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They ignite the first war by lighting the wrong fire.

A noble is burned before dawn—her rope soaked, her pyre groomed, her murder sealed with a silver mask. On the other side of the border, a lord kneels in the same clean circle. The emblem pressed into both scenes is identical. The valley learns a new word for obedience: ritual.

Years later, two heirs are handed that script and told to make it holy.

Taren of Athelgard wears iron like a second spine. He has taught his grief to march. Ceremony calls him “king,” but the blade at his hip, wrapped once by his mother’s hand, is the only title he trusts. Saelis of Valenith walks the councils with fire in his ring and precision in his mouth. He was raised to believe tidy harm is mercy. Between their cities lies Lunareth, a string of dark villages and one healer who keeps telling rooms to breathe.

Aurel never wanted to belong to anyone’s banner. He takes pain out of strangers with bare hands and a count. His talent is simple and expensive: he can make a body choose life. He is accused of treason the first time he uses it on both sides. It would be easier to run if the curse rising from the shadow-temple didn’t recognize his breath—and try to make a hinge of it.

The first clash is textbook. Iron versus flame. Orders shouted because orders are safer than wanting. Then the curse does what ritual always does: it demands a heart and offers a war. Villages choke. Soldiers laugh when they should cry. Doors open in the air with clean edges and bad intentions.

They should kill each other. Instead, they learn the smallest arithmetic that can break a spell.

Rules, spoken under a thorn and a poor fire: no jealousy; no betrayal; no lying to the heart. Later, when the door tries to collar a name, they add the fourth: no possession. Love that refuses to own.

What follows is not a truce; it’s work. A blood oath hammered between prince and king. A bond completed at a shrine while masks hammer the threshold. A shadow heart stripped of its polite seals and split into gold at the moment it believes itself immortal. Dawn finds the three of them on the cliff lip, dirty-handed, unholy, alive.

The valley quiets. The politics do not.

Orders arrive dressed as concern. The High Council’s private seal appears where it was never meant to be: on ritual ledgers, on temple doors, under a throne arm polished by years of other hands. Athelgard’s generals want their king obedient and his mercy itemized. Valenith’s elders want their prince back in his chair with a neater vocabulary for fire.

This is where the tale truly begins.

Enemies are easy. Lovers cost. Brothers—chosen in blood and breath—are the most expensive mathematics a kingdom can learn. Taren must unlearn the lie that softness is surrender. Saelis must bow his flame to a steel that won’t cage him. Aurel must stay alive long enough to make both cities count correctly.

They will close the first rift with a key they built out of refusal and tenderness. Then they will walk into courts that call themselves civilized and find the second wave waiting: ink, brands, votes, masks without silver.

At first light, they make a pact with mouths and hands instead of seals.

By nightfall, someone has already carved a new sigil into the king’s chair. The next war in this valley will not start with fire.

It will start with names.
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They came for Lady Mirel before the furnace bells rang dawn.

The courtyard of Athelgard’s inner keep was a square of iron and frost. Men hammered staves into the frozen earth for the pyre while smoke from the foundries drifted low, a second fog. It would have been quiet if not for General Aldric’s voice counting wood like coin. “Higher,” he barked. “Make the city see.”

Mirel stood in the archway, collar open to the cold, hair braided with the discreet precision all Valenith brides learned when marrying north. The watch captain held her elbow, as if he expected her to bolt; his palm shook. She could have broken his wrist—years of sigil training slept under her skin—but she kept her hands folded. On the inside seam of her sleeve, stitched where only she knew, hid the letter.

She glanced up. A window above the courtyard. A small shadow behind the frost. Her boy. Taren would not sleep. The child did not sleep when the furnaces roared.

“Lady Mirel,” Aldric said, turning to face her. His beard was iron filings and ash. “You know the charges.”

“I know the words they’ve taught you,” she answered. “Treason. Witchcraft. Consorting with Valenith. Such busy syllables for men who could have asked me what I was doing.”

He did not look away. “What were you doing?”

“Writing a letter.”

The captain’s grip tightened. Aldric’s jaw moved, a muscle in search of a word that didn’t make him look kind.

