too long to call surrender by its proper name.

      Avelisse read the water half.

      Renaud read the root half.

      Neither made sense alone.

      Together, they became law.

      “The root shall not drink what is not given.”

      “The spring shall not flee what is not forced.”

      “The crown shall lower.”

      “The water shall rise.”

      “The forest shall shelter.”

      “The spring shall choose.”

      They spoke until the old magic moved through their joined hands. They spoke until the court behind him fell silent. They spoke until the water reached his heart and the roots curled around her feet.

      Then Renaud took his crown from the mud.

      He washed it in the spring.

      And he placed it in Avelisse’s hands.

      Avelisse looked at the green-gold circlet as if it were a beautiful, dangerous creature.

      Then, slowly, she set it on his head.

      The forest roared to life.

      Not with sound.

      With bloom.

      Flowers split open along every branch. Moss spilled over dead stone. Sap ran clear. Beneath the oldest tree, the first spring widened, deepened, and wound itself around the roots like a promise no knife could cut.

      At the edge of the gathering, a man watched from beneath the shadow of a black cedar.

      He wore the robes of the forest court and the expression of one who had learned to smile only with the parts of his face that lied.

      His name was Séverin Cadian — a name that had passed through four generations of ambitious cousins, each one finding resentment easier to carry than their predecessor — royal root-magician, keeper of records, collector of grievances.

      He watched his king kneel.

      He watched his kingdom live because a water queen had permitted it.

      He watched the crown return to Renaud’s head by Avelisse’s hand.

      And he understood, with perfect hatred, that the strongest magic in the forest had not answered command.

      It had answered choice.

      Séverin lowered his gaze to the vow burning in the air.

      Quietly, carefully, he began to memorize where a word might someday be changed.

      Where chosen might become claimed.

      Where vow might become debt.

      Where love, if left unattended by those clever enough to fear it, might be turned into law.

      Above him, the forest bloomed.

      Beneath him, a root blackened.

      No one noticed.

      Not then.

      Old rot was patient.

      It knew the shape of crowns.

      It knew the weakness of proud courts.

      It knew that love could build a kingdom.

      And pride, given time, could teach that kingdom to call love a humiliation.
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      The spring first darkened beneath Emmeline Beauvau’s hands.

      It should have been impossible.

      The sacred waters of Lucianea did not darken. They brightened under grief, warmed under joy, chilled under lies, and once, during the infamous midsummer festival of her seventeenth year, turned a scandalous shade of rose after two visiting orchard nymphs were discovered making vigorous use of the moon pavilion.

      But they did not blacken.

      Emmeline stood waist-deep in the central pool at dawn, her white skirts floating around her like drowned petals, and watched a thin vein of darkness curl beneath the surface.

      It moved against the current.

      That was the first wrong thing.

      The second wrong thing was that it seemed to notice her looking.

      The black thread paused, curled upon itself, and slid toward her wrist.

      Emmeline did not flinch.

      Water disliked panic. Panic made it splash, and sacred magic had no respect for undignified behavior.

      She lowered both hands into the pool.

      The spring should have rushed to greet her. It always did. Since childhood, the water had known her as easily as breath knew lungs. It had wound through her fingers when she cried, hidden her when she wished not to be found, and once risen in a full glittering wave to drench Prince Aristide Cadian after he informed her that spring magic was lovely but not especially useful in war.

      That had been the finest day of her eleventh year.

      Now the water hesitated.

      Emmeline’s throat tightened.

      Around the pool, the morning offerings waited on the stone ledge. Bowls of cream. Pearl-white flowers. A braid of sweetgrass from the village children. Three copper coins from old Widow Marienne, who insisted the spring loved payment despite Emmeline’s repeated explanation that ancient waters had very little use for pocket change.

      Mist hung low over the sanctuary garden. Willow boughs dipped toward the pool. The first light of day touched the marble steps, turning them pale gold.

      Everything looked holy.

      The water beneath her hands felt afraid.

      “Easy,” Emmeline whispered.

