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Prologue
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Snow fell in strange patterns that night—slow, spiraling, almost sentient. Aria felt each flake before it touched her skin, as if the storm itself remembered her. As if it whispered warnings she was too late to hear.

The world was wrong.

Too quiet.

Too cold.

Too still.

Rowan should’ve been beside her.

But he wasn’t.

The last thing she remembered was the tearing light—

the way the Threshold split beneath her feet—

the way Rowan reached for her with shadows clawing at the air—

the way their hands almost touched.

Almost.

Now he was gone.

Her breath fogged in short bursts as she forced herself forward through the blizzard. The wind carved around her like living hands. Her mark pulsed beneath her sleeve—slow, irregular, like a heartbeat searching for its pair and failing.

“Rowan...” she whispered, voice cracking.

The Bond’s echo didn’t answer.

Not even pain.

Silence.

She stumbled, knees hitting the snow. The wind tore at her coat, flinging icy shards into her face, but she barely felt it.

He should have been there.

The Bond should have been screaming.

Instead it felt... hollow.

A shape emerged through the snow—tall, slender, drifting with an unnatural grace. Aria’s pulse leapt painfully.

“Rowan?”

But the figure wasn’t Rowan.

It wasn’t even human.

It wore the suggestion of a woman’s outline, but its edges bled into the storm, as if its body was carved from the blizzard itself. Blue-white fire glowed where its eyes should have been.

Eldra.

Her voice slid through the storm like a blade hidden in silk.

“You crossed the Threshold, winter child. And the moment you stepped onto that path... your Bond began to die.”

Aria tried to rise—her legs shaking—but Eldra drifted closer, the snow parting around her in spiraling currents.

“You seek him,” Eldra murmured. “The Shadow-Bound King who would bleed a kingdom dry to keep you alive.”

Aria’s breath shuddered. “Where is he?”

“Changing,” Eldra whispered. “Becoming what he was always meant to be. What the darkness wrote into his bones long before you ever spoke his name.”

A surge of cold agony shot through Aria’s wrist—

not from pain,

but from absence.

A hollow where Rowan should have been.

A void.

Aria staggered. “No. He wouldn’t—he wouldn’t leave me.”

“He didn’t leave you,” Eldra said. “He was taken.”

The storm froze.

Literally froze.

Snowflakes hung motionless in the air.

The world around them cracked like glass.

Eldra lowered her hood, revealing a face carved of frost and hunger.

“Your trials are only beginning. If you want him back, you must walk a road even I cannot predict... one that will end either with his salvation—” her smile sharpened “—or with the breaking of the last Bond ever forged.”

The storm crashed back into motion.

Aria’s mark seared with cold fire.

Her heartbeat steadied—not with fear, but with something sharper. Stronger.

Resolve.

She rose slowly, fists trembling, eyes burning through the falling snow.

“Then I’ll find him,” she whispered. “Even if it destroys me.”

Eldra’s laughter echoed through the storm.

“Oh, Aria. It won’t destroy you.”

She leaned close, her voice turning dangerously soft.

“It will remake you.”

And then she vanished, leaving Aria alone in the storm—with only a hollow Bond, a splintered heart, and a promise sharp enough to cut the world in half.

The quest for Rowan had begun.

And nothing—not Eldra, not the Hunters, not the ancient forces stirring beneath the kingdom—would stand between them now.
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Chapter 1
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The night had teeth.

Cold wind scraped across the abandoned courtyard of the ruined watchtower where Aria and Rowan had taken shelter for a few precious hours. The moon was a thin silver cut in the sky, barely strong enough to cast shadows — but enough for Aria to see Rowan’s face as he kept pacing a short distance from her, restless and haunted.

She felt the aftertaste of the kiss still lingering on her lips, like a memory branded into her skin.

It had been reckless.

It had been wrong.

It had been everything she wanted.

And now... neither of them knew what to do with it.

Rowan kept rubbing his palms together, his expression tightly controlled — the only sign of the storm inside him.

Aria wrapped her arms around herself. “You don’t have to pretend nothing happened.”

He froze. Completely. As if someone had stopped the world.

Then he said quietly, “If I don’t pretend... I’ll lose control.”

Her breath hitched — not from fear, but from the rawness in his voice. He wasn’t angry. He wasn’t pulling away. He was terrified — of himself, of the things he felt, of the prophecy tying their fates together like chains.

Aria stepped closer. “We don’t have time to be afraid of each other.”

“No,” Rowan said harshly, “but we have every reason to be.”

The silence between them grew dense, charged, pressing on their skin like static before lightning.

Aria lowered her gaze. “The ritual... we can figure out another way.”

