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      For every queen who had to stop asking permission to become.

      May your fire be chosen.

      May your love be fierce.

      May no one ever mistake your mercy for weakness.
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      Drazek

      The mountain is screaming, and I am the only one who can feel the marrow of the stone cracking. The vibration travels up through the basalt into the furnace of my chest where the Eternal Flame burns its constant vigil. The battlements stretch before me in a sweep of obsidian-black, carved by fire and claw a thousand years before my birth, and now they shake under the weight of human engineering. My hands brace against the rampart, claiming the mountain’s residual heat as I scan the Ashen Reach below.

      The gray-sand plains are crawling with them. Banners snap in the wind, a sea of colors I refuse to name. A crusade. My jaw tightens until my teeth ache.

      A cold-iron bolt screams past my shoulder and buries itself in the stone behind me.

      The sound it makes is wrong. Not the clean crack of basalt on basalt, but a wet, sucking shriek that makes the fire in my blood recoil. The metal is a dead zone my dragon-senses cannot penetrate.

      I do not move. I have been standing here for three hours, and I will stand here until the gate holds or the gate falls.

      The bond hums in my ribs before I hear her footsteps.

      She moves quietly, she always does, but the Sovereign Circuit is a vibration in the marrow, a low hum that anchors my dragon-heart against the dead zones below. I catch the faint metallic tang of her skin cutting through the sulfur and ash. She is not afraid. I would taste fear through the bond like copper on my tongue, but there is only a deliberate, dangerous stillness.

      Maerwen stops beside me, close enough that the heat radiating from my body warms the air between us. She does not touch me. She looks down at the army below, and her amber eyes are flat and calculating, moving across the siege lines like she is reading a map only she can see.

      “The ballistae are synchronized,” she says. Her voice is steady. It carries the weight of command, not the roaring command of a dragon-lord, but the quiet, absolute certainty of a sovereign who has already thought three moves ahead. “They’re targeting the keystone. A coordinated strike could crack the Outer Gate.”

      I know this. I have been watching the same pattern. But hearing her speak it aloud, cool and precise, no tremor in her throat, makes something in my chest pull tight.

      “Vexa,” I say, and my captain is at my side in an instant.

      She stands in humanoid form, a wall of muscle and obsidian-glass armor, charcoal-grey scales visible at her neck and hands. Her broadsword is strapped across her back. Her eyes are the color of cooling embers, and they are fixed on the same horizon I have been watching. “My King.”

      “The patrols.”

      “Three sweeps, as ordered. The cold-iron is clustered at the front lines. The dead zones are spreading.” She pauses, and I see the muscle in her jaw jump. “The fliers are struggling to maintain formation near the ballistae. The suppression is stronger than yesterday.”

      I nod. My dragon roars inside my chest, a furnace gale of fury that wants to break free and incinerate every last one of those machines. I could do it. I could shift and burn a swath through the Ashen Reach that would turn the gray sand to glass.

      But the cold-iron would cut me down before I reached the third line. And Maerwen would be standing on this wall, watching me fall.

      “The archers need to reposition,” she says. “They’re clustered too tightly on the eastern spire. One well-placed bolt will take out half the line.”

      I turn my head to look at her. The Mark of the First Flame presses against the thin fabric of her tunic, a silver-gold heat that acts as a counter-pressure to the cold-iron’s dead zones. The bond hums in my ribs, steadying the erratic rhythm of my dragon-heart.

      She is not looking at me. She is still reading the battlefield, her dark chestnut hair pulled back from her face, her skin flushed from the mountain’s heat. She holds herself with the stillness of a white-hot flame, a coiled strike waiting to be unleashed. It is a lie her body tells the world, this delicate frame; I know what she is capable of.

      I have seen the First Flame pour from her hands like liquid starlight. I have felt the mountain stabilize under her will, the volcanic heart of Ignis Vale beating in rhythm with her own.

      I also know the cost. The Sovereign’s Price is a debt I cannot pay for her, a heavy toll that lingers in the spaces between her breaths. She is not afraid of it. She is not afraid of anything. That is what terrifies me.

      “Vexa,” I say, and my voice comes out rougher than I intended. “Move the archers. Spread them along the upper bastion. Two per embrasure, no more.”

      “Yes, my King.” She hesitates. “And the western approach?”

      My eyes flick to Maerwen. She is already nodding.

      “Lord Varick’s forces hold the western approach,” she says. “He’s volatile, but he’s not stupid. He’ll hold the line.”

      I want to argue. Varick is a pardoned rival, a fire-haired noble who once tried to challenge my rule. Maerwen’s amnesty spared his life, and his loyalty is still an untested blade. But the Sovereign Circuit hums between us, and I feel her certainty through the bond like a steady flame.

