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Crown of Shadows & Vows

Chapter One


The carriage jolted to a halt, and Elara’s stomach dropped as if the ground had opened beneath her. 



She pressed her palm flat against the velvet cushion, steadying herself against the lurch. Outside, the wheels had stopped grinding over cobblestone, and the sudden silence was worse than the rattle. Worse than the journey that had stripped her of every familiar landmark, every scrap of home. 



Voices. Muffled, sharp. Orders being given in a language she only half understood, the consonants too hard, the vowels too flat. She had studied the Shadow Court’s tongue for three months, enough to catch “the bride” and “the king awaits.” Enough to know that the word for bride and hostage shared the same root. 



The carriage door swung open before the footman could knock. Cold air rushed in, carrying the scent of wet stone and iron. A hand appeared, gloved in black leather, the fingers long and still. She did not take it. She gathered her skirts and stepped down on her own, her boots finding the slick cobblestones of a courtyard that seemed carved from a single slab of night. 



The castle rose before her, not built so much as grown from the mountain itself. Spires of obsidian and bone, windows like hollow eyes, and a gate that yawned wide enough to swallow a legion. Torches burned blue along the walls, casting the stones in a sickly pallor. No warmth. No welcome. 



This is where I die. 



She crushed the thought before it could root. Dying was a luxury. She had a village to save, a plague to break, and a curse that had already claimed her mother. She would not add her own bones to the tally. 



A steward appeared at her side, a thin man with skin the color of old parchment and eyes that never quite focused on her face. “The King awaits in the Great Hall. You will follow me.” 



Not a question. Not a greeting. She fell into step behind him, her small retinue of two handmaids and a single guard trailing like ghosts. The handmaids were her own, women from the village who had volunteered to accompany her. They had been told they could return after the ceremony. She had not told them they would not be allowed to. 



The corridors twisted and climbed, each turn darker than the last. Tapestries hung on the walls, scenes of battles and hunts, but the figures in them seemed to move at the edge of her vision, their woven eyes tracking her. The air grew colder, denser, pressing against her lungs until each breath felt borrowed. 



You are a healer. You have seen worse. You have held dying children in your arms and watched the light leave their eyes. This is just another room. Another patient who does not know they are sick. 



But the king was not sick. He was a predator, and she was walking into his den with nothing but a wedding band and a lie. 



The steward stopped before a set of doors twice his height, carved with thorned vines and what looked like coiled serpents. He pushed them open without announcement, and the sound of the hinges was the only herald she would receive. 



The Great Hall was vast, a cavern of darkness broken by columns of pale stone that caught the blue torchlight like bones in a grave. At the far end, on a dais of black marble, sat a throne. It was not ornate. It was a single slab of rock, jagged and unpolished, as if it had been ripped from the earth and dropped into place. And on it, the King. 



Kael. 



She had seen portraits. They had lied. 



He was not handsome in the way mortal men were handsome. His face was all sharp planes and hollows, the bones of his cheeks cutting shadows that shifted with the flicker of the flames. His hair was black, longer than she expected, falling past his shoulders in waves that seemed to drink the light. His eyes were the color of storm clouds, gray and silver and something darker beneath, and they were fixed on her with a stillness that made her spine lock. 



He did not rise. He did not smile. He simply watched her walk the length of the hall, and with every step she felt the weight of his attention like a hand around her throat. 



Do not falter. Do not show fear. He feeds on fear. 



She stopped at the base of the dais, close enough to see the faint scar that cut through his left eyebrow, close enough to smell the cold stone and the faint trace of smoke that clung to his clothes. He wore no crown. No circlet, no diadem. Only a simple tunic of black wool, the collar open at his throat, and rings on his fingers that glinted like eyes. 



The steward cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, I present Elara of Thornwood, daughter of the late healer Maris, bound by treaty to become your bride.” 



Kael’s gaze did not waver. “Leave us.” 



The steward bowed and retreated, and the doors groaned shut behind her. She was alone with him. No priest. No witnesses. No ceremony but the one he chose to perform. 



He stood. 



He was taller than she had calculated, a full head above her, and when he descended the three steps of the dais, the air around her seemed to thicken, to press inward. He stopped an arm’s length away, close enough that she could see the faint pulse at his throat, the only sign that he was alive and not a statue carved from the mountain. 



“You are smaller than I expected,” he said. His voice was low, rough at the edges, like stones grinding together. “The treaty said you were a woman of substance.” 



“The treaty said you were a king of honor.” The words left her mouth before she could catch them, and she felt the temperature drop another degree. 



Something moved in his eyes, a flicker of amusement or anger, she could not tell. “Honor is a word mortals use to dress up their cowardice. I have no use for it.” 