A man in a short cloak crossed the yard, steps almost soundless over frost. He moved wrong for a soldier—too fluid, too intent on being nothing. His face was covered by a smooth half-mask hammered from silver, featureless but for two narrow eye slits that reflected the forge light. The men gave him space without seeing him do it. Some presences wore uniforms; his wore the brain-stem of fear.

“Lord Verren,” Aldric murmured. He didn’t mean to say the name out loud, but the frost caught breath and made it visible.

Verren inclined his head the slightest degree. If there was a face beneath the mask, it made no expression. “Proceed,” he said.

“To what end?” Mirel asked him, clear and bright. She knew that voice. It had whispered through back halls for months, always arriving a breath ahead of ill news. “You are neither lord of Athel nor priest of the Forge. Why is your voice the one that counts?”

“Because I am the one who is counting,” Verren said. “Men. Fires. Days until the south presses their advantage.”

“The south,” Aldric replied, tart with steel, “hasn’t crossed the pass.”

“They will.” Verren turned, the eye slits fixing on Mirel. “Speak your last.”

Mirel’s tongue pressed against the back of her teeth to hold inside the words that mattered: Not yet, love. Not yet. She could not say them here.

She lifted her chin to the window, just enough that the boy might make out the movement. She smiled, a sliver. Then she tilted her wrist, letting the sleeve fall just a little, and the watch captain saw the corner of folded parchment and blanched.

“What is that?” he asked.

“Peace,” Mirel said.

In the far stables, a boy of thirteen waited with a mule and a sack of coal that contained no coal. He would take the south road at dusk, bright coin sewing a convenient dream over his fear. If not stopped, he would cross the border river by midnight and place the letter into the hand of a courier wearing the sun-circle of Valenith. No crest would be broken. No seal revealed. The letter would move under light the way iron moved under heat—unfazed by shape, knowing only a path.

She had written, in her neat tight hand:

Kaelis,

I do not ask for forgiveness. I ask for a bridge. There are walls neither iron nor flame can endure; there is only the human voice at their cracks. You were a prince when we met. I was—what was I? A knife wrapped in kindness. I do not deserve the kindness anymore. But the knife has never once been for you.

A pyre is being built. They will say I burned for loving the south. I burn because men in masks require embers. If I cannot cross the border, let this paper do it. Let it be fire stolen from the same sun, and let it teach our sons not to inherit our smoke.

If I am ash before dawn, believe that I went without hate.

—M.

Her fingers had not shook while writing. They shook now, but from cold.

Verren stepped closer. She watched his gloved hand and found it empty. A man who needed nothing visible to change a city.

“You were born under a different sun,” he said. “It is mercy to end your confusion.”

“My confusion ended when I gave birth to a boy who laughs at forge sparks,” she said. “I know where I stand.”

“On wood.”

Aldric looked between them, suspicion fighting obedience. “We only meant to keep her in the tower until—”

“Until the south demands her exchange, and you begin the old dance?” Verren’s voice softened. “You forgive too easily, General. You think men can say sorry to their bones.”

He lifted two fingers. The men with torches moved.

“Wait,” Mirel said.

Verren paused as if amused by the courtesy.

She turned to Aldric. “A favor. Allow me to write my confession. The boy should read why.”

Aldric’s mouth softened into something like pity. “We can spare a moment.”

Verren tilted his head, silver glancing forge-light. “We cannot.”

Mirel didn’t look away from Aldric. “Then I will speak, and you will remember. If you have not misplaced that part of you.”

“I remember,” Aldric said, rough. “Be brief.”

Mirel looked up again at the window and let her voice carry, steady as hammer-fall. “Taren,” she said, knowing that name might not cross glass but could cross the space in him that listened for her. “My wolf. Your father is iron enough for two. You—be the water in iron. Be the cool that holds shape. Do not let them make the heat your only prayer.”

Verren nodded once. The torches touched tinder.

The first tongues of fire did not so much burn as decide. Heat took the edge of the air. Mirel stepped forward without struggle, climbing onto the stacked wood. The watch captain’s eyes shone wet. “My lady—”

“Your hands are kind,” she said. “Do not use them to build more wood.”

The mask tilted. “Light it,” Verren said.

“No,” Mirel said—not to the fire. To him. “You light it. Truth prefers a hand.”

The courtyard went very quiet.

