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      For everyone who survived what was meant to break them

      and chose to build something kinder from the ruins.
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      Briony

      The stone didn’t just anchor Briony anymore. It breathed through the violet names on her throat and sternum, a cold, rhythmic reminder that every obsidian block in Liraeth had been paid for in blood she now had to carry. She stood at the threshold of the ruined throne room, her right hand resting on the cracked archway, and let the stone-sense pour through her.

      The damage was worse than she remembered from the night before. The Great Breach had turned the southern wall into a cascade of vitrified glass, black and gleaming like frozen oil. Grey silt from the Long-Dark’s last assault still dusted the floor in drifts that the servants hadn’t been able to sweep clean. The high windows, once filled with panels of colored glamour-glass depicting the Silvern conquests, were now empty sockets that let in the raw, cold mountain light. And beneath it all, so faint she almost mistook it for settling debris, a cold hum pulsed from the mountain’s deep roots. She filed it away as the groan of a fractured foundation. The palace had taken a beating.

      The court was waiting.

      Briony felt them through the stone before she saw them. The minor houses had gathered in their battered finery, their fear a low, grinding vibration in the floor. They parted as she walked through the shattered doors, their eyes dropping to the violet marks on her throat, the dead weight of her left arm swinging in time with her steps. She had tied her dark hair back with a leather cord that morning, the act of one hand twisting and knotting so familiar now she barely thought about it.

      Tarian walked a half-step behind her.

      He always walked behind her now. His presence was a lethal pressure at her back that made the Fae lords flinch, a man who had spent a century carrying the kingdom alone and had decided, with a finality that still surprised her, that he was done with solitude.

      The golden marks of the Seal lay still on his throat above the collar of his black leather tunic. His left arm was as still as hers, a mirrored ghost. His right hand rested on the pommel of his sword, his fingers loose. Relaxed. The Butcher’s Tremor that had once made those hands shake was gone, replaced by an eerie, peaceful stillness that was somehow more frightening to the nobles than the tremor had ever been.

      They reached the dais together. Two thrones waited for them, one old, one new. The old one was Tarian’s, carved from obsidian and worn smooth by a century of solitary rule. The new one was hers, wrought from iron and mountain oak, the Dacre crest burned into the back. It had been placed there by her order. She would not sit in a Fae chair.

      The court held its breath as Tarian followed her up the steps. He said nothing. Instead, he reached across with his right hand and adjusted the cushion behind her left shoulder, a silent accommodation for the drag of her paralyzed arm. Then he leaned back in his throne, his violet eyes half-lidded, and said nothing.

      Commander Eltharion stood at the base of the dais, his black plate armor still scored from the Huntmaster’s claws. His iron-grey hair was cropped shorter than usual, and his lake-water eyes tracked the assembled nobles with the flat, weary vigilance of a man who had seen the worst they could do and was not impressed. A faint tremor ran through his hands before he clasped them behind his back. Briony caught it through the floor, a brief, dissonant rattle in the stone.

      “The court is assembled, my Queen,” he said. The title fell from his mouth with a resonance like the deep, still water of his home lake, and it no longer sounded foreign.

      Briony nodded and faced the room.

      “The Iron Restitution will begin at dawn,” she said. Her voice carried without effort, the stone-sense letting her pitch it to the far corners of the hall. “Every house will surrender its hoarded iron to the Crown. The metal will be redistributed to the human borderlands for the reinforcement of the Dacre territory and the Silt Flats.” She paused, letting the silence stretch. “This is not a negotiation.”

      A ripple of movement went through the gathered Fae. Silk rustled. Glamour flickered. No one spoke.

      Then Lord Valerius stepped forward.

      He was a tall, hawk-faced Fae with eyes the color of cold flint and a shimmering defensive glamour that clung to his shoulders like beaten gold. He wore the traditional high-collared robes of the Eastern Reach, his hands folded in a show of deference that did not reach his eyes.

      “My Queen,” he said, and the word was a weapon wrapped in silk. “I present a formal petition on behalf of the minor houses.”

      He produced a scroll sealed with the crest of his house and held it out. Eltharion took it and brought it to the dais. Briony did not look at it.

      “Speak your petition, Lord Valerius.”

      “Resource Clause Four of the Iron Accords,” he said, his voice smooth as polished stone. “It states that the extraction and distribution of cold iron must be overseen by a Fae council to prevent, and I quote, ‘mismanagement by parties unfamiliar with the metal’s volatile interaction with established ward systems.’” He spread his hands. “We do not question the decree’s intent, my Queen. Only its execution. The palace wards are damaged. The Veil is fragile. If the iron is removed improperly, the consequences could be catastrophic.”

      A murmur of agreement rippled through the court. Not loud. Just loud enough.

      Tarian’s right hand shifted on the pommel of his sword. Then he leaned forward, his gaze sharpening into something predatorially still. It was the only movement he made.