      The black vein struck.

      Pain flashed up her arm.

      Not sharp. Worse. Cold and intimate, a needle of winter pushed under the skin. Emmeline sucked in a breath through her teeth, but she did not pull away. The darkness wrapped once around her wrist, testing, tasting.

      Then the spring rose in fury.

      Clear water surged between Emmeline and the black vein, breaking it apart into a thousand ink-dark specks. The pool churned. Offerings rattled along the ledge. A copper coin hopped twice, gave up, and fell in with an offended little plink.

      Emmeline pressed her palms downward.

      “Enough.”

      The spring stilled at once.

      Mostly.

      A few ripples continued muttering against the stone, because water was obedient when it chose and theatrical when injured.

      Emmeline lifted her wrist.

      A mark circled it.

      Not a bruise. Not exactly. More like a shadow beneath the skin, thin and root-shaped, already fading.

      Her stomach went cold.

      Roots.

      There were no roots in the central springbed.

      The sanctuary pool had been carved from moonstone, fed from beneath by the old spring and shielded by water rites older than Lucianea’s first palace. The willows around it were decorative, well-mannered trees with shallow roots and a healthy fear of Emmeline’s pruning shears.

      No root should have touched the spring from below.

      The stone beneath her feet cracked.

      Emmeline froze.

      A second crack followed.

      Then a third.

      The springbed split open beneath the water.

      Black roots forced their way through the moonstone.

      They did not grow like living things. They invaded. Thick, wet, and gray-veined, they pushed upward, twisting around one another like hands trying to climb from a grave. Black sap leaked from their bark and spread into the pool.

      The sacred water recoiled.

      For one terrible breath, Emmeline felt the spring’s pain as her own.

      A wound.

      Not a wound from accident.

      A wound made by something that had known exactly where to cut.

      “Emmeline?”

      She turned.

      Liora, one of the younger spring attendants, stood at the sanctuary arch with a basket of folded linen in her arms. She was sixteen, round-cheeked, and usually cheerful enough to annoy birds into singing.

      Now all the color had gone from her face.

      Emmeline followed her gaze.

      The black roots had risen above the water.

      One of them opened.

      Not split.

      Opened.

      A seam peeled along its surface, and from within came the smell of wet bark, old iron, and something rotting where no sun had ever reached.

      Liora dropped the basket.

      The folded linens spilled across the stones.

      “Fetch Elder Mirelle,” Emmeline said.

      Liora did not move.

      “Now.”

      The command in her voice did what fear had not. Liora turned and ran.

      Emmeline faced the roots again.

      The spring whispered around her thighs, restless and frightened.

      She lifted one hand and called water into her palm.

      It rose in a ribbon, silver-clear, bright with her magic. Healing water. Cleansing water. The kind that coaxed fever from children and poison from wells. The kind that had made villagers place flowers at her door since she was old enough to walk.

      She hated, sometimes, how they looked at her.

      As if kindness had never cost anyone anything.

      Emmeline wrapped the ribbon of water around the nearest root.

      The magic hissed.

      The root did not burn.

      It pulsed.

      A feeling rushed into her.

      Dark soil. Screaming leaves. A stag running through fog with blackness in its lungs. Ancient trees trying to speak through sap-clogged mouths.

      And beneath it all, a voice she did not know.

      Cut deeper.

      Emmeline staggered.

      The spring caught her, rising to her waist.

      The sanctuary bells began to ring.

      Not the small handbells near the offering table.

      The warning bells.

      Their bright, frantic peals shattered the dawn.

      By the third ring, the first villagers appeared at the garden gate.

      By the fifth, Elder Mirelle came hurrying through the arch, her silver-blue robes unfastened at the throat, her white hair braided only halfway down her back.

      By the seventh, the spring had begun to darken in earnest.

      Mirelle stopped at the edge of the pool.

      For the first time in Emmeline’s memory, the elder looked old.

      “What did you touch?” Mirelle whispered.

      Emmeline’s pride flickered, irritated even through fear. “Good morning to you as well.”

