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1. The Ash Fall
The wood of the cart was rough against my bare knees.

The cart stopped with a heavy jolt.

Two guards in dark steel armor pulled the wooden gate open. One of them reached in and grabbed my collar, dragging me out onto the stone ground.

I landed hard on my side. The gravel cut into my cheek.

Black ash fell from the sky, landing on my short ash-blonde hair and the shoulders of my torn tunic.

I pushed myself up to my knees. The iron cuffs on my wrists clanked together.

I kept my chin up. I had to. If they discovered I was Vivienne, not Julian, the Iron Pact would end my life. My family name would disappear.

I had worn the leather binding since I was six years old.

When my twin brother, the real Julian, died of the red fever, my father did not report his death. Under the Iron Pact, our family would have lost Oakhaven immediately. Instead, my father took me into his study. He burned my dresses in the hearth. He took a strip of thick horse leather and wrapped it around my chest.

'You are Julian now,' my father had told me. His hands had been shaking. 'You must never let anyone see you without your shirt.'

I had lived that lie for sixteen years. I had trained with the sword, learned to ride, and studied the laws of the realm. I had forced my voice to stay low and my shoulders to stay broad.

The gate of the Obsidian Keep loomed above us. It was a massive archway made of black volcanic glass.

To the left, a channel of orange molten slag ran through the stone floor, heating the massive fortress. The smell of sulfur was strong in my nose.

'Stand up, boy,' Lord Commander Caleb said.

Caleb stepped out of the shadow of the gate. He was thirty-four years old, heavily built, with weathered skin and iron-grey hair. He wore dark steel armor that showed scratches from the siege of Oakhaven. His stern face was set in a deep frown.

He grabbed the chain of my handcuffs and pulled me to my feet.

The sudden movement made my chest-binding pinch my ribs. The thick leather band was wrapped tight around my chest, flattening my breasts so I could pass as my late twin brother, Julian. It hurt to breathe.

I did not make a sound. I stood straight, looking Caleb in the eyes.

'You have the Vane pride,' Caleb said. His voice was rough. 'It did not save your father.'

My father had been hanged three days ago. They left his body on the gallows in the center of Oakhaven. I had watched from the cellar window before they found me.

'My father died defending his land,' I said.

'Your father died a traitor,' Caleb replied.

He pulled the chain, forcing me to walk.

We entered the main courtyard of the Keep. The walls were tall, made of the same dark volcanic glass that reflected the red glow of the lava channels.

Guards stood at attention every ten paces. They held long spears with dark steel tips.

Caleb led me through a set of heavy iron doors and down a long hallway. The floor was smooth and black.

We stopped at the entrance of the Great Hall.

At the far end of the room, on a platform of black glass, sat King Malakor.

He was twenty-nine years old. He was tall, with broad shoulders and dark raven hair that fell to his ears. A thick, white scar ran across his neck, cutting through his skin from his jaw down to his collarbone.

His gold-flecked black eyes looked down at me as we approached.

Malakor did not wear a crown. He wore a simple black tunic with silver thread at the cuffs.

Caleb forced me to my knees five feet from the dais.

The black glass floor was warm against my shins.

'Your Majesty,' Caleb said. 'We have brought the heir of Oakhaven.'

Malakor did not speak immediately. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His gaze was heavy on my face.

'Julian Vane,' Malakor said. His voice was low and clear.

'I am Prince Julian,' I said. I kept my voice in the lower register I had practiced for years.

'You look small for a prince,' Malakor said.

'I spent my years studying, not fighting in your wars,' I said.

Caleb struck the back of my shoulder with his gloved hand. 'Speak with respect to your King.'

I grunted but did not fall.

Malakor held up a hand. Caleb stepped back.

Malakor stood up and walked down the steps of the dais. His black boots made no sound on the glass floor.

He stopped right in front of me. He was tall, casting a shadow over my body.

'The Iron Pact is absolute,' Malakor said. 'Any house without a direct male heir forfeits all lands and titles to the Crown. The remaining family members must be executed.'

He looked down at my hands.