Verren’s gaze flicked to the window—calculating the boy’s memory, perhaps—and then down to his own gloved palm. He pressed it to the stacked wood. Sigils no man of Athelgard should know flared dull as embers under his skin. Fire ran like language along the bark.

Mirel breathed smoke, and for a moment, in that taste, she was standing in a red courtyard in Valenith, young and wearing a scholar’s sash too big for her shoulders, laughing because Kaelis had dropped an inkstone on his own shoe. He had been a prince then and not yet a lord, earnest and distractible, a boy with flame on his tongue and apology in his eyes. He had said, I will change the council. And she had believed him, and he had changed her.

She closed her eyes and kept them closed as heat rose.

In the southern city of Valenith, the morning arrived as a bruise of orange over the sigil towers. Lord Kaelis Valen stood on a balcony open to desert wind and read the letter again. Not Mirel’s—his. His reply lay unsigned, the corner of the parchment dark where a candle had leaned too close.

Mirel,

There is a bridge. I have seen it in the old diagrams—sigils of mercy, a lattice over old wounds. The council will not approve. They do not yet understand that two cities cannot win against their own dead. But I am still lord here. I can make a door the council cannot shut. It will be called “cowardice” by men who have learned to count by graves. I accept the name. I ask, as always, whether your safety is greater than my rightness.

If they have named you traitor for speaking with me, I will go north under parley and bring you home to judgment here. Our judgment. We will not be gentle. We will be clean.

I have envied the north its iron. I envy it, now, your son. Tell Taren that my flame is not his enemy, only his different weather.

—K.

He hadn’t sealed it. The messenger waited outside the chamber, foot tapping a nervous code. Kaelis set the letter down. The balcony overlooked the distant line of mountains, and between the spires he could see a black feather of smoke lifting in the pale.

“What is it?” he asked the guard.

“Forge smoke, my lord,” the man said.

“That is not forge smoke,” the court mage said, too quickly.

Kaelis stepped into the room. “Ready my horse.”

The chamber door eased shut before he could move. It was not the guard who closed it. A figure was already in the room, between light and door, as if he had been painted onto the angle where shadow fell and then simply peeled himself free. Silver hid his face. The same silver Valenith used for ritual mirrors, polished flat to contain no memory. The robe was plain, neither court nor street, fitted for movement and harm.

Kaelis almost laughed. “Fitting that the enemy sends his shadow to speak to a lord of flame.”

“I am not their shadow,” the figure said. “I am yours.”

“You presume too much.”

“I measure.” The man held something in his hand—a small rod not unlike a scribe’s stylus, etched with sigils Kaelis had outlawed. “You are about to start a war by refusing to start a war. How elegant. How fatal.”

“I am about to ride north under parley,” Kaelis said, voice flat. “Stand aside.”

“Parley is the old religion,” the figure said. “A faith in human throats. I prefer fire.”

Kaelis felt the sudden balancing point where argument becomes a waste of breath. He raised his palm and spoke the syllable that opened the tower’s wards. Lines of heat shuddered through the air, forming a lattice visible even to the untrained eye. “You are in my house. You will obey my laws.”

“I prefer different laws.”

The stylus touched the ward with a sound like a hair catching. A spiderweb of dark flared across the lattice. The room’s air cooled, then snapped like glass struck with a ring. Kaelis had half a heartbeat to recognize the signature—the inverse of a protection sigil, designed to turn a wall into a mirror and each mirror into a door.

“Who taught you that?” he demanded.

“We learn from what we burn,” the man said.

Kaelis moved. He was fast; he had been trained by old men who thought speed the only virtue fire needed. He crossed the room and struck, a palm of flame that would have lifted most men from their feet. The figure took it full on his chest and did not move. The silver did not heat. The flame guttered and crept back to Kaelis’s skin like an obedient animal that had bitten the wrong man.

“Names have weight,” Kaelis said. “Give me yours.”

“I like mine where it is not.”

And for the length of a blink, Kaelis saw the eyes through the silver slits: not cruel, not kind, simply convinced. The eyes of a man who had cut the world into two neat halves and chosen the boundary as home.

“You think this will birth a war we deserve,” Kaelis said.

The figure’s hand moved. Kaelis moved faster. The ward behind him failed with a soft cough. The door opened. A knife curved like a crescent moon turned in a gloved fist. Kaelis reached for the stylus and caught air.