      She trusts him. I do not have to agree, but I will not undermine her in front of my captain.

      “Leave Varick where he is,” I say. “Shift the reserves to the eastern flank. The crusade’s heavy infantry is massing there.”

      Vexa pounds a fist to her chest in salute and turns to relay the orders. Her voice carries across the battlements, sharp and precise, and the dragon-shifter guards move to obey.

      Maerwen steps closer to the edge of the rampart. The wind catches the hem of her tunic, and I catch the scent of her more fully: clean skin and the faint metallic tang of the silver mark on her shoulder. The bond tightens in my chest, a low vibration that feels like a warning.

      “Too close,” I say.

      She does not turn. “I need to see the pattern.”

      “You can see it from three steps back.”

      “Drazek.”

      My name in her mouth is a command. It is not a plea. It is not a request. It is the voice of my Queen, and it demands my obedience as surely as the fire in my blood demands I protect her.

      I do not move her. I stand beside her, and I let her look.

      The bombardment intensifies.

      The ballistae fire in waves, three, four, five bolts at a time, each one tipped with cold-iron that shrieks through the air and buries itself in the mountain’s skin. The stone groans under the impact. The vibration travels up through my boots and into my bones, and I feel the Outer Gate’s structural integrity like a thread pulled too tight.

      The mountain is not just a fortress. It is a living thing, a body of fire and stone, and I am its beating heart. I feel every wound, every crack, every splinter of cold-iron that violates its flesh.

      Maerwen’s hand moves.

      It is a small gesture, barely noticeable, but I am attuned to every shift of her body. Her fingers brush the back of my armored forearm, a touch so light it might have been an accident, if I did not know her better.

      The bond flares.

      It is not a surge of heat. It is a steadying pressure, a grounding wire that pulls me back from the edge of my own rage. The dragon inside me quiets. The fire in my blood settles into a low, controlled burn.

      She is not comforting me. She is commanding me. Reminding me that I am a King, not a beast. That I have a mountain to defend, and I cannot do it if I let the fury consume me.

      I look at her hand on my arm. Her fingers are cool. The bond carries the mountain’s pain into her, the same way it bleeds into me.

      I cover her hand with mine. For a heartbeat, I let myself feel the delicate bones beneath her skin, the flutter of her pulse, the steady rhythm of her breathing. She is here. She is alive. The contact anchors me, pulling sanity from the bond where fury would reign.

      The volley comes without warning.

      I feel it before I see it: a sudden, synchronized release of tension in the air, the dry crack of a dozen ballistae firing at once. My head snaps up. My dragon screams a warning I do not have time to voice.

      Twelve cold-iron bolts.

      They arc through the air in perfect formation, a killing constellation of black metal and hate. They are not aimed at the battlements. They are not aimed at the archers or the patrols or the dragon-shifters on the wall.

      They are aimed at the keystone of the Outer Gate.

      The impact is not a sound. It is a physical blow that travels through the mountain like a death rattle. The stone beneath my feet buckles. The basalt screams, a high, crystalline shriek of structural failure, and then the Outer Gate shatters.

      The sound is a thunderclap. A roar of falling stone that drowns out the wind, the ballistae, the distant shouts of the human army. A plume of gray dust and ash erupts from the base of the mountain, swallowing the lower approach in a choking cloud.

      Maerwen’s hand tightens on my arm.

      The dust clears slowly, revealing the wound in the mountain’s flank. The Outer Gate is gone. The keystone has been pulverized, the basalt blocks reduced to rubble, the iron reinforcements twisted and snapped like twigs. Through the gap, I can see the vanguard of the human army, row upon row of soldiers, their shields locked, their spears bristling.

      The bombardment stops.

      The silence that follows is worse than the noise. It is a predator’s silence. The stillness of a killing blow waiting to land.

      The cold-iron in the rubble is a spreading numbness, a dead zone that cuts through the stone like frostbite. The Eternal Flame gutters in my chest, struggling to push back against the suppression.

      The Outer Gate is gone. The stronghold is breached.

      Maerwen’s voice cuts through the silence, calm and absolute.

      “They’re coming.”

      I turn to face the invasion, and the fire in my blood rises to meet it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Maerwen

      The dust tastes like pulverized history and cold-iron.

      It coats my tongue before I can stop myself from breathing it in, a fine gray grit that carries the death-scream of the Outer Gate and the wrongness of the metal that killed it. The cloud rolls up over the battlements in a choking wave, and I do not cough. I do not flinch. I stand at the edge of the basalt and let it wash over me, because the soldiers below are already moving, and I need to see them before they see me.

      The wind shifts. The dust peels back like a curtain drawn by an impatient hand, and the breach yawns open beneath us.