“Then why the marriage? Why not simply take what you want?” 



He tilted his head, and the motion was predatory, a hawk considering a mouse. “Because I want nothing from you, healer. You are a symbol. A leash. A promise that your people will not send their assassins into my lands while I am distracted by my own wars. You are a hostage in silk, and the sooner you understand that, the less painful this arrangement will be.” 



The words landed like stones in her chest, but she did not let them crack her. She had known. She had prepared for this. “And if I refuse to be a hostage?” 



“Then you will be a corpse. The plague in your village will take every last soul, and your bloodline will end with you. But I suspect you already know that.” He stepped closer, and now she could smell him, cold and clean, like winter air over a frozen lake. “You came here to save them. Do not pretend otherwise.” 



She held his gaze, even as her fingers curled into her palms, even as her mouth went dry. “Then let us finish this farce. Where is the priest?” 



“There is no priest.” He reached into his tunic and pulled out a length of black ribbon, thin and worn, as if it had been used a hundred times before. “In the Shadow Court, we do not bargain with gods. We bind with blood.” 



He took her hand before she could pull away, his grip firm and cool, and wrapped the ribbon around her wrist. The fabric felt like silk, but it tightened on its own, cinching against her skin until it was snug, not painful, but inescapable. He did the same to his own wrist, then pressed the two ribbons together. 



They fused. The ends melted into each other, and a sharp sting bloomed at her pulse point. She looked down and saw a thin line of red where the ribbon touched her skin, a drop of blood welling up, then disappearing into the fabric. 



“It is done,” he said, releasing her. The ribbon was gone, but she felt it still, a phantom weight around her wrist. “You are bound to me by blood and shadow. You will not be able to leave the castle grounds without my permission. You will not be able to raise a hand against me. And you will not be able to lie to me.” 



The blood drained from her face. “You did not say—” 



“I do not owe you explanations.” He turned and walked back to his throne, settling into it with the ease of a man who owned every stone in this place. “Your chambers are in the east wing. The door will lock from the outside. You will be brought meals, clothing, and whatever books you require for your studies. You will not speak to my courtiers without my presence. You will not send messages to your village. And you will attend the evening feast tonight, where you will smile and nod and pretend that this marriage is anything other than what it is.” 



She stood frozen, the ribbon’s ghost still burning on her skin. “And if I refuse?” 



“Then your village dies. The plague has already taken thirty. How many more will you let perish because you could not stomach a feast?” 



The numbers. He knew the numbers. He had been watching. He had always been watching. 



She wanted to scream. She wanted to claw at his face, to dig her fingers into his throat and squeeze until the coldness bled out of him. But she was a healer, and healers did not kill. They saved. They endured. They bent until they could break. 



“I will attend the feast,” she said, the words scraping past her teeth. 



“Good.” He waved a hand, and the doors behind her groaned open. “The steward will show you to your rooms. Rest. You will need your strength.” 



She turned, her legs trembling, her heart a wild thing in her chest. She took three steps toward the doors, then stopped. 



“You said I cannot lie to you. Does that apply both ways?” 



A pause. She did not look back, but she felt his gaze on her spine, cold and curious. 



“It applies to all who are bound by the ribbon.” 



“Then tell me one truth, Your Majesty.” She forced the words out, steady as stone. “Did you kill your previous wives?” 



The silence stretched, thick and suffocating. She counted her heartbeats. One. Two. Three. 



“No,” he said, and his voice was softer now, almost human. “But I will not stop the rumors. They serve my purpose.” 



She did not know if she believed him. She did not know if it mattered. But she walked through the doors and into the corridor beyond, and the steward fell into step beside her, and she did not look back at the king who had bound her with blood and shadow. 



The east wing was a maze of identical corridors, each lined with doors that looked like the others. Her chamber was at the end of a hall that smelled of dust and dried lavender, a scent so out of place in this fortress of gloom that it made her chest ache. The steward unlocked the door with a key that hung from his belt, then handed it to her. 



“You will keep this. The lock only works from the inside. The outer lock is controlled by the king’s guard.” 



A cage with a key that opened nothing. 



She stepped inside. The room was larger than her entire cottage in Thornwood, with a bed draped in dark velvet, a fireplace already crackling, and a window that looked out onto a sheer drop into a ravine. No escape that way. 



The door clicked shut behind her, and she heard the steward’s footsteps retreat. She pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the window and stared into the darkness below. 



You are a prisoner. You are a hostage. You are a bride. 



But she was also a healer. And healers found cracks. They found weaknesses. They found the places where even the strongest armor rusted. 



She would find Kael’s cracks. 



And she would break him open. 




Chapter Two


The dagger pressed against Elara's throat, cold and precise as a surgeon's blade. 



