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Snow fell the night Aria Vale was born.

Not the silent, gentle kind—but the kind that carried omens.

The kind that peeled back the sky.

The kind that made the shadows breathe.

Elara Vale ran.

Her boots cut through the waist-high drifts as she climbed the narrow mountain path, breath sharp, vision blurry. Pain lanced through her abdomen—sharp, twisting, merciless.

Not long now.

The child was coming.

And the world was not ready for her.

The wind roared, carrying whispers that did not belong to the living. Something—someone—followed her between the trees. Elara did not look back. She already knew what hunted her.

Shadows poured across the frozen stone like spilled ink.

A Tether.

The Queen’s creature.

He moved without sound—no footsteps, no breath, only the ripple of darkness as he crossed the snow. His body was tall, thin, crackling with cold magic. His face was smooth, blank, featureless, like carved obsidian with the memory of humanity scraped away.

He had no name.

No will.

No past.

Only purpose.

Kill the child.

Kill the mother if she resists.

Elara pressed a hand against her swollen belly.

“I won’t let you take her,” she whispered.

And the shadows stirred behind her—closer now.

She reached the ruins at the top of the ridge. Once a sanctuary of the Old Ones, the temple was nothing but broken columns and shattered arches. But the altar at its center still pulsed with faint magic—dangerous magic, forbidden magic.

Elara fell to her knees as another contraction tore through her. Snow burned against her palms. She lowered herself beside the altar, teeth clenched, vision swimming.

Then the shadows hit her.

A blast of cold knocked her sideways. The Tether stepped into the moonlight, the frost around him spreading in silent veins across the stone.

Elara forced herself upright.

“You don’t have to do this.”

His head tilted. No expression. No voice. Only a low vibration in the air around him.

Instruction.

Obedience.

Death.

The next pulse of magic struck her like a whip. She gasped, clutching the altar.

“Please,” she whispered. “Not tonight.”

The Tether raised his hand.

Darkness coiled into a blade.

Elara’s blood turned to ice.

“No,” she breathed.

Not for her.

Not for the tiny heartbeat inside her.

Her child kicked weakly.

The shadows tightened.

And then—

The sky cracked open.

A scream tore from Elara’s throat as power flooded the altar beneath her. Silver light erupted in spirals, swirling into her palms, wrapping around her like a cocoon.

The Tether staggered—his body flickering, collapsing in on itself.

He was bound to kill her.

But he was not prepared for this.

Elara’s magic lashed out, striking him in the chest. Frost exploded across the ruins.

The creature stumbled back.

And for a heartbeat—

just one, fragile, impossible heartbeat—

his featureless face shifted.

A flicker.

A ripple.

The outline of eyes.

Of a mouth.

Of a boy.

A boy drowning inside his own body.

Elara froze.

The Tether collapsed onto one knee, clutching his head as if something inside him had torn loose.

His voice—raw, broken, barely human—escaped in a whisper:

“Help... me...”

Elara’s tears burned.

“You’re not supposed to speak.”

He looked up.

And she saw it.

Inside his chest—

a spark.

A soul.

A caged human soul she had not expected to find.

The Queen had made this creature to kill her child...

...but the Queen had not erased everything.

“You’re bound to me,” Elara realized, breath shaking. “Not because of the Queen’s magic. Because of mine.”

A contraction hit her again—violent, unstoppable. She cried out, gripping the altar.

The Tether crawled toward her—slowly, painfully—reaching without understanding why.

Drawn.

Called.

The bond between them wasn’t meant to exist.

But it was forming anyway.

“Please...” he rasped, voice fracturing.

“...don’t let me go back.”

Elara felt the truth with a shattering clarity:

This creature would kill her child if the Queen commanded.

But the boy trapped inside him—the soul buried under shadow—would never choose that.

She cupped his face, ignoring the cold that seeped into her skin.

“I won’t,” she whispered.

The world trembled.

Her body broke.

Pain swallowed her whole.

And then—

A baby’s cry split the night.

The sound was piercing, fragile, alive.

Elara gathered the tiny girl against her chest, crying as she whispered the baby’s name for the first time.

“Aria...”

But the moment was short-lived.

Her strength drained.

The cold crept deeper.

Her vision blurred at the edges.

The Tether—no, the boy—reached forward with trembling hands.

Elara looked at him with the last of her clarity.

“You are bound to her now,” she whispered. “Not as a weapon. As a protector.”

His eyes widened—truly widened—for the first time in his existence.

Elara touched his cheek.

“When she calls—answer.

When she bleeds—feel it.

When she falls—catch her.

When she is hunted—fight.”

Darkness cracked around him like shattered ice.

He shook violently—

—and a mark burned into his wrist, identical to the one forming on the newborn girl’s skin.

A mirrored bond.

A forbidden bond.

A bond that broke every law of the Shadow Throne.

Elara’s breath faltered.

“She will save you,” she whispered. “And one day... you will save her.”

The boy trembled, shadows swirling violently around him, torn between what he was created to be and what he suddenly was.

Elara’s hands slipped from his face.

Her final words fell like a prayer:

“Take my life... and give it to her.”

A surge of magic erupted from the altar—silver, freezing, ancient—and flared between them.

The creature screamed—

The baby cried—

Elara collapsed—

And the snow buried the fallen oath.

Far away, in the palace of winter stone, the Queen snapped awake—

feeling the bond form.

Feeling her control slip.

Feeling the prophecy shift.

The child had lived.

The Tether had awakened.

The Oath was broken.

And the world would pay for it.
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Dawn had barely touched the forest, yet the cold already bit through Aria’s lungs with every breath she dragged in. Frost snapped beneath her boots as she ran, each step scattering shards of ice from the undergrowth. Her legs burned. Her throat ached. But none of it mattered.

