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The Witch of Ash and the Cursed King

The Taste of Ashes

The forest knew her before she knew herself.

That was what Elara had always believed—or had wanted to believe, in the quieter hours before dawn when the world felt soft and pliable, when a girl could pretend she was something other than what the coven had made her. The pines leaned toward her as she passed, their needles whispering in a language older than the one she spoke, and the frost beneath her boots did not crack so much as yield, as though the ground itself recognized the faint pulse of magic that thrummed beneath her skin.

It was not a comforting recognition. It was the way prey recognized a predator’s shadow.

She had been walking for three days.

The pack on her shoulders had grown heavy by the second hour, heavier still by the second day, and now she moved through the final stretch of wilderness with the dull, mechanical rhythm of exhaustion. Her cloak—gray wool, undyed, the uniform of a penitent—snagged on brambles she did not have the energy to avoid. Her fingers had gone numb somewhere around midnight, and she had stopped trying to feel them. The cold was a companion now, as constant as the dread coiled low in her belly.

Ahead, the trees were thinning.

Elara stopped at the edge of the clearing, her breath clouding in front of her face, and looked out at what remained of the kingdom of Ash.

The fortress rose from the scarred earth like a wound that had learned to build walls. Its towers were black stone, slick with something that might have been moisture or might have been the residue of old fires, and they jutted toward the sky at angles that made her eyes ache. No flags flew from the battlements. No torches lit the gates. The structure breathed stillness, and the stillness was not peace but the held breath before a blade falls.

Around it, for as far as she could see, the land was dead.

Not the soft death of autumn or the waiting death of winter, but something crueler. The soil had gone the color of old bruises. The trees that still stood were skeletons, their branches raised in silent supplication to a sky that had stopped listening years ago. Ash lay in drifts against the trunks, pale gray against black earth, and when the wind moved through the valley, it did not carry the scent of pine or moss or living things.

It carried only the memory of burning.

Elara’s hand moved to her chest, where the coven’s token hung against her skin. A disc of polished obsidian, cool and smooth, etched with the spiral that represented the cycle of magic: beginning, ending, beginning again. She had worn it for six years, since the night of her initiation, and it had never felt heavier than it did now.

You will not be detected, Morwen had said. The token will shield you. His magic is chaos—he cannot see what he cannot hold. Walk in as the ash walks, and he will never know you are there until it is too late.

Morwen had said many things, that night before Elara left. She had stood in the center of the coven’s sanctum, her silver hair unbound, her voice carrying the weight of decades. She had spoken of duty, of sacrifice, of the hundred years of careful work that had led to this moment. She had looked at Elara with those pale eyes that saw everything and nothing, and she had said: You are the one we have been preparing for.

Elara had almost laughed. She had caught the sound in her throat before it could escape, but she had felt it there, bitter and sharp, like the taste of bile.

The one we have been preparing for. As though the past three years had been preparation and not penance. As though the coven had not looked at her with the same wariness they might afford a blade of uncertain temper. As though they had forgotten—or expected her to forget—what had happened in the summoning circle on the night of the Blood Moon, when her magic had slipped its leash and—

She pressed the memory down. Buried it beneath the cold, beneath the exhaustion, beneath the task that waited in the black stone fortress before her.

The token warmed against her skin. A warning, or perhaps simply a reminder.

She moved forward.

The fortress did not have a gate so much as an absence in the wall, a gap that opened onto a passage of such profound darkness that her eyes refused to find its depths. Elara paused at the threshold, her hand outstretched, and felt the air change. There was heat here, rising from the stone in waves that had nothing to do with the winter cold behind her. The heat of embers. The heat of something that had burned so long and so deeply that the fire had become part of the bones of the place.

She stepped inside.

The passage swallowed her. The light from the clearing vanished behind her, and for a moment she was blind, her hands finding the walls on either side, the stone rough and warm beneath her palms. She walked forward, counting her steps, her breath loud in the darkness. Twenty. Thirty. Forty. The passage curved, and then—

Light.