She held perfectly still, the stone floor biting through her thin slippers, the wedding gown's train pooling around her feet like a bloodstain. The corridor stretched before her, empty of guards, empty of servants, empty of anyone who might hear if she screamed. 



Scream, a voice hissed in her skull. Scream and die faster. 



"Turn around," the voice behind her said. Female. Low. Accented with the rolling consonants of the northern territories. "Slowly. One inch at a time. If I feel your pulse jump against this edge, I'll open your throat to the bone." 



Elara obeyed. The blade traced a line across her skin, not breaking through, but promising. She turned until she faced her attacker, the dagger now pressed against her sternum, directly over the hollow where her heartbeat thrummed like a trapped bird. 



The woman was beautiful in the way a winter storm was beautiful. Pale hair cropped short, cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass, eyes the color of tarnished silver. She wore leather armor, dark and unadorned, and carried a second blade at her hip. No royal livery. No house sigil. 



Assassin. 



"His Majesty's newest bride," the woman said, tasting the words like sour wine. "You're smaller than I expected. Frailer. I thought he'd at least pick one with some fight in her." 



Elara's mouth had gone dry, her tongue a slab of wool. "If you're going to kill me, do it. I won't beg." 



The woman's lips curved, not quite a smile. "Oh, I'm not here to kill you. Not tonight. I'm here to deliver a message." 



"From whom?" 



"From people who want you to understand something." The assassin leaned closer, her breath warm against Elara's cheek. "The Shadow King has buried three wives. Three. Each one died within a year of the wedding. Fever, the court physicians said. Childbed complications. A fall from the tower stairs." 



Elara had heard the rumors. Everyone in the mortal realm had heard them. The monster king who consumed brides like a winter fire consumed kindling. 



"The truth," the assassin continued, "is that Kael killed them. Personally. With those elegant hands of his. He doesn't want a queen. He wants a sacrifice." 



The dagger pressed deeper. A bead of warmth trickled down Elara's chest, soaking into the white silk of her gown. 



"So the message is simple, little healer. Run. Tonight. While the castle sleeps, while the gates are still open, while you still have breath in your lungs. There's a postern gate at the eastern wall, hidden behind the old rose garden. Take it. Flee into the mortal lands. Never look back." 



"And if I don't?" 



"Then you'll be dead within the month, and your blood will be on your own hands." 



The assassin stepped back, sheathing her blade with a whisper of steel. She moved like smoke, like shadow, like something not entirely human. At the end of the corridor, she paused, glancing over her shoulder. 



"One more thing. The plague in your village? The one that's killing your people while you play queen in your silk gown?" 



Elara's blood turned to ice. 



"That wasn't an accident. It was a curse. Targeted. Specific. Meant to destroy your bloodline root and branch." The assassin's smile widened, showing teeth. "Ask yourself who benefits from a dead healer lineage. Ask yourself who has the power to weave death from shadow and spite." 



Then she was gone, swallowed by the darkness at the corridor's end, leaving Elara alone with her racing heart and the blood drying on her chest. 





Elara did not run. 



She stood in the corridor for a long moment, her breath coming in shallow gasps, her fingers pressed to the wound on her chest. A scratch, nothing more. The assassin had been precise, surgical, leaving a mark that would heal but not forget. 



Ask yourself who benefits. 



The answer burned in her throat like poison. 



Kael. The Shadow King. The monster who had married her for political gain, who had locked her in a gilded cage, who had every reason to want her dead. If she died, the truce would shatter. War would resume. His armies would sweep through the mortal lands, and no one would be left to question how the queen had met her end. 



But the plague. The curse. The slow death creeping through her village, through her family's bloodline, through every patient she had ever healed. 



Who benefits? 



She pushed away from the wall, her legs unsteady, her mind churning. The corridor stretched before her, lined with tapestries depicting battles she didn't recognize, victories that belonged to a kingdom she had never wanted to enter. Torches guttered in iron sconces, casting shadows that danced and writhed like living things. 



This is what they mean when they say the castle has a heartbeat, she thought. This darkness. This pulse of something ancient and hungry. 



She found her way back to the wedding chamber by instinct, her feet carrying her through the winding passages, past doors that were locked and windows that were barred. The guards at her door nodded as she approached, their faces blank, their hands resting on sword hilts. 



Prisoners don't need escorts, she realized. They already know I can't leave. 



The chamber was exactly as she had left it. The fire had burned low, embers glowing like dying eyes. The wedding gown lay discarded on the floor where she had stepped out of it, a puddle of white silk and seed pearls. The bed loomed in the center of the room, vast and empty, its curtains drawn back like a mouth waiting to swallow her. 



