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      For the ones who choose love without surrendering themselves.

      May you find the kind of devotion that does not cage your power,

      but stands beside it and calls it sacred.
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      Maerwen

      The silence in the Great Hall is a physical weight, heavier than the basalt pillars holding up the mountain. The only sounds are the scrape of silver knives against volcanic glass plates and the low, constant hum of the Eternal Flame somewhere far beneath us. The feast stretches across twenty long tables, each one laden with roasted meat still sizzling from the kitchens carved into the mountain’s belly, with goblets of spiced wine that steam in the dry air. The court eats. They drink. They do not speak to me.

      Drazek’s heat sits beside me, a banked furnace that prickles my skin. I feel him through the bond before I turn my head: a steady vibration in my marrow, a static charge that has become as familiar as my own pulse. His hand rests on the arm of his throne, fingers loose, but I catch the way his knuckles tighten whenever a servant passes too close to my chair. He is a furnace barely banked.

      I reach for my goblet. The wine is thick and scalding, dragon-brewed, tasting of ash and cloves. It burns my tongue, but I swallow it anyway and watch.

      Lord Varick sits three tables down, his flame-red hair catching the magma-light that pulses through the veins in the walls. He is speaking to the woman beside him, a noble from one of the eastern houses whose name I memorized last week. She laughs at something he says. The sound is bright and empty. Varick’s eyes flick toward the high table, toward me, and his smirk deepens. He doesn’t bow his head. He doesn’t even pause in his conversation.

      He simply sees me and continues speaking.

      The silver mark on my shoulder gives a faint, warning throb. I’ve learned to read its signals. It pulses when the mountain’s magic shifts, when Drazek’s fire spikes, and when my own temper threatens to crack the mask I’ve spent weeks perfecting. Right now, it’s a steady ache.

      I set my goblet down and turn my attention to Lord Halden, a lesser noble who oversees the stronghold’s trade routes through the eastern pass. He is a thin, nervous man with scales creeping up the sides of his neck, and he has been staring at his plate for the entire meal as if the roasted boar might offer him some tactical advice.

      “Lord Halden,” I say, keeping my voice level. Diplomatic. “I understand the eastern caravans were delayed by the early snows. Has the pass been cleared?”

      He does not look at me.

      His jaw works. His fork moves a piece of meat across his plate. Then he turns his head, deliberately, slowly, toward Drazek.

      “The pass is clear, my King,” he says. “The snow broke early. We expect the first shipments within the week.”

      The words land in my chest like a stone. I do not let my expression change. But the bond betrays me. Drazek feels the spike of my anger before I can swallow it, and his response is immediate.

      A growl rolls through the hall. It comes from Drazek’s chest, a volcanic rumble that rattles the goblets. His pupils slit, and the air shimmers with the heat of his anger. The temperature climbs five degrees. I feel it on my skin, a dry, prickling heat that makes the silk of my gown cling to my shoulders.

      “The Queen asked you a question,” Drazek says. His voice is quiet. It carries more weight than a shout. “You will answer the Queen.”

      Lord Halden’s scales flush a sickly grey. He turns to me, finally, his throat bobbing. “Forgive me, my Queen. I… the pass is clear. The shipments will arrive within the week.”

      I hold his gaze for three heartbeats. Long enough for him to feel the silence the way I have felt it all evening. Then I nod.

      “Good,” I say. “The stronghold relies on those supplies. I will expect a full report on the inventory by tomorrow evening.”

      He bows his head so low his forehead nearly touches his plate. “Yes, my Queen.”

      Drazek settles back into his throne. The tremor fades. The court resumes eating, but now the clatter of silver is too loud, a nervous percussion. I catch Varick’s eye again. He does not raise his goblet this time. His gaze drops to the silver mark on my shoulder, and the predatory focus in his eyes is a colder threat than any smirk.
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      The feast ends with perfect bows and cold eyes.

      I walk beside Drazek through the corridors of the Royal Wing, our footsteps echoing on the polished basalt. The magma veins in the walls pulse with a slow, rhythmic light, painting our shadows in shades of orange and black. The air cools as we climb, shedding the oppressive heat of the Great Hall. By the time we reach our private chambers, the temperature is bearable, no longer pressing against my skin.

      Drazek closes the door behind us. The sound of the lock engaging is a release.

      I don’t realize how rigid my shoulders have been until they drop. I press my palms against the stone table in the center of the room and let out a breath that feels like it’s been trapped in my lungs for hours.

