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Snow fell like silent ash over the ruined temple, drifting through the broken arches and settling on the woman who stood alone before the altar. Her dark hair clung to her cheeks, frozen strands glinting beneath the pale moon. A single mark shimmered on her wrist—silver, fragile, almost beautiful.

It was the mark that would kill her.

Aria Vale had never seen the woman before—not in waking life.

But she saw her now, in a vision that tasted like cold iron and destiny.

The woman whispered into the darkness.

A name.

A name Aria didn’t yet know belonged to her.

“My daughter... forgive me.”

The temple shook.

Shadows seeped from the walls, crawling like ink toward the altar.

And from the heart of that darkness stepped a figure—tall, hooded, carved of night and frost.

A Tether.

A bound soul.

A weapon of the crown.

The woman did not flinch.

“I’m ready,” she whispered.

The Tether raised his blade... then froze.

His gloved hand trembled.

His breath hitched.

“No,” he said, voice cracking like ice under strain.

“I can’t.”

The shadows around him writhed in fury.

“You were made to obey!”

The Queen’s voice split the air, venom and winter woven together.

“Finish the ritual. Kill her.”

But he didn’t move.

The woman stepped closer—slow, certain, heartbreaking.

Their foreheads touched.

“Your life is mine,” she breathed. “As mine is yours. If I fall—”

“—I fall,” he finished, voice fractured.

“I know.”

The Queen screamed.

Magic ignited.

The temple roared under the force of it.

And then—

a single drop of blood slid down the woman’s wrist and fell onto the snow.

The world snapped.

A shockwave tore through the vision, shredding stone, shadow, and sky. Aria felt it hit her chest like a hammer. She gasped—her heart seized—her lungs burned—

And suddenly she was back in her own small room, drenched in sweat, the echo of a scream dying on her tongue.

But the last words of the woman—her mother—still rang in Aria’s skull like a prophecy being born.

“The bond will return.

And when it does... run.”

Outside, dawn broke across the mountains.

On Aria’s wrist, something cold pulsed beneath the skin—

a flicker of silver, then darker than shadow.

The mark was waking.

And so was the fate she had never asked for.
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Morning of Unseen Frost

Aria Vale woke before the sun.

Not because she wanted to—she never did in late autumn, when the mornings were still half-night and the air tasted of wet wood and iron. She woke because something cold had threaded itself through her dream and pressed a hand to the inside of her ribs.

She lay still for a moment, staring at the pale blur of the window. The house was quiet in that fragile way old houses were quiet—floorboards holding their breath, shutters tight against the wind, the hearth’s last embers asleep under ash.

Outside, the village of Grayfen was a smudge of shadow beyond the glass. No birds yet. No cart wheels. Nothing but the faint rustle of the river somewhere behind the hill.

Aria pulled the quilt higher.

The cold didn’t leave.

It wasn’t the kind that lived in the room. The fire had gone out hours ago and the air was chilly, yes—but this was different. This was inside her, a thin blade laid along her skin. It kissed the back of her neck, slid down her spine, and settled in her palm like a secret.

She flexed her fingers slowly.

The sensation sharpened.

Aria frowned and pushed herself upright. Her breath plumed white for a second in the low light. She stared at it, annoyed.

“I’m getting sick,” she muttered.

That was the simplest answer. It always was. You didn’t wake up with ice in your blood unless you were ill, or starving, or dying.

And Aria was none of those.

She swung her legs out of bed and crossed the room barefoot. The floor was cold, but it was honest cold—wood that had soaked up night air. The other cold clung to her under the skin as if it had been waiting there.

She splashed water on her face from the basin. The mirror above it was old, the silver along the backing flaked and worn. She had never liked mirrors much. They made too many promises they couldn’t keep.

Aria looked up anyway.

Her eyes were the same as always—gray-green, too sharp for sixteen, too tired for someone who had never left a village mapmakers forgot. Her hair was a dark tumble around her shoulders, messy from sleep. Her mouth was set in that stubborn line she’d inherited from a father who had once been bright and laughing, before the winter took his laughter away.

Nothing about her looked strange.

Except for the faint frost that bloomed across the basin’s rim.

Aria blinked.

The frost was thin, delicate. A lacework of white curling over the ceramic as if the air had suddenly dropped ten degrees. She pressed her fingertips to it. The ice didn’t melt.

She jerked her hand back.

Her skin wasn’t wet. It wasn’t even warm.

It was cold.