She crossed to the window, pressing her forehead against the cold glass. The night stretched beyond, vast and indifferent, the stars scattered across the sky like grains of salt. Somewhere out there, her village was dying. Her patients were coughing up their lungs, their skin mottled with fever, their eyes glazing over as the curse consumed them from within. 



And she was here. Trapped. Married to a monster. 



Unless the assassin was lying. 



The thought slid through her mind like a blade. What if the assassin had been sent by someone else? What if the message was designed to drive her into Kael's arms, to make her trust him, to make her vulnerable? 



Or what if it was designed to make her run? 



She turned from the window, her hands shaking. The room felt smaller now, the walls pressing in, the ceiling lowering with each breath. She needed air. She needed space. She needed to think without the weight of silk and stone and shadow crushing her lungs. 



The door opened without her permission. 



Kael stood in the threshold, still in his wedding clothes, the black velvet of his coat absorbing the torchlight until he seemed made of darkness itself. His eyes found her immediately, those pale gray eyes that held no warmth, no welcome, nothing but cold assessment. 



"You're bleeding," he said. 



Elara's hand flew to her chest, where the wound had already stopped weeping. "It's nothing." 



"It's blood." He stepped into the room, closing the door behind him with a soft click. "Whose?" 



"Does it matter?" 



"It matters if someone in my castle is drawing blood from my queen." He crossed to her, his movements fluid, predatory, his gaze fixed on the red stain spreading across her bodice. "Sit down. Let me see." 



"I don't need your help." 



"I wasn't offering." He took her wrist, his fingers cool and strong, and pulled her toward the chair by the fire. "Sit." 



She sat, not because he commanded it, but because her legs had given out. The adrenaline was fading, leaving behind a tremor that she couldn't control, a weakness that she hated. 



Kael knelt before her, his hands moving to the buttons of her bodice. She flinched, but he didn't stop, his fingers deft and impersonal as he parted the fabric, exposing the wound. 



"A knife," he said, his voice flat. "Small blade. Precise cut. Professional." 



"An assassin," Elara said. "She had a message for me." 



His eyes met hers, and for a moment, something flickered in their depths. Not concern. Not anger. Something colder, sharper, more dangerous. 



"What message?" 



"That you killed your previous wives. That you'll kill me too. That I should run while I still can." She held his gaze, refusing to look away. "She also told me about the plague. That it's a curse. That it's targeting my bloodline specifically." 



Kael's expression didn't change, but his hands stilled on her chest. "And you believed her." 



"Should I have?" 



"I don't know." He reached for a cloth, dipping it in the basin of water on the table, pressing it against her wound. The water was cold, the pressure steady, his touch careful in a way that surprised her. "oncerned, little healer. Your enemy knows where to find you. Knows how to reach you. Knows exactly what to say to make you doubt." 



"Are you saying she's not my enemy?" 



"I'm saying you don't know who your enemies are yet." He removed the cloth, inspecting the wound. "This will heal. It's shallow. She wasn't trying to kill you." 



"She was trying to warn me." 



"Or manipulate you." He set the cloth aside, reaching for a roll of bandages. "There's a difference." 



Elara watched him work, his hands sure and steady, his face unreadable. He didn't look at her as he wound the bandage around her chest, his fingers brushing her skin with clinical precision. Up close, she could see the lines of exhaustion around his eyes, the silhouette of stubble on his jaw, the way his shoulders carried a weight that had nothing to do with his crown. 



He looks tired, she thought. He looks like a man who hasn't slept in years. 



"Did you kill them?" The words escaped before she could stop them. "Your other wives?" 



Kael's hands stilled. For a long moment, he didn't move, didn't speak, didn't breathe. Then he finished tying the bandage, his fingers lingering against her skin. 



"If I said no, would you believe me?" 



"I don't know." 



"Then my answer doesn't matter, does it?" He rose, stepping back, his face settling into its familiar mask of cold indifference. "Sleep, Elara. Tomorrow, we begin the work of ruling a kingdom that wants us both dead." 



He turned toward the door. 



"Kael." 



He paused, his hand on the handle. 



"Why did you marry me? Really?" 



He didn't turn around. "Because the alternative was watching your kingdom burn." 



"And this is better?" 



"This is a different kind of fire." He opened the door, the torchlight from the corridor spilling into the room. "Learn to burn in it, little healer. Or be consumed." 



The door closed behind him, leaving Elara alone with the bandage tight around her ribs and the taste of ash on her tongue. 



Learn to burn, she thought. Or be consumed. 



She didn't know which fate awaited her. But she knew one thing with absolute certainty. 



The assassin was wrong. 



She wasn't going to run. 



She was going to find the truth. 



