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​PROLOGUE: THE SCORCHING
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The world had burned before. Marko knew this the way a man knows his own heartbeat, the way a soldier knows the weight of his sword. Vaelthorn had survived fire and flood and the slow, creeping famine that came when the harvests failed. The kingdom had endured because it was built on stone and stubbornness and the kind of pride that refused to acknowledge defeat until defeat was already carving its initials into the grave.

But this was different.

This was not a fire that could be extinguished with water or wit or the sacrifice of a few villages. This was something older, something that had slept beneath the earth for longer than Vaelthorn had existed as a kingdom, and now it was waking.

The Rot.

That was what they called it, the scholars and the soldiers and the terrified merchants who came to the castle with tales of blackened fields and animals that had gone mad before they died. The Rot. As if naming it would make it comprehensible, as if language could somehow contain the thing that was consuming the northern territories one mile per day.

Marko stood on the eastern wall of the castle and watched it in the distance. Not the Rot itself, not yet, but the signs of it. The sky above the northern plains had taken on a sickly quality, a yellowish-grey that reminded him of a wound that had gone septic. The trees at the far edge of the visible world stood like skeletons, their branches stripped bare, their trunks blackened as though they had been burned from the inside out.

"It is beautiful," a voice said behind him. "In a terrible way."

He turned. She stood there in the half-light, her dark hair caught by the wind, her eyes reflecting the corrupted sky. Hailey. The witch. The woman who had become something far more complicated than a witch in the weeks since she had arrived at the castle.

She was not supposed to be here. The eastern wall at dawn was not a place where witches typically wandered, and certainly not a place where they wandered alone, without guards or advisors or any of the careful protocols that had been established to manage her presence in the castle.

But then, nothing about Hailey followed the careful protocols.

"It is not beautiful," he said. His voice was harsh, rougher than he intended. "It is a plague. It is death wearing the disguise of something natural."

"All death is natural," she said. She moved to the wall beside him, close enough that he could smell the herbs she worked with, the sharp green scent of magic that clung to her skin. "Everything dies. Everything returns to the earth. The Rot just does it faster."

"The Rot does not return things to the earth. It corrupts them. It takes the living and transforms it into something else. Something wrong."

Hailey was quiet for a moment. When she spoke again, her voice was softer. "I know. I have seen what it does. I have seen the people who have touched it, the way their skin goes grey, the way their eyes go empty. I know it is wrong." She paused. "But I also know that it is not mindless. It is not just spreading randomly. It is moving with purpose. It is moving like something that is thinking."

Marko turned to look at her fully. The bond between them, the invisible thread that had been tied the moment their blood mixed in that dark ritual six weeks ago, thrummed with awareness. He could feel her emotions like they were his own, a strange echo that had become almost unbearable in its intimacy. Right now, she was afraid. Deeply, profoundly afraid. But underneath the fear was something else. Determination. Hunger. A need to understand that went beyond simple curiosity.

"You think the Rot is alive," he said.

"I think the Rot is a lot of things we do not understand yet," she replied. "I think it is old. I think it has been waiting. And I think it is smarter than we are giving it credit for."

He turned back to the wall, to the corrupted sky, to the slow advance of the disease that was eating his kingdom from the north. Six weeks ago, the Rot had been a rumor, a whisper from the frontier settlements about blackened soil and dying animals. Now it was a reality that consumed the war council's every meeting, that kept him awake at night with strategies that all ended the same way: with the kingdom shrinking, the people retreating, the line of defense moving further and further south.

"If it is intelligent," he said slowly, "then it can be negotiated with. Or destroyed. Or understood."

"Or all three," Hailey said. "But not by us. Not yet. We do not know enough."

"Then we will learn," he said. The words came out with the certainty of a king, the absolute assurance that knowledge could be acquired, that problems could be solved if only one had the will and the resources to solve them. It was a lie, and he knew it was a lie, but he said it anyway because the alternative was to admit that the Rot was unstoppable, that Vaelthorn was dying, that all his power and all his soldiers and all the desperate magic he could command would not be enough to save his people.