“There is no other way,” he whispered, jaw tight. “And you know it.”

But before she could answer — a faint crunch of gravel echoed from the trees on the hillside.

Rowan instantly drew a blade of shadow into his hand, posture shifting into lethal readiness.

Aria felt her pulse shudder. “Someone’s here.”

He grabbed her wrist, pulling her behind the broken stone arch. “Stay close. Don’t speak unless—”

A flicker of movement. A soft, uneven step. A flash of familiar pale hair between the branches.

Aria exhaled. “It’s Eldra.”

Rowan stiffened, not relaxing even a fraction. “Or someone using her.”

Eldra emerged from the treeline a moment later — breathing hard, her cloak soaked with dew and dirt, eyes wide with fear. But something in her face... something didn’t match the fear her trembling hands were trying to convince them of.

“Thank the gods,” she gasped, running toward them. “I found you. Finally. You both must come with me — now.”

Rowan didn’t lower his blade.

Aria stepped half a pace forward. “Eldra, what’s wrong?”

“Aria, listen.” Eldra grabbed her shoulders with cold, desperate fingers. “Hunters are close. Very close. They followed your trail through the marshes. You won’t survive another hour if we stay here—”

“How did you find us?” Rowan asked sharply.

Eldra blinked. “What? I–I tracked you, obviously—”

“No,” he said, voice dropping to something colder than the night air. “You’re not a tracker. You’ve never been one.”

Aria’s heartbeat skipped.

Eldra swallowed hard. “Rowan, this isn’t—”

“It is,” Rowan cut in, stepping closer, shadows rippling behind him like wings. “Who sent you?”

“Rowan—” Aria tried to interject, but he lifted a hand, stopping her gently.

Eldra’s lips trembled. “I came to help.”

“Then why,” Rowan murmured, “can I smell the steel dust hunters use to coat their arrows on your cloak?”

Eldra froze.

Completely.

Aria felt the floor drop out from under her ribs.

Rowan’s shadows sharpened like blades.

“Don’t,” Eldra whispered. “Please. You don’t understand.”

“Make me,” Rowan said.

For a moment, Eldra’s mask cracked — and Aria saw it: the guilt, the fear, the desperation.

“It’s the prophecy,” Eldra choked out. “They know. They know it speaks of you, Aria. And of Rowan. They know you’re the ‘bond that can break the Ice Kingdom.’”

Aria’s lungs tightened painfully.

Rowan’s eyes turned darker.

“They said...” Eldra whispered, tears gathering. “They said if I bring you in — they won’t burn the rest of my family.”

Aria stepped back as if struck.

Rowan moved instantly, placing himself between Aria and Eldra.

“You betrayed us,” he said softly — too softly.

Eldra sobbed. “I didn’t... I didn’t want to. But they’ll kill everyone. My sisters. My father. I can’t— I can’t lose them.”

Aria felt tears sting her own eyes. “Eldra... you could have told me.”

“And doom my family?” Eldra whispered, voice cracking. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Aria.”

Her hand twitched toward something hidden beneath her cloak.

Rowan reacted before Aria even understood.

Shadows surged.

Eldra screamed.

A flare of hunter-forged light erupted behind them — cold, bright, merciless.

Figures stepped out of the darkness, bows aimed at Rowan, iron nets ready.

Aria turned just as the first arrow sliced through the air toward her.

Everything dissolved into chaos.

Eldra’s cottage felt smaller that evening.

Not physically—its walls hadn’t moved—but the air inside had gone dense and tight, as if the house were holding its breath. The lamplight seemed dimmer, the shadows in the rafters a shade too dark.

Aria sat at the scarred table, fingers wrapped around a mug of something herbal and bitter. The steam curled against her face, smelling of pine and ash. She watched Eldra move around the stove with quick, efficient motions, her silver hair pinned up in a knot that revealed the sharp line of her neck.

Rowan leaned against the far wall, arms folded, expression unreadable. His shadows pooled at his boots like ink, sluggish and subdued—as if they, too, were listening.

Eldra hadn’t spoken much since Rowan came back from the Temple.

She’d asked what he’d found. He’d said, in a flat voice, enough.

After that, conversation had died.

“Eat,” Eldra said now, sliding a chipped bowl of stew in front of Aria. “You look like you could be snapped in half by a stiff wind.”

Aria managed a faint smile. “That’s encouraging.”

“If you want comforting lies, you should’ve chosen a different witch,” Eldra said briskly, setting another bowl by Rowan’s elbow without turning to look at him. “This one deals in ugly truths and overcooked vegetables.”