      It is worse than I calculated. The gate is not simply broken; the mountain’s throat is ripped wide, and the vanguard is already inside. Heavy infantry. Three hundred at least, maybe more massing behind them. Their shields are locked in a turtle formation, overlapping plates of black iron that gleam with an oily, light-drinking sheen. Cold-iron. Every single one of them. They climb over the shattered basalt with the grinding, slow certainty of a glacier, boots crunching on glass-sharp rubble, and they are already past the outer perimeter.

      The dead zone hits me like a punch to the sternum.

      The bond, the Sovereign Circuit that has hummed in my ribs since the night Drazek and I braided our fire into something new, stutters. It does not break. It cannot break. But the cold-iron is a weight pressing down on it, a suffocating blanket that muffles the vibration until it feels distant and wrong.

      I press my palm flat against my thigh to hide the tremor in my fingers. The silver mark on my shoulder, the Mark of the First Flame, itches with a sharp, electric heat. It knows the dead zone is wrong. It wants to push back.

      I want to let it.

      Drazek moves beside me. I feel the shift in the air before I see it: the temperature around him spikes even through the cold-iron’s suppression, a furnace gale that makes the basalt beneath our feet vibrate with a frequency I feel in my teeth. The air above his shoulders blurs with heat, and when I meet his gaze, his pupils are slitted, dragon-verticals, burning gold and furious.

      “They dare,” he snarls.

      The words are not meant for me. They are meant for the invaders, for the mountain, for the ancestors whose bones are baked into this stone. They are a dragon’s challenge, a predator’s promise of violence, and I feel them resonate through the bond like a struck bell.

      He steps toward the edge.

      I see what he intends to do. He will shift. He will throw himself off the battlements in a storm of obsidian scales and golden fire, and he will meet the vanguard in the rubble with tooth and claw and fury. It is what the Dragon King should do. It is what the mountain expects.

      The cold-iron will cut him down before he reaches the third rank.

      The dead zone is too dense. The shields are too concentrated. His fire will gutter and die before it touches a single soldier, and then the bolts will find him, and I will watch my mate fall from the sky while his dragon-heart screams through the bond.

      No.

      I do not say the word aloud. I reach out and press my palm flat against his heart.

      The contact is a shock of volcanic heat that slams through the dead zone, setting the air between us to shimmer. The Eternal Flame hammers under my hand, a second pulse that runs ragged with fury, flailing against the cold-iron’s weight. I do not pull back. The bond’s vibration is a faint, swallowed thread beneath the suppression, but my palm on his chest gives it a path. I shove my own cold calculus into the Circuit: the geometry of the shields, the certainty of the dead zone, the kill-box that waits for him. The command does not ask. It anchors. I pour the logic into the fire, cooling the rage until the dragon-heart beneath my hand steadies.

      Wait.

      He freezes. Every muscle in his body locks tight, a coiled predator arrested mid-strike. For a single, suspended heartbeat, I see the war inside him. The dragon-rage demands action. The bond demands obedience. The King demands sovereignty. The mate demands protection.

      I do not demand anything. I simply stand there, my hand on his heart, and I let him feel what I feel.

      The cold-iron. The dead zone. The three hundred soldiers grinding through the rubble. The certainty that his fire will fail.

      His jaw tightens. The muscle jumps beneath the sharp blade of his cheekbone, and I watch him swallow his own fury like a mouthful of glass. It costs him. I feel the cost through the bond, the way his dragon-heart screams against the leash, the way his every instinct howls at him to ignore me and attack anyway. His gaze finds mine, burning with a question only I can answer. For a heartbeat, the battle holds its breath. Then he exhales, a sound like grinding stone. He yields the field.

      “Vexa.” His voice is a ruin, rough and scraped raw, but it carries the weight of absolute command. “The archers. Cease fire.”

      Vexa’s head snaps around. She has been standing at the eastern spire, her broadsword half-drawn, her charcoal-grey scales bristling with the promise of violence. Her gaze flicks to me, then back to Drazek, her mouth opening on a protest.

      “Now.”

      The word is a thunderclap. Vexa’s protest dies. She turns and bellows the command down the line, the order raw with fury she does not waste on a salute. The archers on the upper bastion lower their bows. The dragon-shifters on the wall go still. The silence that falls is not peaceful. It is the drawn breath before a killing blow, an army frozen on the edge of a command their King has just revoked.

      I remove my hand from Drazek’s chest. He does not move. He stands at the edge of the battlements, a statue carved from obsidian and fury, and I feel his trust through the bond like a steady, burning flame.

      He has yielded the field to me.

      I turn to face the breach.

      The vanguard has cleared the rubble. They are inside the mountain’s outer perimeter now, their turtle formation spreading out as they realize no dragon-fire is coming to meet them. Their commander is shouting orders I cannot hear. Their shields are rising, preparing for an assault from the flanks.