Hailey turned to look at him. In the corrupted light, her eyes were almost black, and they held something that made his breath catch. Pity, perhaps. Or recognition. The bond flared between them, a sharp pulse that made his chest ache.

"You cannot save everyone," she said quietly.

"I can try."

"Trying and succeeding are not the same thing."

"No," he agreed. "But I will not stop trying."

She reached out and took his hand. Her skin was warm, and the moment her fingers touched his palm, the bond exploded into something vast and terrible and beautiful. He could feel her fear more clearly now, and underneath it, her hope, fragile and desperate as a candle in the dark. He could feel her determination to find a way to stop the Rot, to save the kingdom, to save him from the curse that had been placed on his bloodline generations ago and that was now, somehow, intertwined with the spreading of the Rot itself.

"We will find a way," she said. "Together."

He wanted to believe her. He wanted to believe that the bond between them, this terrible, beautiful, impossible connection, could be a weapon against the darkness. He wanted to believe that love, or whatever this was, could be stronger than the ancient magic that was consuming his kingdom.

But standing on the wall, watching the sky burn with that sickly yellow light, he was not sure he believed anything anymore.

"The Rot is spreading faster than the models predict," Hailey said, still holding his hand. "I have been running calculations all night. The progression is not linear. It is accelerating. And it is not just spreading outward. It is moving in patterns. There are areas it seems to avoid. Areas it seems to target specifically."

"What kind of patterns?"

"I do not know yet. But I think it is following something. Water sources, maybe. Or lines of magical power. Or something we have not even identified yet." She squeezed his hand. "I need to go north. I need to see it up close. I need to understand what I am fighting."

"You are not going anywhere," he said flatly. "It is too dangerous."

"Dangerous for who? For me? I can protect myself. For you? You have an army. For the kingdom? The kingdom is already dying. We do not have time for caution."

He turned to face her fully, and the bond between them sang with tension. "I will not lose you to the Rot."

"You will lose everything if we do not stop it," she countered. "Including me. Including yourself. Including the kingdom and everyone in it."

They stood like that for a long moment, locked in a struggle of wills that was older than words. The bond between them thrummed with conflicting emotions: his need to protect, her need to act, their shared terror of what was coming, their shared determination to fight anyway.

Finally, he released her hand. "You will not go alone."

"I did not expect to."

"And you will not go until we have a plan."

"I already have a plan," she said. "I am going to find the source of the Rot. I am going to understand what it is and what it wants. And then I am going to find a way to kill it."

"Just like that."

"Just like that," she confirmed.

He looked at her, this woman who had walked into his life six weeks ago with fire in her eyes and magic in her blood, and he felt the bond between them pulse with something that might have been love or might have been madness. Probably both.

"When do we leave?" he asked.

"Tomorrow," she said. "At first light. Before the council knows what we are doing. Before anyone can stop us."

"They will come looking."

"Let them. By then, we will be too far north to find."

He wanted to tell her that this was insane, that a king could not simply abandon his kingdom to chase a plague into the wilderness. He wanted to tell her that they were both being driven by desperation and the bond between them, that they were making decisions based on emotion rather than strategy.

But the bond was already pulling them together, drawing them into the gravity of each other, and he could feel her resolve hardening like steel. If he tried to stop her, she would go anyway. And if she went without him, the bond would tear them apart from the inside out.

"Tomorrow," he said. "At first light."

She nodded, and for just a moment, in the corrupted light of that burning sky, she smiled. It was not a happy smile. It was the smile of someone who had made a choice and accepted the consequences, whatever they might be.

"Tomorrow," she echoed. "And then we will see what the Rot is really made of."

They stood together on the wall as the sun rose higher, painting the sky in shades of sickness and decay. The bond between them hummed with a strange kind of harmony, two people bound together by magic and blood and the desperate need to save a world that might already be beyond saving.