      “Emmeline.”

      “The roots came through the springbed. I tried to cleanse them.”

      Mirelle’s gaze dropped to Emmeline’s wrist.

      The mark had nearly vanished.

      Nearly.

      Mirelle’s mouth tightened.

      Before she could speak, another sound cut through the bells.

      Hooves.

      Many of them.

      Fast.

      The villagers at the gate began to murmur. Someone cursed. Someone else whispered a prayer to the spring, which seemed sensible, if somewhat late.

      Emmeline already knew who was coming before the first forest horse appeared between the cypress trees.

      No one else rode like the Cadian court.

      Water nymphs traveled by river, mist-gate, or, when forced by unpleasant practicalities, carriage. Forest nymphs rode as if the road had personally offended them and deserved conquest.

      The first guards entered the sanctuary garden wearing dark green armor shaped like overlapping leaves. Their horses were lean, black, and antlered, with hooves that struck sparks from the stone path. More guards followed.

      Then him.

      Prince Aristide Cadian rode at their center without a crown and somehow made that seem more arrogant than wearing one.

      He wore forest black, not mourning black, not court black, but the deep green-black of leaves after rain. Gold embroidery climbed his sleeves in the shape of thorns. His dark hair was tied back at his nape. His face was beautiful in a way Emmeline had always found personally inconvenient, all sharp cheekbones, cruel mouth, and eyes the color of sun through green glass.

      He looked older than the last time she had seen him.

      Colder too.

      Of course he did.

      Aristide had been born with the expression of a man disappointed in a kingdom.

      His horse stopped at the edge of the sanctuary pool.

      No one had invited him past the gate. Naturally, he had come straight to the holiest water in Lucianea with armed guards, muddy hooves, and the unbothered conviction of a man who had never once questioned whether he belonged where he arrived.

      Emmeline stood in the darkening spring with wet skirts clinging to her legs and black roots curling behind her.

      Aristide looked first at the water.

      Then at the roots.

      Then at her.

      Something moved across his face.

      Not fear.

      Aristide Cadian would rather swallow glass than be caught afraid in public.

      But his gaze sharpened, and the forest magic around him changed. The willow branches nearest his horse bent away from him. The grass under the hooves of his mount flattened as if a hard wind had passed over it.

      “Emmeline Beauvau,” he said.

      Her name in his mouth had always sounded like an accusation dressed for court.

      “Prince Aristide,” she replied. “How kind of you to arrive armed before breakfast. Most men need coffee before declaring war.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You find this amusing?”

      “No. I find you predictable. There is a difference, though I understand nuance can be difficult when one is raised by trees and courtiers.”

      A few villagers made small strangled sounds.

      One of Aristide’s guards reached for his sword.

      Aristide lifted one gloved hand.

      The guard stilled.

      Infuriating, that. The way people obeyed him. The way he barely had to move.

      His gaze returned to the black roots.

      “What have your springs done to my forest?”

      The sanctuary went quiet.

      Even the warning bells seemed to falter, as if they too wished to hear how thoroughly Emmeline might ruin him.

      She waded toward the pool steps, water dragging at her skirts.

      “My springs?” she said.

      “The eastern roots began bleeding before dawn. Three royal trees have blackened from the core. Two border groves are dead.”

      “And you thought, with all the wisdom granted to Cadian princes, that the sacred spring decided to commit botanical murder before sunrise?”

      His jaw tightened.

      A small, mean pleasure warmed her chest.

      It was not attractive, perhaps, to enjoy annoying a prince while the world darkened under one’s feet. But Emmeline had never claimed sainthood. Other people had claimed it for her and then seemed disappointed when she possessed opinions.

      Aristide dismounted.

      The movement was smooth, irritatingly graceful. His boots struck the wet stone path. The spring rippled.

      Emmeline noticed.

      So did Elder Mirelle.

      So, unfortunately, did Aristide.

      The water nearest him had gone clear.

      Only in a narrow crescent around his boots, but clear all the same.