The execution platform is slick with morning dew, and the crowd’s breath rises like steam as Elara kneels on the splintered wood, her wrists raw from iron. She tries to bargain; offers to name the courtier who poisoned the well; but the captain laughs and signals the archers. Then the sun vanishes, swallowed by a obscurity that descends from the sky like a living storm, and Kael steps from a carriage made of black thorns. His fingers brush her cheek, leaving a trail of frost, and his voice is silk over a blade: “She is mine now; by decree, by law, by the crown of shadows.” The crowd’s terror is a physical weight, but Elara feels only the cold spreading from his touch, a promise of something far worse than death. 



The frost on her skin did not melt. It burrowed deeper, threading through her veins like roots seeking water. She tried to pull away, but her body refused to obey, locked in place by something heavier than fear. 



The captain’s hand trembled on his sword. “Your Majesty, this woman is condemned. She poisoned the well. Fifty people are dead.” 



Kael did not look at the captain. His gaze remained fixed on Elara, those silver eyes holding a depth that made the execution platform feel like a cliff’s edge. “Fifty people,” he repeated, his voice soft, almost contemplative. “And you are certain she is responsible?” 



“The evidence is clear.” 



“Evidence.” Kael’s lips curved, but it was not a smile. It was the expression of a man who had watched kingdoms crumble on thinner proof. “Show me.” 



The captain faltered. “Your Majesty, the trial—” 



“Was conducted in my absence. By my enemies. Against a woman who has no voice in this court.” Kael finally turned, and the air around him grew dense, heavy with something that pressed against Elara’s chest like a hand. “I am the crown of shadows. I am the law. And I say she is mine.” 



He extended his hand to Elara. His palm was open, the fingers long and pale, the nails tipped with black that seemed to drink the light. 



“Take my hand,” he said, his voice dropping to a murmur meant only for her, “or watch them burn.” 



Elara’s throat closed. She looked past him, at the archers with their nocked arrows, at the crowd that had come to see her die, at the captain whose face had gone the color of old milk. 



She had no choice. She had never had a choice. 



Her hand slid into his. 



His fingers closed around hers, cold and firm, and the frost on her skin spread up her arm, across her shoulder, until it settled somewhere deep in her chest. It did not feel like death. It felt like a lock clicking shut. 



Kael pulled her to her feet, his grip steady, his eyes never leaving hers. “You will come with me now,” he said, his voice carrying no room for argument. “You will not speak. You will not look back. And when we are alone, you will tell me everything.” 



He led her toward the carriage of black thorns, and the crowd parted like water before a stone. Elara’s legs moved, but she did not feel them. She felt only the cold in her chest, the weight of his hand, the certainty that she had just traded one execution for another. 



The carriage door opened, revealing a darkness so absolute it seemed to breathe. 



Kael paused at the threshold, his hand still holding hers. “One last thing,” he said, his voice barely audible. “The plague in your village. I know about it. I know you stole the herbs. I know you broke the quarantine.” 



Elara’s blood turned to ice. 



“You did not poison the well,” Kael continued, his eyes holding hers with an intensity that made her stomach drop. “But you did break the law. And in my kingdom, that carries a price.” 



He stepped into the darkness, pulling her with him. 



The door closed, and the world went silent. 



Inside the carriage, there was no light. No sound. Only the cold press of his hand and the faint whisper of his breath against her ear. 



“Tell me why I should not let them have you.” 



Elara’s mouth went dry. She could not see his face, could not read his intent, could only feel the frost still spreading through her veins, a slow, patient invasion. 



She opened her mouth to answer, but the words would not come. 



Because she did not know if the truth would save her or condemn her. 



And she suspected that Kael already knew the answer to his question. 




Chapter Three

The Court's Teeth


The fire had died to ash. Cold crept through the bedchamber, seeping under the silk sheets, settling into the hollow of her chest where warmth should have lived. Elara lay still, staring at the canopy above; black velvet, embroidered with silver threads that caught the gray morning light like veins of frost. 



The space beside her was empty. Cold. 



Kael had not returned after he left. She had not expected him to. 



A knock fractured the silence; sharp, precise, three beats that demanded entry before she could answer. The door swung open, and two servants glided in, their movements synchronized as if they shared a single mind. One carried a tray of bread and wine. The other held a gown the color of dried blood. 



“The king commands your presence at morning court,” the first said, her voice flat as slate. “You will dress now.” 



Elara pushed herself upright, the sheets pooling around her waist. Her skin still bore the faint ache of last night’s ritual; the binding marks on her wrists, the weight of the circlet that had been placed on her brow. Not a crown. A collar. 



She swung her legs over the edge of the bed, and the cold stone bit through the soles of her feet. Good. Pain kept her sharp. 



“I can dress myself.” 



The servant’s lips thinned. “The king’s orders.” 