Aria stared at her palm, at the tiny hairs lifting there. An uneasy breath slid out of her.

The basin couldn’t freeze. The room wasn’t cold enough. And if the room wasn’t cold enough, then—

Her gaze drifted to her wrist.

A narrow strip of cloth was tied there, the way she always tied it. A habit she’d never explained to anyone, not even her father. She’d started wearing it the week after her mother died, before grief had found words.

Aria untied the knot slowly.

Her pulse thudded once, heavy and wrong, as if her body already knew what her mind didn’t want to see.

She unwound the cloth.

At first there was nothing.

Then her breath stopped.

A mark lay on the inside of her wrist—small, silver as moonlight on water. So faint it could have been a scar if she didn’t know every scar she’d ever earned. It hadn’t been there yesterday.

It hadn’t been there ever.

Aria touched it.

The moment her finger met her skin, a wave of cold surged up her arm like a breath drawn sharply in the dark. Her vision flickered—just for a heartbeat—and the world sharpened in a way that hurt.

She hissed and pulled her hand back.

The mark didn’t fade.

Instead it seemed to glimmer, as if something beneath her skin had turned to ice and caught the light.

Aria’s stomach folded in on itself.

“No,” she whispered. “No, no, no.”

She didn’t know what it meant. She didn’t have a story to attach to it. But fear didn’t need stories to be real.

Fear knew.

Somewhere deep in the bones of the northern lands, beneath all the myths old women muttered at winter fires, there were tales of markings like this. Tales her mother had never let her hear. Tales her father spat away like curses.

Winter-blood. Shadow-marks. Oaths that woke when they were hungry.

Aria wrapped the cloth back around her wrist with shaking hands.

Too late.

The cold was already settling in her bloodstream like something that had finally found its home.

She stepped away from the basin.

The frost spread another inch.

And from somewhere behind her—so faint she wasn’t sure it was real—she heard a sound.

Not a voice.

Not a whisper.

A soft, distant crack, like ice forming on a lake miles away.

Aria turned toward the window.

Grayfen lay silent.

But the air felt...watchful. As if something beyond the morning fog had opened its eyes and found her.

Her throat went dry.

Because in that moment, she knew one thing with a clarity that chilled her more than any winter ever had:

This cold wasn’t hers.

It had come for her.

Aria didn’t leave her room right away.

She stood in the center of the wooden floor, hands trembling slightly as she tightened the cloth around her wrist. The knot felt too loose. She tightened it again. And again. As if fabric alone could keep the cold from seeping into her bones.

It didn’t work.

The chill pulsed beneath the cloth, soft and rhythmic, almost...alive.

No.

Not alive.

Aria refused to think that.

She forced herself to breathe—slow in, slower out—until the room stopped spinning around her. The winter sun finally climbed high enough to spill a thin, watery glow across the window. She clung to the light like a rope.

But the cold didn’t care about sunlight.

It deepened.

She unwrapped her arms around herself and crossed the room. Every step felt heavier, like walking through invisible drifts of snow. When she touched the door handle, a shiver raced up her fingers.

The metal had frosted over.

Aria stared at it, heart thudding too fast, too loud.

She pulled her sleeve over her hand and opened the door. The hinge creaked; the sound echoed strangely down the narrow hallway, as if the house had suddenly become cavernous and hollow.

Light from the kitchen flickered at the far end. Her father must already be awake.

Good.

Normal things.

Normal people.

Normal life.

She walked toward the light.

With every step, the cold wrapped tighter around her wrist. It wasn’t pain exactly—more like pressure, as if something under her skin were pushing outward, trying to unfold.

Halfway down the hall, she stopped.

The cloth shifted.

Aria watched in disbelief as a faint silver glow pressed through the fabric, pulsing once...twice...like a heartbeat.

“No,” she whispered. “Stop.”

She pressed her palm over it.

The glow didn’t stop.

It grew.

A spike of ice shot up her arm, sharp enough to steal her breath. Her knees buckled and she caught herself on the wall, gasping.

Images flickered behind her eyes—too fast, too chaotic to understand.

Snow.

Darkness.

A hand reaching for her through white fire.

A shadow behind it.

Aria ripped her hand away from her wrist.

The images vanished. The cold didn’t.

She stumbled into the kitchen, nearly crashing into the wooden table. Her father looked up from the stove, brow furrowing.

“You’re up early,” he said. “You look pale.”

Aria swallowed hard. Her throat felt made of frost.

“I’m fine.”

The lie tasted brittle.