The Hunters were behind them.

Branches cracked like breaking bones. Metal clattered against metal. Something snarled—too sharp, too low, too wrong to belong to anything human.

“Faster,” Rowan said, his voice low, rough, maddeningly steady.

He didn’t look back. He never did. His attention sliced forward through the trees—dark hair whipping in the wind, shadows trailing faintly behind him, breath fogging in tight, controlled bursts.

Aria pushed harder, though her chest felt like it might split. The rising sun was only a thin smear of gold between the branches, offering no warmth. Not to her body. Not to her fear.

Not to the Bond.

A sharp pulse tore through her wrist—

cold, electric, alive.

Aria staggered mid-stride.

And for one splinter of a moment—

She wasn’t Aria.

She was Rowan.

Pain slammed into her ribs.

Dizziness clawed behind her eyes.

Heat spread beneath cloth—spreading, metallic, unmistakably blood.

His pain.

Her toe caught on a frozen root. She pitched forward—

Rowan spun instantly, catching her before she hit the ground. His hand wrapped around her arm, strong and steady, and the Bond snapped together like cold fire racing through her veins.

“Aria,” he murmured, tension tightening every word. “Stay with me.”

“I’m trying,” she gasped. “But I felt—your pain—your—”

Her voice cracked, because the truth behind the pain was worse.

Fear.

Not fear of the Hunters.

Not fear of dying.

Fear of losing her.

The Bond echoed it so sharply her knees nearly buckled.

Rowan’s jaw tightened. “Ignore it.”

“I can’t.”

A branch snapped behind them—close. Too close.

The Bond pulsed again, frantic and off-rhythm. Aria gasped as another wave of Rowan’s agony ripped through her ribs.

“Rowan, you’re hurt—”

“Keep running.”

He said it calmly, but the Bond betrayed him—showing the tremor beneath his control, the dizziness he wouldn’t admit, the spike of pain sharpened by a panic he refused to voice.

He grabbed her hand—hard, desperate—and pulled her with him as the forest thinned. Mist glowed faintly in the scattered sunlight.

Then an arrow cracked the dawn.

“Down!” Rowan yanked her aside. The shaft hissed past her cheek, embedding itself in a tree so close she felt the wood vibrate.

Another arrow sliced overhead.

Hunters shouted behind them—voices like knives dragged over stone.

Rowan pulled Aria closer, shielding her as they wove through the trees. His shadows flickered—unstable, protective, trembling with strain.

“Don’t look back,” he murmured. “They want you scared. Don’t give them that.”

“I’m not scared,” she whispered.

A lie.

The Bond recoiled at it.

He cast her a sideways glance—something like a broken half-smile flickering over his mouth before another arrow struck the frozen ground near their feet.

They burst into a clearing just as Rowan stumbled.

The pain hit Aria’s chest as if her own ribs cracked. Her breath hitched. Her legs faltered.

“Rowan—”

“I said ignore it.”

“You’re collapsing.”

“I’m not—”

The Bond flared violently. Rowan’s breath seized.

And for the first time, Aria saw the truth beneath all his restraint.

He wasn’t afraid for himself.

He was afraid for her.

Rowan caught her hand again, grip shaking slightly. Shadows curled around him, taut and strained, as if holding him upright.

“Stay close,” he murmured. “No matter what you feel. No matter what you see.”

Aria nodded, breath trembling.

A crack echoed through the trees.

Hunters.

Rowan pulled her forward. “Move.”

She didn’t argue.

But as they crossed the clearing, the ground trembled and figures emerged from the thinning mist.

One.

Then three.

Then an entire circle.

The Hunters.

Cloaks dragging frost. Masks of fused iron and bone gleaming with cold hunger.

And then another figure stepped forward—slow, deliberate, wrong.

Maelor.

Leader of the Hunters.

The air temperature plummeted. Frost veined across Rowan’s boots.

Maelor’s voice slid across the clearing. “So. The mark has awakened.”

Aria’s wrist burned under her sleeve.

Rowan stepped in front of her, shadows coiling like blades.

“She belongs nowhere near you.”

Maelor tilted his head. “Still sentimental. Just like her mother.”

Aria froze. Rowan went rigid.

Attachment.

To her mother.

She didn’t have time to ask.

Maelor’s gaze pinned her. “Aria Vale.”

Her stomach twisted.

Rowan moved before she could breathe.

Shadows exploded outward, slamming several Hunters into trees hard enough to splinter bark. Frost erupted along the earth.

But Rowan’s power flickered. Aria felt the crack in his strength—the pain tearing through his ribs, the instability ripping at the Bond.

“Rowan—stop—”

He couldn’t. Or wouldn’t.

And when a Hunter lunged from behind—

Aria reacted without thought.

The Bond detonated.

A surge of freezing white magic burst from her mark, shooting across the ground like lightning. Ice raced upward, trapping Hunters in a prison of frost.

Maelor watched, amused.

Rowan caught Aria as her knees buckled. “Aria—what did you—”

More Hunters crashed through the trees.

“Run,” he said.

She didn’t hesitate.

They fled the circle, breath and fear mixing in the cold air, the Bond burning between them like a desperate tether.

Only when the forest swallowed the shouts did Rowan falter again.

He braced himself against a fallen trunk, shadows flickering weakly. Pain tore through the Bond, slamming into Aria’s chest.

“Rowan—please—stop—”

“I’m fine.”

The Bond snapped at the lie.

Aria stepped closer, voice trembling. “Tell me what’s happening.”

Rowan’s eyes darkened—not with anger, but with resignation.

“The Bond is changing.”

Her breath caught. “Why?”

