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Prologue
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The boy was nineteen when his father chose him.

Not chose in the way a father might choose a son for an honor, a gift, a position of trust. Chose the way a general chooses which soldiers will hold the line while the rest retreat. Chose the way a farmer chooses which lamb will bleed so the flock survives.

The ritual chamber had been carved from the mountain's heart three hundred years before, when the first of the Vethren lords realized the demon wastes could not be held by steel alone. The walls wept with condensation. The floor was worn smooth by generations of desperate men making desperate bargains with things that should not be bargained with.

Caedon remembered the cold. He remembered the way his breath misted in the torchlight. He remembered his father's face—not cruel, not apologetic, simply resolved. The face of a man who had weighed his son's life against twelve thousand others and found the mathematics acceptable.

The binding took three days.

He screamed for the first day and a half. By the second day, his voice had shredded itself to nothing. By the third, he had stopped feeling his left hand entirely.

When he woke, his fingers had turned to stone from tip to wrist. Grey. Cold. Dead weight at the end of an arm that still ached with phantom sensation.

His father stood over him in the aftermath, and for one breath—one single, foolish breath—Caedon waited for an apology. For an explanation. For something that might make sense of what had been done to him.

His father said: The March is secure. Your sacrifice honors our bloodline.

Then he left.

The curse spread slowly. Wrist to forearm over twelve years. Another inch every few months, creeping toward his elbow like frost across a windowpane. When it reached his heart, the binding would be complete. He would become what his father had always intended—a statue in the great hall, an eternal anchor for the magic that held the demon wastes at bay.

A monument.

A thing.

Twelve years later, Caedon stood at the window of his study and watched a woman ride through the fortress gates. Small. Wrapped in traveling clothes despite the summer heat. Moving like someone who had learned long ago not to draw attention to herself.

The curse-breaker he had summoned.

His right hand moved to cover his left—the stone one—and pressed against the cold weight of it.

Five years. Perhaps four.

She was his last hope. And he had stopped believing in hope a long time ago.
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Chapter 1: The Stone Lord
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The fortress rose from the frozen earth like something that had grown there rather than been built. Verada counted the towers as her horse picked its way up the final stretch of mountain road—seven of them, black against the grey winter sky, connected by walls thick enough to stable horses inside. The Vethren March. The last line of defense between the demon wastes and everything south of the Keldric Mountains.

She had seen fortresses before. Had worked in them, slept in their shadow, taken payment from the desperate lords who inhabited them. But this one felt different. Older. Heavier. As if the weight of three centuries of blood and sacrifice had pressed itself into the very stones.

The air tasted of winter and old magic. Something underneath it too—a wrongness that made her skin prickle with awareness even from this distance. The curse. She could feel it humming through the mountain itself, through the walls, through the very road beneath her horse's hooves. Whatever had been done in this place, it had sunk roots so deep that the entire fortress had become part of it.

The gates were already open when she arrived.

She had expected to wait. To be questioned, searched, made to prove her credentials the way she was made to prove them in every village and holdfast and crumbling tower where someone's curse needed breaking. Instead, a servant appeared at her horse's head almost before she'd stopped moving—a woman with dark hair pulled back in a severe braid and the carefully neutral expression of someone who had learned to show nothing.

"Curse-breaker." Not a question. "I'm Lira. I'll take you to him."

Verada dismounted, ignoring the ache in her legs from three days of hard riding. Her thighs burned. Her back had developed a knot between the shoulder blades that felt like someone had driven a spike through it. She was too old for three days of sleeping rough on frozen ground, eating trail rations that tasted like salted leather, riding through mountain passes where the wind cut through her traveling cloak like it wasn't there.

"Don't I get dinner first? A bath? The traditional suspicious interrogation?"

Lira's expression didn't flicker. "He's been waiting. He doesn't wait well."

"Nobody waits well. That's rather the point of waiting."