'If you are indeed Julian, you are a prisoner of war. You will live as my slave. If you are a liar, your sisters and cousins in Oakhaven will hang before the sun sets.'

I looked up at him. I did not blink. 'I am Julian.'

Malakor took off his right leather glove. He dropped it to the floor.

His hand was bare. His fingers were long and pale.

He reached down and took my chin in his hand.

His bare skin touched mine.

A sharp sensation ran from my jaw down to my chest. It was hot, like hot water on cold skin.

Malakor's gold-flecked eyes widened. He gripped my jaw tighter.

I knew about the Smoldering Touch. The royal family of Oakhaven had spoken of the curse for generations. Physical contact amplified all senses for him. He felt my skin, my pulse, and my heat with extreme intensity.

My heart beat fast against my ribs.

'You have a fast pulse, Prince Julian,' Malakor whispered.

'You are holding my neck,' I said.

He leaned closer. His face was inches from mine. I could see the dark circles under his eyes. He smelled of smoke and pine.

'Your skin is very soft,' Malakor said. His thumb moved slowly across my jaw.

The touch felt like a physical burn, but there was no fire. It was just his skin against mine.

'I told you,' I said, keeping my voice steady. 'I did not spend my time in the dirt.'

Malakor did not let go. He stared into my violet eyes.

'There is no fear in your eyes,' he said. 'Only anger.'

'You killed my father,' I said.

'He was a traitor,' Malakor replied.

He released my chin. The cold air of the room hit my face where his hand had been.

Malakor turned to Caleb.

'He is Julian,' Malakor said. 'The physical structure of his jaw and his eyes match the Vane lineage.'

Caleb frowned. 'Your Majesty, the High Council wants the Vane line ended. We cannot trust him.'

'I do not care what the Council wants,' Malakor said. 'The Iron Pact allows a male heir to live in service if he surrenders his claim. He has surrendered.'

Malakor looked back at me.

'You will be my personal servant,' Malakor said. 'You will carry my wine. You will clean my chambers. You will stand behind my chair while I rule.'

'I am a prince,' I said.

'You are a captive,' Malakor corrected. 'If you try to run, or if you try to touch a weapon, I will have Caleb execute every person in Oakhaven who carries your blood.'

He picked up his glove from the floor and put it back on his hand.

'Take him to the lower cells,' Malakor told Caleb. 'Bring him to my chambers tomorrow morning.'

Caleb grabbed my arm and pulled me up.

I did not look away from Malakor as Caleb dragged me toward the door.

Malakor stood on the dais, watching me. His hand was resting on the hilt of his sword.

Caleb led me down a narrow spiral staircase. The air became hotter and more humid.

'You are lucky,' Caleb said. 'The King is usually not so generous.'

'Generous?' I asked. 'He took my home and killed my father.'

'He let you live,' Caleb said. 'Do not make him regret it.'

He stopped at a heavy wooden door with iron bars. He unlocked it and shoved me inside.

I fell onto the stone floor. The dust rose around me.

Caleb closed the door. The lock clicked shut.

I sat up and backed away from the door until my shoulders touched the cold stone wall.

I was alone in the dark.

I reached down and pulled at my collar. The leather binding around my chest was tight and wet with sweat.

I needed to loosen it, but my hands were still bound in the iron cuffs.

I lay down on the hard stone, closing my eyes.

The image of Malakor's gold-flecked eyes remained in my mind.

He was dangerous, but he was also my only way to get close enough to take my revenge.

I would serve him. I would clean his chambers.

And when the time was right, I would kill him.
2. The Iron Collar
The stone beneath my cheek did not warm during the long night.

I kept my eyes open in the darkness. Every breath I took was shallow because the leather chest binding was too tight. It pressed against my ribs, a constant physical pressure that reminded me of the secret I had carried since I was six years old.

I sat up and leaned my head against the cold stone wall. My wrists were swollen inside the heavy iron cuffs. I rubbed the metal against the rough stone floor, hoping to find a sharp corner or a weak link, but the iron was thick and solid.

The sound of heavy boots echoed in the corridor outside.

The iron lock on my cell door turned with a loud click.