      They are not looking up. They are not expecting fire from above. Dragon-fire cannot burn in a dead zone, and they know it.

      They do not know what I am.

      The silver mark on my shoulder burns. The sensation is not pain. It is a summons, a vibration that travels down my arm and into my bones, and I stop fighting it. I stop hiding the tremor in my fingers. I stop pretending the cold-iron’s dead zone does not terrify me.

      I am the other half of the Sovereign Circuit, and this mountain is mine to defend.

      The bond hums. Drazek’s heat flows through it, a steady current of molten gold that I do not take yet. I simply feel it. Let it anchor me. Let it remind me that I am not a tool waiting to be fired, I am a sovereign choosing to strike.

      I step to the very edge of the basalt. My boots are an inch from the drop. The wind tears at my tunic, and I feel the weight of the human army’s gaze shift upward as they finally, finally realize I am here.

      I reach for the bond.

      Not for comfort. Not for grounding. For fuel.

      The First Flame answers.

      It rises from the silver mark on my shoulder like a second heartbeat, a pulse of silver-gold fire that does not burn hot. It burns cold. Colder than the dead zone. The air sharpens with the bite of ozone, and the fire pours from my hands, a torrent of liquid starlight that crashes onto the vanguard. It drinks the oily, light-drinking sheen from their cold-iron shields, swallowing the dead zone in a vacuum of silver heat, and the vanguard ceases to exist.

      The shields do not melt. The armor does not buckle. The soldiers do not scream.

      They are simply there, and then they are not.

      The fire consumes them in absolute silence, and the silence is worse than the screaming would have been. It eats through cold-iron and flesh and bone with the same indifferent hunger, and when it hits the rubble of the Outer Gate, it does not stop.

      It melts the basalt.

      The stone runs like water, glowing white-hot and then silver-bright, and I feel the mountain’s wound through the bond as the First Flame pours into it. The jagged edges of the breach soften. The gap that the human army spent weeks cutting into the mountain’s flank closes like a healing scar.

      I shape the fire.

      It is not something I learned. It is not something I was taught. It is something I am, a knowledge that lives in the marrow of my bones and the silver mark on my shoulder, and I pour myself into it without reservation. The river of starlight becomes a wall. A sheet of molten glass that rises from the rubble and seals the breach with a surface so smooth and so perfect it reflects the gray sky like a mirror.

      The human army beyond the wall is screaming now. I can hear them through the glass, a distant chorus of terror and rage and disbelief. They are watching their siege fail. They are watching their cold-iron weapons prove useless. They are watching a human queen wield the power of a god.

      I feel the thrill.

      A cold, dark satisfaction rises from the ashes of the vanguard, a pulse that matches the silver fire’s rhythm under my skin. The Mark burns with a greedy pleasure, and for one suspended heartbeat, I am not afraid of what that pleasure means. I like the destruction. I like the terror in the eyes of the soldiers who are still alive to look at me, the ones who are retreating from the glass wall in a panicked rout. I like knowing my father’s crusade shattered against the mountain because of me.

      The First Flame gutters.

      One moment it is a river of starlight, a wall of glass. The next it is nothing. The fire vanishes like a snuffed candle, and the absence is a physical blow that drives me to my knees.

      The cold comes.

      It is not gradual. It is a tidal wave of absolute zero that slams into my chest and turns the air in my lungs to ice. The bond screams, Drazek screams, but the sound is distant and underwater and wrong. My fingers curl against the basalt, and I watch frost crystals bloom across my knuckles like a time-lapse of winter. The silver mark on my shoulder is silent. The volcanic pulse of the mountain, the heat that has wrapped around me since the day I arrived in Ignis Vale, is gone. I am cold. I have never been this cold. I try to breathe. The ice in my lungs cracks, and a noise escapes my throat that is not a gasp and not a sob. My vision whites out at the edges, a creeping frost that eats the world from the outside in. The basalt is warm under my palms. I cannot feel it. The wind is hot against my face. I cannot feel it. Drazek is screaming my name. I cannot.

      The world does not go black. It goes white. A blinding, frozen void where my heartbeat used to be, and the last thing I feel before the void swallows me is the bond straining in my chest like a thread pulled too tight.
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      Drazek

      I lunge, my claws gouging the basalt as I catch her before she hits the stone. My body moves before my mind registers the fall, dragon-instinct faster than thought, and then she is in my arms and the weight of her is wrong. She is too heavy. Not the weight of flesh and bone, but the weight of stone, of absolute zero, of a cold that should not exist inside a living body. My knees hit the basalt hard enough to crack it, and I do not care. I do not feel the impact. I feel only the cold radiating from her skin like a scream made solid.