      She understood. Valerius wasn’t challenging her authority directly. He was offering help, Fae help, Fae oversight, Fae control. If she refused, she would look reckless. If she accepted, the Iron Restitution would be strangled by the very houses that had hoarded the metal in the first place.

      She closed her eyes.

      Stone-sense was not a simple vibration. It was a language, and she had learned to read it in the Pit of Truth when the mountain had nearly unmade her. Now she let it sweep through the throne room, past the surface layer of fear and resentment, down to the deep, old bones of the palace.

      There. A resonance. Faint but familiar.

      Her father had taught her the Dacre covenants when she was a child, drilling the ancient laws into her memory while she sat cross-legged on the floor of their silt-flat cottage. The Iron Accords had been written by Fae hands, yes, but the seals on the bottom of every clause had been pressed in Dacre blood. Her blood. Her ancestors had not been fools. They had known that one day the Fae would try to close the door they had been forced to open.

      She opened her eyes.

      “Resource Clause Four,” she said, “was superseded by the Dacre Amendment of the Third Seal.” She spoke the words not from memory but from the resonance of the stone itself, letting the mountain’s oldest records speak through her. “The amendment states that in times of Veil breach or structural instability, the Bearer of the Seal holds unilateral authority over all iron within the kingdom’s borders. The crown may not interfere. The houses may not petition.”

      Valerius’s expression didn’t change, but his defensive glamour flickered.

      “The amendment requires verification,” he said. “The original record was lost in the Archive collapse.”

      “The original record is here.” Briony touched the violet names on her throat. “The Butcher’s Burden holds the memory of every Dacre who signed it. Would you like me to recite the ancestral witnesses, my lord? It will take some time. There are several dozen.”

      The silence that followed was absolute.

      Briony watched Valerius calculate. He could challenge her further, demand she prove the resonance, and risk being buried under a century of Dacre ghosts in front of the entire court. Or he could withdraw.

      He bowed. It was stiff, shallow, and utterly insincere.

      “The Eastern Reach withdraws its petition, my Queen.”

      “Not withdraw,” Briony said. “You will surrender your house’s iron stores to the Crown by dusk, Lord Valerius. As an example of the cooperation you so value.”

      She felt the spike of his fury through the stone-sense, a hot, jagged crack in his composure. But his face remained smooth, and his voice was steady.

      “As my Queen commands.”

      He stepped back into the crowd. The other nobles edged away from him, and Briony felt the court’s fear shift like sand underfoot. They had expected Tarian to overrule her. They had expected the human Queen to be a figurehead, a symbol, a warm body on a cold throne.

      They were learning.

      Tarian rose from his throne and extended his right hand. Briony took it, and the bond between them flared with a brief, private heat. No words passed between them, but she felt the shape of his approval, not relief, not surprise, but a dark, satisfied pride. He had expected her to win.

      They walked out of the throne room together, her right hand in his, their boots sounding in matched rhythm on the fractured floor.

      The antechamber door clicked shut behind them, sealing away the last murmur of the court and Eltharion’s steady tread. Before the latch settled, the names coiled around Briony’s throat and sternum began to claw, a feverish scraping beneath the skin.

      She pressed her right hand flat against her sternum. The new names from the Eastern Reach burned there, still alive with the cold prickling heat of the confrontation. The dead had stirred.

      “Here.” Tarian’s voice was low, rough with the same exhaustion she felt. He stepped behind her and used his right hand to unhook the heavy black velvet cloak from her shoulders. It took him three tries, his fingers clumsy with the bone-deep exhaustion the Seal’s drain left in its wake. She stood still, letting him work.

      The cloak pooled at her feet.

      “You let me fight him alone,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      He came around to face her, and she saw the cost of the morning written on him. The golden marks on his throat were pulsing now, a slow, labored rhythm. The groove on his brow where the obsidian crown had once rested was redder than usual, a mark of old pain made new. She could feel it through the bond, the ebb of his golden heat, the way he had fed his own reserves into her presence to make her seem untouchable.

      “Valerius needed to see you without my shadow,” Tarian said. “The court will whisper that I hold your leash until they see you hold your own blade.” His right hand came up and cupped her jaw, his thumb brushing the corner of her mouth. “You were magnificent.”

      The golden heat of his pride flowed through the bond. But beneath it, Briony caught the edge of something else, a cold, weary hunger that had nothing to do with her. The Seal’s drain was worse than he was letting on.

      “Next time,” she said, “I want you beside me. Not behind me.”

      “I will be beside you. But I will never stop being behind you, Briony. That is not a choice. That is the pull of the moon on the tide.”

      A ghost of a smile. “The pull of the moon.”

      “The law of my existence.” His eyes were serious now, the violet depths steady. “You are the political center of this kingdom. I am its shield. The shield does not stand in front of the sword.”

      “The shield also doesn’t collapse from exhaustion so the sword has to drag it home.”

      Something flickered in his face, a crack in the still composure of his Fae features. “I am not collapsing.”

      “You’re bleeding gold into the bond because you think I can’t feel it.”