“Because you used it. And because I...”

He shut his jaw.

“Because I didn’t stop you.”

Aria swallowed. “What does it mean?”

His voice dropped to a whisper.

“It means our lives are tied.”

Cold spread through her veins.

“Tied how?”

“If one of us dies,” Rowan said, “the other follows.”

Her heartbeat stumbled.

“How long have you known?”

“Long enough.”

“You should’ve told me.”

“And do what?” Rowan’s voice broke. “Watch you blame yourself for every danger? Watch you carry the weight of my life on your shoulders?”

Aria stepped closer until their breaths mingled.

“I’m not running.”

Rowan froze. The Bond pulsed—warm and cold, trembling.

“You don’t understand,” he whispered. “I’m not afraid of dying.”

Her breath stilled.

“I’m afraid of taking you with me.”

Something inside her cracked.

She lifted a trembling hand, touching his cheek. Shadows curled around her fingers—trembling, but soft.

“I’m here,” she whispered.

For a heartbeat, Rowan leaned into her touch—

Then a horn split the air.

Rowan jerked away. “They found our trail. We have to move.”

He took her hand—hesitated—then gripped it tightly.

They ran until the forest dropped into a ravine. A narrow wooden bridge stretched across it, swaying dangerously.

Behind them—Hunters.

“Go,” Rowan said, pushing her forward.

The bridge lurched under her feet. Aria’s breath tangled as an arrow sliced past her ear. Rowan shielded her, shadows trembling violently behind him.

A plank snapped.

Rowan slipped—falling—

“Rowan!” Aria caught his wrist.

Cold burst through the Bond, freezing her breath. Frost-blue light wrapped around their hands.

“I’ve got you,” she whispered.

Together they hauled him up. He collapsed beside her, breathing ragged, their faces inches apart. Shadows curled softly around them.

Then the bridge groaned—

They ran just as the ropes snapped. The bridge collapsed into the ravine below.

Rowan pulled her into the trees, chest heaving. “You saved me.”

“And you save me,” she whispered.

But his expression didn’t ease.

“Aria...” Rowan’s voice dropped. “We’re not alone.”

The forest behind them was silent—too silent.

Something followed.

Not a Hunter.

Something older.

Aria’s mark pulsed—pulling her toward a narrow path between trees where the bark shone like polished glass.

Rowan stiffened.

“No,” he whispered. “Not this place.”

“Rowan? What is it?”

“Mirrorwood,” he said tightly. “A forest that shows you not what’s real, but what it wants you to see.”

Her stomach knotted.

“Don’t look into the reflections,” Rowan murmured. “Whatever happens.”

A whisper drifted through the trees.

Aria...

Her blood turned cold. “Rowan—did you hear—”

“That wasn’t me,” he said sharply. “Stay close.”

Another whisper rose.

Come.

Rowan grabbed her hand. “We have no choice. We go through.”

The mirrored trees shimmered—faces flickering across their surfaces, some familiar, some wrong.

The forest sealed behind them with a groaning sigh.

Rowan pulled her deeper into the Mirrorwood—

and the path swallowed them whole.
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The forest changed the moment they stepped into it.

It wasn’t sudden, not like crossing an invisible line where everything turned wrong at once. It was subtler than that. The light shifted first, growing thin and pale, as if the sun had been dragged behind a veil. Then the air cooled—not with ordinary morning chill, but with a stillness that felt... listening.

Aria tightened her fingers around Rowan’s.

“Is this still the same woods?” she asked, her voice low.

“No,” he said. “This is worse.”

The trees ahead rose taller than the ones they’d left behind—trunks smooth and dark, bark gleaming with a faint metallic sheen. Narrow seams of light ran along the wood like silver scars, catching what little daylight filtered through the canopy.

Aria frowned. The light didn’t fall the way it should. It bent, slipping along trunks, pooling in hollows, stretching too long and too thin across patches of frost.

Shadows didn’t behave right either.

They lagged half a heartbeat behind every movement, like echoes that hadn’t quite caught up.

The mark beneath her sleeve began to tingle.

At first it was only a faint pull, like a hand at the edge of her awareness. But with every step it grew stronger, tugging her deeper between the trees, drawing her in a direction she wouldn’t have chosen.

“Rowan,” she murmured, “the mark—”

“I know.” His jaw was tight. “Don’t follow it. Follow me.”

He rarely sounded like that. Not just tense, but brittle. She watched the line of his shoulders, the way his eyes tracked every flicker of light. Shadows clung closer to him here, coiling around his boots, curling like smoke around his wrists.

“What is this place?” she asked.

He didn’t answer right away. His gaze swept the trees, the strips of gleaming bark, the strange stillness. When he spoke, it was more exhale than words.

“Mirrorwood,” he said. “One of the Crown’s forbidden forests. Nobody comes here if they can help it.”

Aria tried to swallow the unease clawing up her throat. “Because of the Hunters?”

“Because of the forest.” His attention snagged on a nearby trunk. “The stories say it reflects what’s inside you and turns it against you.”

“That’s just a story,” she said, but the reassurance came out thin.

“Most good stories are warnings someone didn’t listen to.” He squeezed her hand once, hard. “Stay close. Don’t look directly into anything that shines unless I say it’s safe.”

“‘Anything that shines’?” she echoed. “That’s specific.”

“It will make sense soon,” he muttered. “Unfortunately.”

The Bond between them—usually a steady, cold thread—had started to behave strangely. Emotions came through not in clean waves, but in layered echoes: fear overlapping with determination, anger braided with something warmer and softer humming underneath. It was like trying to listen to two voices speaking the same words at slightly different times.