The Rot was coming. The war was beginning. And somewhere in the darkness, something ancient was waking up and reaching toward them with fingers made of ash and hunger.

Marko held Hailey's hand and watched the corrupted sky, and he thought about sacrifice, love, and the price of power. He thought about all the choices that had led them to this moment, standing on the wall of his kingdom as it burned.

And he thought about the fact that he would do it all again, every moment of pain and fear and impossible choice, if it meant she would be standing beside him when the end came.

The bond pulsed between them, and for just a moment, he could feel her thinking the same thing.

​
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​CHAPTER ONE: WHAT THE ROT LEAVES BEHIND
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The sky over Vaelthorn had not been blue in forty-three days.

Hailey counted them. She counted them the way a prisoner counts scratches on a wall, not because the number mattered, but because the counting itself was the only thing keeping her sane. Each morning, she woke in the tower room they had given her, the room that was a gilded cage dressed as an honor, and she looked out the narrow window at the sky, the color of a bruise gone yellow at the edges, and she added one more mark to the tally she kept in the back of her mind.

Forty-three days since the sky had gone wrong.

Forty-three days since the Rot had crossed the Ashveil River and swallowed the village of Corrath whole.

Forty-three days since the soul bond between her and King Marko had snapped tight as a noose and refused to loosen.

She pressed two fingers to the inside of her left wrist, where the mark lived. It was not visible to anyone else. She had checked obsessively in every mirror and reflective surface the castle offered. But she could feel it. A faint pulse, like a second heartbeat that was not hers, running just beneath her skin. Steady. Relentless. Infuriating.

He was awake. She knew it without looking, without reaching out with her mind, though the bond made that impossible to avoid. He was tense. He was somewhere below her, in the east wing, and he was furious.

She pulled her fingers away from her wrist and turned from the window.

The room was large by any standard. Stone walls hung with tapestries in deep burgundy and black, a fireplace that burned with magic-fed flames that never needed tending, a writing desk covered in her notes and half-finished research, and a bed she barely slept in. Books were stacked on every surface. Vials of ingredients lined the windowsill. A mortar and pestle sat on the floor beside the hearth because she had run out of table space three weeks ago.

She was working. She was always working.

The Rot did not care that she was tired. The Rot did not care that she had not slept more than four hours at a stretch since Corrath. The Rot was a patient, ancient, hungry thing, and it was spreading south at a rate that made the kingdom's most experienced cartographers pale when they updated their maps each morning.

Hailey crossed to the writing desk and picked up the most recent report. It had been slipped under her door before dawn, as they all were, unsigned, but she recognized the handwriting. Sera, Marko's head cartographer, who had decided somewhere in the last six weeks that Hailey was the only person in the castle worth bringing the real numbers to.

The Rot now covered an estimated four hundred square miles of the kingdom's northern territories.

Four hundred miles of land where nothing grew. Where the soil had turned black and brittle, where the trees stood like charred skeletons, where the animals had fled or died or, worst of all, changed. Where any human who lingered too long began to show the signs. The grey is creeping up through the skin. The eyes are going flat. The slow, terrible erasure of self.

She set the report down before she crumpled it.

There was a knock at her door. Three sharp raps, not the soft, deferential knock of the servants who brought her meals, and not the hesitant, apologetic knock of the advisors who needed her expertise and hated needing it. This knock was impatient. Demanding.

She knew who it was before she said a word.

"It is open," she called.

The door swung inward, and King Marko of Vaelthorn filled the frame.

He always did that. Filled spaces. It was not just his height, though he was tall enough that he had to duck slightly under the doorframe. It was something about the way he carried himself, the gravity of him, as though the air in a room reorganized itself around his presence. Dark hair, longer now than it had been when she had first seen him, fell across his forehead in a way she suspected he found irritating. Eyes the color of deep water at night, not quite black, not quite blue, something in between that changed depending on the light and, she had come to understand, depending on his mood.