      The silence stretched between them. Through the stone-sense, Briony felt the distant grinding of the palace’s damaged foundations, the slow crawl of repairs that their synthesis was powering. Every room they held court in, every decree they signed, every public appearance they made, it all drained the bond. And the bond drained them.

      “The names flared during the session,” she said, shifting the subject before his pride could make him lie. “Not all of them. Just the ones from the Eastern Reach.”

      Tarian’s expression sharpened. “Valerius’s ancestors.”

      “He has dead in my skin.” She kept her right hand pressed to her sternum, where the violet script still radiated heat. “They were agitated. Not angry. Restless.”

      “The Butcher’s Burden has never been carried by someone who wasn’t a killer,” Tarian said quietly. “The names wrote themselves into my flesh through a century of violence. Now they’re in yours, and they’re learning what it means to be witnessed instead of wielded.”

      Briony looked at him, at the stillness of his hands, the peace in his shoulders, the absence of the tremor that had once defined him. She was carrying his dead now. The weight of them was always there, a pressure on her chest like a second heartbeat. But she had asked for it. She had chosen it.

      “Do you regret it?” she asked. “The synthesis?”

      “No.” The word came without hesitation. “Do you?”

      “Ask me when I figure out how to fasten my own trousers in under five minutes.”

      His mouth quirked, a flash of the dark humor that only emerged when they were alone. “You’re getting faster.”

      “I’m getting creative.”

      “Creativity is a form of violence against limitation.” He stepped closer, his right hand finding her left. He lifted her paralyzed arm, his grip gentle but sure, and pressed his lips to the back of her deadened knuckles.

      The bond pulled tight for a heartbeat, a thread of gold heat that settled low in her stomach.

      She wanted to lean into him. She wanted to close her eyes and let the bond swallow the exhaustion, the pressure, the low-grade dread that hummed in the mountain’s roots. But she had learned that the bond could not be a crutch. It was a weapon. Weapons had to be maintained.

      Instead, she straightened her spine and met his eyes.

      “Valerius will try again,” she said. “He’ll find a different angle. A different clause.”

      “Let him.” Tarian’s voice was soft. “Every time he challenges you, you bury him deeper in the law. Eventually, he will be so deep he cannot move.”

      “And if he decides the law isn’t enough? If he moves against us another way?”

      “Then I will handle it.”

      “Tarian.”

      “I will handle it lawfully,” he said, and the faint, dark note of predator in his voice told her he had already thought through several options. “The new Liraeth is built on your principles, not my old methods. I gave you my word.”

      Briony opened her mouth to respond, and the stone-sense hit her like a slap.

      A hum. Faint, dissonant, and cold, vibrating up from the mountain’s deep foundations. It was not the steady warmth of the bond or the grinding ache of the damaged palace. It was the same hum she had felt beneath the throne room, only sharper now, and it did not belong to the stone.

      It came from the north.

      From Scarred Pass.

      Tarian felt it through the bond at the same moment she did. His hand tightened on hers, and the golden marks on his throat flared with an instinctive defensive pulse.

      “What is that?” she breathed.

      “I don’t know.” His eyes had gone distant, tracking something she couldn’t see. “It was there last night, too. A frequency I don’t recognize.”

      “The Veil?”

      “Stable. But it’s not a breach. It’s a resonance I have never heard.”

      Briony pressed her hand flat against the antechamber wall. The stone was cold beneath her palm, and the hum was fainter now, retreating. Her stone-sense caught the edges of it, a dissonance like old iron and empty wind.

      Tarian was silent for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was the voice of the king who had held the Veil alone for a hundred years.

      “Then let it hum. We are not hiding.”

      The hum faded. The stone settled into its familiar rhythm. But Briony’s skin was still prickling, the violet names on her throat pulsing with a light that was just a little too bright.

      The Veil was stable.

      But for the first time since the synthesis, it wasn’t silent.
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      Tarian

      The antechamber door had barely closed behind them when Tarian felt the weight of the day settle into his bones like cold iron. The golden marks on his throat were stuttering now, a frayed, uneven rhythm that matched the grind of exhaustion behind his eyes. Briony’s right hand was still in his, her grip steady but loose, the way it always went when her stone-sense had been pushed too far.

      “We need to move,” he said. His voice came out rougher than he intended. “The court will have watchers in the corridors.”

      “Let them watch.” But she was already shifting her weight, her right hand tightening on his as she prepared for the walk. Her left arm hung heavy at her side, an anchor that pulled her shoulder slightly out of alignment. He knew the feeling. His own left arm was the same ghost, the same absence where there should have been strength.

      He released her hand and moved to her right side, sliding his arm around her waist. The storm-sea silk of her court dress was cool beneath his palm, and he braced his body against hers, compensating for the flicker in her stone-sense. His own balance was off from the drain; together they could walk a straight line. Apart, they would stagger like two cripples through halls where every shadow had eyes.

      The corridor outside the antechamber was empty, but the stone-sense picked up the distant vibration of servants and guards in the adjoining passages. The palace was never truly silent anymore. It was a healing ruin, and healing was noisy work.

