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ELARA

The mercury won’t stop shaking.

My hands are steady—three years of grinding nightshade and distilling belladonna taught me that much—but the quicksilver in the vial trembles like it knows something I don’t. Like it can sense the rot creeping through my brother’s lungs.

I set the vial down harder than I should. Glass clinks against the scarred wooden table that serves as my laboratory, my kitchen, my entire world since the exile. The sound echoes in the cottage’s single room, too loud in the pre-dawn silence.

“It’s not working,” I mutter, scrubbing my hands over my face. My fingers come away stained indigo from the woad I was processing earlier. Or maybe yesterday. Time’s gone strange lately, measured only in Rowan’s labored breaths and my mounting desperation.

The formula’s right. I’ve checked it seventeen times. Lungwort extract, honey distilled under moonlight, powdered yarrow root, and three drops of mercury to bind it all together. It should ease the fluid in his chest, buy him another week, maybe two.

Should.

I grab my journal, flipping through pages cramped with notes and calculations. My handwriting deteriorates as the entries progress—neat and precise three months ago, barely legible now. I find the formula I modified from a physician’s text I stole before leaving the capital. The one that cost me the burn scar on my left forearm when the laboratory exploded and cost me everything else when the Iron Queen decided I was too dangerous to keep around.

The numbers still work. They have to work.

A wet, rattling cough comes from the curtained corner that serves as Rowan’s bedroom.

My stomach clenches. I force myself to keep breathing, keep thinking, keep being useful instead of falling apart like I want to. Like I don’t have time for.

“Lara?” His voice is thread-thin. Fourteen years old and he sounds ancient.

“Just working,” I call back, injecting false brightness into my tone. “Go back to sleep.”

“Can’t.” Another cough, worse this one. I hear him trying to muffle it in his pillow. “Feels like drowning.”

I’m across the room before I decide to move, yanking the curtain aside. Rowan’s propped against every pillow I own, his copper-red hair dark with sweat against his too-pale face. His green eyes find mine—still sharp, still curious, still Rowan despite everything trying to hollow him out.

“Sit up more,” I say, helping him adjust. His shoulders are nothing but bone. When did that happen? “Breathe through your nose. Slower.”

He tries. Fails. Gasps like a landed fish.

I grab the current batch of medicine—weaker than it should be, but it’s what I have—and measure out a dose. “Here. Under your tongue.”

He takes it without complaint. Never complains, my brother. Just watches me with those too-knowing eyes while I pretend I’m not failing him.

The tincture helps. His breathing eases from desperate to merely labored. He slumps back against the pillows, exhausted from the simple act of existing.

“Better?” I ask, though I can see it’s not.

“Yeah.” He’s always been a terrible liar.

I pull the blanket up to his chin even though the cottage is warm, even though I know he’s not actually cold—it’s just something to do with my hands that isn’t screaming. “Sleep. I’ll wake you for breakfast.”

“Lara.” His hand catches my wrist. His grip is weak but insistent. “You look terrible.”

A laugh breaks out of me, sharp and ugly. “Thanks. You’re pretty rough yourself.”

“I’m serious.” He’s not smiling. “When did you last sleep? Actually sleep, not that thing where you pass out at your table for twenty minutes?”

“I sleep.”

“Liar.”

We look at each other for a long moment. I see myself reflected in his eyes: copper hair escaping its knot, hazel eyes ringed with shadow, three days’ worth of stains on my leather vest. A disaster held together by stubbornness and desperation.

“I’ll sleep when you’re better,” I finally say.

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” His hand drops from my wrist. “Promise me something?”

“Anything.”

“If this doesn’t work—if nothing works—promise you’ll stop. Promise you’ll save yourself instead of me.”

My throat closes. “Rowan—”

“Promise.”

“No.”

“Lara—”

“No.” I stand up, needing distance before I break. “We’re not having this conversation. You’re going to get better because I’m going to fix this, and that’s the end of it.”

I leave before he can argue, yanking the curtain shut between us. My hands are shaking now, and not from exhaustion.

Back at my table, I stare at the failed formula until the numbers blur. There has to be something I’m missing. Some ingredient, some process, some trick I haven’t tried. I’ve read every medical text I could steal or barter for. I’ve experimented with hundreds of combinations. I’ve sold everything we owned except my equipment and Rowan’s books.

There has to be something.

The knock at the door nearly stops my heart.

Nobody knocks anymore. The village tolerates us because they tolerate everything eventually, but they don’t visit. Exiles are bad luck, and bad luck is contagious.

I grab the knife I keep next to my mortar and pestle—not much as weapons go, but the blade’s sharp and I know where to cut—and approach the door. “Who is it?”

“Garrick.”

I relax slightly. Garrick’s the black-market dealer who brings me supplies the apothecary won’t sell me anymore. I open the door a crack, keeping the knife ready.

He’s a weasel of a man, all sharp angles and sharper eyes. He takes in my appearance and grins, showing tobacco-stained teeth. “You look like shit, Voss.”

“What do you want?” I don’t have time for his usual haggling routine. “I paid you last week.”

“This ain’t about payment.” He glances past me into the cottage, nosy as always. “This is a gift. Call it professional courtesy.”

“You don’t do courtesy.”

“True enough.” He shrugs. “But I do business, and dead customers don’t buy nothing. Word is your brother’s getting worse.”

My fingers tighten on the knife. “He’s fine.”

“Right. And I’m the king’s bastard.” Garrick leans closer, voice dropping. “Listen. There’s something growing in Briarthorn Woods tonight. Lunar orchid. Blooms once a month when the moon’s full, dies by dawn. Supposed to cure lung rot, consumption, the wasting sickness—all of it.”

My heart kicks against my ribs. “Lunar orchid is a myth.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” He shrugs again. “But tonight’s the Twilight Convergence—all three moons full at once. Won’t happen again for nineteen years. If lunar orchids are real, they’ll bloom tonight. And if they work…” He nods toward Rowan’s curtained corner. “Well. Seems worth checking.”

“The Briarthorn Woods.” I’ve heard the stories. Everyone has. People go in. People don’t come out. The trees shift when you’re not looking. Strange lights dance between the trunks. On nights like this, when the veil between worlds grows thin, things cross over that shouldn’t exist.

Superstitious nonsense.

Probably.

“What’s the catch?” I ask.

“No catch. Just information.” Garrick grins again. “You find anything interesting in those woods, I want to know about it. Professional curiosity.”

“If I die in there, you won’t get paid.”

“I’m willing to risk it.” He tips his head. “Orchids bloom on the west side, near the old standing stones. Or so I’ve heard. Moon rises in two hours. You got time to prepare.”

He leaves before I can ask anything else. I stand in the doorway, knife still in hand, staring at the pre-dawn dark.

Briarthorn Woods. Lunar orchid. Two hours.

It’s probably a trap. Or a wild goose chase. Or both.

Behind me, Rowan coughs again—wet and rattling and wrong.

I close the door and start gathering supplies.




I tell myself I’m being careful. I pack my satchel with equipment: glass vials for samples, my sharpest shears, a measuring kit, matches, rope, bandages, three different antidotes for common poisons, and a flask of water. I change into my most practical clothes—leather pants that have seen better days, thick-soled boots, a vest with a dozen pockets. I braid my hair back tight.

I leave a note for Rowan: Gone to get supplies. Back by morning. Don’t die while I’m out.