      His gaze dropped to it.

      Emmeline stepped deliberately into that crescent and ruined it with her shadow.

      “Do not come closer.”

      He looked up. “Afraid I will contaminate the water?”

      “I am afraid the water has endured enough arrogance for one morning.”

      “Then you should step out of it.”

      The insult landed.

      Old as childhood. Sharp as ever.

      She smiled.

      Not kindly.

      The spring warmed around her knees.

      “Careful, Your Highness. The last time you insulted me near holy water, you spent the afternoon smelling like pond lilies.”

      One of the younger villagers coughed into his hand.

      Aristide’s mouth curved slightly.

      It was not a smile. Aristide’s smiles had never been gifts. They were warnings with better bone structure.

      “I was eleven.”

      “You were insufferable.”

      “You flooded my boots.”

      “You called spring magic decorative.”

      “It was decorative. The wave sparkled.”

      “It also knocked you into a fountain.”

      “A tactical flaw in the spell.”

      “A tactical flaw in your balance.”

      For half a breath, the years between them thinned.

      Emmeline saw him at eleven, soaked to the skin and furious, green eyes bright with outrage while lily petals clung to his hair. She had laughed until her ribs hurt. He had looked at her then with something hotter than anger and more confusing than dislike.

      Then he had said she laughed like a village girl desperate for applause.

      She had not cried until she was alone.

      The memory closed like a hand.

      Aristide’s expression changed, as if the same memory had cut him from the inside.

      The black roots surged.

      A cry rose from the villagers.

      Emmeline spun back as the largest root split wider. Sap poured out, black as ink, spreading across the pool. The spring thrashed around her.

      Mirelle lifted both hands, chanting old water-words.

      Emmeline joined her.

      Together, they called the spring upward.

      Water rose in a clear wall between the roots and the gathered villagers. It trembled, resisting the blackness, but the corruption kept spreading.

      Aristide moved.

      Not toward Emmeline.

      Toward the roots.

      She felt his magic before she saw it. Green-gold power slid through the stones beneath the pool, searching for the root’s origin. The willows shivered. The grass bent toward him. Somewhere beyond the sanctuary wall, a tree cracked loudly enough to make the horses rear.

      Aristide removed one glove and pressed his bare hand to the wet stone rim of the pool.

      The black roots stopped moving.

      His face went pale.

      Emmeline saw the exact moment the forest’s pain reached him.

      He hid it well. Of course he did. He was a Cadian prince. Their family probably taught children to bleed discreetly.

      But his fingers dug into the stone hard enough to split one nail.

      “Aristide,” said one of his guards.

      He did not answer.

      The roots pulsed again.

      This time, the spring answered through Emmeline.

      Pain shot up her legs.

      She gasped and nearly went under. Mirelle caught her arm from the edge of the pool, but Emmeline shook her off.

      “No,” she said. “I have it.”

      She did not have it.

      This was one of the small lies healers told to keep everyone else from screaming.

      The corruption slid through the water toward the villagers. Emmeline dragged every bright thread of her magic to meet it. The effort burned through her chest. The spring rose around her, wild and white.

      Across the pool, Aristide’s eyes locked on hers.

      For the first time since he rode in, neither of them spoke.

      The black root between them split open fully.

      Inside was no wood.

      Only darkness.

      And within that darkness, something like a heartbeat.

      Mirelle made a sound Emmeline had never heard from her before.

      Fear.

      Aristide heard it too. His gaze flicked to the elder, then back to Emmeline.

      “What is that?”

      Mirelle did not answer.

      Emmeline wished very much that she would.

      The heartbeat inside the root quickened.

      The water nearest it turned black.

      Then every offering flower on the ledge wilted at once.

      A child began to cry.

      That sound did what the bells, the roots, and the prince had not. It cut through Emmeline’s fear cleanly.

      She stepped toward the darkness.

      Aristide’s voice cracked across the pool.

      “Do not.”

      She ignored him.

      The spring surged around her, trying to pull her back. She pressed forward anyway.