“Stop,” he said, and meant the word as command magic, and the stylus paused in its descent for the smallest breath, and then the breath was gone.

The knife’s curve kissed his ribs. Not deep. Precise. He staggered, then straightened. The man stepped close, as if to catch him.

“Do not touch me,” Kaelis said through his teeth.

“As you like.”

The figure stepped back once, and when Kaelis lunged he found only air and the emptiness that follows a decision already made.

“Send the letter,” the figure said from the threshold. “Let it arrive empty.”

Kaelis swayed. Blood warmed his side. He clutched the desk and dragged breath back into a chest now shaped around pain. He pressed a palm to the wound and spoke through clenched teeth, forcing the flames under his skin to knit. Skin obeyed. Blood slowed. He lifted the letter anyway, because the world did not pause for a lord’s hurt.

He sealed it with heat and stamped it with the sun sigil. “Ride,” he told the messenger when the door opened. “Ride like luck is chasing you.”

In Athelgard, the wood cracked. The first great tower of flame took Mirel’s breath the way a different first breath had taken it years ago when she and Kaelis had argued the grammar of mercy. She kept her eyes open long enough to find the window again.

The boy’s hands were flat on the glass now. His mouth was a small pale O.

She smiled and then did not.

Smoke climbed, black and clean, visible even from the south: a new banner.

In Valenith, Kaelis stepped onto a balcony again and looked north and saw it, a seam of smoke against the mountains. His mouth shaped a word that could have been her name. Then he folded forward with a sound like a man kneeling and did not rise quickly enough for anyone to call it anything but the beginning.

Bells rang late. Messengers ran. In Lunareth Vale, the priestesses felt a cold wind and closed the shutters against nothing.

The watch captain in Athelgard covered his face with both hands. General Aldric stared at the man in the silver mask and said a single naked, unmilitary word. Verren did not tremble. Fire wrote itself in his eye slits.

“Remember,” he told the iron men, to teach their memory the shape he wanted. “She burned because the south asked it of us.”

And somewhere between two cities, a boy riding ragged stopped at a border river where the bridge had been broken by engineers long dead, and he looked down at the letter sewn into his coal sack and did not know another way across.

Night took the courtyard as if it had been waiting nearby. Frost withdrew from the iron; iron stayed iron.

The first torch of the Athel–Valenith war was lit by a shadow in a silver mask.
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Chapter 2: The Iron King Awakens
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They crowned me under the hammer bells.

The anvil dais was slick with oil and old blood, and the forge priests painted my forehead with ash while the court said the words they always say when they need a man to become steel. “Taren of Athelgard,” the High Forgemaster intoned, “bear the heat that bears us.” He held the coronet between blackened fingers—iron forged from a chain the first kings broke, or so they claimed. It was heavy enough to make a neck remember it was human.

I stood still. It is the only way to survive ceremonies: be the wall, let the arrows spend themselves.

“Bow your head,” Aldric murmured at my shoulder. He had more gray now, less beard, the same iron eyes. He had brought me to the window the day they lit my mother. He had not covered my eyes.

I did not bow. I wanted the coronet set on me like a brand laid flat across resistance.

Someone laughed in the crowd, too softly for anyone but a man tuned to threat to hear. It might have been a cough. It might have been memory.

The coronet came down and touched bone. Bells in the upper rafters answered each other like metal thrown into water. The hall breathed out. I felt nothing but the weight and the itch at the back of my throat that always started when smoke did. There was no smoke. There was incense that had been outlawed twice and returned three times because it hid the smell of fear.

They raised their torches. Flame lifted. It should have put color into the world. Instead it turned it the same color as that morning years ago: heated metal, white at the edge, black where air tried to argue.

A face moved in the fire. Not the trick of heat, not the way light warps our dead into being kinder than they were. My mother stepped out of the flame the way she had once stepped out of a dress—quietly, with concentration, as if the problem had a hinge.

Her hair was braided back. Her collar was open to the cold. She smelled like wet iron and the fennel sweets she kept in her sleeve for long councils. She stood beside the dais, watching me with the patience she used when I tested rules to see if they cracked. Her mouth was soft. It had not been soft on the wood.

“Mother,” I said.

Nobody looked at her. Everyone looked at me.