She tightened her fingers around his, trying to anchor herself. The Bond responded with a sharp pulse, and suddenly she felt him not as a single presence but as fractured impressions: a flash of memory, an old fear, a newer one.

Her next breath caught.

“Rowan... you’re—”

“Fine,” he said quickly. “It’s just the forest meddling with the Bond. Don’t let it crawl into your head.”

The path narrowed between two trunks that arched toward each other like ribs. Something pale glimmered ahead, not bright enough to be true sunlight but persistent, pulsing faintly in time with the ache in her mark.

Aria slowed. “Do you see that?” she whispered.

“Keep walking,” Rowan said. “Eyes on the ground.”

She meant to listen. She kept her gaze low, watching her boots sink softly into a layer of frost-dusted moss. The moss had a strange sheen to it, almost pearly, and it made a faint sound when she stepped on it—a thin, crystalline chime, like distant glass.

Whisperleaf, she realized. Her mother had once mentioned it in passing, when Aria was very small and still believed every story was only a bedtime tale.

It only grows where the forest watches you back.

Aria’s throat dried.

The pale glimmer brightened. Curiosity tugged harder than caution. She lifted her head, just a little.

A tree stood ahead, larger than the others. Its bark was dark, almost black, but a vertical seam ran up the center, filled with liquid silver light. It looked like someone had poured a mirror into the trunk and left it there to set.

Rowan swore under his breath. “Aria. Don’t.”

But the mark burned now, a sharp, insistent heat under her skin. Her feet moved of their own accord, steps slow but inevitable. The silver in the bark rippled as she approached, the way water moves when something unseen touches it.

“Maybe it’s just light,” she said, though she already knew it wasn’t.

Her reflection shimmered into existence.

Not the neat, everyday version she was used to—the one in cracked windows or still pools. This Aria lay on the snow at the base of the tree, hair spread like a dark halo, skin pale with a blue tint creeping along her jaw. A line of blood marked her throat, vivid red against the white.

Rowan knelt beside her reflection, hands braced on her shoulders, his face twisted with something raw and shattered. His lips moved, but no sound came through the liquid silver.

Aria’s breath snagged in her chest.

“That’s not real,” Rowan said sharply behind her. “Do you hear me? It’s not real.”

She couldn’t look away. Her heart hammered against her ribs, but there was a terrible, frozen clarity in the image that made it hard to breathe.

Her mind tried to protest—It’s a trick, just a trick of the forest—but something inside her recognized the scene. Not as memory. As possibility. As the kind of ending she’d always quietly assumed waited for people like her.

For people with marks. For people who ran while everyone else stayed safe.

“For people like us,” she whispered.

“Aria.” His voice moved closer. “Step back. Now.”

She barely felt his hand close around her arm; the Bond was a roar in her ears, its usual chill drowned beneath a rising heat.

What if that’s how it ends?

What if the Bond doesn’t save him?

What if she’s the one he fails to protect?

The questions weren’t words so much as surges of panic, and Mirrorwood drank them in. The silver deepened, darkening around the edges. In the reflection, Rowan’s shoulders shook. His hands slid from her shoulders to her face, as if he could will her back by sheer force of touch.

The Bond inside Aria snapped hard, pain sparking down her spine.

A second later Rowan wrenched her away from the tree, spinning her to face him. His fingers bit into her shoulders.

“Don’t look at it,” he said, eyes blazing. “I told you not to.”

“You said the forest shows—” Her throat felt tight, words scraping. “It shows the future, doesn’t it? I saw me—dead. I saw you—”

“It shows what it wants.” His voice was low, almost shaking. “You think I’d let that happen?”

Her eyes stung. “You might not have a choice.”

His grip tightened for a heartbeat, then eased as though he realized how hard he was holding her. Anger sank back, leaving fear exposed beneath.

“That’s what it feeds on,” he said more quietly. “Fear. The more you believe it, the more power it has. You can’t give it that, Aria. Not here. Not anywhere.”

“But you’re scared,” she said, feeling it through the Bond—sharp, desperate, aimed entirely at her. “You saw it too. You’re afraid it’s right.”

He flinched, just slightly. Then he dropped his hands and turned away, jaw clenched.

Behind them, the reflection on the tree’s surface faded, dissolving back into pale light.

A soft, almost inaudible sound came from somewhere deeper in the forest—like someone stepping carefully on whisperleaf, glass-moss chiming and then settling. Aria turned, heart climbing back into her throat.

“Did you hear that?” she asked.

Rowan had already shifted, body angling between her and the sound. His shadows stirred, gathering thickly around his boots.

“I heard it,” he said. “Keep moving. And this time, do exactly what I say.”

They walked on, the path narrowing until the trees leaned so close their branches braided overhead. Silver slits of light appeared more and more frequently between the trunks—little vertical pools of reflection—each one catching bits of them as they passed. The Bond pulsed uneasily, sending back warped pieces of Rowan’s emotions like echoes ricocheting off glass.

Ahead, another glow.

Rowan saw it first.

“No,” he muttered. “Not this one.”

He tried to steer Aria around it, but the forest disagreed. Branches thickened where he aimed to turn, knotted roots rising like barriers. The only clear path curved straight toward the light.

“This place was built by someone with a cruel sense of humor,” Aria said under her breath.

“By something,” Rowan said. “Not someone.”

The light resolved into another reflective surface, this one wider, stretched across the hollow of a crooked tree like a hanging sheet of silver glass. It already carried an image—one that didn’t wait for either of them to step close.

Rowan stood in the reflection.

Not the Rowan at her side, tense and watchful. This one was drenched in blood, shirt torn open along his ribs, dark stains soaking the fabric. He knelt in the snow, Aria’s limp body cradled in his arms, his own face bruised and split at the lip.