      “Emmeline,” Mirelle said sharply.

      The black root opened wider.

      Inside the darkness, something whispered.

      Not in words.

      In hunger.

      Emmeline lifted both hands.

      If the corruption wanted the spring, it would have to pass through her first.

      The darkness lunged.

      Aristide reached her before it did.

      One moment he was across the pool, hand braced on stone. The next he was in the water, his arms closing around her waist as he dragged her backward. The blackness struck the place where she had been standing and exploded upward in a column of ink.

      The spring screamed.

      So did the forest.

      Emmeline slammed into Aristide’s chest.

      His arms tightened.

      For a moment, the world was only water, shouting, and the hard line of his body behind hers.

      Then the column collapsed.

      Black rain fell over the pool.

      Not on them.

      The water above Emmeline and Aristide had arched into a clear dome.

      His forest magic threaded through it, green-gold.

      Her spring magic burned through it, silver-blue.

      Together, they held.

      The sanctuary stared.

      Emmeline could feel Aristide breathing against her back.

      Not evenly.

      Not calmly.

      His mouth was near her ear when he spoke.

      “Still convinced this is decorative?”

      She should have elbowed him.

      She wanted to.

      She also wanted, with horrifying force, to lean back into him for one more breath.

      Instead, she pulled free and turned.

      He let her go at once.

      The loss of his hands was immediate and infuriating.

      The dome of water fell around them in a soft crash.

      Emmeline stood close enough to see the drop of black sap on his cheek. Without thinking, she lifted her hand and wiped it away with her thumb.

      His eyes darkened.

      The spring went warm around them.

      Too warm.

      She snatched her hand back.

      Aristide looked at her wrist.

      The root-shaped mark had returned, darker now.

      His expression sharpened. “That touched you.”

      “How observant.”

      “What did it do?”

      “It failed.”

      “That is not an answer.”

      “It is the one I am giving you.”

      He stepped closer.

      The water stilled.

      Emmeline hated the spring for noticing.

      “You are marked,” he said.

      “And you are wet. We all suffer.”

      A muscle moved in his jaw. “You should not have approached it.”

      “It was moving toward children.”

      “So your solution was to offer yourself first?”

      “My solution was to stop it.”

      “By nearly letting it take you?”

      “How touching. A lecture on self-preservation from the man who leapt into cursed water wearing expensive boots.”

      “They are not cursed.”

      “They are now.”

      His mouth opened.

      A horn sounded from beyond the sanctuary wall.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Then a third time, long and low.

      Every forest guard turned.

      Aristide went utterly still.

      Emmeline knew enough of Cadian signals to understand the sound.

      Something royal had fallen.

      A shape stumbled through the cypress gate.

      At first, Emmeline thought it was a horse.

      Then the villagers scattered, crying out.

      The creature staggered into the sanctuary garden on long, trembling legs. Its coat had once been white. Not ordinary white, but moonlit white, the kind found only in the sacred stags of Cadian Forest. Its antlers rose like carved ivory branches.

      Black rot crawled over them.

      Sap dripped from its eyes.

      Aristide’s face changed.

      The stag took three steps toward the spring.

      Then collapsed at Emmeline’s feet.

      No one moved.

      Not the villagers. Not the guards. Not Mirelle. Not even Aristide.

      The stag’s great dark eye rolled toward Emmeline.

      Help.

      The word did not enter her ears.

      It entered the water.

      Emmeline knelt.

      Aristide caught her shoulder. “No.”

      She looked up at him.

      His hand was strong, wet, and shaking once again with the effort of hiding what he felt.

      “The rot entered through royal roots,” he said. “If you draw it out, you do not know what it will take from you.”

      The stag made a broken sound.

      Emmeline’s anger softened into something worse.

      Resolve.

      “Then I suppose we are about to find out.”

      His fingers tightened. “Emmeline.”

      There it was again.

      Her name without insult.

      It unsettled her more than the warning bells.

      She gently removed his hand from her shoulder.