Aldric’s hand grazed my elbow. “Taren.”

“She’s here,” I said. It came out flat. Men heard me and heard the king, because they preferred to hear the king.

The High Forgemaster stepped forward to press the iron ring of Athelgard into my palm. It marked the skin with lines that would not leave. “Speak the oath.”

“Heat me,” I said. The words were a habit. “Keep me.”

The crowd echoed. The echo was a machine.

My mother took a step toward me. The flames shadowed along her, drawing the shape of a person from smoke. “Do not let them make heat your only prayer,” she said.

I flinched. The ring bit deeper. Blood made the iron honest.

Aldric’s mouth barely moved. “Do you need air?”

“I need you to stop pretending.” I stepped off the dais. The coronet rocked on my skull and the room’s attention tilted with it. Men tightened hands on staves. Women of the court adjusted grief into admiration. I walked past the priests. I went down into the crowd, toward the torch-line. The nearest soldier moved aside because my face told him to.

My mother reached a hand as if to touch the iron on my brow. Her fingers were smoke. The urge to step into them was a state I didn’t have a word for, something between surrender and knives. The hall tightened around us.

A boy lifted a torch too high. Flame licked the ceiling beams. The heat took my breath, and I was sixteen again, hands flat on cold glass, watching men turn wood into a reason.

“Out,” I said.

The boy froze. Aldric barked, “Lower the torches.” He saw it now. Not her. Me.

“Lady Mirel,” I said. “Tell me what I should do.”

She smiled. “You’re asking too late.”

“Too late for you,” I said, and hated the edge in my voice that sounded like a child making a point with a knife. “Not too late for the rest of them.”

The High Forgemaster cleared his throat. “Your Majesty, if we might—”

“Silence,” I said, without heat, and men who had never obeyed a gentle order obeyed it. The lack of heat did not matter. They heard the metal underneath.

My mother turned, looking over the heads of nobles and soldiers toward the hall doors, toward the city. Her gaze was distant and exact, as if she could still read letters across a courtyard. “They will test you. They think you will break in the predictable place.”

“I don’t break,” I said. “I bend into a blade.”

She looked back at me, and for a heartbeat the room fell away and it was just her examining a mistake I hadn’t made yet. “You break,” she said, not unkindly. “But you choose what it shatters.”

Aldric stepped between me and where he thought I was looking. He drew the gesture neatly, as if stepping into a sword dance he’d practiced for decades. “Your Majesty,” he said, voice low. “We invited half the city into this room to believe in you. If you speak to ghosts, give them a god instead.”

“I don’t owe them a god.” I took the torch from the too-young boy and held it up, so the flame made a wall in front of my face. The hall leaned away. The coronet threw light into my eyes. “I owe them a knife.”

My heart beat in the place the ring had marked, each throb a word: burn, burn, burn. The urge came—and it came as a comfort— to swing the torch, to scatter fire like accusation, to see who would show me their real face when heat asked. The court flinched in place without moving. They smelled like beeswax and old paper trying to pass for courage.

My mother pressed her palm to the air between us. I could almost feel the cool. “Water, Taren,” she said, the way she had said it years ago when I put my hand too close to a brazier. “Be water in iron.”

“I am a forge,” I said, teeth tight. “I am the anvil they break themselves on.”

“Forging requires patience.”

“Patience killed you.”

“No,” she said. “Men did.”

The torch spit. Resin popped. The sound was enough. I brought the flame down, quick as a threat, and every soldier in the hall who counted himself brave reached for a weapon. Aldric’s hand snapped up. His palm met the torch and held it steady.

“Majesty,” he said through his teeth. “Let them cheer you before you teach them to fear you.”

“They should fear me first.” I took a breath to draw fury tight and use it like a belt. The breath caught. Not on smoke. On a sound.

A voice from the far side of the hall. A name uncoiled. “Taren,” it said. Not Your Majesty. Not Sire. My name had not been said like that since there was a woman to say it.

The hall moved in waves as bodies shifted toward the doors. I saw a gap open and a man in worn travel leather stand inside it like the clear place after a storm. He did not belong to this room. He held his hat in his hands because someone had taught him manners and he hadn’t yet had those beaten out by courts. His hair was the color of wheat left too long in the sun. He didn’t look at the floor the way border men do. He looked directly at me.