Before her father could ask anything else, she turned toward the washbasin to splash her face. But the moment she leaned forward—

Her reflection stopped her cold.

Because the girl in the mirror wasn’t just pale.

There was a faint shimmer climbing up her arm beneath the cloth, like thin strands of silver smoke. And around her pupils—a ring of nearly imperceptible blue, the color of deep ice.

Aria’s breath left her in a rush.

“Mother...?”

The name slipped out without permission.

The shimmer intensified.

She grabbed the cloth with both hands and tightened it until the glow faded, until her wrist throbbed painfully.

Her father turned. “Aria?”

She forced a smile that felt like breaking glass.

“I said I’m fine.”

The floor beneath her creaked.

The window beside the table frosted over in a delicate bloom of ice.

Her father didn’t see it—his back had turned. But Aria saw. And she knew, with a sinking dread that pulled at her stomach, that the mark wasn’t just changing.

It was waking.

Aria stayed by the frosted window long after her father left the kitchen.

The thin layer of ice spread in delicate veins across the glass, each line branching like silver spiderwebs. She lifted a trembling finger and traced a path through the frost.

It melted at her touch.

But only for a heartbeat.

Then the frost re-formed, swallowing her fingerprint entirely.

Her stomach twisted.

The cold inside her wrist pulsed again—slow, steady, insistent.

Look.

The whisper wasn't a sound.

It was a sensation, a tug beneath her skin, pulling her attention toward the glass.

Aria should have turned away.

Instead, she looked.

The frost darkened.

For a split second, the window didn’t reflect the kitchen behind her... but a different world.

A swirl of white.

Snow falling in thick, silent curtains.

A lonely figure standing in the storm.

No—not lonely.

Waiting.

Aria’s breath hitched. “Mother...?”

The figure sharpened, just enough for her to recognize the curve of the woman’s cheek, the braid falling over one shoulder, the familiar winter-blue cloak Aria remembered touching as a child.

Her mother lifted a hand.

Aria lifted hers in return, touched the icy glass.

The frost beneath her palm glowed with a soft silver light.

And then—

The world dropped away.

Snow slammed into her from every side, freezing her eyelashes, burning her lungs. Aria staggered backward—but there was no kitchen anymore, no house, no warmth.

Only the storm.

And her mother standing just a few feet away.

Her eyes were the same as Aria’s—dark, shadowed, filled with something like warning.

“Aria,” she whispered. Her voice sounded like wind through winter branches. “You must run.”

Aria tried to step forward, but the snow beneath her feet shifted like sand, pulling her down.

“Mother—what’s happening? Why are you here?”

But the woman looked past Aria, into the swirling darkness behind her, and her expression changed—fear tightening her features.

“No time. They’ve found you.”

Aria’s heart thudded painfully.

“Who?”

Her mother reached toward her—

But the snow between them exploded outward as a massive shadow surged through the blizzard.

Tall.

Silent.

Wrong.

Aria felt its presence like a blade against her skin.

Her mother’s face broke in anguish.

“Aria—don’t let him touch you. Whatever you do—don’t—”

The vision fractured like shattered glass.

Her mother’s scream was swallowed by the white roar of the storm.

The shadow lunged.

And the world snapped back.

Aria collapsed to the kitchen floor, gasping, her palms pressed against the cold tiles. Sweat dripped down her collarbone despite the chill running through her veins.

The window was clear again.

The frost—gone.

Her mother—gone.

Only the silver mark beneath the cloth continued to pulse, now bright enough that faint light escaped through the fabric.

Aria pressed her hand over it, breath shaking.

Someone outside the house exhaled—a soft, deliberate sound.

Not wind.

Not an animal.

A presence.

Standing just beyond the door.

Aria’s blood ran cold.

Her mother had been right.

They had found her.

The kitchen felt too small.

Too quiet.

The air held its breath, as if the house itself sensed what stood outside its walls. Aria pressed a hand against the table to steady herself. Her pulse hammered—too fast, too raw—beating against the growing cold spreading from her wrist.

Another soft exhale drifted in from outside.

Not wind.

Not an animal.

A person.

Someone standing just beyond the door.

Aria’s throat tightened.

She stepped back from the window, careful to avoid the loose wooden plank that always creaked. Her father wasn’t home now—he’d gone to the mill before dawn. There was no one else in the house.

She was alone.

And whatever waited outside... wasn’t leaving.

Aria moved to the far wall, where an old hunting knife hung above the fireplace. She grabbed it with trembling fingers. The blade was dull, the handle worn smooth, but the weight in her hand offered the smallest comfort.