Rowan’s mouth twitched, but he didn’t move from the wall.

“Come sit,” Aria said quietly.

A breath of something moved along the Bond—resistance, then reluctant surrender. Rowan pushed away from the wall and sat beside her, his thigh a warm line of presence next to hers. The Bond settled with a faint, steady hum.

“Better,” Eldra muttered, finally glancing their way. Her gaze lingered on their joined proximity, eyes narrowing as if she could see the invisible thread binding them. “You shouldn’t be so close. Not with the Bond the way it is.”

Aria bristled. “Being apart makes it worse.”

“It also makes it harder to cut,” Eldra said.

Silence dropped over the table.

Aria’s appetite vanished.

Rowan’s spoon stilled halfway to his mouth. “We’re not cutting it.”

“You might not have a choice,” Eldra replied, voice even. “If the prophecy is right—”

“It isn’t finished,” Rowan snapped. “We don’t know what it truly demands.”

Eldra’s gaze sharpened. For a heartbeat, something almost like fear flashed through her eyes. Not of them. Of something beyond them.

“The gods of shadow don’t write gentle endings,” she said. “You of all people should know that.”

Rowan’s jaw clenched.

Aria looked between them, frustration rising. “You keep talking around it. Prophecy this, gods that. I’m the one with the mark burned into my skin. I’m the one they’re hunting. Tell me plainly, Eldra. What are you so afraid of?”

Eldra went still.

The only sound was the faint simmer of the pot over the fire.

Finally, Eldra said, very softly, “I’m afraid of patterns.”

Aria blinked. “Patterns.”

“History repeats,” Eldra said, turning back to the stove as if her hands needed something to do. “First there was the Shattered Mother, defying the gods for love and paying with blood and ice. Then there was the boy who bargained with shadows to save a stranger he’d never met.” Her gaze flicked to Rowan. “And now there’s you two—mark and shadow, bound by something none of us fully understand, standing in the path of a queen drunk on power and an ancient presence that will not stay asleep.”

She stirred the pot hard enough that the wooden spoon scraped the bottom.

“Patterns like that end one of two ways,” she finished. “With the world changed. Or with everything broken.”

Aria swallowed. “We’re not them.”

“Not yet,” Eldra said under her breath.

Rowan’s shadows stirred, reacting to the tightness in his chest. “What did the Shattered Mother do that scares you so much?”

Eldra’s lips thinned. “She loved more than she feared the gods. And that love tore the world in half.”

Aria’s heart beat louder in her ears.

“She was my mother,” she said quietly. “And I’m not her.”

Eldra flinched.

Aria saw it—the slight jerk of her shoulders, the flicker of guilt across her face. It was gone in a second, buried under the iron mask Eldra wore like armor. But Aria had seen it.

The Bond whispered to her, threads of unease curling through Rowan’s emotions too. He’d seen it as well.

“What aren’t you telling us?” Aria asked.

Eldra set the spoon down with slow, deliberate care. When she turned, her smile was tight and almost fragile.

“I’ve told you enough for one night,” she said. “Eat. Then sleep. You leave at first light.”

“Leave?” Rowan echoed. “For where?”

“The city,” Eldra said. “Shadow’s Gate won’t stay hidden long, not with the queen stirring the Hunters like hornets. You need allies who aren’t old witches and half-broken wards. There are people in the city who still remember the old oaths. They might be foolish enough to stand with you.”

“And you?” Aria asked. “You’re not coming?”

A strange expression crossed Eldra’s face—something like longing, quickly smothered.

“My place is here,” she said. “Someone has to hold the line when the queen’s dogs sniff out this refuge. Besides, two shadows and a marked girl already make enough chaos. Add a third witch, and the world might crack open out of sheer exhaustion.”

She tried to make it light.

It didn’t land.

Rowan studied her with narrowed eyes. “You always said the wards would hold the Hunters back.”

“They will,” Eldra said. “For a time.”

Rowan’s tone sharpened. “How long?”

Eldra met his gaze. “Long enough.”

The Bond thrummed with his distrust.

Aria felt it, hot and prickling under her skin. She shoved it down, forcing herself to breathe.

Eldra had sheltered them. Fed them. Healed them. There was no reason to—

The mark on her wrist pulsed once, faint and warning.

She ignored it.

“Fine,” Rowan said at last, pushing his bowl away. “We’ll leave in the morning.”

“Good.” Eldra’s shoulders relaxed by a fraction. “The sooner you’re away from this place, the better.”

“For us or for you?” Rowan asked quietly.

Eldra didn’t answer.

Night in Eldra’s cottage was never silent.