“Auriel,” Aldric hissed. Not to me. To himself, as if a name could be both problem and answer.

The voice had stalled the machine inside my ribs, the one that turned fear into edge. It was not loud. It wasn’t even sure of itself. It was...clean. That was all. Like river water under ice. It carried. The torches felt smaller.

“Who are you?” I asked, because kings ask like that.

“Auriel Harrow,” he said. “From the border village at the Lunareth Vale crossings.” He swallowed, and I watched the line of his throat move. “I didn’t mean to speak out of turn.”

“You did,” I said, and felt something settle that I didn’t want settled. “Why?”

He took a breath. “Because you looked like a man about to break something he would miss later.”

It took me longer than it should have to answer. “And what would I miss?”

“Yourself,” he said. The room pressed closer to hear that one quiet word. “And her.”

My mother had stepped away from the torchlight. She stood at the edge of the crowd, face turned toward him, curious. She always liked men who said one true thing and then shut up.

Aldric moved toward the border man at a professional pace. Two soldiers shadowed him. The room recalibrated around the center of that motion. I could feel the fanatic inside me adjusting his grip, looking for another object.

“Hold,” I said.

Aldric stopped without protest. He had wanted the order. He does that: provokes so I can tame him, and men call it loyalty because they don’t see the leash is on both our necks.

I went toward Auriel. The hall opened like cloth drawn aside. Voices rose and retreated. The noise mimicked the ocean of the southern border, which is mostly wind pretending to be water. Up close, the man smelled like saddle soap and whatever passes for courage after a long ride. He kept his eyes level with mine. He did not flinch when I lifted the torch and held it near enough to paint us both in orange.

“Why are you here?” I asked.

“My village sent me,” he said. He did not look at the flame. He looked at my mouth. Not like desire. Like calculation and interest in equal parts. “We brought tribute for your crowning. And news that couldn’t wait.”

“You could have waited like a decent vassal until the priests had finished telling the room I am divine.”

“I’ve never met a decent priest,” he said, then flushed, then stood by the flush. There was the border in him, not rough but honest. “Your Majesty.”

I wanted to smile. My face forgot how. “Say my name again.”

He did, softly. “Taren.”

The torch felt suddenly foolish. I handed it to the boy I’d stolen it from. My mother stepped backward, out through a pillar, and was gone. She does that: leaves when I stop needing her in the way that breaks me. Returns when I start needing her in the way that saves me.

“News,” I said. “Speak.”

Auriel’s hands tightened on the brim of his hat until it creaked. He looked past me and then past himself and then at me again, as if deciding which man to address. “There’s sickness, Majesty.”

I waved a hand. “There is always sickness. Summer rots men faster. Winter picks the rest.”

“Not like this.”

The hall grew quiet in the particular way crowds do when they sense a new story and the chance that they’ll survive it if they listen well. Aldric came to stand at my shoulder. The priests moved into a formation that read more like shield wall than blessing.

Auriel swallowed again. He had a throat made to say hard things gently. “It started near the Lunareth borders two weeks ago. A child with a fever that smelled wrong. The smell spread faster than the heat. The priestesses gave willow bark and prayers. The girl died. The next day her mother’s eyes turned black as glass and she started speaking words we don’t know. We thought witch-fever. We burned the body.”

I felt nothing shift. Burn was the answer men reached for when the facts frightened them into old shapes. “And?”

He lifted his eyes to mine and didn’t lower them again. “The ash moved.”

The priests made the sound men make when their training scrapes up against something that refuses to be ritual. A woman in the front rank of nobles covered a prayer with a cough. Aldric said nothing. He is a good soldier; he knows when news wants room.

“Explain,” I said.

“We lit the pyre,” Auriel said, careful, as if laying planks. “The body went to ash like bodies do. The ash didn’t sit. It...climbed. It climbed the air, thin as breath. It climbed into the mouths of the men who stood too near. They coughed and laughed because they thought smoke owed them a choke. That night three more fell ill. They don’t sleep. They speak in two voices. One tries to pray. The other counts.”

Aldric’s hand found the hilt of the sword he wears even to bed. “Counts what?”

“Days,” Auriel said. “And men. And fires. And the words for ‘open’ in a tongue I don’t know.”