His shadows were different too—thicker, darker, coiling around his shoulders like wings made of smoke and ink. They wrapped around Aria’s body in the reflection, forming a shield even in death.

Aria’s stomach dropped. “Rowan,” she whispered.

“Don’t,” he said, but his voice was hoarse.

The Rowan in the reflection lifted his head. His eyes were almost entirely black, shadows bleeding into the whites, grief and rage so pure they were almost physical. His lips formed words Aria couldn’t hear, but she didn’t need sound to understand them.

I wasn’t enough.

The Bond shuddered.

Aria turned, catching Rowan’s real gaze. He tried to look away, but the forest was crueler than he was stubborn. The reflection dragged at his attention, pulling him back to it again and again until he gave in and looked.

For a moment, she saw something she’d never seen from him so nakedly: the terror of failing, not because he died, but because she did.

“You think this is how it ends,” she said quietly.

He swallowed hard. “No.”

“You do.” Her heart pounded, but the fear inside her shifted, mixing with something else—something steadier. “You think you’ll die for me.”

His eyes flicked to hers, sharp and wounded all at once.

“If it keeps you alive,” he said.

The Bond didn’t pulse cold this time. It burned, a hot ache in her chest that wasn’t entirely her own. The forest drank it in; the silver in the reflection trembled, as if moved by the weight of what he’d admitted.

Whispers rustled through the branches above them, too low to form words but too deliberate to be wind.

Aria stepped closer to him, close enough that their shoulders brushed. “Then stop looking at how you might lose me,” she said. “Start looking at how you don’t.”

He let out a rough breath that sounded almost like a laugh and almost like a choke.

“You really are terrible at listening to warnings,” he muttered.

“And you’re terrible at asking for help,” she shot back.

The reflection blurred. Blood smeared into indistinct color, shadows dissolving as if the scene itself were ashamed of being seen too clearly. The forest’s whispers sharpened, the sound sliding into something closer to voices.

Their names.

Aria.

Rowan.

They came from everywhere and nowhere at once, as if the trees themselves had mouths.

Rowan’s hand found hers again, grip iron-tight. “That’s not us,” he said. “Remember that. Whatever you hear, that’s not us.”

Branches overhead shifted, scraping together with a hiss. The path beneath their feet narrowed even further, whisperleaf moss giving way to bare, dark soil that reflected a faint version of their silhouettes when Aria glanced down.

She stopped looking down.

The forest pressed in, branches reaching, tips brushing her hair, her shoulders. A familiar voice drifted between the trunks, dusky and warm, threaded with the faintest laugh.

“Aria,” her mother called. “You always run too fast. You’ll miss everything if you don’t slow down.”

Aria’s body reacted before her mind did. She jerked her head toward the sound, heart slamming painfully against her ribs. For a split second she saw it—between the trees, a glimpse of her mother’s figure, back turned, hair falling in the familiar curve she’d traced a hundred times with her eyes as a child.

“Don’t,” Rowan said sharply. “It’s not her.”

“But what if—”

“It’s not her,” he repeated, and the Bond backed him: fear, protectiveness, certainty. “Mirrorwood doesn’t give back what it takes. It just teaches you how much you miss it.”

Her throat hurt. She dragged her gaze away.

The voice didn’t stop.

It softened, coaxing, threaded with old lullabies and the echo of stories told by firelight. Each sound tugged at pieces of Aria she’d thought she’d locked away. She could almost smell smoke, leather, her mother’s soap—things that had no place in this cold, silver forest.

A smaller, thinner voice joined it.

“Rowan.”

He went rigid beside her.

“Rowan, please. It hurts.”

The voice wasn’t Aria’s. It was higher, edged with tears and the hoarse scrape of someone who’d called the same name too many times.

Aria glanced sideways at him. His face had gone very still, the way it did when he was holding something back.

He didn’t look toward the sound, but his shadows did. They twitched toward the right, stretching between the trees.

“Who is that?” Aria asked softly.

“No one,” he said.

The Bond disagreed. Pain surged along it—old, layered, not fresh but not healed. It wrapped tightly around something in him that refused to show itself.

The voice came again. “You promised.”

Branches shifted ahead, knitting together until the path vanished entirely. The forest exhaled, and their world shrank to the circle of ground beneath their feet and the shadows pressing in on all sides.

Illusions stopped being reflections.

They stepped out of the trees.

They stepped into them.

Faces flickered at the edges of Aria’s vision—her mother’s profile here, the curve of her father’s hand there, people she’d known for a breath before the Hunters tore her life apart. Each image shifted when she tried to focus on it, slipping from one memory to another.

Rowan’s illusions bled in around hers. A small girl’s hand reaching up to grab his. A stone floor stained darker in patches. A door closing, shadows squeezing through the cracks.

The forest had found the weakest places in both of them.

“Listen to me,” Rowan said, voice low but urgent. “This is how Mirrorwood kills people. It doesn’t cut you. It convinces you to walk into the knife yourself.”

A shadowy hand brushed Aria’s cheek, fingers feather-light but cold enough to sting. She jerked back, but another followed, then another. Illusory arms and faces reached for her—not quite solid, not quite smoke. One of them had her mother’s eyes.

“Aria.” Rowan’s voice sharpened. “Don’t let them pull you toward the trunks. If they get you against the bark, they’ll drag you inside.”

Inside. Into the reflections. Into a world where she lay dead, and Rowan knelt over her, and nothing could ever be changed.

The mark on her arm blazed.

Fear spiked, then flipped—burning through her like something else entirely.

Enough.

Power surged upward, far faster than it had at the fight with the Hunters. It wasn’t the cautious, careful magic she’d tried to tug at before. This was the mark deciding for itself.

She doubled over with a gasp.