      They walked.

      The vitrified glass of the southern corridor caught the grey mountain light and threw it back in jagged patterns. Whole sections of wall had been melted into black, frozen waves during the Great Breach. The floor was cracked in places, the obsidian veined with the faint golden-violet residue of the synthesis that was slowly knitting the palace back together. It would take years, maybe decades, to fully repair what the Huntmaster and the Silvern had broken.

      They passed a mirror. It was one of the few that had survived, a tall panel of polished obsidian set into an alcove. Tarian caught their reflection and almost stopped walking.

      The King of Liraeth and his Queen. He looked ancient. His midnight hair was disheveled, the red groove on his brow livid against his pale skin. His left arm hung useless, a deadened limb that made his broad shoulders look lopsided. Beside him, Briony was equally wrecked, her dark hair escaping its leather cord, the violet names on her throat pulsing with a light that was too bright, too active. Their right arms were locked around each other, propping each other up like two broken pieces of a siege engine that someone had lashed together and sent back into the field.

      “Stop staring at yourself,” Briony muttered. “You’re still pretty.”

      A short, surprised breath escaped him. It was not quite a laugh, but it was closer than anything he had managed in the throne room. “I was assessing the damage.”

      “The damage is that you’re exhausted and your left arm is dead and you’re still trying to carry me when you can barely carry yourself.” She tugged him forward, her right hand firm on his waist. “Walk, Tarian.”

      He walked.

      The Royal Sanctum was at the end of a long, sloping corridor that had once been lined with Silvern banners. The banners were gone now, torn down by Briony’s order in the first week of her reign. The walls were bare obsidian weeping thin veins of gold and violet, the residue of old wards and broken magic. The air smelled of ozone and old stone and the faint, clean scent of the mountain’s deeper roots.

      The doors to the Sanctum recognized them before they reached the threshold. The stone rippled, a brief shimmer of golden-violet light, and the heavy panels swung inward without a sound: the bond responding to the architecture, or the architecture responding to the bond. Tarian had stopped trying to parse the difference.

      The doors closed behind them. The silence that followed was absolute, a heavy, muffled pressure that pressed against his ears and then lifted, as if the wards had swallowed the world.

      Briony exhaled, a long, shaky breath, and let her head drop forward. The violet names along her throat were darker than they had been that morning, the skin around them shadowed with a deep bruise-purple that hadn’t been there before the court session.

      “You need to get out of that dress,” Tarian said, his voice gentle in a way it hadn’t been in the corridor.

      “I know.”

      “I will help you.”

      “I know that too.”

      She came to stand in front of him, close enough that he could smell the cold mountain air still clinging to her hair. Her court dress was a thing of storm-sea silk and silver thread, beautiful and completely impractical. The fastenings ran up the left side, a line of tiny obsidian buttons that required two hands to manage. Someone had designed it for a queen who had full use of both arms. Someone who had not been paying attention.

      Tarian reached for the top button with his right hand. Briony reached for the same button at the same moment. Their fingers collided, a clumsy bump of knuckles that sent a spike of frustration through the bond.

      “Let me,” he said.

      “You can’t do it one-handed.”

      “Neither can you.”

      Their eyes met. Silence stretched. Tarian’s jaw tightened, the golden marks on his throat flaring with a brief, cold flicker as the Seal’s drain spiked. He shifted his grip, lifting the fabric with his right hand while leaning in and catching the edge of the cloth between his teeth, holding it taut so her right hand could slip the first button free. The move was ugly. It was necessary.

      Briony’s mouth twitched. “We’re an unmatched set,” she said quietly. “Stop trying to be a whole man when we’re a perfectly functional pair.”

      The word landed in his chest and cracked something open. She was not mocking him. She was naming the truth they had both been living since the synthesis. He had been King for a century, a solitary anchor holding the Veil alone. He had never needed anyone to fasten his clothing or steady his walk or catch him when the drain left him weak. Now he was half of something, and Briony was standing in front of him, calling it functional.

      A smile broke across his face. It was a small thing, but it was real.

      “An unmatched set,” he repeated. “Is that what we are?”

      “That’s what we’ve been since the synthesis. You’re just too stubborn to admit it.” She reached up with her right hand and caught the collar of his leather tunic, pulling him closer. “Now help me with these buttons before I cut the dress off with the iron dagger.”

      “The iron dagger is for sealing breaches, not for ruining silk.”

      “Everything is for ruining silk if you’re creative enough.”

      He laughed. It was a quiet sound, rough and low, and the bond flared with a brief pulse of golden heat that had nothing to do with duty. Briony’s eyes softened, and for a moment, the exhaustion in her face eased.

      They worked the buttons together. He held the fabric taut with his right hand while she used her right to slip each button free. It was slow, painstaking work, and it required them to stand close, their breath mingling in the warded quiet. The violet names on her throat flickered against the hollow of her collarbone, and he could feel the echo of them through the bond: a cold, restless pressure.