The words came out flat, automatic. The kind of dark humor she used as a shield when she was too tired to manufacture anything warmer. Three days of trying not to think about why the Stone Lord of the Vethren March had sent for her specifically. Why he had offered enough gold to feed a village for a year. Why his letter had been so carefully worded, so precisely desperate.

She had read that letter seventeen times on the road. Had memorized every line, every careful turn of phrase. The handwriting had been elegant but unsteady—not the hand of a scribe, but of a lord who still wrote his own correspondence. Who still cared enough to make requests personally rather than delegating them to servants.

That had been the first warning sign. Lords didn't write their own letters to curse-breakers. Lords summoned, commanded, demanded. They didn't ask.

He had asked.

She followed Lira through the outer courtyard, past soldiers who watched her with the wary curiosity of men who had been told to expect a miracle worker. Their armor was well-maintained but worn. Their faces were weathered, scarred, the faces of men who had seen things that shouldn't exist and had learned to live with that knowledge. The demon wastes did that to people. Twelve years of holding the line against horrors would carve anyone down to something hard and watchful.

The fortress swallowed them whole—corridors of dark stone, torchlight that seemed to be fighting a losing battle against shadows that had lived here for centuries. The cold deepened as they walked, seeping through her boots, through her gloves, through every layer she had wrapped around herself. Not the cold of winter. The cold of magic. The cold of something that had wrapped itself around this place and refused to let go.

Her hand moved to her left wrist without her permission, pressing against the scar there. The first one. The one that had started everything.

She forced her hand back to her side.

"How long has he had it?" she asked as they climbed a spiral staircase worn smooth by generations of feet. "The curse."

Lira's shoulders tightened almost imperceptibly. "Twelve years."

"Twelve—" Verada stopped on the stairs. "And he's just now calling for a breaker?"

"He's called for seven breakers in twelve years. You're the eighth."

The words hung in the cold air between them. Seven curse-breakers. Seven failures. And somehow, he was still alive twelve years later.

"What happened to the other seven?"

Lira resumed climbing without looking back. "Three took the gold and fled when they saw what they were dealing with. Two tried and failed. They're buried in the north cemetery." A pause. "The other two are in the asylum at Thornhaven. What's left of them."

Two dead. Two mad. Three who had been smart enough to run.

Verada should run. The rational part of her brain was already calculating the fastest route back to the gates, the best lies to tell, the most dignified way to forfeit the considerable sum she'd already been paid as a retainer. She was good at running. Had made an art form of it over the past twelve years. Finish the job, take the payment, leave before dawn. No attachments. No complications. No reason for anyone to notice when she was gone.

But she kept climbing.

Because the gold was more than she'd make in five years of honest work. Because the letter had found her somehow, had known where she was when she'd told no one. Because there was something in the careful desperation of those written words that had felt familiar in a way she couldn't name and didn't want to examine.

Because she was tired. So tired. And sometimes, when exhaustion stripped away all the sensible layers of self-preservation, she found herself walking toward disaster just to see what would happen.

They reached the top of the stairs. Lira stopped before a door of iron-banded oak, heavy enough to hold against a siege.

"He's inside. He'll receive you alone."

"Alone?" Verada raised an eyebrow. "Isn't that rather trusting? For all he knows, I'm an assassin disguised as a curse-breaker."

"For all he knows, you are." Lira's voice was utterly flat. "He stopped caring about the difference three years ago."

She pushed the door open and stepped aside.

Verada walked through.

The study was larger than she'd expected. A fire burned in a hearth big enough to roast an ox, but the room was still cold—not the cold of insufficient heating, but the cold of magic. The cold of something that had wrapped itself around this place and refused to let go. Bookshelves lined the walls, heavy with volumes that looked old enough to predate the fortress itself. Maps covered every available surface—the demon wastes, the mountain passes, the villages under the fortress's protection. Someone had been studying those maps obsessively, tracking patrol routes, marking defensive positions, planning for a war that never ended.