He was wearing riding clothes. Dark leather, a shirt unlaced at the throat, boots that still carried traces of mud from wherever he had been at dawn. The sword at his hip was not ceremonial.

He looked like a man who had not slept, which was fine, because neither had she.

"The northern scouts came back," he said, without preamble.

"I know. I read the report."

Something flickered across his face, irritation, or something adjacent to it. "You read the preliminary report. The full briefing is in an hour. I need you there."

"I will be there."

He did not move. He stood in the doorway and looked at her with that expression she had spent forty-three days trying to decode, the one that was not quite anger and not quite longing and not quite anything she had a clean word for. The bond hummed between them, a low vibration she felt in her sternum.

"You look terrible," he said.

"Thank you. You look like you have been awake since before the sun."

"I have." He glanced at the stacks of books, the cluttered desk, the cold cup of tea she had forgotten beside the hearth. "Have you eaten?"

"I am not a child, Marko."

"That was not what I asked."

She held his gaze. He held hers. The fire crackled. The bond pulsed, and she felt, against her will, through the invisible thread that connected them, a flash of something that was not her own emotion. Concern. Tight and controlled and buried under layers of stone, but there.

She hated that. She hated knowing what he felt when he had given her no permission to know it, when she had given him no permission to feel it.

"I will eat at the briefing," she said.

"The briefing is not a meal."

"Then I will eat after."

He exhaled through his nose. It was not quite a sigh. It was the sound of a man choosing not to say several things.

"One hour," he said. "East council chamber." And then he was gone, pulling the door shut behind him with a click that was just barely not a slam.

Hailey stood in the silence he left behind and pressed her fingers to her wrist again.

The pulse was still there. Still his. Still hers.

She hated it.

She hated how much she did not hate it.

The east council chamber was a room designed to intimidate. High ceilings vaulted in dark stone, a table long enough to seat twenty, maps pinned to every wall. Candles burned in iron sconces even in the daytime because the windows were narrow and the sky outside was that particular shade of sickly amber that passed for daylight now.

When Hailey arrived, seven minutes early, not that she was counting, half the council was already seated. She recognized them all by now. General Aldric Voss, who commanded Vaelthorn's armies and had the weathered face of a man who had seen three wars and expected to see a fourth. Lady Corenne Ashveil, the kingdom's High Treasurer, always looked at Hailey like she was a stain on the upholstery. Ser Davin Crane, the king's personal advisor, was the only person in the castle who spoke to Hailey without either fear or contempt. And three others whose names she knew but who had not yet decided what to make of her.

Marko was already there, standing at the head of the table, studying a map. He did not look up when she entered, but she felt the bond register her presence, a subtle shift in the hum, like a string being plucked.

She took the seat she had been assigned, to his left, which she suspected was deliberate and which she suspected he had done to make a point she had not fully decoded yet.

Sera, the cartographer, came in last and spread a new map across the center of the table without ceremony. It was covered in red marks.

Too many red marks.

"Report," Marko said.

Sera was young, younger than Hailey had expected for someone in her position, barely past twenty, with ink-stained fingers and the direct gaze of someone who had learned early that the truth was more useful than comfort. "The Rot has crossed the second boundary line," she said. "Here." She pointed. "And here. The village of Mourne is showing early signs. The soil around the well has gone grey. Three residents reported symptoms yesterday."

The room went quiet in a particular way, the way of people absorbing information they had hoped not to hear.

"What kind of symptoms?" Hailey asked.

Sera glanced at her. "The grey creep. Fingertips, mostly. One woman had it up to her elbow."

Hailey leaned forward. "Was she in contact with the soil directly, or?"

"She was drawing water from the well. Bare hands."

Hailey reached for the map, tracing the line of the Rot's progression with one finger. It was moving faster than the models predicted. Much faster. "It is in the water now," she said. "That is new."

"Is it new, or is it new to us?" General Voss asked, his voice carrying the particular texture of a man who wanted to be angry at something and was deciding whether Hailey was a suitable target.