Not firelight, but something older. Something that glowed from within the walls themselves, a deep orange radiance that pulsed like a slow heartbeat. It illuminated the corridor ahead, and Elara saw that she had entered the fortress’s undercroft: a vast space of arched ceilings and pillars thick as ancient oaks, their surfaces traced with veins of something that glittered like cooled magma. The floor was black glass, worn smooth by centuries of feet, and her reflection followed her as she walked, a shadow-self that moved when she moved but seemed, in the dim light, to be smiling.

She stopped looking at it.

The undercroft gave way to a stair, and the stair gave way to a hall, and the hall gave way to chambers she passed without noting, her eyes fixed ahead, her mind fixed on the token against her chest and the words Morwen had made her repeat before she left.

Find the heart. Sever the connection. The balance will hold, and the kingdom will heal.

She did not know what the heart was. Morwen had been vague on that point, and Elara had not pushed. She had learned, in the years since the Blood Moon, not to push. Questions were expectations. Expectations were risks. And risks—she had learned this with the force of a tree learning lightning—had a way of burning.

The corridor ended in a door.

It was not like the others. It was not stone or iron, but wood—ancient, dark, polished to a shine that caught the orange light and held it. Carved into its surface were figures: a woman with her hands raised to the sky, flames spiraling from her palms; a man with a crown of ash, his face turned away; a tree that burned but did not fall. The spiral again, the same spiral that marked her token, but here it was broken, its circle incomplete, the ending that did not quite meet the beginning.

Elara reached for the handle. Her hand trembled, and she hated it, hated the weakness that had been with her since that night, the tremor that came whenever her magic rose too close to the surface, whenever she thought too long about what she had done, what she might do again.

The handle turned.

The door opened onto a chamber that should not have existed.

It was vast—impossibly vast, larger than the fortress could contain, larger than the valley could contain—and it was filled with ash. Not the thin drifts she had seen outside, but a sea of it, stretching to horizons that had no place in a world bounded by walls. The ash moved. It rose and fell like breath, like tide, like the chest of something sleeping, and in the center of it all, on a throne carved from a single piece of obsidian, sat the King of Ash.

He was not what she had expected.

She had heard the stories, of course. Everyone had heard the stories. The witch-king who had burned his own kingdom to cinders. The monster who wore a crown of bone and spoke in the voice of dying things. The curse made flesh, the hunger given form, the terror that mothers used to quiet their children and witches used to justify their wars.

He was none of those things.

He was a man. Young, perhaps, though it was difficult to tell in the half-light. His hair was dark, longer than she had expected, and it fell across his face in strands that might have been black or might have been gray. His skin was pale, the pallor of someone who had not seen sunlight in years, and there were shadows beneath his eyes that spoke of exhaustion so deep it had become a permanent part of him. He wore no crown. He wore no armor. He wore a simple tunic of dark wool, stained with ash, and his hands—she saw his hands—were wrapped in bandages that had long since ceased to be white.

His eyes were open.

He was looking at her.

Elara froze. The token against her chest went cold, then hot, then cold again, and she felt the shield Morwen had woven around her begin to fray, its threads snapping one by one like the strands of a rope pulled too tight.

He rose from the throne.

The ash moved with him. It swirled around his feet, not stirred by wind but by something deeper, something that lived in him and answered only to him. He took a step forward, and the ash rose to his knees. Another step, and it reached his waist. A third, and—

He stopped.

Ten feet separated them. Ten feet of ash, of silence, of something that crackled in the air between them like the moment before lightning falls. He looked at her, and his eyes were not the red of fire or the black of smoke. They were gray. The gray of clouds before rain. The gray of stone that has stood for a thousand years and will stand for a thousand more.

He said, “You should not be here.”

His voice was quiet. It was the quiet of embers, of things that have burned so long they have forgotten how to roar. It was the quiet of a man who has stopped expecting anyone to listen.

Elara’s mouth opened. Words were supposed to come. She had prepared words. She had spent three days walking through the forest, repeating them, shaping them, making them sharp enough to cut. But the words were gone now, scattered like ash, and what came out instead was the truth.

“I came to kill you.”