He’ll hate the joke. Good. Anger will keep him breathing.

I strap the knife to my belt and head for the door just as the first moon rises—huge and golden and bright enough to cast shadows. The second follows minutes later, smaller and silver. By the time I reach the edge of Briarthorn Woods, the third moon crests the horizon: pale blue and strange, the one the old folk call the Wanderer.

The forest looms ahead like a wall of shadows. The trees are massive, ancient, their branches tangled into a canopy so thick the moonlight barely penetrates. I’ve lived near these woods my entire life and never gone past the tree line. Never had reason to.

Never been desperate enough.

I am now.

I check my compass—needle pointing west—and step between the trees.

The temperature drops immediately. Not the gentle cool of night, but a sudden, shocking cold that raises gooseflesh on my arms. The air smells wrong too: not pine and earth like it should, but something sweeter. Flowers and ozone and copper.

My compass needle spins wildly, unable to settle on any direction.

“Great,” I mutter, tapping it. The needle just spins faster.

I put it away and rely on the moons instead, keeping their light to my left as I push deeper into the woods. The undergrowth catches at my boots, and twice I nearly trip over roots that definitely weren’t there a second ago. The trees are wrong too—I could swear they’re shifting when I’m not looking, branches rearranging themselves into new patterns.

Superstitious nonsense.

Except the moonlight keeps disappearing and reappearing in places it shouldn’t reach, and the flowers I’m passing are definitely not native to this region. Some of them glow faintly, bioluminescent blues and greens that should only exist deep underwater or in caves.

I keep moving. What choice do I have?

The standing stones appear without warning—a circle of massive rocks covered in moss and markings I don’t recognize. They pulse with faint light in rhythm with my heartbeat. Or maybe I’m imagining that. Maybe I’m finally losing my mind along with everything else.

And in the center of the circle, growing from a crack in the largest stone, is the most beautiful flower I’ve ever seen.

It’s easily the size of my palm, with petals that shimmer between silver and blue and violet depending on how the moonlight hits them. The center glows with soft white light, and the scent it gives off is indescribable—part honey, part starlight, part something that makes my chest ache with longing for things I can’t name.

Lunar orchid.

Real.

I approach slowly, carefully, watching for traps or guardians or any of the other nonsense from children’s tales. Nothing moves except the flower itself, petals swaying in a breeze I can’t feel.

I kneel beside it, pulling out my shears. My hands are steady again, focused by purpose. I’ll take the whole flower—root system intact if possible—and get it back to my laboratory. Extract the essential compounds, create a tincture, cure Rowan. Simple.

The shears close around the stem.

The world shatters.




That’s the only way to describe it. Reality cracks like glass, fractures spreading from the flower in all directions. The sound is deafening—like thunder and breaking crystal and screaming all at once. Light explodes from the standing stones, brilliant and terrible.

I’m thrown backward, hitting the ground hard enough to drive the air from my lungs. The flower—no, not a flower, something else, something crystallized and ancient and important—comes with me, clutched in my hand.

It’s not a plant. It’s not organic at all. It’s crystallized light, hard and cold and pulsing with magic I can feel like electricity on my skin.

What have I done?

The light intensifies, becoming painful. I squeeze my eyes shut, but it doesn’t help. The brightness penetrates my eyelids, my skull, my thoughts.

And then a voice—cold and furious and beautiful—speaks directly into my mind:

“What have you done?”

I force my eyes open.

A man stands in the center of the stone circle. Or something shaped like a man. He’s tall and terrible and wrong in ways I can’t articulate. His hair moves like mist. His eyes glow violet in the darkness. And covering his arms, his shoulders, his chest are black thorny vines that writhe and twist like living things.

He’s looking at me like he wants to kill me.

He’s probably going to kill me.

“What have you DONE?” he repeats, voice like ice and rage and grief all mixed together.

I scramble backward, still clutching the crystal. “I didn’t know—I thought it was—”

“The Starlight Covenant.” He takes a step toward me, and the thorns on his arms extend, growing longer, sharper. “You shattered the Starlight Covenant.”

“I don’t know what that is!”

“Of course you don’t.” He laughs, bitter and sharp. “Mortals never do. Stumbling through the world breaking things they don’t understand, and we’re the ones left to clean up the mess.”

Another step. The thorns are as long as my forearm now, wickedly pointed.

I drop the crystal and reach for my knife. It’s a stupid gesture—what is steel going to do against whatever this is?—but I’m not dying without fighting.

His eyes track the movement. Something shifts in his expression. “You’re going to fight me? With that?”

“If I have to.”

“You broke the veil between worlds, mortal. You’ve doomed both our realms to war and slaughter and extinction. And you think you can fight me with a kitchen knife?”

“It’s not a kitchen knife. It’s perfectly balanced and the edge is—” I cut myself off. “This isn’t the point. I didn’t know! I thought it was a flower!”

“A flower.” He’s standing over me now, close enough that I can see the thorns aren’t just on his skin—they’re growing from it, part of him. “You thought the Starlight Covenant was a flower.”

“The lunar orchid! I needed it to cure my brother!”

“There is no lunar orchid. It’s a myth. A mortal corruption of old fae tales about the Covenant’s light.” He crouches down, bringing those glowing eyes level with mine. “You destroyed the oldest peace treaty in existence for a children’s story.”

My stomach drops. “No. No, that can’t—Garrick said—”

“I don’t care what some mortal said.” He reaches for the crystal, and I see his hand is shaking. Not with rage. With fear. “Seven shards. It broke into seven shards. Do you understand what that means?”

“No!”

“It means we have twenty-eight days to recover them all before the magic degrades beyond repair. It means every moment we waste, the veil between realms tears wider. It means humans with iron and fae with grudges are going to collide in the most spectacular bloodbath either world has seen in a millennium.” His hand closes around the crystal—around my hand, still clutching it. “And it means you and I are bound now, mortal. Your life to mine. If you die, I die. If I die, you die. Because the Covenant recognized your touch as complicit in its breaking, and I’m the only one who can sense where the shards fell.”

Heat explodes through my hand where we’re touching—golden and burning and absolute. I feel it sink into my bones, my blood, my soul. Feel something foreign and ancient latch onto my life force and hold on.

When it fades, there’s a golden chain wrapped around my wrist, translucent and shimmering. It extends to his wrist, binding us together.

“What did you do?” I whisper.

“Saved both our lives.” He releases my hand, standing. The golden chain remains. “The Covenant’s magic activated the moment you broke it. We’re bound by life-debt now. You’ll help me recover the shards, or we’ll both die trying.”

I stare at the chain. Tug at it experimentally. It doesn’t move, doesn’t break, doesn’t even feel like anything physical—just awareness that it’s there, connecting us.

“I have to get back,” I say. “My brother—”

“Your brother is dead if we don’t recover the shards. Everyone is dead. Both realms will tear themselves apart fighting over the scraps.” He holds out his hand. “On your feet, mortal. We have work to do.”

I don’t take his hand. Don’t trust it. Instead, I stand on my own, legs shaky. “I don’t even know your name.”

“Cassian.” He says it like it hurts. “Prince Cassian Nightbramble of the Luminous Court. Currently exiled. Currently bound to the mortal who destroyed everything.” His violet eyes bore into mine. “And you?”

“Elara Voss.” I lift my chin. “Also exiled. Also had no idea I was destroying anything.”

“Ignorance is not innocence.”