      “They’re not rebelling,” I say. My voice sounds strange in the quiet, too sharp, too raw. “They’re doing something much worse. They’re pretending I don’t exist.”

      Drazek moves behind me. I feel him before he touches me: the heat of him, the weight of his attention. His hand settles on my shoulder, his thumb brushing the edge of the silver mark through the silk of my gown. The touch sends a pulse of warmth down my spine.

      “Halden will not make that mistake again,” he says.

      “Halden is a symptom.” I turn to face him. “Varick was watching the whole thing. He wanted to see how far he could push before you snapped. And you snapped exactly where he expected you to.”

      Drazek’s eyes flare. The gold in them brightens, a flash of molten heat held in check. “You wanted me to let the insult stand?”

      “I wanted the court to see me handle it.” I meet his gaze and hold it. “If you fight all my battles, they’ll never believe I can fight my own.”

      The bond hums between us, a taut wire of shared frustration. I feel his anger, not at me, but at the situation, at the court, at the centuries of tradition that have made a human queen an impossibility in the eyes of his nobles. And beneath the anger, I feel something else. Something quieter.

      He is studying me.

      Not the way he used to, when I was a treaty bride and he was a king trying to decide if I was a threat. This is different. He is looking at me the way a commander looks at a strategist, waiting for my assessment, my next move.

      The realization settles into my chest, a cold draft from the mountain’s heart, chilling the heat his presence had built.

      “You’re not just protecting me,” I say slowly. “You’re waiting for me to give the order.”

      Drazek tilts his head. A predator’s gesture, but there’s no threat in it. “You are the Queen. The court needs to see you command. But that doesn’t mean I will stand by while they disrespect what is mine.”

      “Yours.”

      “Ours.” He steps closer, and the heat of him wraps around me like a cloak. “The bond. The throne. The kingdom. All of it.”

      I want to argue, but the words catch in my throat because I can feel his sincerity through the bond. He is not trying to diminish me. He is trying to stand with me.

      I just don’t know if the court can tell the difference.

      Drazek moves away from me, toward the alcove where a small table holds a decanter and two glasses. The decanter is not the volcanic glass the stronghold uses for its spiced wine. It’s crystal, cut with the geometric patterns of the Green Reaches.

      I go still.

      “I had it brought from the eastern cellars,” Drazek says. He pours the wine, pale gold, not the deep red of dragon-brew, and holds out a glass to me. “You mentioned it once. Weeks ago, before the Rite. You said it reminded you of autumn in the Reaches.”

      I take the glass. The wine is cool against my fingers, a shock of cold in a world of constant heat. I lift it to my nose and breathe in. Apples. Damp earth. The sharp, clean scent of a climate that doesn’t know volcanic ash.

      I don’t ask how he remembered. I don’t ask how he found a vintage from my homeland in a stronghold that has been closed to human trade for a century. I just drink.

      The wine tastes like a bridge. Like the person I was and the person I am becoming, meeting somewhere in the middle.

      “This is why I can’t let them win,” I say quietly. “Not the court. Not Varick. Not my father. Because this,” I gesture between us, the bond humming in response, “this is real. And they want to turn it into a transaction.”

      Drazek sets his glass down. He doesn’t drink human wine often; I can tell by the way he holds it, like something fragile he’s afraid of breaking. “Your father is already spinning his narrative. My scouts report that envoys from the Green Reaches have been sent to three neighboring kingdoms. He’s calling you a stolen princess.”

      The word hits me like a slap. Stolen. As if I am a painting lifted from his vault, a jewel pried from his crown.

      “He’s laying the groundwork for a reclamation,” I say. My voice is steady, but my hand tightens around the glass. “If he can convince the other human kingdoms that I’m a captive, he can build a coalition. A crusade.”

      “And the court here will not fight to keep a human queen they already resent.”

      The logic is cold and clean. I can see the shape of it, the trap my father is building from a thousand miles away. He doesn’t need to invade. He just needs to make me a liability so expensive that the dragon nobility demands my removal.

      “The Codex,” I say. “Pyralis said it could prove my claim. Prove that the First Queen’s heir has legal standing that predates the dragon monarchy.”

      Drazek’s expression doesn’t change, but I feel the shift in the bond. A flicker of frustration. Of something that might be fear.

      “Pyralis is stuck,” he says. “The Codex is locked. It responds to your mark, but the text won’t reveal itself. They’ve tried every translation spell in the archives.”

      “Then I need to go down there myself.”