They dressed her like a doll. Linen shift, then the blood-red gown; tight through the bodice, high at the throat, sleeves that brushed the floor. Every seam was a cage. Every button a lock. The fabric smelled of lavender and something metallic, like old coins. 



The second servant brushed her hair until it crackled with static, then wove it into a braid so tight it pulled at her temples. A silver pin; shaped like a fang; was stabbed into the knot. 



“The king waits in the antechamber,” the first servant said, and stepped back as if Elara were a blade she had just sharpened. 



The antechamber was smaller than the bedchamber, but no less oppressive. Tapestries lined the walls; scenes of battles, of fae warriors with wings of shadow and bone, of mortals kneeling beneath obsidian thrones. The windows were narrow slits, letting in thin blades of light that cut across the floor. 



Kael stood with his back to her, hands clasped behind him. He wore black; always black; but the cut of his coat was different today: higher collar, silver buttons, a brooch at his shoulder shaped like a coiled serpent. His hair was pulled back, revealing the sharp line of his jaw, the pale column of his throat. 



He did not turn when she entered. 



“You are late.” 



“I was being dressed.” 



“You are still late.” 



The words landed like stones. She bit the inside of her cheek, tasted copper. “Then perhaps your servants should be faster.” 



He turned. His eyes; those fathomless black eyes; swept over her, from the crown of her braided head to the hem of her gown. No warmth. No approval. Just assessment, cold and clinical. 



“You will stand at my left during court. You will speak only when addressed. You will not touch anyone, accept any gift, or eat anything offered to you.” 



“Aren’t you afraid that will seem rude?” 



The corner of his mouth twitched; not a smile, but something close to contempt. “I am the Shadow King. I am not concerned with rudeness.” 



He moved past her, and the air stirred, carrying the scent of frost and pine and something darker, like smoke from a distant fire. She followed, because there was nowhere else to go. 



The corridors of the palace were a labyrinth of stone and shadow. Torches guttered in iron sconces, casting dancing shapes on the walls. Every few steps, a fae guard stood motionless, their eyes tracking her like wolves watching a deer stray too close to the treeline. 



Kael walked ahead, never slowing, never glancing back to see if she kept pace. 



“Your court,” she said, breath quickening as she hurried to match his stride. “How many of them want me dead?” 



“All of them.” 



“That’s reassuring.” 



“It was not meant to be.” 



They reached a set of enormous doors; black iron, etched with scenes of suffering. Fae warriors impaling mortals. Kings kneeling before a throne of bones. A woman with her heart torn from her chest, still beating in the hand of a shadowed figure. 



Elara’s stomach dropped. She forced herself to look away. 



The doors groaned open, and the court spilled before her like a wound. 



The throne room was vast, a cavern of black marble and silver veining that glittered under the light of a thousand candles. Fae nobles lined the walls, their faces sharp as knives, their gowns and coats a riot of jewel tones; emerald, sapphire, amethyst. But their eyes were all the same: hungry, calculating, waiting. 



At the far end, the throne rose from the floor like a fang; black stone, carved with writhing shapes that might have been vines or serpents. Kael strode toward it without hesitation, and the crowd parted like water before a stone. 



Elara followed, her heart a trapped bird in her ribs. She kept her spine straight, her chin high. She would not let them see her fear. 



Kael sat. The throne seemed to swallow him, to make him larger, darker. He rested one hand on the armrest, fingers curling around the stone as if it were alive. 



She took her place at his left, as instructed. The courtiers’ gazes crawled over her skin like insects. 



“The morning petitions,” Kael said, his voice carrying without effort. “Begin.” 



A fae lord stepped forward; tall, silver-haired, with a scar that bisected his left eye. He spoke of border disputes, of tithes unpaid, of a mortal village that had failed to deliver its harvest. His words were silk over steel, each sentence a veiled accusation. 



Kael listened without moving, without blinking. When the lord finished, he said, “Burn the village. Salt the fields.” 



Elara’s breath hitched. She pressed her lips together, forced the protest down her throat like bile. 



The lord bowed, a smirk flickering at the corner of his mouth. “As my king commands.” 



Another petitioner. A dispute over water rights. A fae woman accused of stealing magic from a rival house. Each judgment was swift, brutal, final. Kael did not hesitate. He did not consult. He simply decided, and the courtiers absorbed his words like poison. 



Elara’s hands were trembling. She clasped them together, pressed them against her thighs until the shaking stopped. 



A commotion near the doors. Heads turned. A fae male pushed through the crowd; young, with copper hair and eyes like molten gold. He was smiling, but the smile did not reach his eyes. 



“Your Majesty,” he said, bowing low. “I bring a gift for your bride.” 



Kael’s fingers tightened on the armrest. “Lysander.” 