      When the last button came free, the dress slithered to the floor in a whisper of silk. Briony stepped out of it, leaving it in a heap. Underneath, she wore a simple shift of pale linen, and he could see the full extent of the names now, the way they traced down her sternum and curled around her ribs. The skin beneath was mottled with deep violet, as though the names had sunk into the flesh and refused to let go.

      “Your turn,” she said.

      He raised an eyebrow. “I am not wearing a dress.”

      “You’re wearing a tunic with seventeen buttons, and you can’t undo them yourself.”

      She was right. He had chosen the tunic that morning because it was formal, because it projected authority, because the black leather and silver threading made him look like a king. He had not considered how he would get out of it afterward. His teeth pressed together as he glanced down at the line of fastenings.

      Briony moved to stand in front of him, her right hand rising to the top button. She was slower than she would have been a week ago, her movements careful and deliberate. Her stone-sense was still flickering; he could feel it, and it was costing her to focus on such a small, precise task.

      He watched her face as she worked. The line of her jaw. The furrow between her brows. The way her lips pressed together in concentration. She was beautiful, but it was not the cold, ethereal beauty of the Fae court. It was the beauty of iron, of something forged in adversity and honed to a fine edge.

      “You’re staring,” she said.

      “I am watching my queen.”

      “You’re staring at your queen while she undoes your buttons like a handmaid.”

      “You are not a handmaid. You are a siege engine.”

      That earned him a snort. “A broken siege engine.”

      “A functioning siege engine. Broken in precisely the right places.” He caught her right hand as it reached the last button, pressing her palm flat against his chest. Through the thin fabric of his undershirt, he knew she could feel the golden marks flickering, the frayed rhythm of the Seal’s drain. “I would not trade this for anything. The paralysis. The drain. The court. Any of it.”

      “Because you’re a martyr.”

      “Because I am not alone.”

      She looked up at him, her flint-grey eyes catching the light from the bond. The golden resonance in them was stronger now, a permanent mark of the synthesis. “You’re not alone,” she agreed. “And you’re still wearing your tunic.”

      He let go of her hand, and she finished the last button. The leather fell open, and he shrugged out of it, letting it drop to the floor beside her dress. The undershirt followed, and then they were standing in the quiet of the Sanctum, both of them stripped down to their skin, their mirrored left arms hanging useless and their right hands reaching for each other without thought.

      He traced the line of her jaw with his thumb. “The bathing pool,” he said.

      “The water’s going to be cold.”

      “The water is always cold. You are warm.”

      She leaned into his touch for a moment, her eyes closing. Through the bond, he felt the flicker of her exhaustion, the low ache of the names, the distant, nagging hum that was still vibrating at the edge of her stone-sense. The hum from the north. It was still there, still present, but it was easier to ignore when they were touching.

      They walked to the bathing pool together, their right arms linked, their steps slow and careful. The pool was a natural formation, a basin of smooth obsidian fed by an underground spring that the mountain’s heat kept warm. The water steamed faintly in the cool air, and the scent of minerals rose from it, clean and sharp.

      Tarian stepped into the water first. The steam promised warmth, but his skin screamed at the first contact. Liquid needles. Shards of frost sinking into his ankles, his calves, his thighs. The Seal’s drain had inverted his perception, turning comfort to agony. He hissed through his teeth and forced himself deeper, the cold clawing into his bones, every submerged inch an act of will. But through the bond he caught the ghost of Briony’s relief: a secondary, phantom warmth blooming at the edges of his awareness as the heat she felt filtered across their link. He held onto that thread and sank down to his chest.

      Briony followed, her movements careful on the slick stone. For her, the water was a balm, the Butcher’s Burden making her skin oversensitive to cold outside the pool. Her exhale was a quiet, unwinding sound.

      They sat across from each other, the water lapping at their chests. The steam curled between them.

      Briony shifted, turning her back to him. “Wash the dust off,” she said. “I can’t reach.”

      There was a cloth on the edge of the pool. Tarian took it with his right hand, dipping it into the water and working soap into the fabric. It was a clumsy process, one-handed, but he had been learning clumsiness for weeks now.

      He pressed the cloth to her back, working in slow circles. The water ran down her spine in rivulets, and he followed the path of it, wiping away the grey silt that still clung to her skin from the court session. The palace dust was everywhere, a constant reminder of the damage that had been done.

      The violet names on her back were denser than the ones on her throat. They clustered along her shoulder blades and the curve of her ribs, a tapestry of ancient script, the skin beneath them dark and bruised. He knew some of the names. Others were older, written in a dialect of Binding-Tongue that predated his reign.

      “You’re tracing them,” Briony said quietly.

      “I am reading them.”

      “Can you still read them all?”

      He paused, the cloth stilling against her shoulder. “Most of them. Some of the oldest are receding from my perception. The connection is fading, not the names. They’re darker now, more settled in your skin. The Burden is yours.” He set the cloth aside and pressed his palm flat against her back, feeling the slow, heavy presence of the names beneath the surface. “They were sharper when I carried them. In your keeping they are quieter. Not silent, but rooted.”