      Her head lolls against my chest. The frost is still spreading. It crawls across her cheekbones in crystalline whorls, silver-white and delicate as lace, and it does not melt when it touches my heat. That is the detail that breaks something inside me. My body runs hot enough to warp iron, and the frost on her skin does not even glisten with moisture. It simply spreads, indifferent and hungry, consuming her inch by inch.

      I press my palm to her cheek. The cold is a physical blow. My hand recoils before I command it to stop, before I force myself to hold the contact, and the bond screams in my chest like a thread pulled past its breaking point. Stretched so thin I can barely feel the vibration of her fire on the other end. The Sovereign Circuit is a thready whisper, a cold ash in my marrow, a severed nerve where her heartbeat should be. The terror that floods my veins is colder than her skin.

      "My King."

      Vexa's voice cuts through the roaring in my ears. She is standing over me, her broadsword half-drawn, her charcoal-grey scales bristling with the tension of a warrior who sees her commander frozen in the middle of a battlefield. "The enemy is regrouping. The glass wall is holding, but they're bringing up ladders. The archers are already spread thin. Please, I need your orders."

      I do not look up. I cannot look away from the frost on Maerwen's eyelashes, the way it webs across the delicate skin of her eyelids like a funeral shroud. Her lips are blue. Not pale, not bloodless. Blue. The color of deep ice, of frozen lakes, of the corpses I found in the throne room the night my father's madness finally consumed him.

      My mother's lips were blue.

      The memory hits me like a cold-iron bolt to the chest. I am seven years old again, standing in the Great Hall, and my mother is on the floor and she is not moving and her lips are blue and my father is laughing, laughing, laughing while the fire consumes everything around him. The scent of ozone and charred stone thick in my throat. The Mad King. The monster I swore I would never become. The legacy I have spent a century trying to burn out of my blood.

      And now Maerwen is on the ground, and her lips are blue, and I cannot feel her fire.

      The frost has reached her temples. It is spreading toward her hairline, and a primal terror claws at my chest. I do not know what will happen if it reaches her skull, only that it will be final, a snuffing out of the fire that is her.

      "My King." Vexa's voice cracks on the second word. She never cracks. She is the unbreakable shield of the Royal Guard, the survivor of my father's purges, the warrior who has stood at my side through a hundred battles. And she is afraid. Not of the enemy. Of me. Of what she sees in my face as I kneel on the basalt with my mate dying in my arms.

      "The archers are already spread thin," I say, and my voice is not my own. It is the voice of a dragon who has swallowed glass. "Shift the reserves to the eastern parapet. Pour oil on the ladder teams. Burn them before they reach the glass."

      Vexa pounds a fist to her chest. "And the reserves?"

      I open my mouth to answer. The words form, tactical calculations ready, but my dragon-instincts incinerate them before they reach my tongue. The part of me that is not a king but a creature of fire and fury is clawing at my ribs, demanding I take my mate somewhere safe and warm, demanding I pour every last ember into her frozen body until the frost melts and the bond sings again. The bond is a thready whisper, a cold ache where her heartbeat should be.

      I look up at Vexa. She sees the answer in my eyes before I speak it, and her scales go flat with shock.

      "My King," she says, and this time it is not a report. It is a protest. "The wall⁠—"

      "Will hold." I gather Maerwen against my chest. Her body is rigid, frozen into the shape of her final strike, one hand still curled as if she is reaching for the fire. The silver mark on her shoulder is dark, a leaden stain where the First Flame used to burn. "Varick."

      The name is a command. Lord Varick steps forward from the shadow of the eastern spire, his flame-red hair whipping in the wind, his smirk gone. His jaw tightens as his eyes fix on Maerwen's frozen form, and I see something in his expression I have never seen before. Not satisfaction. Not triumph. Something closer to horror.

      "Hold the wall," I tell him. "If a single human crosses that glass, I will have your head."

      He does not protest. He does not argue. He does not point out that I am abandoning my post, that the Dragon King is retreating from the battlefield while the enemy is still at the gates, that I am choosing my mate over my kingdom. He simply looks at Maerwen's frozen form, his jaw still tight, and pounds a fist to his chest.

      "It will be done."

      I do not wait to see if he means it. I am already moving, already carrying her across the battlements toward the interior corridor, and the basalt is warm under my boots but I cannot feel it. I cannot feel anything except the cold radiating from her body and the thready whisper of the bond and the memory of my mother's blue lips pressed against the cold stone of the Great Hall floor.

      The corridor swallows us. The sulfurous heat of the mountain's heart washes over me, thick and stifling, but it dies against the absolute zero radiating from Maerwen's skin. The sounds of battle fade into a distant rumble that vibrates through the stone like a heartbeat. I move faster. My boots slam against the basalt in a rhythm that matches the roaring in my ears, and the dragon-shifters I pass press themselves against the walls to let me through. I see their faces in flashes. Wide eyes. Flattened scales. The scent of fear-sweat and confusion. They do not understand what they are seeing. Their King, their unshakable pillar, fleeing the battlefield with a frozen human queen in his arms.