“A token of welcome.” Lysander straightened, and in his hand was a small box; velvet, deep blue, tied with a silver ribbon. “From the House of Ember. To honor the union between shadow and flesh.” 



The court held its breath. 



Elara’s skin prickled. She remembered Kael’s warning: accept no gifts. 



Lysander stepped forward, holding out the box. His eyes met hers, and there was something in them; not warmth, but curiosity. A challenge. 



“Take it,” he said softly. “It will not bite.” 



“She will not take it,” Kael said, his voice dropping to a growl. 



“Surely the mortal queen may accept a gift from a well-wisher?” Lysander’s smile widened. “Unless you fear she cannot handle a simple trinket.” 



The courtiers murmured. Elara felt the weight of their attention, the sharp edge of their amusement. They were watching to see if she would break, if she would cower, if she would prove herself weak. 



She reached out. 



Her fingers brushed the velvet. The box was warm, almost hot. A pulse of energy thrummed through the fabric, up her arm, into her chest. Her lungs seized. 



“Elara.” Kael’s voice was a blade. 



She opened the box. 



Inside, coiled on a bed of black silk, was a ring; silver, set with a stone that glowed like embers. It pulsed, once, twice, in rhythm with her heartbeat. 



“It is enchanted,” Lysander said, his voice honey and smoke. “A ring of protection. It will shield you from harm.” 



“No.” Kael stood, and the shadows in the room seemed to deepen, to thicken, to press against the walls. “It is a curse.” 



The ring flared. Heat seared her palm, and she dropped the box. It clattered to the floor, the ring rolling free, still glowing, still pulsing. 



The court erupted. Voices rose, overlapping, accusations and denials. A fae woman screamed. Someone laughed. 



Elara’s hand throbbed. She looked down; a red welt was forming across her palm, a line of blistered skin shaped like the ring’s circlet. 



Kael moved. He was at her side in an instant, his hand closing around her wrist, lifting her palm to his face. His eyes were black fire. 



“Lysander,” he said, and the name was a death sentence. “You will explain.” 



Lysander’s smile had vanished. His face was pale, his golden eyes wide. “I did not know. I swear it. The ring was given to me by—” 



“By whom?” 



“A messenger. From the Court of Thorns. I was told it was a token of peace.” 



Kael’s grip on her wrist tightened. “You were told a lie.” 



The welt on her palm was spreading, tendrils of red crawling up her wrist, her forearm. Pain lanced through her, sharp and deep, as if something were burrowing under her skin. 



“Kael,” she gasped. “It’s burning.” 



He looked at her. For a moment, a muscle worked in his jaw in his eyes; not cold, not distance. Something almost human. 



Then he turned to the court. “Clear the room. Now.” 



The courtiers scattered, their finery rustling, their whispers trailing behind them like smoke. Lysander lingered, his face ashen, but a guard seized his arm and dragged him away. 



The doors slammed shut. 



Kael dropped to his knees before her, still holding her wrist. His other hand pressed against her palm, and his magic surged; cold, dark, immense. It poured into her, through her, freezing the burning, numbing the pain. 



She shuddered, her knees buckling. He caught her, pulled her against his chest, and the shadows wrapped around them both like a shroud. 



“Hold still,” he said, his voice rough. “This will hurt.” 



The cold deepened, spread, became a glacier inside her veins. The welt blackened, then crumbled, falling away like ash. New skin grew beneath, pink and raw. 



She sagged against him, breath coming in ragged gasps. 



“The ring,” she whispered. “What was it?” 



“A poison key.” His voice was flat, but his hand was shaking against her back. “Designed to burrow into your blood, reach your heart, and turn it to stone. You would have died within the hour.” 



“Who sent it?” 



“The Court of Thorns.” He pulled back, his face inches from hers. “My mother’s court.” 



Her blood chilled. “Your mother wants me dead?” 



“My mother wants me weak.” He released her, stood, and turned away. “And you are my weakness now.” 



She stared at his back, at the rigid line of his shoulders, the tension coiled in his spine. 



“Then why did you save me?” 



He did not answer. The silence stretched, heavy and suffocating. 



“Because if you die,” he said finally, “the truce dies with you. And I need the truce.” 



Liar. 



The word burned in her throat, but she did not speak it. She had seen the tremor in his hand, the flicker in his eyes. He had not saved her for politics. 



He had saved her for reasons he would not name. 



She pushed herself to her feet, her legs unsteady. The welt on her palm was gone, but the memory of the pain lingered, a phantom ache. 



“I need to see the healer’s library,” she said. “There must be records of this curse; the plague in my village. If it is a curse on my bloodline, I need to understand it.” 



Kael turned, his face unreadable. “The library is forbidden.” 



“Then un-forbid it.” 