      “That’s because I’m not a killer.”

      He didn’t answer. She was right, and he didn’t have the words to explain what it meant to him. He let his hand rest there, feeling the weight that had once been his penance now woven into her body, a permanent record no longer screaming for a penance he could never repay.

      “Tarian.” She turned to face him, the water swirling around her waist. Her right hand came up and caught his, pressing it against the names on her throat. The skin there was darker still, the violet a deep bruise against her pulse. “You’re spiraling.”

      “Spiraling.”

      “You’re thinking about the weight you carried and how much of it you’ve put on me.” Her grip tightened. “Stop.”

      “Briony.”

      “I chose this. Every name. Every weight. Every scar.” She pressed his hand harder against her throat, and he felt the names there, a steady, insistent presence. “You are not doing this to me. We are doing this together. Do you understand?”

      He looked at her, at the fierce, flinty determination in her eyes, and something gave way in his chest. Not pain. Relief.

      “I understand,” he said.

      “Good.” She released his hand and leaned forward, pressing her forehead to his. “Now stop being a martyr and help me wash my hair.”

      He laughed again, easier this time, a genuine sound that rumbled up from his chest. The bond felt light, almost buoyant, a golden thread of warmth that pulsed in time with their heartbeats. The exhaustion was still there. The drain was still there. The cold hum from the north was still a faint, nagging pressure at the back of his mind. But in this moment, with Briony’s forehead pressed to his and her hand on his chest, none of it mattered.

      They washed in silence, a slow, careful dance of one-handed assistance. He held her hair while she worked the soap through it. She steadied him while he leaned back to rinse the dust from his face. They were clumsy and slow and utterly, perfectly synchronized, two halves of a single mechanism that functioned best when they stopped trying to be whole on their own.

      When they were done, they climbed out of the pool together, dripping and shivering and leaning on each other for balance. The air in the Sanctum was cool, and Tarian felt the chill of it as a sharp ache in his bones. The Seal’s drain was still high, still leeching his strength, but it was manageable. For now.

      They dressed in loose, simple clothing, the kind that required minimal fastenings. Briony helped him pull a tunic over his shoulders. He held her shift steady while she stepped into it. The ritual was familiar now, worn smooth by weeks of practice.

      The bedchamber was dim, the mountain light fading as the day wore on. The moonwood bed stood against the far wall, its frame carved with the Dacre crest that Briony had ordered added. The sheets were tangled from the night before, and Tarian felt a sudden, bone-deep weariness at the sight of them. Sleep. Real sleep. Not the shallow, watchful rest of a king waiting for the next threat.

      They lay down together, their right hands clasped between them, their left arms resting close but not touching. The bond settled into a steady, quiet hum.

      Tarian closed his eyes.

      The marks on his throat blazed.

      It was not a flare of warmth. It was cold, sharp, and utterly foreign, a spike of raw energy that ripped through the bond and yanked him back from the edge of sleep. His eyes snapped open. Beside him, Briony gasped, her right hand convulsing on his.

      The golden marks on his throat were glowing with a jagged, irregular light. Colder than the water in the pool. Colder than the mountain air.

      The bond transmitted a sensation: a cold, curious pulse, a frequency that vibrated in his marrow and made the marks feel hollowed out, as if something had reached through the Veil and struck a tuning fork inside his bones.

      It came from the north. From Scarred Pass.

      Briony’s hand tightened on his. She didn’t speak. She didn’t need to. The bond was already carrying what she felt: that same cold pulse, distant and patient, asking nothing and answering nothing.

      Tarian stared into the darkness, every instinct screaming. The hum was no longer a hum. It was a presence. Not recognition. Not yet. But the silence that followed was heavier than it had been before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            III

          

        

      

    

    
      Briony

      The golden marks on Tarian’s throat hissed, a serpentine whisper of cold energy that slithered through the bond and prickled down Briony’s left arm, the dead limb answering with a ghost-sense that had no right to exist in flesh that could not feel.

      Beside her, Tarian’s breath came in ragged, measured pulls. His eyes were open, fixed on the ceiling, his jaw clenched so tight she could see the tendon straining beneath his ear. The golden Seal on his throat flickered with a jagged, irregular rhythm, and through the bond, she felt the temperature inversion she had come to dread: he burned with fever, but the bond carried only a spreading cold.

      “Talk to me,” she said. Her right hand was still tangled with his, and she squeezed.

      “Probe.” The word came out gritted, barely audible. “It wasn’t random. It was looking for something.”

      “The bond?”

      “Or you.” He turned his head on the pillow, and his violet eyes were glassy with pain. “The names. It touched the names.”

      Briony’s right hand flew to her throat. The violet script was warm, warmer than it should have been, but the names themselves were still. Whatever had reached through the bond hadn’t latched on. Not yet.