      “The Deep Archives are unstable. The heat…”

      “The mark on my shoulder came from the First Flame. Pyralis believes the Codex will respond to it. The heat will not touch me.”

      Drazek’s jaw tightens. The bond thrums with his protective instinct, a clash of fire and calculation. “Not yet. The archives are too volatile. I won’t risk you.”

      I want to push. I want to tell him that every day the Codex stays locked is a day my father’s narrative gains ground. But I feel the resolve in him, iron beneath the heat, and I know this is not a battle I will win tonight.

      He moves to the balcony doors and pushes them open. The night air rushes in, cooler than the chamber but still tinged with the mountain’s breath. I follow him, stepping out onto the obsidian ledge that overlooks the kingdom.

      The Spine of the World stretches beneath us, a jagged line of peaks lit by the glow of magma rivers that cut through the valleys like veins of fire. The sky is black and starless. Somewhere out there, beyond the mountains, my father is building an army. And somewhere beneath our feet, an ancient scroll holds the key to my survival.

      “We have a kingdom that bows to us,” I say. “A court that hates us. And a book of secrets that won’t open.”

      Drazek’s hand finds mine. His fingers are hot, calloused, solid.

      “We’re running out of time,” I finish.

      He doesn’t answer. He doesn’t need to. The bond thrums between us, a steady pulse of shared resolve, and I let it anchor me to the stone.

      The court wants me to be a ghost. My father wants me to be a trophy. The Codex wants me to be a key.

      But I am none of those things.

      I am the Queen of Ignis Vale. And tomorrow, I will start proving it.
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      Drazek

      The training yard is cold before dawn.

      Frost clings to the basalt pillars that ring the yard, a rare thing this deep in the mountain’s heat. The cold means the vents have shifted during the night, pushing the volcanic warmth toward the upper chambers. Toward the Royal Wing. The mountain knows where its queen sleeps.

      I roll my shoulders and feel the familiar pull of muscle beneath scarred skin. Three guards circle me, their blades catching the first grey light that filters through the lava tubes overhead. Their breath plumes in the air. Mine doesn’t. It never does.

      “Again,” I say.

      They come at me together, as I ordered. Steel sings. I parry the first blade with my forearm guard and pivot, catching the second guard’s wrist and twisting until his sword clatters against the stone. The third hesitates. That hesitation will cost him in a real fight. It costs him now. I sweep his legs and he hits the ground hard, his helmet ringing against the basalt.

      The first guard presses his attack while I’m low. Commendable. I catch his blade with my palm. The steel hisses against my skin. The guard freezes, eyes wide, and I feel the spike of his fear through the air: sharp and acrid, like burnt copper.

      I release the blade. “You’re dead. All three of you.”

      They collect their weapons and their dignity. I dismiss them with a gesture. The yard empties, and I am alone with the cold and the hum.

      The bond thrums in my marrow, a low vibration that has not quieted since the feast. Through it, I feel her. Maerwen. Still asleep. The silver mark on her shoulder is a distant pulse, a phantom limb of warmth that I track without thought, the way I track the mountain’s tremors or the heat of the vents.

      She is dreaming. I can tell by the rhythm of it: slow, unguarded. In sleep, she does not wear the mask of the Sovereign Partner. She does not calculate or strategize. She is simply mine.

      I strip off my sparring gloves and toss them onto the weapon rack. The physical exertion has done nothing. My blood still runs hot with the memory of the feast, of Lord Halden’s averted eyes, of Varick’s smirk. The court thinks they are being subtle. They are not. I know the scent of rebellion the way I know the scent of a sulfur vent shifting before an eruption.

      But this rebellion is not fought with steel. It is fought with silence. With eyes that slide past my queen as if she is a ghost. With questions addressed to me when she is the one who asked.

      The heat in my blood surges. Ozone pricks the air around me, sharp and metallic. The stone beneath my boots groans, a hairline crack spreading from my heel. I imagine Varick kneeling until his knees crack, and the image sends a pulse of heat through the vents. The mountain answers with a low rumble.

      Her warning from the night before echoes in the bond, a reminder that my protection is a cage she refuses to inhabit.

      I grip the edge of the weapon rack. The wood groans. I force my fingers to loosen. The wood is charred where I gripped it.

      She is right. I know she is right. But knowing does not quiet the furnace in my chest. It does not stop the urge to incinerate anyone who dares to look at her with anything less than the reverence she is owed.