And at the far end, standing before a window that looked out over the demon wastes, was the Stone Lord.

She had expected someone older. The stories made him sound ancient—a figure of legend, more myth than man, commanding armies from a throne of ice and shadow. But the man who turned to face her couldn't have been more than thirty. Sharp features that might have been handsome if they hadn't been carved into something so cold. Silver-white hair that looked like it had gone grey early rather than grown that way naturally. Pale grey eyes that assessed her with the cold patience of someone who had learned to wait for things that might never come.

He was tall. Broad-shouldered in a way that spoke of years of sword training. Dressed simply in dark wool and leather, no jewelry, no insignia of rank. He looked like a soldier, not a lord.

He also looked exhausted. The kind of bone-deep weariness that no amount of sleep could touch. The kind she saw in her own mirror every morning.

Her gaze dropped to his left hand.

It was stone.

Not metaphorically. Not the way people described cold hands or stiff fingers. Actual stone, grey and marbled, starting at the fingertips and creeping up past the wrist, disappearing beneath his sleeve. The skin at the edge of the transformation was wrong—too pale, too smooth, as if the curse was slowly leeching the life out of the flesh it hadn't yet claimed.

"You're younger than I expected," he said.

His voice was low. Controlled. Every word placed with precision, like stones being laid in a wall. No emotion leaked through the cracks.

"I get that a lot." She didn't move from the doorway. "You're more alive than I expected, so I suppose we're both pleasantly surprised."

Something flickered in his eyes. Not quite amusement. More like the memory of what amusement used to feel like.

"You came. The others took one look and ran."

"The others were smarter than me. Also, you paid half in advance. I don't return retainers."

"I didn't ask you to return it. I asked you to try."

"Try." She let the word hang in the air. "Your servant mentioned two of my predecessors are dead. Two more are mad. What exactly would you like me to try that hasn't been tried before?"

He was quiet for a long moment. Then he moved away from the window, crossing the room with the careful gait of someone who had learned to compensate for a body that no longer worked the way it should. The stone hand hung at his side like a weight—she could see how it pulled at his shoulder, how he had to adjust his stride to account for the extra burden. His right hand moved to cover it—a gesture so unconscious, so automatic, that she doubted he knew he was doing it.

A tell. She collected tells the way other people collected coins. His was the motion of a man protecting a wound that still hurt, even when it shouldn't anymore.

"The curse was laid by my father," he said. "A blood binding, twelve years ago. It anchors the wards that hold the demon wastes at bay."

"Your father cursed you to protect a kingdom?"

"My father sacrificed me to protect a kingdom. There's a difference." He stopped in the middle of the room, maintaining a careful distance between them. "The binding requires a vessel. Someone of the bloodline to anchor the magic. I was the vessel he chose."

She had heard worse. Had seen worse. Had taken curses out of children whose parents had traded them for power, pulled bindings out of women whose husbands had sold them for gold, absorbed the dark magic that desperate people laid on each other in the name of love or hate or simple convenience.

But something about the way he said it—flat, factual, emptied of everything that might have been rage or grief or betrayal—made her chest tighten. He had emptied himself of the feeling so completely that only the facts remained. She recognized that emptiness. Had cultivated it in herself for twelve years.

"And the curse is spreading."

He pulled back his sleeve.

The stone had crept past his wrist. Past his forearm. It was nearly to his elbow now, and the edge of it was wrong. Hungry. She could see the slow pulse of magic at the boundary, could feel it reaching for more flesh to claim. The curse wasn't just transforming him—it was consuming him, inch by inch, feeding on whatever it found inside him.

"When it reaches my heart, the binding will be complete. I'll become what my father intended me to be—a statue in the great hall. An eternal anchor." His voice didn't change. "I estimate I have five years. Perhaps four."

"And what do you want me to do about it?"

The question came out sharper than she intended. A defense mechanism. When things got too close to the truth she carried inside her own skin, she sharpened her words into weapons.