He did not move. Did not react. His face was a mask, and she could not tell if it was the mask of a man who felt nothing or the mask of a man who had learned, through years of practice, to show nothing.

“I know,” he said.

The ash rose.

It came from all directions, not a wave but a tide, silent and swift, and it closed around her legs before she could move, before she could think, before she could do anything but draw the breath that would become a scream. The ash was cold. That was the thing that surprised her, the thing that broke through the terror and lodged itself in her mind like a splinter. It should have been hot. Fire, ash—these things should have burned. But the ash that held her was cold as winter, cold as the grave, cold as the space between stars.

She reached for her magic.

It came, as it always did, too fast and too slow all at once. It came like water through a broken dam, like flame through dry grass, like everything she had been taught to control and everything she had never learned to hold. It rose in her chest, burning, and she tried to shape it, tried to mold it into the form Morwen had taught her, the sharp edge, the cutting blade—

It slipped.

It always slipped.

The magic tore through her, wild and unfocused, and the ash around her legs exploded outward in a blast of heat and light. She heard the king make a sound—not a cry, but something close, something surprised—and then she was falling, the floor rising to meet her, the darkness rising to meet her, and somewhere in the space between consciousness and collapse, she saw him move.

He was fast. Faster than she had expected, faster than anyone had a right to be. He crossed the distance between them in a heartbeat, and his hands—his bandaged hands—closed around her arms, and she felt his grip, felt the heat of him through the bandages, felt something that might have been magic or might have been the simple warmth of living flesh.

And then she felt nothing at all.

She woke to darkness and the smell of smoke.

Not the smoke of a hearth, contained and civilized, but the smoke of something that had burned against its will, that had been forced to become ash before its time. It was in her hair, her clothes, her lungs. She coughed, and the sound echoed, and she realized that she was lying on something hard and cold.

Stone.

She was lying on stone.

The memories came back in fragments. The fortress. The chamber of ash. The king rising from his throne, his gray eyes fixed on hers. The magic slipping through her fingers like water, like sand, like everything she had ever tried to hold.

She sat up too quickly, and her head swam. The darkness pressed against her eyes, and for a moment she thought she had gone blind, but then she saw the faint orange glow seeping through a crack beneath a door, and she understood.

She was in a cell.

It was not large. The walls were stone, the floor was stone, and there was no window, no furniture, no comfort of any kind. The only door was iron-bound wood, and beyond it, she could hear nothing. No footsteps. No voices. No sound at all, except her own breathing and the distant, persistent whisper of her own heart.

Her hand went to her chest.

The token was gone.

She felt for it, frantic, her fingers scrabbling against her skin, but there was nothing there, only the faint indentation the cord had left against her collarbone. They had taken it. He had taken it. And without it, she was—

What? A witch without a coven. A weapon without an edge. A girl who had been sent to kill a king and had not even managed to land a blow.

She laughed. The sound was thin and broken, and it frightened her more than the darkness, more than the silence, more than the cold that was seeping into her bones.

She had failed.

It was not a new feeling. She had failed before, spectacularly, in ways that had left scars on her coven and her reputation and her own fragile sense of self. But those failures had been private things, contained within the sanctum, hidden from the world. This—this was different. This was failure in the heart of enemy territory. Failure that would be reported, recounted, remembered.

Morwen had been wrong to send her. The coven had been wrong to trust her. And Elara, who had spent three years trying to convince herself that the Blood Moon had been an accident, a fluke, a moment of weakness that she could overcome—Elara was forced, in the darkness of a cell in the fortress of Ash, to admit the truth she had been running from since that night.

She was not strong enough. She had never been strong enough. And pretending otherwise had only brought her here, to this place, to this moment, to the taste of ashes in her mouth that was not from the king’s magic but from the ruins of her own.

The door opened.

Light spilled into the cell, orange and harsh, and Elara threw up a hand to shield her eyes. She saw a shape in the doorway, tall and broad, and for a moment she thought it was the king, come to finish what she had started.

But the shape moved differently. It was a woman, tall and lean, her hair cropped short against her skull, her face marked with the spiral brand of the king’s guard. She carried a lantern in one hand and something else in the other—a cup, perhaps, or a bowl.