His jaw tightened. For a long moment, they stood in the dim light, two strangers bound by vows neither of them wanted. 



“I will take you myself,” he said. “Tonight. After the evening meal.” 



It was not a kindness. It was not trust. But it was a crack in the wall, and she would take it. 



She nodded, and the shadows in the room seemed to settle, to breathe. 



But in the corner of her vision, she saw it; a scrap of paper, tucked beneath the throne. She bent, picked it up. The handwriting was small, precise, unfamiliar. 



The plague is no accident. It is a curse on the blood of the healer’s line. Break the curse, save your village. Trust no one. 



No signature. No seal. 



She folded the note, slipped it into her sleeve, and met Kael’s gaze. 



“The evening meal,” she said. “I will be ready.” 



He did not reply. But as he turned and walked toward the doors, the shadows clung to him like a second skin, and she wondered if he was her captor, her protector, or something far more dangerous. 



The court’s teeth had sunk deep. And she was bleeding. 




Chapter Four


The door slammed shut, and the lock clicked with a sound like a bone breaking. 



Elara stood in the center of the chamber, her palms pressed flat against her thighs to keep them from trembling. The room was enormous, draped in silks the color of dried blood, and lit by candles that burned with a steady, unnatural flame. No windows. No escape. The walls were carved with scenes of battle; fae warriors with wings of shadow, mortals crumpled beneath their boots. 



She had been married for exactly three hours. 



The ceremony had been a farce. A cold exchange of vows in a throne room filled with courtiers who stared at her like she was a lamb led to slaughter. Kael had spoken his lines with the same flat tone he might use to order dinner. She had spoken hers through a throat so dry the words scraped like gravel. 



Now she was here. The queen’s chambers. The gilded cage. 



Her fingers found the collar of her wedding gown; a stiff, silver-embroidered thing that smelled of moth powder and someone else’s perfume. She tugged at it, but the fabric held fast, as if it had been sewn directly onto her skin. 



Breathe. You knew this would happen. You agreed to this. 



But knowing and living were two different animals. Knowing was a map drawn in ink. Living was the mud on her boots, the ache in her shoulders, the way her stomach churned with every creak of the castle’s bones. 



She crossed to the bed. It was massive, draped in black velvet, and it swallowed the light from the candles. She ran her hand over the coverlet. Cold. Smooth. Untouched. 



A knock at the door made her spine snap straight. 



“Enter,” she said, and her voice came out steadier than she expected. 



The door opened, and a woman stepped inside. She was tall, with silver hair braided tight against her scalp, and eyes the color of winter ice. She wore a gown of deep blue, and at her throat hung a pendant shaped like a crescent moon. 



“Your Grace.” The woman’s voice was soft, but there was steel beneath it. “I am Seren, the king’s steward. I am to see to your needs.” 



Elara’s lungs loosened a fraction. Not Kael. Not yet. 



“I need nothing,” she said. “Thank you.” 



Seren’s gaze swept the room, then settled on Elara with an intensity that made her skin prickle. “The king requests your presence in his study at midnight.” 



The words landed like stones in her chest. “Requests? Or commands?” 



A flicker of something crossed Seren’s face; amusement, perhaps, or approval. “The king does not command his queen. He requests.” 



Elara’s mouth went dry. “And if I refuse?” 



“You won’t.” 



The certainty in those words made her stomach drop. She wanted to argue, to push back, to prove that she was not a puppet on a string. But she had no leverage here. No allies. No weapons except her wits, and those had already proven useless. 



“Very well,” she said. “Midnight.” 



Seren inclined her head and withdrew, pulling the door closed with a soft click. The lock did not engage this time. 



Elara stood alone in the silence, counting her heartbeats. She had until midnight. Three hours. She could use them to prepare, to plan, to find a way out of this nightmare. 



Or she could use them to panic. 



She chose the latter. 



Her legs gave out, and she sank onto the edge of the bed, her hands gripping the velvet until her knuckles went white. The plague. Her village. The children with their fever-bright eyes and their rattling coughs. She had left them with nothing but a promise that she would return with a cure. 



But there was no cure. There was only this cold, shadow-drenched castle and a husband who had killed three wives before her. 



Three wives. 



The rumor had followed her across the border, whispered by merchants and soldiers alike. The Shadow King’s brides never lasted a year. The first died of a broken neck. The second vanished from her chambers. The third was found in the garden, her heart carved from her chest. 



Elara pressed a hand to her own chest, feeling the steady thump beneath her ribs. She had to survive. Not for herself; she had stopped caring about herself the moment she’d agreed to this marriage; but for the village. For the children. For her mother’s grave, which she had promised to tend until her own bones turned to dust. 



She stood, forced her legs to move, and
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