Then—

scrape.

A slow drag along the outside wall, as if fingers trailed over the wood.

Aria’s breath caught.

Her wrist pulsed—once, sharp as lightning.

The cold rushed up her arm, slamming into her chest. She gasped, doubling over, the knife clattering against the table.

It felt like someone had grabbed her heart.

No—

not someone.

Something connected to her.

The pulse came again.

A presence.

Heavy, magnetic, ancient.

Her vision flickered. For a moment, the edges of the kitchen darkened, the corners swallowing the light. The cloth around her wrist warmed—then cooled—then warmed again, as though something beneath it were trying to respond.

“No,” she whispered. “Not now. Not here.”

Another scrape.

But this time—

it stopped directly at the door.

Aria froze.

The cold inside her turned into a twisting knot of heat. A strange contrast—like fire in frost, like breath on ice. The sensation slid along her spine, unfamiliar and terrifying.

A shadow shifted under the doorframe.

Aria tightened her grip on the knife. “Who’s there?”

Silence.

Then—

A whisper.

Low.

Rough.

Barely audible, but undeniably human.

“You can’t hide from me.”

Her blood turned to ice.

Her lungs squeezed tight.

The house dimmed again, the light flickering as if drawn away. The knife in her hand felt suddenly too small, too insignificant.

The whisper came again—closer this time, right against the wood.

“I found you.”

Aria stumbled back, hitting the wall behind her. The cloth around her wrist burned white-hot for a heartbeat, as if answering the voice outside.

As if recognizing it.

The temperature in the room dropped suddenly, violently. Frost raced across the window, blooming in wild patterns. The fire pit went dead-cold.

Aria pressed a hand over her wrist, fighting for breath.

The presence outside shifted—as if deciding something.

Then, without warning...

...silence.

The cold lifted.

The shadow under the door disappeared.

The world snapped back to normal so abruptly Aria nearly fell to her knees.

Whatever had been there—

It was gone.

But not far.

She felt it still, like a distant heartbeat echoing against her own.

The bond—

whatever it was—

had stirred.

And it wasn’t finished with her.

For several long seconds, Aria didn’t move.

The house was silent again.

Too silent.

The kind of silence that settles after something has breathed down your neck and then slipped into the shadows—watching, waiting, not gone at all.

Her heartbeat thudded against her ribs, uneven and frantic.

She pushed herself away from the wall and crept to the door, each step cautious, her socked feet soundless on the floor. Her hand hovered over the handle but didn’t touch it. She wasn’t reckless enough to fling the door open.

But she needed to know.

She lowered herself, inch by inch, and peered beneath the crack at the bottom of the door.

Nothing.

Just the faded wooden step and a thin line of early-morning snow.

She let out a shaky breath—

And then the snow twitched.

Not from wind.

There was no wind.

Not from an animal—there were no tracks.

It twitched like something beneath it had shifted, like a heartbeat pulsing under white skin.

Aria shot backward, stumbling into the doorframe.

Her wrist flared with heat again—sharp, violent—like the mark was responding to whatever moved in the snow.

“No,” she whispered, clutching it. “Stop. Stop.”

But the pulse didn’t stop.

It grew.

A second tremor rippled across the untouched snow, widening into a faint, spiderweb-thin crack. Light—not sunlight, but something cold, unnatural—leaked up from beneath, glowing blue-white through the frost.

Aria’s breath hitched.

She didn’t understand what she was seeing.

She didn’t want to.

Her wrist throbbed harder, as if something under her skin were answering the glow outside.

And then—

a footprint appeared in the snow.

Not gradually.

Not pressed in from above.

It rose up from beneath, forming itself from inside the drift—shaping as if an invisible figure were stepping upward from another layer of the world.

One foot.

Then another.

Both pointing straight toward her door.

Aria slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle a sound. Her pulse roared in her ears. The kitchen blurred.

Another tremor rippled through the snow and stopped just inches from the threshold.

Then—

Very slowly—

deliberately—

something dragged a long, sharp line across the surface of the snow.

Like a claw.

Like a blade.

Like a warning.

Aria felt it like an electric shock in her spine.

Her wrist seared with heat as the mark shone through the cloth, bright enough to glow under the fabric. She dropped to her knees, fingers digging into the floorboards.

“Please—”

She didn’t even know who she was pleading with. Herself? The cold? The presence beyond the door?

The glow beneath the snow flickered—

And then vanished.