“And arrogance isn’t wisdom, Prince.”

We glare at each other over the broken Covenant.

Somewhere in the distance, something howls—long and hungry and far too close.

Cassian’s head snaps toward the sound. “We need to leave. Now.”

“What was that?”

“Border beasts. They guard the veil between realms. Or they did, until you shattered it.” He’s already moving, heading deeper into the woods. The golden chain pulls taut between us. “They’ll be hunting anything that smells of the Covenant’s magic. Which means us.”

Another howl, closer. Others answer it—a whole pack.

“Move, mortal!”

I run.




CASSIAN

The mortal is going to get us both killed.

She runs like someone who’s never been chased by anything that actually wants to eat her—crashing through underbrush, snapping branches, making enough noise to alert every predator in a three-mile radius. The border beasts are already closing in. I can feel them through the veil’s torn edges: hunger and rage and the simple, terrible drive to hunt.

“Quieter!” I hiss, grabbing her arm.

She yanks free. “I’m going as quiet as I can!”

She’s not. But arguing will take time we don’t have. I change tactics, using my magic to encourage the brambles to grow behind us, creating barriers. It’s not much—my power’s been weakened by exile, and the Covenant’s shattering has disrupted all the old magics—but it might slow the beasts down.

Might.

The mortal—Elara, I remind myself, she has a name even if she is catastrophically ignorant—keeps pace beside me. I have to give her credit for that much. Most mortals would be sobbing or frozen or demanding explanations. She’s just running, her face set in grim determination, one hand on that ridiculous knife.

The golden chain between us glows faintly, barely visible. Life-debt binding. I haven’t seen one activated in two centuries. The Covenant must have been desperate, or the shattering must have been profound, or both. Either way, we’re stuck together now. Her mortal lifespan bound to my fae immortality.

If she dies, I die. The thought is almost amusing. Three years of exile haven’t killed me. Political intrigue and false accusations haven’t killed me. But this mortal girl and her catastrophic mistake might do what all my enemies couldn’t.

Another howl, so close I feel it vibrate in my chest.

“There!” Elara points ahead to a fallen tree, massive and hollow. “We can hide!”

“Border beasts track by magic, not sight. Hiding won’t—”

She’s already running for it. The chain yanks me along. I could resist—I’m stronger than any mortal—but that would just pull her off her feet and waste precious seconds.

We dive into the hollow tree. It’s cramped and smells of rot and mushrooms. Elara’s pressed against me, breathing hard, her copper hair escaping its braid and tickling my face. She smells like chemicals and copper and underneath it all, something warmer. Human.

“They can’t track us if we’re not moving,” she whispers. “Basic predator behavior. Movement triggers hunting response.”

“These aren’t basic predators.”

“Everything’s a predator. The principles are the same.”

She sounds so sure. So scientifically confident. It would be endearing if we weren’t about to die.

The first border beast appears.

It’s massive—easily twice the size of a mortal wolf, with six legs and antlers like a stag. Its fur shifts colors, matching the forest around it. Its eyes glow the same violet as mine, but there’s no intelligence in them. Just hunger.

Three more materialize from the shadows. They’re circling, sniffing, searching.

Elara has gone perfectly still beside me. Smart. I do the same, pulling my magic in tight, making myself as undetectable as possible. The thorns on my arms retract, lying flat against my skin.

The lead beast approaches our hiding spot. Its nose—if you can call the writhing mass of tentacles a nose—extends into the hollow, tasting the air inches from Elara’s face.

She doesn’t move. Doesn’t even breathe.

The beast inhales deeply.

And sneezes.

The sound is apocalyptic in the confined space. The beast reels back, shaking its head, and Elara takes advantage of its confusion to move—fast and vicious and completely insane.

She rolls out of the hollow, knife already in hand, and slashes at the beast’s front leg. The blade bites deep. The beast screams—a sound like tearing metal—and rounds on her.

“What are you DOING?” I’m out of the hollow, thorns already growing, extending, sharpening into weapons.

“It was going to find us anyway!” She dodges the beast’s strike, barely. “Better to attack than wait!”

The other three beasts converge.

I move without thinking, my body remembering court training even if my mind is screaming about the stupidity of protecting someone I met ten minutes ago. Thorns explode from my arms, long as spears, and I drive them into the nearest beast. It dissolves into shadow and smoke—border beasts aren’t truly alive, just manifestations of the veil’s defense.

Elara’s fighting the lead beast with her knife and what appears to be pure spite. She’s fast, I’ll give her that, and she fights dirty—going for eyes and joints and anywhere that might hurt. But she’s mortal and tiring, and the beast is made of nightmare and hunger.

It gets a claw into her shoulder.

The golden chain flares brilliant and hot. I feel her pain like it’s my own—sharp and burning and wrong. The life-debt won’t let either of us die, but it can’t prevent injury.

Rage floods through me. Not my rage—I barely know this mortal—but the instinct is overwhelming. The binding demands I protect her. Demands I keep her alive because my life depends on it.

I let my magic loose.

Thorns erupt from the ground in a circle around us—a forest of black briars with inch-long spikes. They grow and multiply and weave together into a barrier. The border beasts slam against it, testing, but the thorns hold. For now.

Elara slumps against me, bleeding. Her shoulder is torn—three parallel gashes from the beast’s claws. Not fatal, but bad.

“Stupid,” I mutter, catching her before she falls. “That was phenomenally stupid.”

“Worked,” she gasps.

“You’re bleeding.”

“I’ve bled before.”

“Not while bound to me, you haven’t.” I can feel the drain on my magic, the binding using my power to keep her alive. “Sit down.”

“We should keep moving—”

“Sit. Down.” I use the voice I learned in court, the one that expects obedience.

She sits. Glares at me. “Don’t order me around.”

“Don’t do stupid things and I won’t have to.” I crouch beside her, examining the wounds. They’re deep but clean. The beast’s claws must have been sharp. “This will hurt.”

“What will—”

I press my hand to her shoulder and channel magic into the wounds. Not healing—I’m not strong enough for that anymore—but enough to stop the bleeding and seal the edges. Enough to keep her functional.

She hisses in pain, hand clamping onto my wrist. Her grip is strong. “What are you doing?”

“Saving your life. Which I’m now bound to do, thanks to your catastrophic ignorance.” The wounds close under my palm, skin knitting together. It’s costing me—I feel the drain like exhaustion in my bones—but the alternative is watching her bleed out and dying with her.

When I’m done, she has three pink scars on her shoulder and I’m breathing hard.

“Thank you,” she says quietly.

“Don’t thank me. Thank the binding. If you weren’t keeping me alive by existing, I’d leave you here.”

It’s a lie. I can already feel the binding working on me, shifting my thoughts, making me hyper-aware of her heartbeat and breathing and the way she’s favoring her injured shoulder. The life-debt doesn’t just connect us—it makes us responsible for each other.

I hate it.

“The barrier won’t hold much longer,” I say, standing. “We need to reach my cottage. It’s warded. They can’t follow us there.”

“How far?”

“Two miles. Can you run?”

She stands, testing her shoulder. Winces but nods. “I can run.”

The thorns part at my command, creating a path. Behind us, the border beasts are already testing the barriers, finding weaknesses.

“Stay close,” I tell her. “And for the love of all that’s holy, try not to destroy anything else tonight.”

She actually laughs—sharp and slightly hysterical. “No promises.”