      “Move, Your Highness.”

      He did not.

      For a heartbeat, she thought he might physically stop her. The old Aristide might have. The boy who mocked what he feared. The prince who turned every feeling into command.

      Instead, he stepped back.

      Only one pace.

      Enough to let her choose.

      The spring quieted.

      Emmeline placed both hands on the stag’s chest.

      The rot inside it opened to her.

      Forest pain surged through her body.

      She saw roots beneath the earth, blackening one by one. She saw the oldest tree groaning in darkness. She saw a crown made of living branches, cracking down the center. She saw a hand she did not recognize pressing a black stone into clear water.

      Then she saw Aristide as a boy.

      Not mocking. Not proud.

      Alone in a moonlit grove, crying over a dead sapling while a woman’s cold voice told him princes did not grieve where others could see.

      The vision vanished.

      The sickness rushed into her.

      Emmeline screamed.

      The spring rose.

      Aristide caught her before she struck the stone.

      She knew this because, even half-conscious and burning with forest rot, she knew the shape of his arms around her.

      Worse, she knew the feeling of safety.

      The last thing she heard before the world went silver-black was Elder Mirelle’s voice, thin with dread.

      “The vow has found them.”

      The last thing she felt was Aristide holding her tighter.

      As if the arrogant prince of Cadian Forest had forgotten, for one ruined moment, how to let go.
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      Emmeline woke to the taste of leaves in her mouth.

      Not actual leaves.

      That would have been less alarming.

      This was the taste of the forest itself: green sap, wet bark, crushed fern, old rain held too long in hollow wood. It coated her tongue and filled her lungs, as if while she slept someone had taken all of Cadian Forest, wrung it like a rag, and poured the grief of it down her throat.

      She opened her eyes.

      The first thing she saw was Prince Aristide Cadian looking furious enough to be deeply inconvenient.

      He sat beside her bed with one arm braced on his knee and the other hand curled around the carved wooden post near her shoulder. His coat was gone. His dark hair had loosened from its tie, damp strands falling against his jaw. There was black sap dried along one cheekbone.

      A beautiful man should not have been allowed to look so judgmental.

      It encouraged him.

      “You,” he said, “are the most reckless woman in Lucianea.”

      Emmeline blinked slowly.

      Her body felt hollowed out. Her veins ached. Every bone seemed to have been replaced with glass reeds, delicate and poorly installed.

      Still, she managed, “So you waited until I woke to tell me. Admirable restraint.”

      His mouth tightened.

      If she was conscious enough to annoy him, she was conscious enough not to die.

      The room around them was familiar: pale blue walls, woven reed ceiling, open windows curtained in water-silk. Her chamber overlooked the eastern pools, where the smaller springs fed the village channels. Normally, she woke to the gentle rush of water and distant birdsong.

      Now she heard voices below.

      Fear-thin voices.

      The sacred bells had gone silent, which somehow made the morning feel worse.

      “How long was I unconscious?” she asked.

      “Six hours.”

      That startled her.

      She tried to sit.

      Aristide moved before she had fully decided to move herself. One hand came to her shoulder, firm but careful, pressing her back to the pillows.

      The touch went through her like the first plunge into cold water.

      Not because his hand was cold.

      Because it was his.

      Because she remembered, with cruel and immediate clarity, his arms around her in the spring. The hard line of his chest behind her. His breath near her ear. The way his hand had shaken once on her shoulder before he let her choose.

      Emmeline looked at his fingers against the thin linen of her sleeve.

      Aristide looked too.

      The room warmed.

      No.

      Not the room.

      The water in the shallow basin beside the bed.

      It began to steam.

      They both turned toward it.

      For one humiliating second, neither of them spoke.

      Then Emmeline said, “The basin has always been dramatic.”

      Aristide removed his hand.

      The water stopped steaming.

      His face went still in that polished royal way she hated, the one that turned every expression into a locked gate.

      “Yes,” he said. “I am certain the basin is the problem.”

      She sat up this time before
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