The footprints melted back into the drift.

The crack sealed.

The frost faded.

The world exhaled.

As if nothing had been there at all.

Aria collapsed forward, palms flat against the cold wood, her breath coming in sharp, shallow bursts.

But even though the snow outside looked still again...

She felt it.

The wrongness.

The connection.

The presence that had found her this morning and marked her in the dark.

Somewhere beyond the tree line, past the river, past the frost-tipped pines—

Something moved.

Something alive.

Something bound.

Something hunting her not with hatred, but with inevitability.

Aria clutched her burning wrist.

The whisper she’d heard earlier echoed through her mind, chilling her more than the frost ever could:

“I found you.”

And she knew—

This was only the beginning.
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Chapter 2
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Aria woke to the sound of the wind scraping along the window—

a thin, restless whisper that didn’t match the stillness inside her room.

The house felt suspended in a hush that was too deep, too deliberate, as if the world were holding its breath.

Her heart beat once.

Then again—harder—because the cold on her skin wasn’t from the morning air.

It was from the mark.

A pulse of icy heat throbbed beneath the skin of her wrist. Aria pushed herself up, breath catching as she brushed her fingers over the silver pattern etched into her flesh. Last night it had been faint, little more than a shimmer under the moonlight—

but now it glowed with a dull, frozen light, like embers made of winter.

No.

Not possible.

She squeezed her eyes shut. The vision—her mother’s voice, the collapsing dark, the forest whispering her name—could all be explained away. Fear. Exhaustion. Memories surfacing in the cruel shapes of dreams.

But the mark... wasn’t supposed to change.

It was a birthmark. Just a birthmark.

So why did it burn like living frost?

Aria swung her legs over the edge of the bed and paused when her bare feet touched the floor. A shiver slipped up her spine—not from cold, but from the uncanny silence. The house usually creaked awake with her: the settling of wood, the distant clatter from her father in the kitchen, the hum of the old boiler.

Today there was nothing.

She crossed the room, pulling the blanket tighter around her shoulders. As she reached the window, a pale gleam caught her eye.

Her breath halting, she leaned closer.

A thin layer of frost dusted the inside of the glass.

The inside.

Her fingertips trembled as she touched it. The frost crumbled like powdered diamonds beneath her touch, melting instantly against her skin.

“I’m dreaming,” she whispered, though even she didn’t believe it.

The mark pulsed again in answer—cold flaring up her arm like lightning made of ice.

Aria jerked back, pulse hammering in her throat. “Stop it,” she hissed at her own wrist, as if she could reason with whatever was awakening under her skin. “Stop—just stop.”

The air shifted.

A prickle ran over the back of her neck.

Slowly, as if pulled by unseen threads, she lifted her gaze toward the tree line beyond the house.

Her window overlooked the northern edge of the woods—dense evergreens, branches sagging under early frost that shouldn’t have come for at least another month.

Something moved between the trunks.

A ripple of darkness.

A shape darker than the shadows around it.

Aria’s breath stilled in her lungs.

For a heartbeat, she saw him.

Tall. Motionless.

Outlined only by the faintest edge of pale light cutting across the clearing.

Eyes—she couldn’t see them clearly, but she felt their focus, sharp as a blade pressed lightly to her throat.

The air around her grew colder, sinking into her bones.

She blinked—

And the figure was gone.

Not vanished into the trees.

Just... gone.

Her fingers slipped from the curtains. She stepped back so quickly she nearly tripped over her own blankets. Her heart pounded loud enough to drown out everything else.

“No,” she whispered, shaking her head. “No, that wasn’t real.”

But she knew.

Deep down, in the place that had whispered her name in last night’s vision... she knew.

The cold didn’t come from outside.

It came from him.

And he had been watching her.

Aria wrapped her arms around herself and stumbled to the washbasin, splashing her face with warm water. It didn’t help. Her skin still tingled, alive with that unnatural cold, as if the mark had its own heartbeat—one not entirely her own.

She forced her breath steady.

In... out...

This was fine. She was fine. The night had been strange, terrifying even, but morning light solved everything. Morning made the impossible ordinary again.

Except... the light didn’t feel warm.

And the frost on the window still hadn’t melted.

Aria pressed her palm to the mark once more. It pulsed faintly, as if answering her touch—

alive.

A distant voice—her mother’s voice—brushed through her memory:

“If the mark ever awakens... run.”

She swallowed hard.

Run from what?

Or... from whom?