“Drink,” the woman said.

Her voice was flat. Not unkind, but without pity. The voice of someone who had seen too much to be moved by a girl in a cell.

Elara did not move. Her throat was dry, her lips cracked, but she had not survived three days in the wilderness and a failed assassination to drink poison from the hand of an enemy.

The woman shrugged. She set the cup on the floor and pushed it toward Elara with the toe of her boot.

“It’s water,” she said. “If he wanted you dead, you would be dead.”

She turned and left, and the door closed behind her, and the darkness returned.

Elara stared at the cup. The water inside it caught the faint light from the crack beneath the door, and she watched it tremble as her hands shook.

If he wanted you dead, you would be dead.

She did not know if that was comfort or threat. Perhaps it was both.

She reached for the cup. Her fingers closed around it, and she brought it to her lips, and the water was cold and clean and she drank it all, and when she was finished, she sat in the darkness and waited for what would come next.

It came sooner than she expected.

The door opened again, and this time it was not the woman. This time it was the king.

He filled the doorway, his dark hair falling across his face, his bandaged hands at his sides. The orange light from the corridor caught the planes of his face, the hollows beneath his cheekbones, the exhaustion that lived in the set of his jaw. He looked at her, and his gray eyes were unreadable.

“You should not have come,” he said.

The words were the same as before, but there was something different in them now. Something that might have been weariness. Something that might have been regret.

Elara rose to her feet. Her legs were unsteady, but she made them hold. She would not meet this man on her knees.

“I was sent,” she said.

“I know.”

“You knew I was coming.”

He did not answer immediately. He looked at her for a long moment, and she had the strange sense that he was seeing something she had not intended to show. Something beneath the surface. Something that had been there all along.

“I have known for three months,” he said finally. “Since the night your coven decided to send you.”

The words landed in her chest like stones. Three months. He had known for three months, and he had let her come anyway. Let her walk through the forest, through the fortress, through the door into his chamber. Let her raise her hand against him.

“Why?” she asked. The word came out raw, stripped of the control she had been trying to maintain. “Why didn’t you stop me?”

He stepped into the cell, and the light from the corridor fell away, and they were in darkness together. She could not see his face, but she could feel his presence, the weight of him, the heat that seemed to radiate from his skin despite the cold of the stone around them.

“Because,” he said, and his voice was quiet, so quiet, “I needed to know what kind of weapon they would send.”

She heard the rustle of fabric, felt the displacement of air, and then his hand closed around her wrist. The bandages were rough against her skin, but beneath them, she could feel heat. Not the heat of fever, but something deeper. Something that pulsed in time with a heartbeat that was not quite human.

“You are not what I expected,” he said.

She should have been afraid. She was afraid. But there was something else there, too, something that flickered in the darkness between them like a candle struggling to stay lit.

“What did you expect?” she heard herself ask.

He did not answer. His grip on her wrist tightened, just for a moment, and then released. She heard him move away, heard the soft fall of his footsteps on the stone, heard the door open again and the light return.

He stood in the doorway, his face half-lit, his eyes fixed on hers.

“You failed,” he said. “You know that, don’t you? You failed before you ever crossed the threshold.”

The words cut. They cut because they were true, and because she had known it, had felt it, had carried the knowledge of her own inadequacy through three days of walking and three years of penance. She opened her mouth to say something—anything—but the words would not come.

He watched her struggle, and for a moment, something moved in his gray eyes. Something that might have been recognition.

“Rest,” he said. “Tomorrow, we will talk.”

The door closed. The darkness returned. And Elara stood in the center of her cell, her wrist still warm where he had touched her, and felt the shape of her failure settling around her like a shroud.

She had come to kill a king. She had come to prove herself. She had come to earn back the trust she had shattered on the night of the Blood Moon, to show her coven that she was not what they feared, not what she feared, not the monster that lurked in the corners of her own reflection.

And now she was here, in the dark, with nothing but the taste of ashes and the echo of a question she could not answer.

What kind of weapon would they send?