      The mountain rumbles beneath my feet. A small tremor, nothing the court will notice. But I notice. The mountain responds to my moods now more than ever, the bond between us tangled with the bond I share with her. When my fire spikes, the vents shift. When my temper flares, the magma rivers rise.

      I cannot afford to lose control. Not now. Not when Aldric is spinning his web of lies and Varick is waiting for a single crack in our united front.

      I leave the training yard as the sun breaks over the Spine of the World. The light is pale and thin, winter light that does not reach the lower levels. By the time I reach the Royal Library, I have shed the sweat of the yard but not the tension coiled in my spine.
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      The library smells of old parchment and sulfur. The sulfur is new. The vents have shifted during the night, carrying the scent of the Deep Archives upward, a constant reminder that the Codex is down there, waiting.

      Pyralis is exactly where I expect them to be: hunched over a table strewn with scrolls, their iridescent skin flickering through a nervous spectrum of pale blue, a sign of deep concentration. They do not look up when I enter. They are muttering to themselves, their fingers tracing symbols on a piece of petrified parchment that crumbles at the edges.

      “Pyralis.”

      They startle, scattering scrolls. “My King. I did not hear you.”

      “You were not meant to.” I cross the room and stop at the edge of the table. The scrolls are covered in High Draconic, the legal dialect, dense and unforgiving. “Report.”

      Pyralis straightens. Their eyes are bloodshot, their tunic stained with ink and something that might be ash. They have not slept. “The Codex remains locked. I have exhausted every translation spell in the archives, every linguistic key, every resonance test that does not require direct contact with the artifact itself.”

      “And?”

      “And nothing.” Pyralis’s voice sharpens with frustration, a rare break in their clinical composure. “The text is not encrypted in any conventional sense. It is not hidden behind a cipher or a ward. It is simply… absent. The scroll is physically intact, but the words are not there.”

      I feel the growl building in my chest before I can stop it. “You told me the Codex responded to her mark.”

      “It does.” Pyralis meets my eyes. There is no fear in their gaze, only the exhausted certainty of a scholar who has reached an uncomfortable truth. “The Codex pulsed when the Queen approached the archive entrance. It recognized her. But recognition is not the same as revelation. The text will not manifest unless she makes physical contact with the scroll.”

      The words land like a blow. I turn away from the table, facing the window that overlooks the inner courtyard. The frost is melting now, the mountain’s heat reasserting itself. “You are telling me that the only way to open the Codex is to bring Maerwen into direct contact with an ancient artifact of unknown power.”

      “Yes.”

      “An artifact that has been dormant for a thousand years.”

      “Yes.”

      “An artifact that could trigger a magical event we cannot predict or control.”

      Pyralis hesitates. “The resonance signatures suggest the Codex is not inherently destructive. It was designed by the First Queen’s scholars. It is a repository of law, not a weapon. But I cannot guarantee the Queen’s safety. The magic is too old, too unfamiliar. I have no precedent.”

      I do not turn around. If I turn around, Pyralis will see the fire in my eyes, and I need them to keep speaking. I need them to give me an alternative.

      They don’t.

      “You’re certain,” I say. “There is no other way.”

      “The resonance is absolute. The artifact does not require a scholar’s mind; it demands the Queen’s physical touch. Her bloodline, her mark, her connection to the First Flame, all of it is required. Without her, the Codex remains inert.”

      The bond hums. Maerwen is stirring. The silver mark pulses with a new rhythm, the rhythm of waking. She will be at her desk, surrounded by law scrolls, searching for a loophole I already know does not exist.

      “She cannot know,” I say. “Not yet.”

      Pyralis blinks. “My King?”

      “She spent last night vowing to prove herself to the court. If I bring her this news now, she will go to the Codex immediately. She will not hesitate. She will not let me assess the risks.”

      “Is that not her right?”

      I turn. Pyralis does not flinch, but their skin flickers through a nervous spectrum of pale green. “It is her right,” I say, each word measured. “But it is my duty to ensure she has all the information before she exercises it. I will not send her into the Deep Archives blind.”

      “Then what do you intend to do?”

      I intend to do what I have always done. I intend to gather every scrap of intelligence, assess every angle, and build a fortress of knowledge around her before I ask her to walk into the fire.

      But I cannot say that. Not to Pyralis. Not to anyone.

      “Continue your research,” I say. “Focus on the historical context. I want to know what the First Queen’s scholars recorded about the Codex’s activation. Were there warnings? Precautions? Rituals that must be observed?”

      Pyralis nods slowly. “There may be references in the secondary texts. The Thermal Records mention a ‘Resonant Frequency’ that bound the Codex to the First Queen’s line. If I can find the original ritual instructions.”