We run.
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ELARA

The woods shouldn’t be this quiet.

I’ve been walking for an hour, maybe two—my pocket watch stopped working the moment I passed the old stone marker at the forest’s edge—and I haven’t heard a single bird. No owls. No rustling of mice in the undergrowth. Just my boots crunching on leaves that seem too bright, too perfect, like someone painted them copper and gold instead of letting autumn do its work.

The air tastes wrong. Sweet, but not flower-sweet. More like honey that’s been sitting in the sun too long, starting to ferment.

I adjust my pack and check my compass again. The needle spins lazy circles, useless. I should turn back. Every instinct I have is screaming at me to turn around, go home, find another way to help Rowan.

But there isn’t another way. I’ve tried everything else.

The lunar orchid only blooms during the Twilight Convergence, only in places where the veil between worlds grows thin. I read about it in a book that cost me three months’ wages, bought from a dealer who wouldn’t meet my eyes. The flower’s essence can cure wasting sickness—rare, expensive, and my brother’s only chance.

I saw him this morning before I left. He was awake, barely. His skin looked like old paper, thin enough to tear. He tried to smile at me.

“You look worried, Lara,” he’d said, his voice scraped raw.

“I’m not worried.” The lie tasted like copper. “I’m going to get the medicine. I’ll be back before you know it.”

He’d squeezed my hand with fingers that felt like bird bones. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

Too late for that.

The trees ahead shimmer, their bark rippling like water. I stop walking. My heart kicks against my ribs.

That’s not normal. That’s not possible.

I pull out my notebook, fumbling with cold fingers, and sketch what I’m seeing. Scientific observation. Document everything. If I treat this like an experiment, maybe I won’t think about how badly I want to run.

The shimmer spreads, like oil on water, rainbow-slick and wrong. The trees ahead aren’t trees anymore—they’re too tall, their branches moving even though there’s no wind. Lights dance between them. Blue-green, pale gold, colors I don’t have names for.

I’ve crossed into fae territory.

The realization hits me like a fist to the stomach. I knew the woods bordered their lands, knew the Convergence made the boundaries unstable, but I thought I’d have more time. Thought I’d see it coming.

I should go back. Right now. Turn around and—

Light blooms ahead, soft and silver. It pulls at something in my chest, gentle but insistent, like a hand reaching out. My feet move before I decide to move them.

The trees open into a clearing that absolutely wasn’t there a moment ago. And in the center, growing from a circle of white stones that hum with power I can feel in my teeth, is the most beautiful flower I’ve ever seen.

It’s larger than my hand, petals like frozen moonlight, glowing from within. The lunar orchid. It has to be. Every description matches—the silver-white petals, the way it seems to generate its own light, the faint musical sound it makes when the petals shift.

I’m across the clearing before I realize I’m moving. My hands shake as I pull out my harvesting kit. Glass vials. Silver knife. Gloves treated with preservative solution.

The flower is more fragile than I expected. The petals feel like they’re made of crystallized starlight, cool and smooth. I work carefully, cutting at the stem where it emerges from the stone circle. The descriptions said to take the whole flower, roots and all, but there are no roots. Just the stem, sinking into the stone like it’s growing directly from the rock.

The knife slides through easily. Too easily.

The flower comes free in my hands, and the world cracks.

Not metaphorically. Actually cracks, like glass under pressure, spiderweb fractures spreading from where the flower was growing. Light bleeds through the cracks—wrong light, the color of old silver and storm clouds. The musical sound becomes a shriek, high and terrible.

I stumble backward, clutching the flower. The ground shakes. The cracks spread faster, climbing the air itself like reality is breaking.

Oh god. Oh god, what did I do?

Something moves in the darkness between the trees. Fast. Huge. Coming straight at me.

I run.

My pack slams against my back with every step. Branches grab at my clothes, my hair. The shrieking sound follows me, and under it, I hear footsteps. Not running—too smooth, too quick. Pursuing.

I don’t look back. Looking back gets you killed.

The trees thin ahead. I can see the marker stone, the boundary, if I can just—

Pain explodes across my shoulders. I’m falling, slamming into the ground hard enough to drive the air from my lungs. Something massive and dark pins me down. I try to scream but I can’t breathe, can’t move, can only see the shadow above me taking shape.

A man. No—not a man. Too tall, too angular, wrapped in darkness that moves like living smoke. Eyes the color of deep violet fire.

“What have you done?” His voice is like frost spreading across glass. Beautiful and deadly.

I gasp for air. My ribs feel crushed. “Get—off—”

“What. Have. You. Done?” Each word is sharper than the last.

I manage to shove at his chest. It’s like pushing against stone. But my hand connects with something that burns cold, and he jerks back with a hiss. I use the moment to roll away, scrambling to my feet.

The flower. Where’s the—

It’s still clutched in my left hand, somehow intact. But it’s crumbling as I watch, petals dissolving into light that soaks into my skin. My hand burns and freezes at the same time.

The man—the creature—the fae—lunges for me. His hand closes around my wrist, and the world explodes into gold.

CASSIAN

The binding snaps into place like a bear trap, and I know immediately that I’ve made a catastrophic mistake.

Gold chains made of pure magic wrap around both our wrists, burning bright enough to hurt. I can feel her—not just her pulse under my fingers, but her emotions, her terror, the frantic beating of her mortal heart. Our life forces tangle together, merging, binding.

No. No, no, no—

I try to let go. Can’t. The chains hold us locked together as they sink beneath our skin, leaving marks that glow gold against her flesh, silver-white against mine.

The mortal woman stares at me with eyes that shift between green and amber, wide with shock. She’s covered in dirt and leaves, her copper hair escaping a braid, and she’s clutching the remains of the Covenant shard in her other hand. The shard I’ve been bound to protect for three years. The shard that, if broken, would shatter the veil between worlds and doom us all.

The shard she just destroyed.

“What did you do?” My voice comes out strangled. “That wasn’t a flower, you ignorant—”

“I didn’t know!” She yanks at her wrist, trying to break free. The binding pulls tight and pain lances through both of us. She gasps. I bite back a curse. “Let me go!”

“I can’t.” The words taste like ash. “You broke the Starlight Covenant. The magic—it recognized you as complicit. It bound us together.”

“That’s insane!”

“That’s fae law!” I force myself to breathe, to think. The Covenant is breaking. I can feel it—seven other shards scattering across both realms, the veil destabilizing, reality coming apart at the seams. I should be tracking the shards. Should be moving. But this mortal is anchored to me now, dead weight, and if I don’t figure out how to work with her, we’re both doomed.

“What’s your name?” I ask, trying to gentle my voice. It comes out harsh anyway. Three years of exile haven’t improved my social skills.

She stares at me like I’ve grown a second head. “You want my name? You just—you attacked me!”

“You were stealing sacred artifacts!”

“I was trying to save my brother!” Her voice cracks on the last word, and something in my chest twists uncomfortably.

I look at her—really look. She’s young, maybe mid-twenties by mortal reckoning. Her clothes are worn but practical: leather pants, a vest with too many pockets, boots that have seen hard use. Her hands are stained with substances I can’t identify. Alchemical work, maybe. There’s a burn scar on her left forearm, old and silvered over.

She’s not a thief or a spy. She’s desperate.

“Your brother is sick,” I say. Not a question.