There was always something—the creak of cooling wood, the sigh of wind through the chinks in the walls, the faint whisper of protective spells humming like bees in the rafters. Aria had grown used to those sounds over the past few days; they’d become almost comforting, lullabies of wards and old magic.

Tonight, however, the house felt... wrong.

Too still in places.

Too loud in others.

Aria lay on the narrow cot near the far wall, staring at the ceiling. Rowan slept—or pretended to sleep—on a pallet not far away, shadows curled around him like a second blanket. The space between them ached.

She couldn’t sleep.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw slivers of prophecy. Blood on ice. A crown cracking. Rowan’s face splintering in the mirror of the lake.

She rolled onto her side, watching his back rise and fall.

The Bond hummed, restless.

He’s not resting either, it whispered. He’s listening.

“Rowan,” she whispered.

Silence.

Then, quietly, “I can hear you thinking from over here.”

She huffed a soft, startled laugh. “Sorry.”

He rolled onto his back, staring up at the same beams she’d been counting.

“You should sleep,” he said. “Tomorrow will be worse than today.”

“That’s a terrible bedtime story,” she said.

“Accurate, though.”

She was quiet for a moment. “Do you trust her?”

He didn’t pretend to misunderstand.

“No,” he said. “Not completely.”

“Because of the prophecy?” Aria asked.

“Because of everything,” he replied. “The way she looks at you like you’re a miracle and a disaster in the same breath. The way her wards bend toward your mark. The way she keeps half her truths in the walls instead of in her mouth.”

“Do you think she’d hurt us?” Aria asked.

The question tasted like betrayal just saying it.

Rowan didn’t answer for a long time.

“I think Eldra is afraid,” he said at last. “And afraid people do dangerous things.”

Aria curled her fingers around the edge of her blanket.

“She helped us,” she said stubbornly. “She’s risked herself already.”

“I know,” Rowan said. “That’s what worries me. People who have already sacrificed don’t like to see their offerings wasted. If she decides the only way to keep the world from burning is to throw us on the pyre...”

He didn’t finish.

He didn’t have to.

The Bond shivered.

“I don’t want to believe that,” Aria whispered.

“I don’t either,” Rowan said. “Which is why I’m still here. If I truly thought she meant to harm you, we’d be halfway to the city already, wards be damned.”

Aria exhaled slowly.

“Then maybe we trust her,” she said, “just... not blindly.”

He glanced over, eyes catching the faint light from the dying coals.

“You’re getting better at this,” he murmured.

“At what?”

“Surviving people like us,” he said. “Half-truths and slippery loyalties and all.”

She made a face. “It’s not a skill I wanted.”

“Most useful ones aren’t.”

A faint smile tugged at her lips despite everything.

“Sleep, Aria,” he said softly. “If there’s something to fight in the morning, I’d rather you hit it awake.”

“You’re very romantic, you know that?”

He huffed a quiet laugh. “Terrifying, isn’t it.”

The house creaked gently.

The wards hummed.

Aria let her eyes drift closed, following the sound of Rowan’s breathing along the Bond until the edges of her thoughts blurred.

She almost didn’t notice when the wards changed.

A subtle shift, more felt than heard—a note dropping out of a chord, leaving the harmony wrong. The hum faltered, dipped, then steadied again, quieter than before.

She frowned in her half-sleep.

Rowan went rigid.

“Aria,” he said sharply.

Her eyes flew open.

The air felt thinner. Colder. The protective buzz of magic she’d unconsciously grown used to was... muffled. Not gone, but distant, as if someone had closed a door between them and the spells meant to shield them.

“What—?”

Before she could finish, a soft sound came from the front room.

Not the creak of wood.

A knock.

Three slow, measured taps.

Rowan was on his feet in an instant, shadows leaping to his call. Aria scrambled upright, heart racing, reaching for the cold simmering under her skin.

The knock came again.

“Who would—” Aria began.

“Stay here,” Rowan said.

“Absolutely not,” she shot back.

The Bond flared with their combined fear.

He didn’t waste time arguing. He crossed the small room in two strides, shadows pooling ahead of him like a dark tide. Aria followed, bare feet silent on the worn floorboards.

The cottage’s main room was lit only by the dying glow of the hearth. Eldra stood by the door, her back to them, one hand braced on the frame.

She looked... wrong.

Her shoulders were too straight, her head too high. The tension in her body wasn’t the usual brittle defiance—it was something heavier, resigned.

“Eldra?” Aria whispered.

She didn’t turn.

“Stay back,” Eldra said quietly. “Both of you.”

Rowan’s shadows froze mid-curl.

Aria’s stomach dropped. “What’s happening?”