He looked at her then. Really looked, not the assessing glance he'd given her when she walked in. This was something deeper. Something that stripped away the practiced distance between them and saw straight through to the exhaustion underneath.

"I want you to try," he said. "That's all. I've stopped hoping for success. But I want to know that someone tried."

She should say something cutting. Something that would reestablish the professional boundary between them. She was here for a job, nothing more. She would assess the curse, determine if it was breakable, deliver her verdict, collect her payment. That was the transaction. That was what she did.

But her mouth didn't cooperate.

"Why me?" The words escaped before she could stop them. "Seven breakers before me. Why am I the eighth?"

"Because you're the only one who's survived what you've survived." He said it simply, like a fact rather than a compliment. "You've taken curses that should have killed you. Blood bindings that should have torn your mind apart. You carry other people's sins in your skin and you're still standing." A pause. "I thought perhaps you might understand what it's like to be a vessel for something you never chose."

The words hit her like a fist to the sternum.

She had spent twelve years perfecting invisibility. Cultivating ordinariness. Making herself forgettable enough that no one would wonder about the woman wrapped in long sleeves and high collars, moving through villages like a ghost who never stayed long enough to leave an impression. No one was supposed to know what she carried. No one was supposed to see what it cost her.

And he had seen it.

Not the scars—anyone could see those, if they bothered to look. But the thing underneath. The truth she kept locked away where no one could touch it: that she had been a vessel, too. That her father had chosen to pour his shame into her rather than face it himself. That she had been saving people since she was twelve years old and not one of them had ever asked if she was willing.

"You don't know anything about me." Her voice came out rough.

"I know you're still here." His grey eyes hadn't looked away from hers. "I know you didn't run when my servant told you what happened to the others. I know you've spent twelve years carrying things that weren't yours to carry, and I know that somewhere underneath all that professional distance, you're curious whether you can save me."

"I'm not curious. I'm tired."

"That's not incompatible."

Silence stretched between them. The fire crackled. Outside, the wind howled against the fortress walls with the keening desperation of something trying to get in.

Verada broke first.

"Show me the curse," she said. "The whole thing. Not just the physical manifestation."

He inclined his head—the gesture of a lord acknowledging a request, formal and controlled and giving nothing away. Then he sat in one of the chairs by the fire and extended his stone arm across the table between them.

"The binding chamber is in the mountain behind the fortress. But the anchor is here." He touched his chest with his good hand. "In the heart. The stone is just a symptom. The real curse is deeper."

She crossed the room and sat across from him. The chair was too large for her, made for men who wore armor as a matter of course. She felt small in it. Out of place.

Her hand hovered over his stone arm.

"I'm going to touch you now. Don't move."

"I've been touched before. Examined. Prodded. The other breakers—"

"I'm not like the other breakers."

She said it flatly, without arrogance. It was simply true. The other curse-breakers had been trained in guild halls, educated in the proper techniques for identifying and dismantling magical bindings. They had methods. Protocols. They understood curses as intellectual problems to be solved.

Verada didn't solve curses. She swallowed them.

Her gift—if it could be called that—was absorption. When she touched a curse, she didn't analyze it. She pulled it into herself, took it out of the victim and into her own body, let it write itself across her skin in raised silver scars that would never fade. The curse left them. It joined her.

That was why she was still alive when stronger breakers had died. They tried to destroy the magic. She just gave it a new home.

But she had never tried to absorb something this old. This deep. Something that had been feeding on its vessel for twelve years and had sunk roots into a mountain's worth of protective wards.

She was probably going to die.

The thought was almost comforting in its familiarity.

Her fingers made contact with the stone.

The world disappeared.

She was standing in the ritual chamber. No—she was lying on the ritual floor, bound hand and foot, and she was nineteen years old and she was screaming, screaming, screaming as something forced its way into her body. Not her body. His body. She was in his memory, drowning in twelve years of accumulated pain.