Her jaw tightens. “Wasting sickness. I needed the lunar orchid. I didn’t know it was—” She looks at the glowing marks on her wrist, then at the crumbling remains of the shard in her other hand. “What is the Starlight Covenant?”

“Was,” I correct bitterly. “It was the magical barrier keeping your realm and mine separate. Preventing humans from discovering Aethermoor and launching another war of conquest. You just broke it.”

The color drains from her face. “I broke—how is that possible? It was just a flower!”

“It was crystallized magic, mortared into reality by blood and sacrifice a thousand years ago.” I run my free hand through my hair, feeling the edges of panic trying to creep in. “There were eight shards. You broke one. The others are scattering. We have one lunar cycle to recover them and restore the Covenant, or both our worlds will descend into war.”

She looks at me like I’m speaking a different language. Maybe I am. Then her expression hardens into something sharp and calculating.

“What happens if we don’t?” she asks.

“Your Iron Queen discovers the fae realm exists. She’s been looking for us for years—new territories to conquer, magic to exploit. She’ll send armies. We’ll have no choice but to defend ourselves.” I meet her eyes. “Thousands will die. Maybe millions.”

She’s silent for a long moment. Then: “What happens to us? With this binding?”

“If you die, I die. If I die, you die.” I show her the marks on my wrist, already fading from gold to silver, sinking into my skin like roots. “We can move apart—maybe a quarter mile before the pain becomes unbearable—but we’re tied together until the Covenant is restored.”

“Or until we die.”

“Or until we die.”

She takes a shaking breath. I watch her process, watch her calculate. She’s quick, I’ll give her that. Her gaze flicks to the forest around us, the shimmering veil, back to me.

“You said one lunar cycle,” she says. “Twenty-eight days.”

“Yes.”

“And you can find these shards? Track them somehow?”

“The magic chose me as Guardian three years ago. I can sense them. Vaguely. I know general direction and distance, but not precise location.” I pause. “It’s better than nothing.”

“It’s terrible,” she mutters. Then, louder: “I’m Elara. Elara Voss. And if we’re going to be stuck together, you should know I’m a terrible travel companion. I talk to myself. I don’t sleep well. And I have a habit of tasting things I shouldn’t.”

Despite everything, I almost smile. “Cassian Nightbramble. I’m exiled fae royalty with a vindictive mother and enough enemies to fill a ballroom. This will end badly for both of us.”

“Comforting.”

“I don’t do comfort.”

She snorts—actually snorts—and for a moment she looks less terrified and more annoyed. It’s an improvement.

Then the ground beneath us ripples like water, and we both stumble.

“What—” Elara starts.

I feel it before I see it. The veil is collapsing here, the boundary dissolving. In moments, this clearing will exist in both realms simultaneously. And there are things that live in the space between worlds. Things that are neither mortal nor fae, things that hunger.

“Run,” I say.

“What?”

“Run!”

I grab her hand—the one not bound to mine—and pull her toward the treeline. She’s slower than me, mortal legs versus fae speed, but she doesn’t argue or hesitate. Smart.

The clearing behind us begins to scream.

ELARA

I don’t look back. Cassian told me to run, and I run, even though my lungs are burning and my legs feel like they’re made of lead. His hand is ice-cold around mine, pulling me faster than I can manage. I stumble on roots I can’t see in the dark.

“Don’t look!” Cassian shouts, but of course I look.

The clearing is full of shapes now. Shadows with too many limbs, things with mouths that open sideways, creatures that flicker in and out of existence like they can’t decide if they’re real. They move toward us with horrible speed.

“Faster!” Cassian yanks me forward so hard I nearly fall.

“I’m trying!” My boot catches on something and I go down, slamming knee-first into the ground. Pain explodes up my leg. “Shit!”

Cassian wheels around. The things are getting closer. Twenty feet. Fifteen.

He moves between me and them, and thorns explode from his body.

Not metaphorical thorns. Actual briars, black as midnight and thick as my wrist, erupting from his arms and shoulders and back. They form a wall between us and the creatures, growing with impossible speed, weaving into a barrier of sharp points and tangled vines.

The creatures slam into the thorns and shriek. The sound is like metal scraping bone.

“Get up!” Cassian’s voice is strained. Blood runs down his arms where the thorns tore through his skin to grow. “I can’t hold them long!”

I force myself to stand. My knee screams protest but holds. Cassian’s thorns are already shuddering under the assault. The creatures are tearing through them, relentless.

“How do we—”

“The marker stone!” He points with his free hand—the one bound to mine. “Cross it. They can’t follow into pure mortal realm.”

The stone is thirty feet away. Might as well be thirty miles.

“Can you walk?” he asks.

“Can you run?”

Something that might be a laugh tears out of him. “Together, then.”

We run.

The thorns behind us collapse with a sound like breaking bones. I hear the creatures surge forward. Cassian’s hand tightens around mine, our bound wrists burning with shared magic. His thorns are still growing, sprouting from his body with every step, leaving a trail of briars behind us that slow the creatures down.

He’s tearing himself apart to buy us time.

“Almost there!” I gasp. The marker stone is ten feet away. Five.

Something cold wraps around my ankle.

I fall hard, chin cracking against the ground. Stars explode across my vision. The thing around my ankle is pulling me backward, impossibly strong. I claw at the dirt but there’s nothing to grab onto.

“Elara!” Cassian drops to his knees beside me, and I feel our binding pull taut. He can’t reach the marker without me. We’re both stuck.

The creature pulls harder. I’m sliding backward, toward the mass of shadows and teeth and wrongness. Cassian grabs my arms, bracing himself, trying to hold me. But he’s already bleeding from a dozen wounds where his thorns grew through his flesh. He’s weakening.

“Let me go!” I shout.

“No!”

“You can still make it—”

“I said no!” His eyes meet mine, violet burning bright. “We’re bound. We survive together or not at all. I won’t—”

He cuts off, and I see the decision form on his face.

“Hold on to something,” he says.

“What—”

His thorns explode outward in every direction.

It’s not like before. This is every drop of magic he has left, flooding out in a wave of black briars that tear through the ground, wrap around trees, impale the creatures in their path. The one holding my ankle shrieks and lets go.

Cassian collapses.

I catch him—barely. He’s dead weight in my arms, blood soaking through his clothes from a hundred wounds. The thorns keep growing around us, forming a protective circle, but they’re slowing. Running out of power because he’s running out of power.

The creatures are regrouping. More coming.

I hook my arms under Cassian’s shoulders and drag him toward the marker stone. He’s heavy and I’m exhausted and my knee is screaming, but I don’t stop. Can’t stop. The binding around our wrists pulses with warmth, like it’s trying to help, magic flowing between us.

Ten feet. Eight. Six.

A creature breaks through the thorns to my right. I drop Cassian and grab the only weapon I have—a vial from my vest pocket. Sulfuric acid, concentrated. I throw it. The vial shatters against the creature’s mass and it shrieks, dissolving.

Four feet. Two.

I drag Cassian across the boundary marker with the last of my strength and we both collapse on the other side.

The creatures stop at the boundary. They can’t cross. They rage and shriek but the old magic holds. Slowly, they fade back into the shadows between worlds.

I lie on my back on the normal, mortal ground of Briarthorn Woods, gasping for air. Cassian is unconscious beside me, his face gray, blood pooling beneath him.

“Don’t you dare die,” I tell him. My voice shakes. “Don’t you dare die and take me with you.”

He doesn’t respond.