The knock sounded a third time, each tap rattling the wood.

Eldra’s fingers tightened on the latch.

“They found me,” she said.

Fear shot through Aria. “The Hunters?”

“No,” Eldra said. “I called them.”

Silence slammed into the room.

Aria felt the words like a physical blow.

Rowan swore, a quiet, vicious sound. “You didn’t.”

Eldra finally faced them.

Her eyes were bright and hollow all at once, silver irises ringed with red as if she’d been crying and burned the evidence away.

“I tried to keep you hidden,” she said. “I tried to believe you could outrun it. But the more I read, the more I remembered... the more I saw my sister’s daughter walking the same path that destroyed her mother.”

Aria’s throat closed. “You called the Hunters here?”

“To bargain,” Eldra said. “To make them stand down before the queen tears apart every refuge I’ve ever built looking for you. To offer them something smaller than a war.”

Rowan’s voice went cold. “Us.”

“Her,” Eldra corrected quietly. “The girl. The Bond is strong, but it’s young. If they take Aria now, alive, the queen might spare the city. She might spare the old oaths. She might—”

“You think the queen spares anything?” Rowan hissed. Shadows writhed around him, furious. “You’ve lived too long to be this stupid.”

“I’ve lived long enough to know when a storm can’t be stopped,” Eldra snapped back. “Only redirected.”

Aria stared at her, disbelief burning through the numbness.

“You would hand me over,” she said slowly, “to the people who killed my mother.”

Eldra’s face faltered.

“I loved your mother,” she said. “I still do. That’s why I’m doing this. She broke the world once. I won’t let her daughter finish the job.”

“The prophecy doesn’t say that,” Aria choked. “You don’t know what it truly means.”

“I know enough,” Eldra whispered. “Shadow that learns love. Blood that rejects fate. A kingdom of ice cracked open. Do you really think the gods will let you walk away from that alive?”

Aria’s hands shook.

“So your solution is to hand me to a queen who wants to carve me apart,” she said. “That sounds merciful.”

Eldra flinched as if struck. “If you go willingly, there might be terms. A bargain. Time to find another way. If you force her hand, there will only be slaughter.”

Rowan stepped between them, voice low and lethal. “You’re not touching her.”

Eldra’s eyes narrowed.

“I didn’t call them to take you,” she said to him. “But they will, if you stand in the way. Shadowbound or not, you’re just another weapon in her eyes. She’ll break you to make you hers.”

“She already tried,” Rowan said. “She failed.”

Aria’s heart hammered in her chest.

Outside, the wind picked up.

No—not wind.

Footsteps.

Many footsteps, moving in controlled formation, crunching softly on frost-hardened earth. The house seemed to shrink with each approaching step.

“You don’t understand,” Eldra said desperately, taking a small step toward them. “If they don’t find you here, they’ll burn the forest to ash. They’ll drag every marked child from their bed, every mage with a shadow. I’m trying to keep there from being another Sundering.”

“And what about me?” Aria demanded. “Do I count as part of the world you’re saving?”

Eldra’s face crumpled for a heartbeat.

Then hardened.

“You are the fulcrum,” she said. “The point everything tilts around. Sometimes the only way to save a forest is to cut down the tree that’s already burning.”

Aria stared at her, the words landing with a hollow, echoing sound.

Somewhere deep inside, a shard of ice shifted.

Rowan’s hand found hers, fingers lacing tight.

“Don’t,” he said, voice shaking with fury. “Don’t you dare dress this up as sacrifice. You’re afraid, Eldra. Just say it. You’re terrified of what she could become, so you’re choosing the option that lets you live long enough to pretend you did the right thing.”

“I won’t live long at all if the queen razes this realm,” Eldra shot back. “Nor will anyone else.”

The footsteps stopped outside the door.

A male voice called, muffled by the wood. “Eldra of the Hollow. By order of Her Majesty, open this door.”

Aria’s blood turned to ice.

Hunters.

Eldra’s gaze flicked between them—Aria, pale and shaking; Rowan, shadows coiled like spears.

“Don’t fight,” she said hoarsely. “If you go quietly, I can still negotiate. I can ask for leniency, for—”

Rowan laughed.

It was not a pleasant sound.

“You think we’re letting them take her?” he asked.

The Bond surged, a wave of agreement so sharp it hurt.

Aria lifted her chin.

“I’m not going back in chains,” she said. “Not to the queen. Not to anyone.”

Eldra’s mouth trembled. “Aria—”

“No,” Aria whispered. “You chose. Now I’m choosing too.”

A fist pounded against the door, harder now. The wood shuddered in its frame.