      She forced herself to breathe. The shock was fading, the hissing light on Tarian’s throat dimming to its usual steady pulse. But the hollowed-out sensation in the bond remained, a cold echo where there should have been warmth.

      “It’s learning,” she said. “Testing us, just like the hum yesterday.”

      “Yes.”

      “Can it do that again?”

      “Probably.” Tarian closed his eyes, and she felt him deliberately slow his breathing, forcing his body back under control. The Seal’s drain was worse at night, when the Veil’s pressure shifted and the old magic demanded its due. The spike had worsened everything. “The Pass is active. Whatever we felt before, it’s no longer content to hum.”

      Briony swung her legs over the side of the bed. Her left arm hung slack, and she used her right hand to hook it into her lap, settling the dead weight across her thighs so it wouldn’t drag her shoulder out of alignment. She caught herself on the moonwood frame with her right hand, the Dacre crest cool beneath her palm. The stone-sense was jangling, a discordant vibration that made her teeth ache.

      Tarian’s voice cut through the bond like a whetted blade. “Where are you going?”

      “To the Hall of Ancestors.”

      “It’s the middle of the night.”

      “The court won’t wait for daylight.” She stood, reaching for the heavy robe she’d left draped over a chair. “Valerius will use today’s session. He’ll be drafting his next move. If I don’t find a legal answer before he strikes, we’ll be fighting him in the throne room while the Pass throws cold spikes at us.”

      Tarian pushed himself upright, his right arm bracing against the mattress. The golden marks flared with the effort. “I’ll come with you.”

      “You’ll stay here and recover.” She turned, meeting his eyes. “I felt what that spike did to you. The drain is worse than you’re telling me.”

      “It’s manageable.”

      “Manageable is not the same as fine.” She crossed back and pressed her right hand flat against his chest, over the Seal. The golden light pulsed against her palm, and she felt him suppress a shudder. “You gave me your strength in the throne room. Let me carry this shift. Just for a few hours.”

      His hand came up and covered hers. For a long moment, he said nothing, his thumb tracing the ridge of her knuckles. Then his shoulders dropped a fraction.

      “Three hours,” he said. “Then I come find you.”

      “Four.”

      “Three and a half.”

      She leaned down and pressed her lips to his forehead, right over the deep groove the crown had worn into his skin, the edges fever-hot but the bond translating it as a cold, aching pull. “Sleep. I’ll be in the Hall.”

      She pulled the robe from the chair and shrugged into it one-armed, then used her right hand to tuck the limp left arm through the belt at her waist, holding it close. Every step to the door was a negotiation with a body that no longer moved as a single piece, but she made no sound. She had learned long ago that the Fae did not witness Dacre women struggle.

      The Hall of Ancestors smelled of dust and the metallic tang of old blood.

      Briony had never asked whose blood. The stains on the floor were old, blackened into the stone, marking the spots where Dacre oaths had been broken rather than kept. She walked the long corridor alone, her right hand trailing along the wall. The stone-sense here was heavier than in the rest of the palace, saturated with the residue of centuries of Dacre covenants. Every ancestor who had signed a treaty or sealed a decree had left a fragment of themselves in the stone, and the fragments wept. A constant, low-grade grief made the air feel thick, even when the torches burned bright.

      The Repaired Sealed Record lay open on the granite table, its gold-mended pages spread wide. The script was dense, written in a mix of High Liraethian Binding-Tongue and an older dialect that predated the Fae court’s standardization. She had been translating by feel as much as by knowledge, letting the stone-sense guide her to passages that resonated with her blood. So far, she had found only dry legal text: covenants of iron distribution, treaties of border demarcation, lists of names and dates and bloodlines that blurred together into a river of inherited duty.

      The door to the Hall opened behind her.

      This time, the footsteps were not Tarian’s. They were lighter, deliberate, and accompanied by the faint rustle of steward’s robes. Eltharion’s lake-water eyes swept the Hall before he spoke, and the lines around his mouth were deeper than they had been the day before.

      “You should be abed, my lady.”

      “So should half the court, and yet here we are.” Briony did not look up from the page. “What is it?”

      “Lord Valerius has filed a formal petition.” Eltharion crossed to the table and set a slim leather folio beside the Record. “He demands a Council of Oversight to supervise the Iron Restitution. Twelve minor houses have already pledged their support.”

      Briony’s right hand stilled on the page. Twelve houses was more than a nuisance. It was a coalition.

      “He’s calling it a safeguard against mismanagement,” Eltharion continued, and his voice dropped. “He is also circulating a new term among the lesser lords. He calls you a ‘human variable.’ He tells them a human will never understand the delicate balance of the kingdom’s resources, and that to leave the Veil in your hands is to break it.”

      The words landed like a second cold spike. Briony felt them in the bond, a dull throb that had nothing to do with the Pass and everything to do with the old, familiar shape of Fae condescension.

      “He’s using my humanity as the wedge,” she said.