I sit up, ignoring my screaming knee, and assess the damage. The wounds from his thorns are deep but clean. He’s lost a lot of blood. Too much. If he were human, he’d be dead already.

I don’t know fae physiology. Don’t know if anything I learned will work on him.

But I have to try.

CASSIAN

I wake to pain and the smell of sulfur.

Every nerve in my body is on fire. I try to move and immediately regret it. Someone makes a wounded sound—takes me a moment to realize it’s me.

“Don’t move.” A woman’s voice. Tired. Familiar. “You’re in bad shape. I’ve sealed the worst of the wounds but you need to stay still.”

Elara. The mortal. The one I’m bound to.

I force my eyes open. We’re still in the woods, but it’s dawn now—how long was I unconscious? She’s kneeling beside me, her hands covered in my blood, surrounded by empty vials and strips of cloth torn from what looks like her shirt. She’s shivering in just a vest and undershirt.

“You used your magic on me,” I rasp.

“Not magic. Alchemy.” She doesn’t look at me, focused on wrapping another wound on my forearm. “Blood coagulants. Antiseptic. Your physiology is different but the principles are the same. The wounds aren’t infected and you’re not bleeding out anymore, so I’ll call it a success.”

I stare at her. She saved me. Stayed with me through the night, vulnerable and exposed, when she could have—

No. She couldn’t have. The binding.

“You saved me because you had to,” I say.

Now she looks at me. Her eyes are bloodshot from exhaustion, but they’re sharp. Angry.

“I saved you because leaving you to die would make me a monster,” she says quietly. “The binding is why I couldn’t run away. It’s not why I helped.”

Something twists in my chest. When was the last time someone chose to help me? Not out of duty or politics or fear, but just… chose it?

I don’t know. Can’t remember.

“Thank you,” I manage.

She nods once, then goes back to work on my injuries. Her hands are steady despite her exhaustion. Competent. She works like someone used to emergencies, to making do with limited supplies.

“Where did you learn this?” I ask.

“Books. Practice. Accidentally blowing things up until I figured out what worked.” A ghost of a smile crosses her face. “I’ve been studying alchemy since I was twelve. Had to teach myself—no official academy would take me after… well. After.”

“After what?”

She’s quiet for a long moment. Then: “After I refused to make poison for the Iron Queen’s army. She wanted something that would kill slowly, terribly. For ‘enemies of the state.’ I said no. I was twenty-three. Stupid. Idealistic.” She ties off the last bandage with more force than necessary. “She had me exiled. Declared me a traitor. I lost everything—my position, my reputation, my home. All I have left is my brother, and now he’s dying because I can’t afford proper medicine.”

“That’s why you came to the woods,” I say slowly. “Why you risked crossing into fae territory.”

“That’s why.” She sits back on her heels, looking at the marks on her wrist where the binding glows faintly. “I thought I was saving him. Instead I might have doomed the world. So that’s… that’s great. Exactly how I wanted this to go.”

Her voice cracks on the last word. She’s holding herself together through sheer will, but barely.

I sit up despite the pain. She starts to protest but I wave her off. We’re still connected, the binding a warm pulse between us. I can feel her exhaustion, her fear, her guilt.

“Elara,” I say. She looks at me. “We’re going to fix this. We’ll find the shards. Restore the Covenant. And then I’ll help you save your brother.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I’m making a bargain.” I hold out my free hand. “Help me recover the shards, and I’ll use every resource I have to cure your brother. I know where the real lunar orchid grows. I can get it for you. But I need your help first.”

She stares at my outstretched hand. “Why would you do that?”

“Because you saved my life when you didn’t have to.” The words come easier than I expected. “Because you’re right—the binding is why you couldn’t leave. It’s not why you helped. That matters.”

“I’m mortal,” she says. “I’ll slow you down. I don’t know anything about magic or fae realms or—”

“You’re clever. Quick. You fight dirty and you don’t panic.” I keep my hand extended. “And like it or not, we’re tied together. We might as well make it count.”

She looks at my hand for a long moment. Then she takes it.

The binding flares bright, sealing the bargain in magic that sinks into both our skins. It should feel like chains. Instead it feels like possibility.

“One lunar cycle,” she says. “Twenty-eight days to save the world.”

“Twenty-seven now,” I correct. “We lost a day while I was unconscious.”

“Oh, good. No pressure.”

Despite everything—the pain, the exhaustion, the impossible task ahead—I laugh. Actually laugh. It startles us both.

Elara looks at me like I’ve grown a second head. Then, slowly, she smiles. It transforms her whole face, makes her look younger, less burdened.

“We’re going to die,” she says.

“Probably.”

“Should we start walking, then?”

“Probably.”

She helps me to my feet. I’m unsteady, weak from blood loss and magic depletion. My thorns have receded but the wounds they left behind throb with every heartbeat. Elara is limping from her injured knee. We’re both a mess.

But we’re alive. Bound together. And we have twenty-seven days to do the impossible.

“The nearest shard,” Elara says. “Which direction?”

I close my eyes and reach for the sense of them, scattered across both realms like stars. One pulses brighter than the others—closer, maybe three days’ travel.

“Southeast,” I say. “Toward the Glasswater Markets.”

“Mortal territory.”

“Yes.”

“Good. I know someone there who owes me a favor.” She adjusts her pack, wincing. “We’ll need supplies. Money. And you’ll need to look less…” She gestures vaguely at all of me.

“Less what?”

“Less otherworldly and beautiful. You’ll cause a riot.”

I blink. Did she just—

“I didn’t mean—” She’s blushing now, color flooding her cheeks. “I just meant you’re obviously fae. You need a glamour or something.”

“I can manage that.” I’m definitely smiling now. Can’t help it.

She scowls and starts walking, pulling me along by our bound wrists. “Come on, Prince Cassian. We have a world to save and I’d like to not die in the process.”

“No promises.”

“Terrible.”

“You have no idea.”

We walk into the dawn together, bound by magic and necessity and something that might, given time, become something else entirely.

Twenty-seven days to save two worlds.

It will have to be enough.
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ELARA

The world doesn’t shatter like glass. It screams.

One second I’m holding what I thought was a lunar orchid—crystalline petals cool against my palm—and the next, the air itself is tearing apart. Light bleeds from the cracks. Not gentle light. The kind that burns your eyes even when you squeeze them shut.

I stumble backward, but there’s nowhere to go. The forest has changed. The trees aren’t trees anymore—they’re twisted sculptures of shadow and silver, branches reaching like claws. The ground beneath my boots pulses with something that isn’t quite heartbeat, isn’t quite tremor.

The crystal in my hand is crumbling. Dissolving between my fingers like sugar in water, except it hurts. Hot and cold at once, crawling up my wrist, into my veins. I try to drop it but my hand won’t open. My fingers have locked around it like I’m drowning and it’s the only thing keeping me afloat.

“What did you—” My voice comes out strangled. “What’s happening?”

The air in front of me moves. Not wind. Something deliberate. Something alive.

Shadows pool at the base of the nearest tree—except they’re not shadows, they’re too thick, too substantial. They climb upward, defying physics, defying sense, weaving themselves into a shape that’s almost human. Almost.

Thorns come first. Black vines erupting from nothing, wrapped around arms and shoulders and chest like armor, like a second skin. Then pale skin, sharp angles, silver-white hair that moves like it’s underwater. Eyes that are the deep purple of a bruise, fixed on me with an intensity that makes my lungs forget how to work.