The door swung open, and the bright light of two torches hurt my eyes. I squinted, raising my bound hands to shield my face from the sudden glare.

Lord Commander Caleb stood in the doorway. His dark steel armor was clean, and his face was set in a hard frown. Two guards stood behind him, holding the torches.

"Get up," Caleb said.

I stood up slowly. My legs were stiff from the cold floor, but I did not let myself stumble. I stared back at him.

Caleb stepped into the cell. He was carrying a thick band of black iron. A heavy chain hung from the front of it, ending in a small iron ring.

"The King has ordered your transfer to his personal service," Caleb said. "But you will not walk his halls free."

"I am already in chains," I said. My voice was dry from the lack of water.

"These are for your wrists," Caleb said, pointing at my cuffs. "This is for your neck."

He stepped closer. He was much larger than me, his broad shoulders blocking the light from the doorway. He reached out and grabbed my shoulder, forcing me to turn around. His grip was tight.

I did not struggle. I knew that any resistance would give him an excuse to use physical force, which risked exposing the shape of my chest beneath my loose tunic.

Caleb pulled my head back by my short ash-blonde hair. The cold metal of the iron collar pressed against my throat.

He pushed the two halves of the collar together. The latch closed with a heavy metallic click near my ear. It fit tightly against my neck, restricting my breath whenever I tried to tilt my head down.

He took the chain from the collar and clipped it to the iron cuffs on my wrists. My hands were now anchored to my neck, forced to remain at chest level.

"If you pull against the chain, you will choke yourself," Caleb said. He released my hair and stepped back. "Walk."

He pulled the chain. The metal dug into my skin, forcing me to step forward.

We walked out of the cell and up the spiral stone stairs. The air grew warmer with every step. The damp smell of the lower dungeons disappeared, replaced by the sharp, sulfurous odor of molten rock and ash.

We emerged into the main corridors of the Obsidian Keep. The walls here were made of polished black volcanic glass. The torches on the walls reflected off the dark surfaces, casting long, orange shadows.

Through the narrow windows, I could see the courtyard. Red ash fell from the sky, coating the black stone ground. In the distance, rivers of orange lava flowed through stone channels, heating the entire fortress.

Caleb led me down a wide hallway lined with guards. They all wore the dark steel armor of the Iron Pact. They stared at me as I passed, their eyes cold. To them, I was just Julian, the last prince of Oakhaven, now reduced to a slave.

We stopped before a set of double doors made of dark oak and reinforced with bronze bands.

Caleb knocked once.

"Enter," a voice called out from inside.

The guards pushed the doors open. Caleb pulled my chain, leading me into the private chambers of King Malakor.

The room was massive. A large hearth occupied one wall, filled with burning logs that cast a bright orange light across the room. A massive bed with dark silk curtains stood in the corner. In the center of the room was a large wooden table covered in maps and iron markers.

King Malakor sat in a high-backed chair near the hearth. He wore a dark tunic without his usual leather armor. His raven hair was messy, and his pale face looked tired. The jagged scar across his neck was fully visible in the firelight.

He was not wearing his gloves. His bare hands were long, with sharp, clean nails.

"Leave us, Caleb," Malakor said. He did not look up from the map on his table.

Caleb hesitated. "Your Majesty, he is dangerous. He is a trained soldier."

"He is in chains, and he is half my size," Malakor said. He raised his gold-flecked black eyes and looked at me. "Leave the chain."

Caleb dropped the end of my chain onto the floor. He turned and walked out of the room, closing the heavy doors behind him.

The silence in the room was absolute, broken only by the crackle of the fire.

Malakor stood up. He walked toward me. He was tall and built with heavy muscle, his presence filling the space between us.

He stopped just a foot away. I could smell the scent of clean soap and the faint, bitter smell of the medicine he used for his chronic pain.

He looked down at the iron collar around my neck.

"It fits you," Malakor said.

"It is heavy," I replied, keeping my voice flat.

"It is meant to be," he said. He reached down and picked up the end of the chain from the floor. He pulled it gently.

The motion forced me to step closer to him. My chest almost touched his. I had to tilt
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