      Let them look. Let them whisper. Let them wonder if the Mad King's blood has finally won.

      I do not care. I care about the weight in my arms and the frost on her skin and the way her head lolls against my neck when I round a corner too fast. Her hair brushes my jaw. The scent of it cuts through the sulfur and the ash and the cold-iron tang of the dead zone still clinging to my senses. Citrus. Ash. The faint, clean smell of her skin underneath the frost. It is such a fragile thing, that scent. Such a human thing. It does not belong in this mountain of fire and stone and predator-instinct. It belongs to her. It is her. And if I lose it, if I lose her, the mountain will burn and I will burn with it and I will not stop burning until there is nothing left of the Valeis line or the dragon kingdom or the world that took her from me.

      The Royal Wing doors loom ahead. I slam through them without slowing, and the guards stationed outside flinch back with startled snarls that die in their throats when they see what I am carrying.

      "Summon Pyralis," I snarl. "Now."

      One of them runs. The other stays frozen, his eyes fixed on the frost spreading across Maerwen's throat, and I do not have time to discipline him for staring. I carry her into the chamber and lay her on the bed.

      The bed where I have held her through a hundred nights. The bed where her warmth has pressed against my side and her breath has whispered across my chest and her fire has hummed in harmony with mine. The bed that now feels like a tomb.

      I press my palm to her chest. Right over her heart. Right over the place where the bond should be singing, where her fire should be burning, where the Sovereign Circuit should be pulsing with the rhythm of our joined power.

      Nothing. A thready vibration, so faint it makes my dragon-heart stutter.

      I reach for my fire. The Eternal Flame that has burned in my blood since the day I hatched from my mother's egg, the fire that has never failed me, the heat that has melted iron and shattered stone and turned armies to ash. I summon it now, every last ember, every last spark, and I pour it into my palm.

      The flame hisses like water thrown on hot iron, starved, and gutters. It touches her skin and dies, swallowed by the absolute zero that radiates from her frozen body. The cold-iron dead zone that still clings to the rubble of the Outer Gate is nothing compared to this. The Sovereign's Price drinks my fire like a heat-sink, and my flame is not enough.

      I try again. I pour more heat into my palm, more fire, more of the Eternal Flame than I have ever channeled into something that was not a weapon. The air around us shimmers. The basalt beneath my boots glows red. The silk sheets beneath her body begin to smoke.

      The frost on her skin does not melt.

      A sound tears itself from my throat, something between a snarl and a sob, raw and broken, and I drop my forehead to hers and press my skin against the cold that is stealing her from me.

      Her lips are blue. Her skin is white. Her fire is gone.

      And I am the Dragon King, the most powerful creature in the Spine of the World, and I cannot save her.

      The door opens behind me. I do not look up. I do not care who it is. I care only about the thready whisper of the bond and the frost on her skin and the memory of my mother's blue lips pressed against the cold stone floor.

      "My King." Pyralis's voice is sharp and quick and breathless from running. "The Sovereign's Price. I need to see the mark. I need to see if it's still active."

      I do not move. I cannot move. If I move, I will shatter. If I move, I will burn this mountain to ash and bury myself in the rubble.

      "Drazek."

      My name. Not my title. Pyralis has never used my name before, not in all the years they have served as the court scholar. They use it now, and the sound of it cuts through the roaring in my ears like a blade.

      I lift my head. I look at them. Their iridescent skin is pale, their ink-stained fingers trembling as they reach for the collar of Maerwen's tunic.

      "Show me," they say. "Show me the mark."

      I pull the fabric aside. The silver mark on her shoulder is dark, and Pyralis makes a sound that is not reassuring.

      "It's still there," they say. "The structure is intact. The flame is dormant, not extinguished. It looks like a dead star, but that means the Price is still in progress. It hasn't reached its conclusion."

      "What conclusion?"

      Pyralis meets my eyes. Their gaze is steady, but I see the fear underneath it. The scholar's fear of delivering bad news to a predator.

      "If the mark extinguishes completely," they say, "the cold will reach her heart. And then there will be nothing left to save."

      The words land like cold-iron bolts. One. Two. Three. Each one a killing strike.

      "How do I stop it?"

      Pyralis hesitates. "The Codex mentions a recovery protocol. Thermal transference. Skin-to-skin contact, sustained over time, in an environment free from cold-iron suppression. But the specifics⁠—"

      "Get out."

      They blink. "My King⁠—"

      "Get out." My voice is not my own. It is the voice of a dragon who has found the one thing in the world worth burning for, and who will not tolerate an audience while he fights to keep it alive. "Guard the door. No one enters. No one."