He’s beautiful the way a knife is beautiful. All edges and lethal grace.

And he’s furious.

“You broke it.” His voice is low, rough, like he’s forgotten how to speak. Or maybe like he’s trying very hard not to scream. “You broke the Covenant.”

“I don’t—I didn’t mean to—” My words tangle. The crystal is almost gone now, just flecks of light between my fingers, but the burning sensation is spreading. Up my arm, across my chest, wrapping around my ribs like wire.

He moves faster than anything human should move. One moment he’s ten feet away, the next he’s in front of me, close enough that I can see the thorny vines across his skin aren’t tattoos—they’re growing. Moving. Tightening as he reaches for my hand.

“Let go of it!”

“I can’t!” The panic in my voice is sharp enough to cut. “My hand won’t—”

He grabs my wrist. The instant his skin touches mine, the world explodes.

Not literally. Worse. The burning in my veins meets something in him—something wild and ancient and other—and they collide like lightning striking iron. Gold light erupts between us, so bright I see it through my closed eyelids, so hot I smell burning.

I’m screaming. Or he’s screaming. Maybe both.

The light chains us together. Literally. Golden threads spiral from my wrist to his, wrapping, tightening, sinking into skin until they disappear. I can feel them inside me, foreign and invasive and wrong. Can feel something on the other end. Something vast and dangerous and—

Terrified.

The realization cuts through my panic like a blade. He’s not just angry. He’s scared out of his mind.

The light fades. We’re both on our knees in the dirt, gasping. The crystal is gone completely now. Just a faint shimmer of dust settling on the disturbed earth.

My hand still burns where he touched me, but when I look, there’s nothing there. No mark. No visible chain.

But I can feel it. A thread connecting us, tight as a pulled bowstring.

He’s staring at his own wrist, at skin that looks unmarred except for the black thorns that always seem to be there. When he looks up at me, those purple eyes are wide with something worse than anger.

Horror.

“No.” The word is barely a whisper. “No, no, no—”

He lunges to his feet, putting distance between us. Five steps. Ten. Each step pulls the invisible thread tighter until it’s not invisible anymore—gold flickers in the air between us like heat shimmer.

He stops. His jaw clenches so hard I can see the muscle jump.

“What did you do?” Each word is precisely controlled. Too controlled. Like he’s holding back a flood.

“I don’t know!” My own voice is climbing toward hysteria. “I was looking for medicine. For my brother. The black-market dealer said there was a lunar orchid in these woods and I—”

“This isn’t the mortal realm anymore.” He cuts me off, sharp as a slap. “You crossed the veil. And you didn’t just pick a flower—you shattered a piece of the Starlight Covenant. The only thing keeping our worlds separate.”

The words don’t make sense. Can’t make sense. “I’m still in Briarthorn Woods. I’ve been here a dozen times—”

“Look around.”

I do. Really look, this time.

The trees are wrong. Their bark is silver-white, smooth as skin. The leaves catch moonlight that shouldn’t be this bright, shouldn’t be this color—more blue than white, more alive than dead light has any right to be. The flowers growing at their roots glow faintly, and when I listen, I swear I can hear them singing. High and sweet and utterly alien.

My stomach drops. “Where am I?”

“Aethermoor. The fae realm.” He spits the words like they taste bitter. “And you’ve just announced to both worlds that the barrier between them is breaking.”

Fae. The stories my grandmother told me. Old superstitions. Things that didn’t exist outside of children’s tales and drunken travelers’ boasts.

Except he’s standing right there, inhuman and impossible, with thorns growing from his skin and magic crackling in the air around him.

“I didn’t know,” I whisper. “I swear, I didn’t know.”

“It doesn’t matter what you knew.” He takes a step closer, and the thread between us loosens slightly. Some of the tension leaves his shoulders. “The Covenant is shattered. Seven pieces scattered across both realms. And we—” He gestures at the space between us, at the invisible chain. “We’re bound now. Life to life. If you die, I die. If I die—”

“I die.” The words taste like ash. “That’s not possible.”

“You broke Covenant magic. It recognized you as complicit. It bound us to the shards, to each other, to the mess you made.” His laugh is sharp, humorless. “Believe me, I’m no happier about this than you are.”

I should be terrified. Some part of me is—the part that’s cataloging all the ways this is wrong, dangerous, impossible. But another part—the part that’s spent months grinding herbs at midnight, mixing compounds that could kill me if I measure wrong, the part that chose exile over creating weapons—that part is already working the problem.

“How do we break it?”

“We don’t.” He runs a hand through his hair, and I notice it’s shaking slightly. “The only way to undo a Covenant binding is to restore what was broken. We have to find all seven shards and put them back together.”

“Then we find them.” I climb to my feet, brushing dirt from my knees. My legs are steadier than they should be. Shock, probably. “Where do we start?”

He stares at me like I’ve grown a second head. “You can’t be serious.”

“You just told me if we don’t fix this, we both die. That seems like sufficient motivation.” I cross my arms, trying to look braver than I feel. “Unless you have a better plan?”

“My plan was to stop the idiot mortal from destroying the Covenant. But you already managed that, so—” He breaks off, jaw clenched again.

The thorns on his arms are growing. I watch them spiral higher, wrapping tighter, small buds forming at their tips. They’re responding to his emotions. The realization is oddly humanizing.

“Look,” I say, forcing my voice to steady. “I know you’re angry. I would be too. But we’re stuck with each other now, so we can either stand here trading insults, or we can start fixing this.”

CASSIAN

She has no idea what she’s asking.

No concept of what finding seven Covenant shards across two realms entails. No understanding of the forces that will hunt us the moment they realize what’s happened. No comprehension of the fact that she’s mortal, fragile, breakable in ways that make this entire situation exponentially more complicated.

And she’s looking at me like she expects me to have answers.

I’ve been exiled for three years. Three years of isolation in the Thornwood Wastes, where time moves differently and the thorns grow thick enough to keep out even the most persistent assassins my mother sends. Three years of accepting that I’ll never clear my name, never reclaim my place, never—

The binding pulls tight around my ribs. Right. Can’t leave. Can’t abandon the mortal girl with copper hair and hazel eyes that are trying very hard not to show fear.

She’s terrified. I can feel it through the bond—a faint echo of her emotions bleeding into mine. But she’s standing straight, chin lifted, trying to look competent.

It would be admirable if it weren’t so infuriating.

“We need to move,” I say finally. “The Covenant’s breaking sent a shockwave through both realms. Everyone with even a trace of magical sensitivity felt it. They’ll come looking.”

“Who?”

“Everyone who wants to start a war between our peoples. Everyone who wants to prevent one. Everyone who wants to weaponize Covenant magic.” I gesture sharply toward the path that will lead back to my cottage—if we’re lucky. “Pick a faction. They’ll all be coming.”

To her credit, she doesn’t argue. Just adjusts the worn leather satchel across her chest and nods. “Lead the way.”

I turn and start walking, letting my connection to the Thornwood guide me. The forest responds to my magic—has for years, since I’ve had nothing else to do but coax the thorns into patterns, tend the murderous flora, make a home in my exile.

She follows close enough that the binding doesn’t pull. Smart. Or maybe just desperate.

We walk in silence for maybe ten minutes before she speaks. “You called it the Covenant. What exactly was it?”