“Aria?” Rowan caught her by the shoulders. “Breathe. Don’t let the forest—”

His words faltered.

Ice exploded from under her boots.

It wasn’t like the clean, slick sheet that had trapped the Hunters’ feet. This ice was jagged, crystalline, shards spearing up from the earth in fractal patterns. They caught the illusions’ reflections and shattered them into a thousand splintered images.

Hands recoiled. Faces broke apart like glass.

Frost shot up the closest tree trunks, veins of white racing through the silver seams of their bark. The forest drew back with a low, resonant creak—branches lifting, shadows retreating several steps all at once.

Aria couldn’t stop it. The magic poured out of her too fast, too cold, scraping along every nerve. Her pulse thundered in her ears. The Bond howled, Rowan’s presence dragged closer to hers like the two of them were being forced into the same skin.

Pain flared in her shoulder.

Not hers.

Rowan’s.

He sucked in a breath. “Aria—”

She felt his ribs seize, his muscles spasm, his head spin. The magic that tore out of her scraped along him too, like icy claws. He dragged her against him, arms caging her, one hand braced at the back of her head as if protecting her from an impact she couldn’t see.

“Aria, breathe,” he said, words rough and close to her ear. “You’re not alone. I’m right here.”

“I’m hurting you,” she gasped. She could feel it, each burst of magic lancing through him like shards of glass. “I can’t—I’ll tear you apart—”

“Then we’ll hurt together.”

The forest listened.

It always listened.

The Bond flared white-hot for a heartbeat, then settled, the wild surges smoothing out. Aria’s power didn’t vanish, but it stopped clawing outward blindly. Instead, it sank back under her skin in shuddering waves, leaving shards of ice half-formed around them, glittering where they’d erupted.

Silence fell.

Not ordinary silence.

Too complete, too intent. No whisperleaf chime, no wind, no distant bird. Even their breaths sounded wrong—too loud, too alone.

Rowan’s arms loosened. He didn’t let her go entirely, but he leaned back enough to search her face.

“You with me?” he asked.

She nodded, though her legs felt shaky. “I think so.”

The Bond hummed between them, still aching but no longer fractured. His pain was there, threaded through hers, but it had pulled back from the sharp, cutting edge it had been seconds before.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

He huffed out a breath. “You froze half the forest and you’re apologizing?”

“I nearly froze you.”

“That would be an inconvenient way to die,” he said dryly. “But not the worst.” His gaze softened. “You did well. Mirrorwood doesn’t like being hit back.”

The trees around them seemed to lean away now, branches arcing in a wider circle. The reflections along the trunks were duller, surfaces clouded.

But the mark on her arm still burned.

“It’s not done with us,” Aria said quietly.

“Of course it isn’t.” Rowan released her slowly, as if testing whether she could stand. “It never is.”

They walked on.

The forest didn’t attack again—not the way it had with voices and reaching hands. Instead, it watched. Every now and then Aria caught a flicker of movement in the silver seams of the trees: shadows of their own forms following a half-step behind, eyes a little too dark, smiles a little too wrong.

Rowan kept his hand in hers the whole time. Not because she needed help walking, but because the Bond felt steadier when they touched, less likely to be twisted out of shape by the forest.

“It showed us dying,” Aria said after a while, voice quiet. “Both times. Me first, then you. It wants us to see only that.”

“That’s what fear does,” Rowan replied. “It edits the story.”

She glanced at him. “And what’s the full version?”

His lips twitched, the closest thing to a smile she’d seen since they’d entered Mirrorwood. “That we’re still walking.”

The trees began to thin.

Ahead, pale light brightened—not the warped silver glow of reflections, but something broader, calmer. The mark on Aria’s arm throbbed in response, not as pain now, but as a heavy, expectant weight.

They stepped out of the tight corridor of trunks and into an open space.

A lake lay before them.

Its surface was perfectly still, not a ripple disturbing the glassy expanse. It reflected the sky with such clarity that for a moment Aria’s mind flipped, unsure whether she was looking down at water or up at an impossibly near second world.

The shores were lined with stone, smooth and dark, each slab polished enough to throw back their faint, ghostly reflections. No plants grew at the water’s edge. Even the whisperleaf had stopped short, as if afraid to touch the lake.

Aria walked closer, her boots crunching quietly on frost-dusted rock.

“Careful,” Rowan said.

“I’m just looking.”

“That’s what everyone says,” he muttered.

Her reflection rose up to meet her, clear and sharp in the water’s surface. Her cheeks were flushed from cold and magic, her hair wild around her face. Rowan’s form stood slightly behind her, his shadows muted to soft gray.

For a heartbeat, nothing happened.

She almost relaxed.

Then the reflection changed.

Not all at once—no dramatic shatter or flash. It shifted the way a thought does, too quietly to pinpoint the exact moment it turned from one thing into another.

Aria’s reflection blurred.

In its place, a woman stood at the water’s edge. Dark hair braided loosely over one shoulder, the same tilt of chin Aria saw in the mirror when she dared look closely enough. Her eyes were older, lined with grief, but the shape of them was the same.

“Mom,” Aria whispered.

The woman in the water smiled.

Rowan stepped forward so fast she heard the scrape of his boot on stone. “Aria, back away from the edge.”

“It’s her,” Aria said, but even as she said it, doubt dragged at the back of her mind. Her mother would never stand at the shore of a place like this. Her mother had always said water shows more than you think, less than you hope.

The woman raised a hand, palm outward, fingers spread in a gesture Aria knew too well. It was the way her mother had waved at her the day she’d left their cottage for the last time.

The last time Aria had seen her alive.

Her throat closed.