The wind moaned outside. A low, almost human sound that made the hairs on her arms rise.

Aria straightened, forcing herself toward the door. Whatever was happening—dream or curse or something she wasn’t ready to name—she couldn’t stay locked in her room waiting for the cold to seep deeper into her bones.

She needed answers.

She needed her father.

But as she stepped into the hallway, the mark throbbed again, a single sharp pulse—

like a warning.

Or a summons.

She ignored it.

Mostly.

But as she descended the stairs, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was no longer alone in her own skin.

Or that the figure in the woods hadn’t just been watching her.

He had been waiting.

Waiting for her to wake.

Waiting for her to feel him.

And she had.

The stairs creaked under Aria’s feet as she descended, each soft groan of wood echoing too loudly in the quiet house. The air downstairs felt heavier somehow—thick with a warmth that didn’t belong to morning, but to something stifling. Something uneasy.

Her father stood at the stove, stirring a pot that had clearly been boiling long before she woke. His broad shoulders were hunched, muscles tense beneath his shirt as if he’d been holding himself rigid for hours. The smell of herbs—bitter and earthy—curled through the kitchen, masking the usual scent of fresh bread he baked every dawn.

He didn’t turn when he heard her footsteps.

He just stiffened.

“Morning,” she said carefully.

A beat.

Then he exhaled and forced warmth into his voice.

“Morning, little star.”

Little star.

He hadn’t called her that since she was twelve.

Aria pulled out a chair, the legs scraping sharply against the floor. Her father winced at the noise—actually winced. The pot’s spoon clattered against the metal rim as his hand trembled.

She frowned. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Too quick. Too sharp.

He kept his back to her as he lowered the heat.

Something was wrong.

The same wrongness that lingered in the house, in the still air, in the frost inside her room.

She swallowed. “Dad... I need to ask you something.”

His shoulders stiffened again, but he didn’t turn.

Aria hesitated. The words felt heavy on her tongue. “Last night I... saw something.”

“Just a nightmare,” he said instantly.

“But—”

“Nightmares happen when you’re overtired. Nothing more.”

He wasn’t listening. He wasn’t letting himself listen.

Aria stood. Her chair scraped back again, and this time she didn’t apologize. She stepped closer, heart hammering with a mix of fear and frustration.

“It wasn’t just a dream. I saw Mom.”

The spoon stopped moving.

The silence that followed was so absolute it felt like the house itself had frozen.

Her father’s knuckles whitened around the edge of the counter. When he finally turned to her, his face looked carved from stone.

“Aria,” he said quietly, “don’t talk about that night.”

“But I need to understand,” she insisted. “I need to know what happened to her—what really happened.”

His jaw tightened. “You know what happened.”

“No,” she whispered. “I know the version you told me. The one that never made sense.”

His nostrils flared. “Because some things—some memories—should stay buried.”

She stepped closer, lifting her wrist so he could see the mark. “What about this? Should this stay buried too?”

For a long moment, he didn’t move.

Then his eyes fell on the mark—and something inside him broke.

Not a crack.

A collapse.

His face went pale, drained of all color. The pot behind him hissed as steam rose, but he didn’t seem to hear it. His gaze stayed locked on the mark pulsing with faint frostlight beneath her skin.

“Aria,” he breathed, voice hoarse. “When did it—When did that start?”

“Last night,” she whispered. “During the vision.”

He staggered back a step. Aria had never seen him look frightened. He was the kind of man who faced storms head-on, who never let fear touch him.

But now—

now fear consumed his face.

He reached out a trembling hand, stopping just short of touching her wrist, as though the mark itself could burn him.

“It’s waking,” he whispered. “I prayed—gods, I prayed this would never happen.”

Her stomach knotted. “You knew? You knew something was wrong with it?”

He looked away.

Aria grabbed his arm. “Dad. Answer me.”

He shut his eyes, as if the truth itself were a weight he’d carried too long. “Your mother... she carried the same mark.”

Her breath caught. “What?”

“She hid it,” he said, opening his eyes—filled with old pain, old guilt. “From everyone. Even from you. She thought if she stayed away from the forest, if she lived quietly... the curse would sleep forever.”

“Curse?” Aria whispered, heart pounding. “What curse?”

He shook his head. “I can’t—”

“Yes, you can.” Her voice cracked. “You owe me that much.”

He leaned heavily against the counter, staring down at the floor as if searching for words there. “Your mother believed the mark bound her to something ancient. Something that wanted her dead.”