      Pyralis retreats. The door closes behind them with a heavy thud that echoes through the chamber like a death knell.

      I am alone with my mate. I press my palm to her chest and reach for the fire, every last ember. The flame hisses, starved, and dies. The frost does not melt. The bond is a thready whisper, a cold ash in my marrow.

      And I am the Dragon King, and I cannot stop the cold.
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      Maerwen

      The world is not black. It is a white so bright it burns the memory of color from my mind.

      I float inside it. Suspended. Weightless. The cold that drove me to my knees on the battlements is still here, but it has changed its nature. It no longer attacks. It no longer claws at my marrow or cracks my lungs with every breath. It simply holds me, and the holding is the gentlest thing I have ever felt.

      The silence is absolute.

      I cannot hear the wind. I cannot hear the mountain. I cannot hear the distant scream of ballistae or the roar of dragon-fire or the grinding crunch of soldiers climbing over the rubble of the Outer Gate. The sounds of the siege have been peeled away like dead skin, and what remains underneath is this: a vast, white nothing that asks nothing of me.

      I should be afraid. Some distant part of me knows this. The part that memorized the Codex passages Pyralis pressed into my hands in those first weeks, the warnings about the Sovereign's Price and the cold that follows the fire. That part of me is screaming somewhere, a tiny voice muffled by layers of frost, telling me that this peace is a lie. That the white void is not a sanctuary. That if I stay here, I will never leave.

      The screaming is very far away. The peace is very close.

      I try to remember why I was fighting. The details slip through my frozen thoughts like water through numb fingers. My father's face surfaces for a moment, and with it comes the weight of cold iron, the memory of chains dressed up as treaty silk, the particular way a daughter becomes a commodity when her father is a king. Then the image dissolves into the white. The crusade. The breach. The soldiers pouring through the shattered gate like ants from a broken nest. I stopped them. I remember stopping them. The First Flame pouring from my hands, the silver-gold fire that drank the cold-iron and melted the basalt, and when the roar faded and the light died, the mountain's wound was a wall of fused stone, silent and absolute.

      I remember the thrill.

      The dark, cold satisfaction of watching my father's vanguard vanish into that silence. The greedy pleasure that pulsed through the silver mark on my shoulder as the soldiers screamed and the shields failed and the stone ran molten and then stilled. The pleasure felt like this. Like the white void. Cold. Quiet. Hungry.

      I was a weapon. A terrible, beautiful weapon. And weapons do not rest. Weapons do not dream of peace. Weapons are fired and fired and fired until they shatter.

      I am shattered now.

      The thought should hurt. It should bring grief or rage or some echo of the fire that used to burn in my chest. But the white void absorbs it, the same way it absorbs the memory of color, the same way it absorbs the distant screaming of the part of me that wants to live. The frost does not judge, does not demand, does not care what I was before I fell. It simply offers me the one thing I have never been allowed to have.

      Rest.

      I let myself sink deeper into the white.

      The pressure against my forehead is an intrusion.

      It arrives without warning: a dull, distant thud that ripples through the void like a stone dropped into frozen water. The white shudders. The perfect silence cracks, just for a moment, and through the crack I feel something that does not belong here.

      Heat.

      Not the gentle warmth of sunlight or the comforting glow of a hearth-fire. This is a desperate, ragged heat. A heat that claws at the edges of my void like a wild animal trying to dig through a wall of ice. It pulses against my forehead in rhythmic waves, and each pulse carries something I do not want to feel.

      Fear. Terror. A grief so vast and so old it tastes of ash and cold stone and a child's scream echoing through a throne room.

      Drazek.

      His name surfaces through the frost, and the void shudders again. I do not want it. I do not want the heat or the terror or the memory of his golden eyes burning down at me as I fell. I want the peace. I want the silence. I have been a treaty bride and a living weapon and a symbol of everything my father fears, and I am so tired.

      The heat pulses again. Stronger this time. The pressure against my forehead shifts, and I realize it is not pressure. It is contact. Skin against skin. His forehead pressed to mine, his hands cradling my frozen face. I cannot feel his warmth. I can only feel the vibration of it, a dull thud in the marrow of my skull, the way a woman trapped under ice might feel a distant hammer striking the frozen surface above her. It is not comfort. It is a demand. A command wrapped in terror and grief and a love so fierce it burns even through the absolute zero that separates us.

      Come back.

      I do not want to come back. Coming back means the cold will recede and the fire will return and the Sovereign's Price will still be waiting for me, a debt I can never fully pay. Coming back means standing on the battlements again, looking down at my father's army, knowing that every time I use the First Flame to protect the mountain I will end up here again. Frozen. Shattered. Useless.

      Coming back means being a weapon.