Beside her, Rowan stared at the water. His reflected image had shifted too. He no longer stood behind Aria as a silent guardian. In the lake, his eyes were completely black, his shadows solid and seething, wrapped around Aria’s reflected form like chains.

He looked like something the Hunters would have unleashed, not something that fought them.

“The Mirrorwood doesn’t show what will happen,” Rowan said softly.

Aria tore her gaze from the water long enough to look at him. “Then what is this?”

He swallowed once, hard. The Bond carried the answer before his voice did—an ache made of old wounds and new ones layered together.

“It shows what you fear the most,” he said.

Her chest tightened.

For her, that was simple: losing everyone, over and over, until nothing familiar remained. For him—

She looked back at the water.

His reflection tightened its grip on the Aria in the lake, shadows wrapping higher. His expression there was not protective. It was possessive. Wild. The kind of darkness she knew he was terrified of becoming.

“That’s not you,” she said.

He gave a mirthless half-smile. “Tell that to the forest.”

The words had barely left his mouth when the reflections moved.

Not them.

The them in the water.

Aria jerked, breath freezing in her lungs. She hadn’t moved. Neither had Rowan. But in the lake, her mother stepped closer, bare feet not disturbing the surface at all. The dark-eyed Rowan turned his head, focusing on Aria with slow, unnatural precision.

“They’re not supposed to do that,” Rowan said under his breath.

The woman in the water—her mother, not-her-mother—tilted her head. When she spoke, her voice didn’t come from her own mouth. It came from everywhere—the lake, the rocks, the air itself. It was layered now, woven with deeper tones that didn’t belong to her.

“Aria Vale,” the reflection said. “You are late.”

The lake surface cracked.

Not like ice. Like glass.

Lines spiderwebbed across the water, light catching in them in blinding, splintered streaks. The image of her mother fractured into pieces—eyes and hands and mouth shivering out of alignment.

Aria stumbled back, grabbing for Rowan’s arm.

The Bond roared.

Shadows surged around him, reacting to the threat on instinct. The mark on her arm blazed so hot it felt like it might burn straight through her sleeve.

From deep beneath the lake came a sound—a low, resonant note like a bell being struck underwater.

Whatever waited in Mirrorwood had finally decided they were worth its time.

And the water, no longer a simple reflection, began to move.
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Chapter 3
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The forest changed the moment they stepped into it.

Not in any dramatic, sudden way—not like crossing a line where the world simply turned wrong. No. The shift was subtler, colder, like something exhaled very slowly around them.

The light dimmed first.

Thinned.

Grew pale, as if the sun had slipped behind a dull veil.

Then the air cooled—not with ordinary morning frost, but with a listening stillness, a silence that felt almost aware.

Aria tightened her hold on Rowan’s hand.

“Is this still the same woods?” she whispered.

“No.” His voice was low. “This is worse.”

The trees around them had already transformed. Their trunks rose taller, unnaturally straight, bark dark and smooth like frozen stone. Veins of silver light ran along them in thin, irregular seams—glimmers that appeared only when she looked directly at them, and vanished when she turned her head.

Shadows behaved strangely too.

They lagged just behind their movements, echoing them half a heartbeat late.

Aria’s mark tingled beneath her sleeve.

At first, it felt like nothing more than a faint tug—like brushing against a memory. But with every step the sensation grew sharper, more insistent, pulling her in a direction she was not choosing.

“Rowan,” she murmured, “the mark—”

“I know.” His jaw tightened. “Don’t follow it. Follow me.”

There was something in his voice she rarely heard: not caution, but brittle tension. His eyes, usually sharp and controlled, flicked restlessly between the trees. Shadows clung to him more tightly here, coiling up from the ground like smoke drawn by an unseen breath.

“What is this place?” she asked.

He didn’t answer right away. His focus swept the gleaming seams on the trees, the warped shadows, the unnatural hush.

When he finally spoke, the word left his mouth like an unwelcome truth.

“Mirrorwood.”

A shiver crawled up Aria’s spine.

“A forest that remembers what it shouldn’t,” he continued quietly. “And shows more than anyone wants to see.”

The path narrowed into a pale archway of entwined branches. The air shimmered faintly—thin, iridescent, like sunlight reflected off water.

Aria’s mark pulsed harder.

Warm.

Cold.

Recognizing something ahead she couldn’t yet name.

Rowan noticed. He always did.

“You feel it,” he whispered.

She nodded once.

“That’s not good,” he said.

Her breath hitched. “Why?”

“Because something in the Mirrorwood is calling you.”

Branches rustled behind them.

Aria whipped around—but the path behind was empty.

Rowan touched her shoulder, steadying her. “Don’t look too long at anything. The Mirrorwood hunts fear the way wolves hunt scent.”

“That’s comforting,” she muttered.

“It wasn’t meant to be.”

The light deepened the farther they walked—no longer sunlight, but a strange silver-green glow, soft and warped. It filtered through the branches like drifting reflections.

Aria could feel the Bond tugging at her too, restless and uneven, as if the forest was meddling with its threads.

Rowan suddenly slowed.

The path opened into a clearing where the trees rose tall and slender, their trunks gleaming like vertical pools of water. Faint reflections shimmered across them—not clear images, but shifting impressions, like half-glimpsed memories.

Rowan stepped in front of her sharply.

“Don’t look,” he murmured.

She tried not to. She meant to obey.

But a flicker of blue light moved inside one of the trunks—

Her breath caught.

The mark on her arm flared.

“...Rowan?”

He swore under his breath. “Aria, don’t—”

But her gaze was already lifting.

Just for a heartbeat.

Just long enough.

A woman’s silhouette formed in the silvered trunk.

Soft blue light.

Hair falling over her shoulder in a way Aria knew better than she wished she did.