"New to us," she said, not rising to the bait. "Which means we have been tracking the wrong indicators. We have been watching the soil and the vegetation. We should have been testing water sources two weeks ago." She looked at Marko. "Every well and river within fifty miles of the current boundary needs to be tested. Today."

"We do not have enough people trained to"

"I will train them," she said. "It is not complicated. I can have a testing protocol ready within two hours."

Marko was watching her. The bond gave her nothing useful, just that steady, contained attention that was somehow more unsettling than anger would have been.

"Do it," he said.

Lady Corenne made a small sound. Not quite a protest. The sound of a protest she had decided not to voice, which was somehow worse.

The briefing continued. Scout reports from the northern border. A delegation from the neighboring kingdom of Solvane that had arrived two days ago and was waiting in the guest quarters, their patience reportedly thinning. A report on food stores, which were holding but would not hold forever if the agricultural lands continued to be lost to the Rot. A request from the city of Vaelthorn's lower districts for more information, because the rumors were spreading faster than the official communications, and the rumors were, predictably, worse than the truth.

Or perhaps not worse. Perhaps just differently terrible.

When the briefing ended and the council began to filter out, Hailey stayed. She stayed because she needed to look at the map more closely, and also because she had felt something shift in the bond during the meeting, a tightening, a tension that had not been there before, and she wanted to understand it before she walked away.

Marko stayed too. He dismissed the last of the council with a look and then stood on the opposite side of the table, looking at the map.

"The delegation from Solvane," she said, without looking up. "What do they want?"

"What they always want." His voice was flat. "Alliance. Resources. Assurances that the Rot will not cross into their territory."

"Can you give them those assurances?"

"No."

She looked up. He was still looking at the map, his jaw tight.

"Then what will you tell them?"

"I will tell them what I can." He finally looked at her. "The Rot is moving faster than we projected. You knew that before this meeting."

It was not a question.

"I suspected it," she said. The reports from last week showed an acceleration pattern. I did not want to bring it to you without more evidence."

"Bring it to me without evidence next time." His voice was quiet, controlled, but there was something underneath it. "Your instincts have been correct more often than the models."

She blinked. It was as close to a compliment as he had come in forty-three days, and it landed strangely, not warm, exactly, but not nothing.

"The Rot in the water changes things significantly," she said, because it was easier to talk about the Rot than about whatever was happening in the space between them. "It means we cannot rely on physical barriers. It means" She stopped.

"What?"

She pressed her lips together. She had been working through a theory for three days, and she had not said it aloud yet because saying it aloud would make it real. "It means the Rot is not just spreading. It is evolving. It is finding new vectors. It is adapting."

The silence that followed was the kind that had weight.

"As if it is, He stopped.

"Intelligent," she finished. "Or guided. Yes."

He looked at her for a long moment. The bond hummed. She felt the edge of something from him, not fear; he did not seem to do fear in any conventional sense, but something colder. A recalibration.

"I need to see your research," he said.

"I know." She began rolling up the map she had been studying. "Come to my room tonight. I will show you everything."

The words were practical. Entirely practical. She said them without thinking, and then she thought about them, and she felt the bond register something she refused to name.

Marko's expression did not change. "After the evening council," he said.

"After the evening council," she agreed.

He left. She stood in the empty room with the maps and the candles and the weight of forty-three days pressing down on her, and she thought about the Rot evolving, and she thought about the bond, and she thought about the way he had said bring it to me without evidence next time in that quiet, controlled voice.

She thought about all of it, and then she rolled up another map and got back to work.
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​CHAPTER TWO: THE SOLVANE DELEGATION
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The delegation from Solvane was led by a woman named Cassiel Dorne.

Hailey learned this not from the official announcement, she had not been invited to the formal reception, a slight she had noted with detached interest, but from Ser Davin, who appeared at her door mid-afternoon with a tray of food she had not asked for and information she had not asked for either, both delivered with the cheerful efficiency of a man who had decided she was his personal project.
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