She saw his father's face. Saw the cold calculation in those grey eyes—the same grey as the son's, the same shape, the same careful blankness that hid everything. She felt the moment when hope died. Not a dramatic death, not a single killing blow. Just a slow bleeding out as the hours passed and no one came. No mother. No brothers. No soldiers loyal to the young lord who was being sacrificed for their sake.

He had screamed for help. At first. He had believed someone would stop it.

No one did.

She saw the first morning he woke with stone for a hand. Felt the phantom sensation of fingers that no longer existed, the wrongness of looking down and seeing rock where flesh should be. She felt him reach for his father with his good hand—still hoping, still believing, still that nineteen-year-old boy who wanted an explanation—and she felt the moment his father stepped back.

Your sacrifice honors our bloodline.

She saw the next twelve years compressed into moments. The lovers he sent away before they could matter. The battles he fought with cold precision, never flinching from wounds that might have been fatal because he had stopped caring whether he lived or died. The long nights sitting alone in this very study, watching the curse creep another inch up his arm, calculating how many years he had left with the same detachment he might use to calculate supply routes.

She saw him write the letter that had summoned her. Saw his hand shake as he formed the words. Saw him stop halfway through and cover his stone arm with his living hand, the tell she had noticed earlier, and she understood now what it meant.

He was holding the evidence of what had been done to him. Not because it hurt. Because it was the only proof that he had ever been something other than what his father had made him.

She saw him hope, despite everything. Despite twelve years of learning that hope was a wound that never healed. He had let himself hope that she might be different. That she might see him.

And she saw him terrified that she would.

The memories slammed back into her in a different direction now. Her mother's sickbed. The moment she realized her gift could save someone. The three weeks she spent screaming through a curse that was never meant to be hers, silver scars spreading across her ribs like a map of her father's betrayal. The morning he couldn't look at her anymore. The way he had turned away from the breakfast table when she walked in, and she had understood in that moment that she had become something he couldn't bear to see. The carriage that took her to the guild halls. The years of being needed and discarded, needed and discarded, until she had learned to leave first because leaving first was the only power she had left.

She came out of the connection gasping.

Her chair had tipped backward. She was on the floor of the study, the cold stone pressed against her back, and the ceiling was spinning above her in lazy circles. Her skin was on fire. Every scar she carried was burning with sympathetic magic, her body trying to process the echoes of a curse she had barely touched.

He was kneeling beside her.

She didn't know when he had moved. Didn't know how long she had been under. His living hand was hovering over her shoulder, not quite touching, and his face was—

Open. Terrified. Stripped of every layer of control he had spent twelve years constructing.

He knew.

He knew she had seen it. All of it. The ritual and the screaming and the father who chose sacrifice over love. The loneliness that had calcified into something almost like peace. The quiet way he counted down the years, waiting for the stone to reach his heart.

She had violated him. Walked through doors that were never meant to be opened. Seen things he had never shown another living soul.

"You didn't—" His voice caught. "I felt you. In my memories. I didn't know it would—"

"Neither did I." She pushed herself up on her elbows. The room was still spinning. "That's never happened before."

"What did you see?"

The question was barely a whisper.

She could lie. She should lie. Maintain the professional distance that was the only thing keeping her intact. Tell him she saw the curse structure and nothing more, that his personal memories were safe, that she hadn't witnessed the most painful moments of his life in vivid, visceral detail.

But she couldn't. Not with his face that open. Not with the terror in his eyes.

"Everything," she said. "I saw everything."

He went still in a way that had nothing to do with stone.

The silence stretched between them, weighted with everything she now knew. The ritual chamber. The screaming. The father who had calculated the cost of his son's life and found it acceptable. She had walked through twelve years of loneliness in the space of a few heartbeats, and now she was looking at the man those years had made.

He was still kneeling beside her. Close enough that she could see the pulse jumping in his throat. Close enough that if she reached out, she could touch the place where flesh met stone on his arm. The fire crackled behind him, casting half his face in shadow. The cold magic of the curse pressed against her skin, but there was warmth too—his warmth, the heat of a living body in a room that felt like a tomb.