Her mother.

Aria froze.

The figure raised a hand—slow, gentle, heartbreakingly familiar. The exact gesture her mother had used the night she’d last seen her alive.

Aria reached for the reflection before she could stop herself.

Rowan grabbed her wrist—hard—yanking her back an instant before her fingers touched the bark.

The reflection fractured like thin glass.

The woman’s face split into a thousand blurred pieces.

A whisper tore through the clearing:

Come.

Aria stumbled.

Her mark burned, sharp as ice. Rowan pulled her against him, shadows flaring defensively around them.

“She’s not real,” he said fiercely. “Whatever you saw—it’s not her.”

“But she—she looked—”

“It’s not your mother,” he said again, softer but no less urgent. “The Mirrorwood doesn’t show truth. It shows what hurts.”

Her chest tightened painfully.

Rowan leaned closer, gripping her shoulders so she could not look away.

“Listen to me. The Mirrorwood doesn’t show memories. It shows desire. Grief. Regret. The things that wound you deepest.”

Aria swallowed. “She looked so real...”

“That’s why it’s dangerous.”

Before she could respond, a new whisper curled through the clearing.

Ancient.

Patient.

Her mark flared again, hotter than before.

Rowan’s expression darkened. “It’s her.”

Aria went cold. “Eldra?”

He didn’t say the name—but his silence was enough.

A shape flickered in the deepest part of the clearing—

Not human.

Not shadow.

Not fully formed.

Watching.

Waiting.

The forest exhaled around them.

And the real danger of the Mirrorwood finally began to unfold.

The shape in the clearing didn’t move.

It didn’t have to.

Its presence alone thickened the air—sharpened it—froze it until every breath scraped down Aria’s ribs like she was breathing winter itself. She couldn’t see a face, not truly. Only the outline of a woman formed of fractured light, her body shimmering as though she stood behind a curtain of rippling glass.

Rowan stepped in front of Aria, shadows unfurling around his arms like wary, silent animals.

“Stay behind me,” he murmured, barely audible. “And don’t let her speak to you.”

Aria’s throat tightened. “Rowan... who is she?”

He didn’t look back at her.

His shoulders stiffened.

“The oldest mistake this forest ever made.”

The figure tilted its head. That small, eerily graceful motion slid through Aria like a plucked string—soft, familiar, and wrong in a way her bones recognized before her mind did.

A whisper drifted between the trees.

Aria...

Her heart seized.

Rowan stepped back instinctively, blocking her view completely. “Don’t answer.”

“But she sounds—”

“She’s not your mother,” he said sharply. “And she’s not a memory. She’s something far worse.”

Aria couldn’t stop herself from looking anyway.

The figure hadn’t walked.

She simply appeared closer—as if space folded itself around her.

Her outline sharpened: the curve of a jaw, the fall of a long braid, eyes like pale flame. But it wasn’t the woman that made Aria’s breath catch.

It was the forest behind her.

The trees in that reflection were wrong—twisted, branches bent skyward like skeletal hands. Their roots glowed with blue veins of light, pulsing like heartbeat-ripples through frost.

It wasn’t a reflection.

It was another place.

A place this woman stood in fully.

Aria’s voice thinned. “Rowan...”

“I see it.” His jaw locked. “She’s using a breach.”

“A breach?” Aria echoed shakily.

“A tear,” he said. “Between where she’s trapped... and where we are.”

Her mind reeled. “She’s trapped?”

“She’s supposed to be.”

The figure raised her hand, slowly—precisely—like she was testing the air between them.

Aria’s mark blazed under her sleeve.

Rowan cursed quietly and grabbed Aria’s wrist. “Don’t feel it. Don’t let it pull you.”

“I’m not trying to!”

“But you’re connected,” he said. “And she knows it.”

The voice came again, soft as snowfall, wrong as a shadow cast by no light.

Aria, child of winter blood... come.

The words slid into Aria’s skin like threads tightening around her ribs. Her breath hitched as cold surged up her arm.

Rowan felt it instantly. His hold tightened, shadows trembling.

“Fight it. Focus on me.”

“I—I’m trying,” Aria whispered.

The shimmering figure drifted another step closer—but she didn’t move. The space moved for her, bending the world so she glided without ever disturbing the frost.

Come, she whispered again.

The forest darkened.

Branches groaned like old bones. Frost hissed up mirrored bark. Even Rowan’s shadows recoiled, flattening themselves like they recognized a predator older than them.

“Rowan,” Aria breathed, panic rising, “what does she want?”

“Not you,” he said. “What you carry.”

“My mark?”

He nodded once, grimly. “And the power it’s... waking.”

The figure’s eyes brightened, burning pale and inhuman.

Then the trees around her shifted.

Not in shape—in reflection.

The mirrored trunks now showed scenes Aria hadn’t expected to ever see again:

A girl running through snow.

A woman calling after her, face twisted with fear.

A shadow closing in behind them.

A scream swallowed by winter wind.

A small wrist burning with a fresh mark—

Aria’s wrist.

Her childhood.

Her legs wobbled. “That’s... that’s real.”

“No,” Rowan said sharply. “It’s what she wants you to think is real.”

“But I remember—”

“She can use real memory,” Rowan snapped. “She just warps it until the truth rots underneath.”

The figure’s voice slipped between the trees, gentle and wrong.

I am not your enemy, Aria.

Aria froze.

That voice...

It wasn’t her mother.

Not even close.

It was older, colder.

The voice of someone who had forgotten how to be human.

Rowan leaned closer, voice fierce. “Do not answer her. Not even in your thoughts. She can hear those too.”

Eldra—though Aria hadn’t spoken the name—turned her gaze toward the Bond linking them.
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