“Last warning,” the voice snapped. “Open. The. Door.”

Eldra closed her eyes.

Magic flared around her, hot and bitter, the air crackling with the scent of singed herbs. For a heartbeat Aria thought she was about to attack them.

Instead, Eldra whispered a single word.

“Forgive me.”

The latch clicked.

The door swung open.

Rowan didn’t realize he had said the word out loud until Aria’s breath caught.

She had been standing only a step away from him, but when he said No, when the Bond surged with something sharp—fear or grief or both—she froze as if he had shoved distance between them.

Her fingers curled at her sides.

Her heartbeat flickered through the Bond like soft, frightened echoes.

“Rowan,” she whispered, “what are you saying no to?”

He couldn’t answer.

Not immediately.

Not with the shadow in the doorway watching him.

The stranger hadn’t moved since speaking. He still stood half in torchlight, half in darkness—tall, broad-shouldered, his coat heavy with winter dust, his hair tied back loosely. His face carried the cold precision of a man who had survived too much and trusted too little.

But his eyes—

Rowan forced himself not to recoil.

Those eyes mirrored his own.

Not in color.

Not in shape.

In history.

In violence.

In loss.

In the kind of bond that did not break with time or silence.

The stranger took one slow step forward. “Rowan. It’s really you.”

Aria’s breath hitched again. She felt the tremor in Rowan’s chest, the cold spike the Bond carried straight through her ribs.

“Who is he?” she murmured.

Rowan opened his mouth.

Closed it.

The stranger’s jaw tightened. “You didn’t tell her.”

Rowan’s teeth clenched. “Because I didn’t intend to see you again.”

“Fate doesn’t hinge on your intentions,” the man said calmly. “And you know it.”

Aria stepped forward before Rowan could stop her.

Her chin lifted in that quiet, steady bravery he had already learned to fear losing.

“If you know Rowan,” she said, “you can tell me who you are.”

The man’s gaze flicked to her.

Not invasive.

Not cruel.

Weighing.

“Aria Vale,” he said softly. “Winter-blood. Mark-bearer. Eldra’s chosen—though not in the way she hoped.”

Rowan moved instantly between them, shadows tightening like a net around his shoulders.

“Do not speak her name to her.”

The man raised his hands slightly. “I’m not here to provoke. I’m here because Rowan needs what I know.”

“I don’t,” Rowan said sharply.

He sounded like a blade dragged against stone.

“You do,” the man replied. “All roads from here lead to the same place. To the same grave. And she”—his eyes softened toward Aria, just barely—“cannot walk that path blind.”

Aria glanced between them. “Rowan... tell me.”

He swallowed.

Once.

Hard.

His voice scraped when he finally spoke.

“He’s my brother.”

The air left Aria’s lungs.

Her eyes widened. Not in shock alone—but in the raw understanding of what Rowan hadn’t said for seventeen chapters, what he had carved into silence and shadows and unspoken grief.

The stranger breathed out slowly. “My name is Kael.”

Rowan didn’t look at him.

Didn’t move.

Didn’t allow the Bond to soften, even when Aria’s hand brushed lightly against his.

Kael took another step into the room. Torchlight revealed more of him—scars across his knuckles, the faint outline of frost-burn around his wrist, an old wound along his jaw.

“Rowan told you we were born into chains,” Kael said quietly. “But he didn’t tell you whose chains they were.”

Aria’s heart thudded. “Eldra’s.”

“No.” Kael’s eyes darkened. “Someone older.”

Rowan exhaled sharply. “Kael—”

“She deserves the truth,” Kael cut in. “Before the Hunt reaches the lower pass.”

Aria stiffened. “The Hunt?”

Kael nodded. “They’re hours from the ridge. Eldra has weakened the wards around the valley. The Hunters are bleeding through faster than they should.”

Aria felt cold settle in her bones.

“Why are you warning us?” Rowan asked, voice low.

Kael’s gaze snapped to him. “Because I didn’t spend half my life searching for you just to watch you die.”

Silence cracked between them.

Aria placed a hand on Rowan’s arm, grounding him back into the present. The Bond steadied beneath her touch, though tremors of old anger still rippled beneath his skin.

“You were separated,” she whispered, looking at Rowan.

He closed his eyes.

Kael answered for him.

“Taken,” he said. “When he was eight. When I was twelve.”

Aria’s throat tightened.

Kael continued, voice steady but jagged at the edges. “We were meant to be bound together—a matching pair, two halves of the same oath. But Rowan’s magic grew too fast. Too wild. The Order deemed him unstable. Dangerous.”

Aria glanced at Rowan, but his expression was unreadable stone.