She became aware of details she hadn't noticed before. The way his breath came slightly faster than it should. The faint tremor in his living hand where it hovered near her shoulder, wanting to help her up but not daring to touch. The way his eyes kept moving to her face, searching for something—disgust, pity, the horror he expected to find there.

He smelled like woodsmoke and winter. Like cold stone and something underneath that was purely human, purely alive. She shouldn't have noticed. Shouldn't have cared. But her body was still burning with borrowed memories, her skin still tingling where the curse had touched her, and every sense felt heightened to the point of pain.

"You should sit," he said. His voice was rough. "The connection—it takes time to recover from."

"I'm fine."

"You're shaking."

She looked down at her hands. He was right. They were trembling, fine tremors that she couldn't seem to stop. The scars on her arms were still faintly luminous, silver threads catching the firelight, slowly fading back to their normal pale color.

"It's the magic," she said. "It always does this. It'll pass."

"You've done this before. Fallen into someone's memories."

"No." She forced herself to meet his eyes. "That's never happened before. The curse—it shouldn't have been able to do that. The connection should have been one-way. I should have seen the binding structure, not—" She stopped. Swallowed. "Not everything else."

"But you did see everything else."

"Yes."

The word hung between them like a blade.

She didn't reach out.

"You saw the ritual," he said. Not a question.

"Yes."

"You saw me beg."

"Yes."

"You saw—" He stopped. His jaw tightened. His right hand moved to cover his stone arm, that unconscious gesture she now understood completely. "You saw that no one came."

"I saw that you waited for them." Her voice came out softer than she intended. "I saw that you kept waiting, even when you knew they wouldn't."

Something cracked in his expression. Just for a moment. Just long enough for her to see the nineteen-year-old boy who had believed his father loved him, who had believed someone would save him, who had discovered in three days of agony that love was conditional and salvation came with a price tag.

Then the walls slammed back into place.

She watched him rebuild himself in real time. The careful blankness settling over his features. The formal distance reasserting itself in the set of his shoulders. The lord replacing the man, stone replacing flesh, the performance that had kept him alive for twelve years becoming the only thing she was allowed to see.

But she had already seen behind it. She couldn't unsee it now.

"I apologize." His voice was controlled again. Formal. Every word placed with precision. "The curse should not have exposed you to my personal—"

"Don't."

The word came out harder than she meant it to. She forced herself to sit up fully, ignoring the way her head spun, ignoring the way her scars still burned with borrowed magic.

"Don't apologize for being seen. Don't apologize for having memories that hurt. Don't—" She stopped herself before she said something worse. Something truer. Her hand moved to her wrist, pressing against the scar there, and she made herself breathe. "The curse tied itself to your pain. That's how blood bindings work. They need an anchor, something emotional to hold onto, and your father used—"

"My father used every wound he ever inflicted on me." Caedon's voice was flat. "I know. I've had twelve years to understand exactly what he did."

"Then you know the connection goes both ways." She met his eyes. Held them. "The curse pulled me into your memories because that's where it lives. But it also—"

"Pulled my memories into you." He finished the sentence. "I felt it. When you were inside my head. I felt you seeing, but I also—" A pause. His hand pressed harder against his stone arm. "I also saw."

Her breath caught.

"You saw what?"

"A sickbed. A mother dying. A girl who climbed in beside her and put her hands on her chest and refused to let go." His grey eyes were steady on hers. "A father who couldn't look at what his daughter had become. A carriage leaving at dawn."

She should be angry. Violated. He had seen the moment that had broken her, the wound she had spent twelve years hiding from everyone who might use it against her.

But anger wasn't what she felt.

She felt seen. And that was so much worse.