The hall’s heat drained. It wasn’t fear. It was calculation in bulk. Everyone there came from someone who’d survived a winter siege or a summer plague; they wanted to know where to point their past.

“Why bring this to me,” I asked, “when you could bring it to the healers?”

“We did.” He looked past my shoulder at the priest-mages. “They touched the sick and pulled their hands back as if the blood bit them. The words under their breath didn’t make the air bend. It’s not a fever. It’s a...curse.”

The word had weight in this city. Curse meant a human choice that had learned to walk without its maker.

“From Lunareth,” I said. The name tasted like cold on the tongue. “The Vale.”

“The wind runs down from there,” Auriel said. “Into our fields. Into your soldiers’ camp.”

Aldric’s eyes went unfocused, fast, the way a battlefield man sees a camp plan as a map of graves. “We have three companies rotating border duty.”

“Two, now,” Auriel said softly. “One sent half its men home yesterday.” He took a breath and said the words that settled the hall into silence thick enough to hear iron cool. “They brought it with them.”

He stood very still after he said it, as if a motion would break the hinge he’d just opened. The hat brim creaked again under his hands.

I looked at him and saw the shape of the fight I would have to choose, and the shape of the man whose voice had stopped me from choosing wrong ten breaths before. He didn’t know me. He had stopped me anyway. It was either faith or foolishness. I have room for both.

“Who else knows?” I asked.

“Everyone who can count a fever,” he said. “No one who can stop a war.”

“Who says we’re starting one?” I asked.

“Everyone who watched the coronation,” he said, and let himself smile, just once, small and fast. “Except me.”

Aldric turned toward me. He didn’t bother to play court. “Majesty, the camps—”

“Seal them,” I said. The word came out like a latch. “No one in, no one out. Send healers who know curses and soldiers who know fear. Burn nothing. If ash walks, we teach it to stop.”

The High Forgemaster tried to speak. I raised my hand. He remembered the shape of my palm over a torch and lowered his eyes.

“Auriel,” I said, and watched the way he straightened because I said his name. “You will come with me to the border. You will show me where the wind turned.”

“You don’t know me,” he said. It wasn’t protest. It was a fact laid down like a plank in a bridge.

“I know your voice,” I said. “It knows mine.”

His mouth softened as if that hurt something he had made hard for safety. “As you will, Taren.”

The hall shifted around us, already telling itself a new story about a king who went to the border on his crowning day, about a peasant who said a name and walked into iron on the strength of it. I felt the coronet bite again, a reminder that weight is weight whether you pick it up like a weapon or a child.

Aldric began to snap orders. The court moved like a drill that knew its own parts and still believed motion meant control. My mother did not return. She had left what she came to leave. The place she’d stood smelled like fennel.

I stood on the anvil dais again because kings give the shape men need even when the shape chokes them. “Listen,” I said, and the word cut the room in half, obedience on one side, fear on the other. “We will not burn mysteries. We will not count our dead before the disease does. We will ride, we will study, we will break what needs breaking by hand, not by habit.”

I lifted my palm. The ring’s mark flashed dark, then pale. “There will be no pyres lit in Athelgard without my word.”

The priests flinched. The nobles hid relief like contraband. Auriel stood still, watching me as if he could see the place where a boy had stood behind glass and breathed smoke like it was language. He didn’t look away when I looked back. It was rude. It was right.

A runner shouldered through the doors and fell to one knee on the iron floor, panting. He had the dust of the northern road in his teeth and the blind look of a man who has outrun the story he carries.

“Speak,” Aldric snapped.

The runner coughed and spat black. Not tar. Not blood. Something like the powder at the bottom of a brazier. He looked up at me with eyes that had forgotten what color they used to be. His voice came twice, wrong: one young and afraid, one older and busy counting.

“Majesty,” he said. “The curse at Lunareth has reached the border camps. It’s in the army.”
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Chapter 3: Fire Prince of Valenith
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They woke me with a coal on the tongue, the old way, because the council likes to remind princes where their words are forged.

I let it sit there and smolder until the taste of iron became sweet. Then I swallowed the ember and felt it snake heat down my throat and uncurl behind my sternum. The chamber boy who’d held the brazier flinched as if I might breathe fire on him. I didn’t. I blew out once, slow, and steam lifted from my lips.