      The white void presses closer, gentle and insistent. It does not speak in words. It does not need to. It simply folds itself around me like a blanket of fresh snow, and the promise it offers is older than language. Older than the Codex. Older than the First Flame itself.

      You have done enough. You have given enough. Let go.

      I want to let go.

      I have spent my entire life being traded. Traded by my father for political advantage. Traded by the treaty that sent me to Ignis Vale. Traded by the bond that chained me to the Dragon King before I understood what the bond could become. Every choice I have made since I arrived in this mountain has been a choice between survival and surrender, between agency and annihilation. I chose survival. I chose agency. I chose to love the man my father sent me to betray.

      And the cost of that choice is this: a frozen body on a silk bed, a silver mark gone dark on my shoulder, a mate pressing his forehead to mine and begging me to come back while his fire gutters and dies against my cold.

      The heat-sink.

      The realization cuts through the white with a sudden, brutal clarity. I feel it now: the way Drazek's fire is flowing into me and vanishing, swallowed by the absolute zero that radiates from my frozen core. He is pouring his Eternal Flame into my body, and my body is drinking it with a hunger that does not ask permission, a predator's reflex that leeches the heat from his marrow and gives nothing back. The pulses against my forehead are weaker now than they were a moment ago. He is tiring. He is emptying himself into me, and it is not enough.

      I am killing him.

      The thought should terrify me. It should drive me back toward consciousness, back toward the bond, back toward the mate who is sacrificing his own fire to keep me alive. But the white void is so gentle. So patient. It wraps itself around the fear and the guilt and the desperation, and it whispers its ancient promise.

      He will survive. He is the Dragon King. He has survived worse than this. Let go. Let the fire die. Let the cold take you. He will mourn, and then he will heal, and the mountain will endure, and you will finally be free.

      The lie is beautiful. It is so beautiful that I almost believe it.

      But the bond is still there. A thready whisper of gold buried deep in my marrow, stretched so thin I can barely feel it, but it is there. It has been there since the night Drazek and I braided our fire together, and it cannot be severed. Not by cold-iron. Not by the Sovereign's Price. Not by my father's crusade or my own desperate desire for peace.

      The bond is a thread of gold. And at the other end of the thread, Drazek is screaming.

      I cannot hear the words. The void muffles them, distorts them, turns them into a distant roar that vibrates through my bones like the memory of thunder. But I can feel the shape of them. The terror. The fury. The helpless, desperate love of a dragon who has found his mate and is watching her slip away.

      The bond hums. A faint, flickering pulse. And through the pulse, I feel something I did not expect.

      The echo of a voice. Not Drazek's voice. A different voice. Sharp and mocking and threaded with the unmistakable cadence of a dragon noble who has never learned to speak to a queen with proper respect.

      "Hold the wall, you useless lizards! The Queen sealed that breach with her own fire, and I will not be the one to tell her we let the humans through because we couldn't hold a gods-damned line!"

      Lord Varick.

      The fire-haired noble who tried to challenge Drazek's rule. The predator who smirked at me across the Great Hall the day I arrived in Ignis Vale, a treaty bride wrapped in silk and terror. The man who would have killed me without hesitation if Drazek had not claimed me first.

      The man whose life I spared.

      I remember the moment with perfect clarity. The amnesty I granted him, the choice I made to show mercy instead of demanding blood. The dragon court had expected me to be weak. They had expected me to be a human puppet, a disposable asset, a pretty decoration for their king's arm. They had bared their teeth and waited for blood, and instead, I had looked Lord Varick in the eye and told him he would live. Not because he deserved it. Not because he had earned it. Because I chose it.

      My mercy. My choice. My agency.

      The echo of Varick's voice cuts through the white void like a blade of silver fire. The peace that was so seductive a moment ago shudders and cracks. The cold is still there, still pressing against my frozen heart, still whispering its ancient promise of rest. But the rest does not feel like peace anymore.

      It feels like surrender.

      I am not a weapon. I am not a spent arrow. I am not the disposable asset my father tried to make me. I chose mercy when the entire court expected blood, and now Varick is on the battlements, holding the wall I sealed with my own fire, defending the mountain I chose to call home.

      My choice mattered. My mercy mattered.

      Then comes the noise. A golden, frantic roar that tastes of sulfur and desperation. It slams into the white void with the force of a volcanic eruption, and the frost that wrapped around my thoughts like a funeral shroud peels back in ragged strips. The silence shatters. The peace dissolves. And through the cracks, I feel him.

      Drazek.

      Not the distant vibration of his forehead against mine. Not the muffled echo of his voice calling my name. The raw, unfiltered terror of my mate pouring through the bond like molten gold forced through a pinhole. It is not words. It is not thought. It is pure sensation: a furnace gale of heat and fear and desperate, possessive love that slams into my frozen chest and refuses to let
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