“They took him,” Kael said. “And I never saw him again.”

Aria felt Rowan flinch through the Bond.

Kael’s next words were softer.

“I thought he died.”

Rowan turned away.

Aria stepped closer to him, standing just near enough that her shoulder brushed his. The Bond warmed faintly, instinctively leaning toward her presence.

“Rowan,” she murmured, “why didn’t you tell me?”

His voice was barely a whisper. “Because it changes nothing.”

“It changes everything,” Aria said. “Your past is part of the story. Our story.”

Kael watched them with a flicker of something unreadable.

“Rowan,” he said, “you can hate me later. Right now, you need to know why the Hunters are accelerating.”

Aria swallowed. “Because of me.”

“Not only,” Kael said. “Because of what you two awakened together.”

The Bond throbbed sharply.

Kael stepped closer, lowering his voice.

“The winter mark does not bind randomly.”

His gaze moved from Aria to Rowan.

“It chooses pairs that can balance each other.”

A pause.

“And destroy each other.”

Rowan stiffened violently.

Aria felt her blood turn to ice.

“What do you mean destroy?” she whispered.

Kael looked at her with quiet, unflinching honesty.

“The power you two share is the oldest winter force left in this world. If it reaches its second stage without training, without control...” He exhaled. “One of you dies. And the other follows.”

Aria’s breath shattered.

Rowan moved before she could—

“Stop.” His voice was a command, a plea, a crack in his armor. “Don’t listen to him.”

Kael’s jaw tightened. “You think she shouldn’t know?”

“I think you have no right to tell her,” Rowan snapped. “You forfeited that right years ago.”

Pain ghosted through Kael’s expression, but he didn’t look away.

“I didn’t choose to lose you.”

“Then you didn’t try hard enough,” Rowan bit out.

The Bond recoiled—sharp, stinging, full of old wounds Rowan had buried so deeply Aria had never felt them until now.

Aria stepped between them.

“Enough,” she said softly—but the word held.

Both men stilled.

Aria looked at Rowan first. “I need the truth. From you. Not for drama. Not for fear. For survival.”

Rowan’s throat bobbed.

She turned to Kael. “Speak.”

Rowan’s shadows flared with warning, but he didn’t stop her.

Kael’s voice dropped into something grim.

“The Bond you two share is evolving. Rapidly. Faster than any recorded pair in centuries.” His gaze hardened on Rowan. “Faster than you were prepared for.”

Aria felt her mark pulse.

Kael continued:

“Stage One is connection. Pain shared. Emotion joined. The beginning.”

Aria already knew that.

“Stage Two,” Kael said quietly, “is convergence. When your magic stops being yours alone. When it blends. When it chooses one heart to lead.”

Aria’s breath caught.

Rowan whispered, “Kael, stop.”

But Kael didn’t.

“If the Bond chooses Rowan, Aria—your magic will collapse. Your body won’t survive the drain.”

Aria stiffened.

“And if it chooses you...” Kael added, turning to Rowan, “your shadows won’t hold. They’ll consume you.”

Aria’s pulse hammered.

Rowan’s voice was low, raw, filled with the kind of resignation that made her chest ache.

“That’s why I didn’t want her to know.”

Aria shook her head fiercely. “No. Absolutely not. This isn’t something you carry alone.”

Kael watched her with quiet respect. “Then you understand why we don’t have weeks. We have days. Maybe less.”

Aria steadied her breath. “How do we stop it?”

Kael exhaled.

“There is only one way.”

Rowan’s eyes snapped to him. “Don’t.”

Kael held Aria’s gaze.

“You must find the anchor.”

Aria blinked. “Anchor?”

“The freezing heart beneath the mountain. The core Eldra was created to guard. The place where winter began.”

The Bond trembled.

Rowan whispered, “That place is a myth.”

Kael shook his head. “No, brother. It’s real. And it’s waking.”

Aria stepped closer. “And if we reach it?”

Kael looked at her—steady, solemn, truthful.

“You choose the fate of the Bond.”

Aria’s breath stilled. “Choose? How?”

Kael’s answer was a whisper:

“You decide which of you lives.”

Rowan exploded. “NO—”

But the Bond flared suddenly, violently—

Cold and fire and fear and something ancient—

And the choice Aria had never imagined she’d face

rose like a shadow between them.

And that was only the beginning.

The moment Rowan said “No,” the world seemed to lean into the sound—

as if the forest itself exhaled in relief, or warning.

Aria didn’t know which.

Rowan stepped in front of her, shadows snapping outward in a sudden flare—sharp, defensive, alive. The ground beneath his feet frosted over, spreading in a thin, crystalline web.