      “He is.” Eltharion hesitated. “To refuse the petition would appear tyrannical. To accept it would gut your authority over the Iron Restitution. The lesser houses are frightened of the Long-Dark, and Valerius is offering them a target that feels safer than the Pass.”

      Briony looked at him then, and something hard settled behind her ribs. “Thank you, Eltharion. I’ll find an answer.”

      “My lady⁠—”

      “I said I’ll find an answer.”

      He bowed and withdrew, the door closing with a soft, final thud.

      She turned back to the Record. The word “mismanagement” echoed through her skull, and she began flipping pages with her right hand, hunting not for precedent now but for a weapon. The script blurred, faded, sharpened again, and then she found Elara.

      Elara Dacre had been the Seal-bearer three hundred years ago, during a period of Veil instability the records described with studied vagueness. The Fae court of her era had accused her of “mismanagement of borderland resources,” a charge that had stripped her of authority and placed the Dacre territory under Fae oversight for two generations.

      The word “mismanagement” was the exact word Valerius was using now.

      Briony’s right hand stilled. The script in the margin was different: smaller, written in a hand that trembled. Not a legal text. A personal account. As she read, the phantom ache in her left arm sharpened, a cold, sympathetic pulse that linked her across three centuries to a woman who had once sat in this same hall and refused to break.

      They call me mismanager because I fed the borderlanders before I fed the court. They call me fool because I refused to bleed myself dry to keep their wards gleaming. Let them call me what they will. The stone knows the truth. The stone remembers that I built clause seventeen into the Iron Accords while they were drunk on Silvern wine. Let them try to overturn it. Let them learn what a Dacre woman does when they back her into a corner.

      Clause seventeen. Briony flipped back through the pages, scanning the dense legal script. There, buried so deep: a sub-clause of the Third Amendment, written in the cramped hand of a woman who had known the court would overlook it.

      She read it twice. Then a third time.

      It wasn’t just a clause. It was a trap. A legal failsafe allowing the Bearer of the Seal, if accused of mismanagement, to demand a blood-tithe of truth from the accusing houses. Not a physical demand: a magical compulsion that forced the accusers to swear their truth by the weight of the Seal. If they were lying, if their accusation was politically motivated, the Seal burned the lie out of them. Publicly. Irreversibly.

      Elara had never used it. The court had backed down before she could invoke it. But the clause had never been repealed, because no Fae court would dare touch a Dacre amendment that required blood-truth.

      Briony closed her eyes, and the weight of it settled into her bones. The cold in her left arm eased, replaced by something fiercer. She rested her head on the gold-mended pages and, without meaning to, slept.

      She woke to the scent of ozone and cold rain.

      The weight on her shoulders was not the robe. It was a heavy, shadow-silk-lined cloak, the one Tarian wore when he wanted to move unseen through the corridors. The fabric hummed faintly, a low, protective vibration that wrapped around her like an extra layer of skin, and she breathed in the smell of him, letting it anchor her before she opened her eyes.

      Tarian stood at the end of the table, his posture lethally still. His violet eyes tracked her face, and the shadows pooling at his feet flickered like jagged glass, a tell she had learned to read. He was furious. Not at her. At the world.

      “Three and a half hours,” he said. His voice held the grit of the Silt Flats, but it was steadier than it had been in the bedchamber.

      “I lost track.”

      “I know.” He moved closer. “You found something.”

      “I found a woman who fought the same war three hundred years ago.” Briony straightened, her right hand smoothing the page. “Valerius has forced the issue. A formal petition for a Council of Oversight, backed by twelve houses. Eltharion brought word before dawn. They’re calling me a human variable.”

      Tarian’s jaw tightened. The shadows at his feet writhed once, then stilled. “Let me end it. Valerius, his backers, this Council before it convenes. I can still wield a blade. It would be the simplest answer.”

      “No.” Briony stood, pulling his cloak tighter around her shoulders. “The new Liraeth must be built on law, not fear. If you execute him, you give every noble house a reason to call us tyrants. The Long-Dark will swallow us while the court fractures.”

      “Then what do you propose?”

      She turned the Record toward him and touched the sub-clause with her finger. “Elara Dacre built a trap into the Iron Accords. If a sitting council accuses the Bearer of mismanagement, the Bearer can demand a blood-tithe of truth from the accusing houses. They have to swear their truth by the weight of the Seal. If they’re lying, the Seal burns the lie out of them in open court. Elara never got to spring it, but the clause is still active.”

      Tarian went still, the stillness of a predator recognizing a kill path. A slow, predatory smile crossed his face. “It’s a legal execution.”

      “It’s a reckoning.” She met his eyes. “If I invoke it, I stand in the Seal’s weight while it judges them. It will drain me as much as it drains them. But you cannot carry it for me. This is Dacre law, and it requires a Dacre to invoke it.”

      His expression flickered, and she felt the spike of his frustration through the bond, the instinct to shield her warring with the hard-won knowledge that his role had changed.

      “I don’t need you to kill him, Tarian.” She reached up with her right hand and touched his face, her thumb brushing the edge of the deep groove on his
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