Aria felt the room tilt, nausea swirling in her chest. “The... the thing I saw last night?”

He flinched.

Her voice dropped to a whisper. “So it is real.”

More silence.

He didn’t deny it.

The mark pulsed again—sharp, cold, electric. Aria sucked in a breath as the frostlight shimmered faintly beneath her skin, brighter than before.

Her father recoiled as if struck.

“Keep it hidden,” he whispered fiercely. “Promise me. Don’t go near the forest. Don’t go out after dark. Don’t—”

“Dad.” Her voice trembled. “What aren’t you telling me?”

He looked at her then, truly looked, and the anguish in his eyes nearly broke her.

“The same night your mother died,” he said slowly, “a creature was seen at the edge of the trees. Tall. Cloaked in shadow. Watching the house.”

Aria’s heart stopped.

“I saw him this morning,” she whispered.

All color drained from her father’s face.

“Aria,” he rasped, stepping forward. “You must stay inside. You must stay safe. If the mark is awakening... he won’t stop until he gets what he wants.”

Her blood turned to ice.

“And what does he want?” she whispered.

Her father’s voice broke.

“You.”

The door clicked shut behind Aria, and the chill outside hit her like a quiet slap. Not harsh—just sudden, startling, and too familiar. The same cold that had brushed her skin last night, the same whisper that had curled around her heartbeat.

She wrapped her arms around herself as if that could steady the tremor inside.

I just need a breath. One breath.

But the air here was different.

Sharper.

Alive.

The path behind their house dipped into the line of dark pines that marked the beginning of the forest. Normally the trees stood motionless, stiff as sentinels, but today...

...today they moved.

Not with the wind.

Not with animals.

But with intention.

Aria’s pulse stuttered. The mark on her wrist flared—cold blooming beneath her skin like frost spreading across glass. She sucked in a breath as it pulsed again, harder this time, in rhythm with her racing heart.

“No,” she whispered. “Not now...”

But the forest didn’t care.

It whispered back.

A faint rustle... a hush of branches... as though hundreds of unseen breaths exhaled at once. The sound rolled toward her, brushing over her skin, sinking into her bones.

The trees were watching her.

Every instinct screamed to turn back.

To run inside and bolt the door.

To pretend none of this was happening.

But something else—something deeper—pulled her forward.

One step.

Her mark pulsed.

Another.

Her breath fogged the air, though the day wasn’t cold enough for that.

By the time she reached the tree line, goosebumps chased down her arms, not from the temperature but from the awareness that prickled under her skin.

She wasn’t alone.

Shadows stirred between the trunks.

Slow, deliberate movements.

As if something tall—too tall—slipped behind the trees just as she turned her head.

Aria froze.

A whisper brushed her mind.

Soft. Low.

Unmistakable.

“Aria...”

She gasped and spun around, heart hammering.

No one was there.

But the voice had been real.

Not imagined.

Not dreamed.

She pressed a hand to her racing heart.

“No,” she whispered. “You’re not real. You can’t be—”

“Aria.”

Closer this time.

Inside her mind—like the echo of someone speaking directly against her ear.

Her knees nearly buckled.

She stumbled backward, but roots caught her heel and forced her forward instead, dragging her deeper into the trees. The mark on her wrist blazed cold, sending a shiver spiraling up her arm.

“Stop,” she whispered. “Please stop...”

The forest answered with movement.

A shadow separated itself from the darkness between the pines. Not a shape—just a deeper patch of night, rippling like black smoke held in human form.

Aria’s breath hitched. She couldn’t look away. Couldn’t move. Every instinct in her body shrieked to run, but something magnetic held her in place.

The shadow didn’t lunge.

Didn’t speak.

It watched.

Studied her.

The mark pulsed in response—faster, harder, as if recognizing something in that presence.

Her hand trembled violently.

“Who are you?” she whispered.

The shadow tilted its head, and for a split second she glimpsed a faint outline of a face—sharp cheekbones, a cold curve of a jaw, eyes like fractured moonlight.

Then it dissolved again, slipping behind a tree like smoke.

Her breath tore from her chest.

“Wait—!”

The moment she spoke, her mark seared with icy light and a wave of dizziness crashed over her. Her vision blurred, the world swirling into silver flecks and dark shapes.

She felt him then.

Not beside her.

Inside her mind.

A presence brushing against her thoughts like fingertips trailing across the inside of her skull.

Cold.

Ancient.

Curiously gentle.

A whisper caressed her consciousness.

“Come back.”