“Council summons,” the boy said, voice bright with the relief of still having eyebrows. “Urgent.”

“Council summons are always urgent,” I said. “That’s how they forgive themselves the lack of mercy.”

I dressed without ceremony. Linen, light leather, mantle stitched with the sun-circle in thread that only looks gold. I slipped the ring onto my finger last. It was plain to an ignorant eye, a band the color of old copper. Inside the band, where only skin could feel, two paired sigils lay close enough to share heat. My mother had left it for me with a note I knew by heart because it had been burned into my memory the way only some flames do: We forged this from a single flame at our vow. It keeps true fire honest. Wear it when you doubt yourself more than you doubt others.

I doubted others plenty.

The tower stairs spiraled around a shaft of hot air. Valenith lifts its chambers on heat. Servants ride currents instead of horses. I walked down, palm on stone warm from generations of prayers. The court mage’s apprentices scuttled out of my way with the grace of children who’d learned to calculate rank without looking at collars. Past the scriptorium I heard the scratch of styluses and the soft argument of polite lies. Letters are our second language.

The Council Hall smelled like quenched steel and old oranges. Magnates of fire pretend they dislike fruit; they devour it when it’s thinly sliced and presented like a weapon. The long table had been rolled up from its resting pit—pulley chains still creaked—and the map laid on it was a beast that had been skinned and stretched: the border mountains like ribs; the Athelgard plains a flattened flank; the Lunareth Vale a pale wound.

My father stood at the end of the table, one hand braced on the wood, the other pressing at his side as if he could argue a recent pain into history. He wore no crown. He never does in council. The ring of the lordship burned on his finger faintly, as if shy. When he looked up, I counted his breaths. Not because I doubt his strength. Because men who lead me tend to die in rooms like this, and I prefer to know when they inhale before the knives get busy.

“Saelis,” he said. He didn’t smile. Not because he didn’t want to. Because the room did not deserve to see it.

“Father.” I inclined my head to the mages and governors who can’t decide if they prefer to damn me as a boy or bless me as an heir. “Council.”

The High Pyromancer, a woman whose hair had turned white in a single winter and never decided to go back, tapped the map. Her rings clinked on the wood. “The northern king crowned this morning. They say he nearly set his own hall on fire.”

“They say many things,” I answered, light. “They said once that fire and iron make enemy elements. Both have learned to laugh.”

She ignored the joke. “Our spies bring reports of sickness at the border with Lunareth. Not a fever. Words are wrong around it. Ash moves.”

“Curses move,” said Governor Sirad of the river quarter, whose talent for boiling oratory into coin had made him indispensable and insufferable. “We have all seen it. The last time, we were merciful and learned that mercy tastes like blood.”

“We were careless,” my father said. “Mercy is not the same thing.”

Sirad spread his hands. “We can speak about taste. Or we can speak about fire. Athelgard will blame us whether we lift a blade or not. If their men are sick, they will accuse us of poisoning the wind. If they are not sick, they will accuse us of weakness.” He laid three seals on the map. “The army can be at the Pass in six days. We strike the iron city before the king hardens.”

I walked the length of the table and stood across from him. “Preemption is a tidy word,” I said. “It hides corpses well.”

“It prevents them.”

“Sometimes.” I touched the ring at my finger. It had warmed by degrees, registering the room’s heat and my temper’s slope. My mother had worn this into arguments, and men had mistaken her silence for concession until she said the word that scalded clean.

The High Pyromancer watched my hand. Her gaze dropped to the ring, back to my face. “We need you in agreement, Saelis,” she said, very gentle. “The south is watching. The council is not above a prince. We are not against him either.”

Sirad snorted. “Speak only for the parts of the south you have not sold to fear,” he said.

A line of heat ran up my spine. I prefer words that sharpen men. His blunted them. “Careful,” I said.

“Majesty,” he said to my father, ignoring me. “We cannot wait for the iron king to decide whether to be king. He will be taught. By us or by our enemies.”

I shifted my attention to the map. The old vellum rippled where heat had kissed it over decades. The Pass sat between two peaks piled like knuckles. The Lunareth Vale on our side fed a dozen hamlets with thin soil and thick stubbornness. I saw fields I had ridden past in summers that tasted like copper and apricots. I saw the
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