The creature—no, the wraith-born, as Eldra had whispered through the trees—tilted its head, studying him with quiet, predatory curiosity.

Not toward her.

Toward him.

The realization struck Aria like a blow to the ribs.

“It’s not here for me,” she whispered.

“No,” Rowan said, voice rough. “It’s here because of me.”

The wraith-born took a single, soundless step forward.

Branches overhead trembled.

Aria grabbed Rowan’s sleeve. “Rowan—what is it? What does it want from you?”

He didn’t look at her.

Wouldn’t.

“Wraith-born don’t want,” he murmured. “They obey.”

“Obey who?”

His silence answered before the words did.

“...Eldra,” Aria breathed.

The wraith-born moved again—closer, clearer now in the dim light. Its form flickered like a shadow half-forgotten by its own body. But its eyes—

Cold fractured moonlight.

Ancient sorrow.

And something else—

Recognition.

Aria’s voice wavered. “Rowan... it knows you.”

His jaw flexed. “Yes.”

“How? Why?”

He finally turned his head, just slightly, just enough for her to see the truth carved into the lines of his expression.

“Because once,” he said quietly, “I was one of them.”

The ground seemed to fall out from under her.

“No,” Aria whispered. “Rowan—no.”

“Not fully,” he said. “Not what this one is. But close enough that the Mirrorwood still remembers me. And so does she.”

The Bond pulsed—sharp, startled pain.

Aria reached for his hand.

He pulled his fingers just out of reach.

“Don’t,” he said softly. “Not while that thing is watching. It will see the Bond as a weakness—and it will strike there.”

The wraith-born inhaled.

The air around them turned nearly solid with cold.

Rowan stepped forward, lifting a hand, palm outward—not in aggression, but in the way someone might greet an old enemy, or an old reflection.

“Leave,” he said.

His voice didn’t rise.

Didn’t harden.

It simply... settled into the air with quiet authority.

The wraith-born froze.

Its body flickered.

Its breath rattled.

Then—slowly—its head bowed.

Not in respect.

In compliance.

Aria’s skin prickled. “Rowan... how are you doing that?”

“I’m not,” he said. “It’s reacting to what I used to be.”

The wraith-born lifted its gaze again—eyes flicking from Rowan to Aria, then to the place where their wrists nearly touched.

Something twisted in its expression.

A hunger.

A longing.

A warning.

And then it whispered.

Not with its mouth.

With its shadow.

A faint, broken sound scraped across the air, forming a word that didn’t belong in any living throat.

«Return.»

Aria’s blood ran cold.

Rowan’s shadows snapped violently outward. “No.”

The wraith-born trembled.

Its limbs elongated, form flickering between shapes—human, wraith, something in between. Its spine bent at a painful angle, as if fighting a command woven into the air around it.

“Rowan,” Aria whispered, “it’s hurting.”

“It’s being pulled,” Rowan said through clenched teeth. “Eldra is tightening its leash.”

The wraith-born convulsed.

A ripple of dark energy burst from its chest, knocking frost from the trees. The ground shook beneath Aria’s feet. Rowan stepped between her and the creature again, spreading his shadows like wings—ink-black, trembling, protective.

Then the world cracked—

—shadows slashing through the clearing,

—branches snapping overhead,

—Aria crying out as the Bond jolted sharply,

—and the wraith-born lunged.

Not at her.

At Rowan.

“NO!” Aria screamed.

Rowan shoved her back just as the wraith-born collided with him, its hands—claws—shadows—whatever they had become—slamming into his shoulders.

He staggered.

The Bond erupted—pain, fear, Rowan’s heartbeat racing, shadows thrashing.

“Rowan!” Aria reached for him.

“Don’t touch me!” he shouted. “If you do, it’ll be able to crawl through the Bond!”

She froze, hand trembling in the air.

Rowan’s shadows wrapped around the wraith-born, binding, choking, tearing. But the creature didn’t fight back. Not violently. Not truly.

It just kept trying to pull him.

Toward the trees.

Toward the Mirrorwood.

Toward the place Eldra waited.

“No,” Rowan growled. “I won’t go back.”

Aria felt something in the Bond twist—something ancient, aching, desperate.

Not his pain.

His fear.

“Rowan,” she whispered, voice breaking, “you’re stronger than her. You don’t have to—”

“Aria.” His voice cracked. “Run.”

“I’m not leaving you!”

“You promised once,” he said quietly, still grappling with the creature. “At the bridge. That you’d listen when I told you to run.”

“I lied,” she whispered fiercely.

The Bond flared—hot, defiant, hers.
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