A shiver rolled through her so hard she nearly dropped to her knees.

The pull intensified—like invisible hands catching her waist, drawing her closer to the shadows.

Aria squeezed her eyes shut.

“Stop it!” Her voice trembled. “Leave me alone!”

The presence recoiled—not in anger, but in surprise.

The trees fell silent.

The cold retreated from her skin.

The shadows stilled.

For one fragile moment, the forest held its breath.

Then—

A low whisper of wind.

A sound like footsteps fading into the distance.

A soft echo in her mind:

“You will return.”

Her eyes snapped open.

But the forest was empty.

The shadows no longer watched.

Only silence remained.

Aria staggered backward, her legs shaky beneath her. The mark still tingled, ice threading through her veins. Her chest rose and fell in shallow gasps.

He was real.

Not a dream.

Not a hallucination.

Not a memory.

A presence that knew her name.

A presence that wanted her.

And she had felt—gods help her—a strange, terrifying pull toward him too.

She backed away from the trees, step by step, until she was clear of the forest’s reach. Only then did she turn and run—run as fast as she could—back toward the house, her heartbeat thundering in her ears.

The forest didn’t chase her.

But it watched.

And somewhere deep within the shadows, a figure lingered—

silver eyes gleaming with something like recognition.

Something like hunger.

Or something like fate.

The forest held its breath.

Aria didn’t notice it at first—only that something felt wrong, as if the world had tilted a fraction of an inch. The air thickened around her, too still, too heavy. The wind, which moments ago whispered between the trees, vanished completely.

Everything froze.

Even the leaves suspended mid-fall, hovering in the air like shards of green glass.

Aria’s breath caught.

“What...?” she whispered, but the sound came out strangled, devoured by the unnatural silence.

Her mark ignited with cold fire, pulsing so sharply it forced her to clutch her wrist. The burn shot up her arm and flooded into her chest—an icy bloom spreading beneath her ribs.

She staggered.

Then—

A shape stepped out from the places where shadows went to hide.

Not fully.

Not yet.

Just an outline, a half-formed silhouette woven from darkness—like a body refusing to fully join the living world. But his eyes...

She saw those first.

Two shards of silver-blue, glowing faintly in the still air. Watching her. Pinning her.

Aria’s lungs forgot how to work.

He was close. Only an arm’s length away—if she dared to reach.

The shadow shifted, and the world seemed to ripple around him. Frost crept across the bark of the nearest tree, spreading outward in delicate veins. The ground under her boots glittered with thin ice.

Her pulse thudded violently against her ribs.

“Don’t move,” the figure said—his voice low, rough, like it dragged across stone before reaching her. “You shouldn’t be here.”

Aria swallowed, her throat painfully tight.

“You...” She took a shaky breath. “You’re real.”

A faint tremor ran through his outline, as if the statement struck someplace tender.

“Unfortunately,” he murmured, his gaze flicking to her mark. “And so is that.”

The cold in her wrist pulsed violently, answering him, reaching for him.

Aria hissed, biting back a gasp.

“What is happening to me?”

His jaw tightened—the movement visible even in shadow.

“The mark responds to presence. To danger. To me.”

Her heart stuttered. “Why?”

He didn’t answer.

Instead, he stepped closer—an involuntary, instinctive movement—and the air crackled, time tightening like a noose.

He stopped only when he realized how near he was. Only inches separated them now.

Aria could see the faint shape of his cheekbone, the line of his nose, the sharp edge of his jaw. His hair, dark as the forest itself, flickered like smoke in a wind that no longer existed.

Her breath tangled in her throat.

He raised a hand—not enough to touch her, but close, so close she felt the cold emanating from his skin. The space between them burned with contradiction: ice against heat, danger against pull.

“Leave,” he said, but the word came out hoarse, almost... pained.

“Why?” She held her ground.

His breath—cold as winter air—brushed her cheek.

“Because if that mark wakes fully,” he said, “I won’t be able to control myself.”

A shiver ran through her—not just fear, but something stranger, deeper. Her body understood the threat, but something inside her leaned toward him anyway.

Toward the cold.

Toward the danger.

Toward him.

She whispered, “Control yourself from what?”

His eyes lifted to hers—and for a heartbeat, she saw something flicker in them. Something raw. Something dark. Something lonely.

“My purpose,” he said softly. “The reason I exist.”

Her mark flared violently—blindingly—and she gasped as ice shot through her veins. He reacted instantly, stepping back as if burned, though his body radiated only cold.
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