"The curse bound us together." She said it to break the silence, to fill the space between them with something other than the weight of mutual recognition. "When I touched it, it used our pain as anchor points. Your memories, my memories. It's—" She searched for the right word. "It's trying to hold on."

"To me?"

"To both of us." She finally managed to stand, though her legs weren't entirely steady. He rose with her, maintaining that careful distance, watching her with an expression she couldn't quite read. "I've never seen a curse that adapted like this. It felt me trying to understand it and it—defended itself. By binding us together."

"So every time you touch me—"

"The connection will open again. My memories will flood into you. Yours into me. The curse will use whatever pain it can find to keep itself anchored."

He was quiet for a long moment. The fire crackled. Outside, the wind had died to a whisper.

"That seems," he said finally, "like a significant obstacle to removing it."

A laugh escaped her before she could stop it. Harsh, surprised, utterly inappropriate. "That's one way to put it."

"What's another way?"

"That your curse has decided we belong to each other." The words came out before she could consider them. "That it's going to fight to keep us connected because it knows—" She stopped. Shook her head. "I don't know what it knows. I don't know why it would want—"

But she did know. She had felt it, in that moment of connection. The curse wasn't just a binding. It was a living thing, made of pain and sacrifice and twelve years of loneliness. And it had recognized something in her that felt like home.

Two vessels. Two people who had been used and discarded. Two wounds that matched.

The curse wanted them together because they were the same.

She watched him process it. Watched the understanding settle into his features, the walls going up even higher as he realized what it meant.

"You should leave." His voice was carefully controlled. "Take the gold. Go back to wherever you came from. This curse has already destroyed seven people who tried to help me. I won't let it destroy an eighth."

"I don't recall asking your permission."

"I'm not giving permission. I'm giving an order."

"You're not my lord." She heard the edge in her own voice, the familiar sharpness she used when someone got too close. "You're a client. And I don't leave jobs half-finished."

"This isn't a job you can finish. You said it yourself—the curse has bound us together. Every time you try to understand it, it will pull you deeper. Every time you touch me—"

"Every time I touch you, I'll see your memories and you'll see mine. I understood that part." She crossed her arms over her chest, ignoring the way her scars still burned. "I've had worse things in my head. At least your trauma is interesting."

His jaw tightened. "This isn't a joke."

"No, it's not. It's a curse that's slowly killing you while you stand there trying to protect someone who doesn't need protecting." She took a step toward him. Watched him fight the urge to step back. "I've been carrying other people's pain since I was twelve years old. Do you really think yours is going to be the thing that breaks me?"

Something shifted in his expression. Not the walls coming down—he was too practiced for that. But a crack. A fracture in the stone facade.

"Why?" The word came out rough. Uncontrolled. "Why would you risk this? You don't know me. You don't owe me anything. You could take the gold and leave and never think about me again."

Because you looked at my scars and didn't flinch. Because you saw everything I've been hiding and you didn't offer pity or horror—you offered recognition. Because you're the first person in twelve years who understood what it costs to save people who never ask if you're willing.

She didn't say any of that.

What she said was: "Because you paid well. And I don't return retainers."

The lie hung between them, obvious to them both.

He didn't call her on it. Instead, his right hand pressed harder against his stone arm, that unconscious gesture that she now understood was the only way he allowed himself to grieve.

"Stay, then." His voice was quiet. Controlled. But she heard the crack beneath it. "There are journals. Records of the original binding. What my father did, how he did it. The other breakers didn't want to see them. They preferred to work from theory."

"And you think I'm different?"

"I think you already know more about my curse than anyone alive." His grey eyes met hers, and for just a moment, the walls came down again. Just a crack. Just enough to see the man behind the stone. "You were inside my memories. You saw what I've never shown anyone. If that's not different, I don't know what is."

She should say no. Should maintain the boundaries she had spent twelve years constructing. But she was tired. So tired. And there was something about the way he looked at her—not as a tool, not as a savior, but as a person who had been hollowed out and was still standing—that made her walls feel fragile.
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