“A treaty made flesh. Blood magic from a thousand years ago, when the last war between fae and mortals ended.” The words come automatically—history lessons beaten into me since childhood. “Representatives from both sides gave their lives willingly to create a barrier. Mortals can’t find Aethermoor. Fae can’t invade the mortal realm. Perfect separation.”

“Doesn’t sound perfect.”

I glance back at her. She’s keeping pace better than expected, boots sure on the uneven ground despite the strange light. “Better than the alternative. Do you know what happened in the last war?”

“Vaguely. The stories say—”

“The stories don’t say enough.” The thorns on my arms tighten. I force them to relax. “Ten thousand fae dead. Twice that many mortals. Villages burned. Courts shattered. My grandmother was executed with iron chains—they made her family watch. Your people used our blood for alchemy experiments. We turned your forests into graveyards.” I push aside a branch that glows faintly with foxfire. “The Covenant wasn’t perfect. But it kept us from destroying each other.”

She’s quiet for a moment. Then: “And now it’s broken.”

“Seven pieces scattered across both realms. If we don’t retrieve and restore them within one lunar cycle, the magic degrades past salvation. The barrier falls completely. And everyone with a grudge or an army gets their chance.”

“One lunar cycle. That’s—”

“Twenty-eight days.” I duck under a low-hanging vine covered in thorns. “Starting now.”

The cottage appears ahead—small, half-buried in briars, exactly as I left it this morning. This morning, when I thought today would be like any other day of exile.

The universe has a wicked sense of humor.

I push open the door—no lock, nothing here worth stealing—and gesture her inside. She hesitates on the threshold, taking in the single room with its narrow bed, cold hearth, shelves of herbs and odd stones I’ve collected. It’s not much. But it’s mine.

“We’ll rest here tonight,” I say, moving to the hearth to start a fire. The wood catches instantly, responding to the trace of fire magic I push into it. “In the morning, we start tracking the first shard.”

“You can track them?”

“I’m bound to the Covenant. So are you now. We can sense them, roughly. Direction and distance, nothing precise.” I stand, wiping ash from my hands. “The nearest one is… southeast. Mortal realm. Three days’ travel, maybe four.”

She’s examining the shelves, running her fingers carefully over the dried plants. “Elderflower. Yarrow. Nightshade—are you an herbalist?”

“Exile gets boring.” I don’t mention that learning to identify and use mortal herbs has been my way of staying sane. Of pretending I’m preparing for a future where I might clear my name, return to court, be useful. “You can take the bed. I’ll—”

The door explodes inward.

No warning. One second it’s closed, the next it’s splinters and smoke and three figures pouring through. Mortal, from their iron-laden belts and lack of otherworldly grace. Armed with weapons designed to kill fae—iron blades, silver-tipped arrows, expressions that promise no mercy.

“There!” The lead one—a woman with scars across her face—points at me. “The fae who broke the Covenant!”

I move on instinct. Thorns erupt from my arms, spreading fast, forming a barrier between the attackers and—

And Elara. Who’s frozen by the shelves, eyes wide.

The woman lunges. I block with a wall of briars, but she’s fast, her blade designed for this. It cuts through my magic like it’s nothing, coming straight for my chest.

I twist aside. The blade scores across my ribs instead of through my heart. Pain flares white-hot—iron burns like nothing else, like being flayed and frozen simultaneously. I stumble backward, and the binding pulls tight because Elara’s still by the shelves, too far away.

The pain doubles me over. Can’t breathe. Can’t think. The iron in my blood is—

Glass shatters.

Elara throws something—one of my collecting jars—and it hits the woman’s sword arm. The jar breaks, spilling whatever I’d stored in it. The woman screams, dropping her blade as smoke rises from her skin.

“Rendered nightshade oil,” Elara says, her voice steady despite the chaos. “Highly caustic. You’ll want to wash that off in the next thirty seconds or you’ll lose the arm.”

The woman and her companions scramble backward, cursing. One of them grabs the injured woman and they retreat through the broken doorway, disappearing into the forest.

The moment they’re gone, I collapse. The iron burn is spreading, black veins crawling from the wound across my chest. My magic is trying to fight it, thorns writhing uselessly, but iron is iron. It’s poison to fae. Always has been.

Elara’s beside me instantly. When did she move? “Let me see.”

“It’s iron—you can’t—”

“I’m an alchemist. I’ve treated iron wounds before.” Her hands are already on my shirt, pulling the torn fabric aside. Her fingers are steady, clinical. “Hold still.”

She works fast. From her satchel comes a series of vials I don’t recognize. She mixes something directly on the wound—it burns worse than the cut for three agonizing seconds, then the pain starts to fade. The black veins stop spreading.

“What is that?”

“Calcium hydroxide suspension with activated charcoal. Neutralizes iron particulate in tissue.” She’s not looking at me, focused entirely on the wound. “It won’t heal you—I assume you have magic for that—but it stops the poisoning.”

She’s right. With the iron neutralized, my magic surges back. The wound starts closing, tissue knitting together with painful slowness. It’ll take hours to fully heal, but I’ll live.

I’m staring at her. Can’t help it. She just saved my life with mortal alchemy and medicinal herbs. No magic. Just knowledge and steady hands.

She sits back on her heels, wiping her hands on a cloth. “That should hold. You’ll need to rest while it heals properly.”

“Those were mortal hunters.” My voice comes out rougher than intended. “They shouldn’t have found us this fast. Shouldn’t have known to look.”

“They called you ‘the fae who broke the Covenant.’” She’s frowning, thinking. “Someone told them. Someone who wants you blamed.”

The realization settles like lead in my stomach. Of course. It’s the perfect opportunity. The Covenant shatters, and I’m the exiled prince, already accused of one murder. Easy to pin another crime on me.

My mother’s work, probably. Or her advisors. Someone at the Luminous Court who wants me permanently removed from succession.

“We need to leave.” I force myself to my feet, ignoring the way the healing wound pulls. “They’ll come back with more. And next time—”

“Next time we’ll be ready.” She’s already gathering supplies—her satchel, some of my herbs, a waterskin. Efficient. “Can you travel?”

“I can manage.”

She looks at me then, really looks. Those hazel eyes sharp and assessing. “You saved me. When they came through the door, your first instinct was to protect me.”

I don’t have an answer for that. Don’t understand it myself. We’ve known each other less than an hour. She broke my world. I should hate her.

But when that blade came through the door, all I thought was get between them and her.

The binding, probably. Some survival instinct to protect the person my life is chained to.

That’s all it is.

“Don’t read too much into it,” I say, harsher than necessary. “You die, I die. Self-preservation.”

She doesn’t look convinced, but she doesn’t argue. Just shoulders her satchel and waits by the ruined doorway.

I take one last look at the cottage. Three years I’ve lived here. Not a home, exactly, but mine. The only thing I had left.

Now I’m leaving it behind for a quest I don’t want, bound to a mortal I don’t know, hunted by forces on both sides of a breaking world.

I step through the doorway. The binding hums between us, settled into something almost comfortable now that we’re close.

“Southeast,” I say. “Three days’ travel. Maybe four if we run into trouble.”

“We’ll definitely run into trouble.” She starts walking, following the direction I indicated. “Trouble seems to like us.”

Despite everything—the pain, the fear, the absolute disaster of the last hour—I almost smile.

Almost.

We walk into the darkness between the trees, the Thornwood closing behind us like a door. Somewhere












































