She closed her eyes. The token was gone. The mission was over. And somewhere in the fortress of Ash, a king with gray eyes and bandaged hands was waiting to tell her something she did not want to hear.

Tomorrow, he had said. Tomorrow, they would talk.

Elara sat down against the wall, drew her knees to her chest, and began to wait.
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The Weight of Embers

Sleep did not come.

It hovered at the edges of her consciousness like a bird reluctant to land, offering glimpses of rest and then withdrawing before she could grasp it. Elara spent the night in fragments: the cold of the stone seeping through her cloak, the distant sound of wind against walls she could not see, the pulse of her own heartbeat counting out the hours in the dark. She thought about the king’s hand on her wrist. She thought about the gray of his eyes, the exhaustion in his face, the way he had said you failed without triumph or cruelty, as though he were simply stating a fact she already knew.

She thought about the Blood Moon.

The memory rose unbidden, as it always did in the quiet hours. The summoning circle drawn in salt and iron. The coven gathered in their robes of white, their faces lifted to the sky, their voices rising in the old tongue. And Elara at the center, her hands raised, her magic rising with her fear, because she had been afraid from the beginning, had known from the moment Morwen chose her for the ritual that she was not ready, was not worthy, was not anything but a girl with power she could not control.

She had tried to hold it. She had tried so hard. But the magic had been a river and she had been a child’s hands, and when it broke free—

The screaming. The light. The salt circle melting into the stone floor, the iron turning to rust, the coven members thrown back against the walls like leaves before a storm. And in the center of it all, Elara standing with her palms smoking, her ears ringing, her heart a drum of terror and shame that had not stopped beating in the three years since.

Three years. Three years of penance, of silence, of looking at the floor when the coven elders spoke. Three years of being the girl who could not be trusted, the witch who had almost destroyed the sanctum, the failure they kept because they did not know what else to do with her.

And then Morwen had called her to the sanctum and told her about the King of Ash.

This is your chance, Morwen had said. Not for redemption—there are things that cannot be redeemed. But for purpose. For meaning. For the chance to be something other than what you have been.

Elara had believed her. Or she had wanted to believe her. Perhaps it was the same thing.

She did not know how much time passed before the door opened again. The light that spilled into the cell was different now—less orange, more gold. Morning, then. Or whatever passed for morning in a fortress built on the bones of a dead kingdom.

The woman from before stood in the doorway. She was holding a bundle of cloth and a bowl of something that steamed in the cold air.

“Eat,” she said, setting the bowl on the floor. “Wash. The king will see you in an hour.”

She dropped the bundle beside the bowl and left before Elara could speak.

The bowl contained porridge, thick and warm, with a drizzle of honey that caught the light. Elara’s stomach clenched with hunger she had not allowed herself to feel. She ate quickly, the spoon scraping against the clay, and the food was simple but good, and she hated how grateful she was for it.

The bundle contained a shift of undyed linen, a tunic of dark wool, and a leather belt. Clothing for a servant, perhaps, or a prisoner given the dignity of clean clothes. She changed without thinking about it, her fingers numb with cold and something else—something that might have been fear or might have been the slow, creeping realization that she was no longer in control of anything, had not been in control for a very long time.

Her old clothes lay in a heap against the wall. The gray cloak of the penitent. The dress she had worn for three days through the forest. She looked at them and saw a stranger’s belongings.

The guard returned to escort her through the fortress.

They walked through corridors that twisted and turned, their walls traced with the same orange veins she had seen the night before. Elara tried to map the path, to count the turns, to fix the route in her memory, but the corridors resisted. They curved in ways that should not be possible, doubled back on themselves, opened onto spaces that felt larger than the fortress could contain. The magic here was old and deep, woven into the stone itself, and it hummed at the edge of her awareness like a song she had almost forgotten.

She thought of the token, somewhere in this fortress, and wondered if it still held any power. Wondered if it had ever held any power at all.

The guard stopped before a door of iron-bound oak. She knocked—three times, a pattern that Elara noted without understanding—and a voice from within said something she did not catch. The guard pushed the door open and gestured for Elara to enter.
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