      “Find them.”

      I leave the library before Pyralis can ask any more questions. The corridor outside is empty, the basalt walls pulsing with their slow, rhythmic light. I walk toward the Royal Wing, my footsteps echoing in the silence.

      The bond hums. Maerwen is awake now. I feel her awareness sharpening, her mind already reaching for the day’s challenges. She will be reviewing the law scrolls, searching for the precedent that will force the court to acknowledge her authority. She will not find it. The law is a weapon the Old-Blood houses have spent centuries sharpening. They know every edge, every loophole, every place where a human queen can be made to bleed.

      But the Codex predates their laws. The Codex was written when the First Queen walked this mountain, when the bond between dragon and human was not a treaty but a truth. If Maerwen can unlock it, she will have a claim that no Arbiter can challenge.

      If she survives the unlocking.

      I stop in the corridor, pressing my palm against the basalt. The stone is warm, vibrating with the mountain’s heartbeat. I close my eyes and reach through the bond, not to speak, but to feel. Her presence is steady. Determined. She is not afraid.

      She should be.
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      The Royal Wing is quiet when I enter.

      The sitting room is empty, the fire in the hearth burned down to embers. The decanter of human wine still sits on the side table, half-empty. I pause beside it, running my thumb over the crystal. She drank more than I realized last night. The weight of the feast, the weight of the court, the weight of her father’s distant machinations, she carries it all in the rigid line of her shoulders, the careful control of her voice.

      I set the decanter down and move toward the bedchamber.

      She is not in the bed.

      For one heartbeat, my fire surges. My pupils slit. My hand reaches for a weapon I am not carrying. The bond tells me she is near, but instinct is older than the bond, and instinct screams that she is missing, taken, gone.

      Then I see her.

      She is at her desk in the alcove, her head resting on a stack of law scrolls. The ink on the parchment is still wet. She must have worked through most of the night, searching for the precedent that would force the court to see her as I see her.

      She did not find it.

      I stand in the doorway and let myself look at her. The mask is gone. In sleep, she is not the Sovereign Partner or the Heir to the First Flame. She is Maerwen. Her dark chestnut hair spills across the scrolls, and her breathing is slow and deep. The silver mark on her shoulder is visible through the thin silk of her nightgown, casting a faint, iridescent light against the desk, a pulse that keeps time with her heartbeat.

      She looks fragile. I know she is not.

      The contradiction sits heavy in my chest. I have seen her face the Rite of Recognition. I have seen her command the Eternal Flame. I have felt her will through the bond, a steel cable wrapped in silk.

      But she is human. Mortal. Breakable in ways that I am not.

      The thought is a cold blade between my ribs. I have ruled this stronghold for a hundred and fifty years. I have buried enemies and allies alike. I have watched dynasties crumble and mountains shift. And in all that time, I have never feared loss the way I fear losing her.

      The bond thrums with my unease. In her sleep, Maerwen shifts. Her brow furrows. She feels me, even in dreams.

      I force myself to move.

      The heat vents in the Royal Wing are controlled by a series of levers set into the wall beside the hearth. I adjust them now, reducing the flow of volcanic warmth. The mountain resists; I feel the heat pushing against the levers, eager to reclaim the room. I hold it back. For her. The room cools by a few degrees. Not enough to wake her, but enough to ease the flush on her cheeks. Humans sleep better in the cold. I learned that in the early weeks of our marriage, when I would wake to find her kicking off the furs, her skin damp with sweat.

      It is a small thing. Adjusting the vents. It will not stop Aldric’s envoys or silence Varick’s whispers. It will not open the Codex or prove her sovereignty to a court that is determined to erase her.

      But it is something I can do. A silent act of care that no one will witness and no one will record.

      I move to the desk and look down at the scrolls she has been studying. The Law of the Talon. The Treaty of Cinder. The precedents of succession and the rights of consorts. She has annotated them in her precise, elegant hand, noting every contradiction, every gap where a human queen might find purchase.

      She will not find what she is looking for. The law was written by dragons, for dragons. It does not account for her.

      But the Codex does.

      I look at her, at the mark on her shoulder, at the resolve even sleep cannot erase. I will not wake her. Not yet. She deserves one more hour of peace before I ask her to walk into the fire.

      The bond hums with the weight of the coming decision. I stand watch over her sleep, a dragon guarding a treasure he cannot keep from the flames.
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      Maerwen

      The silver mark pulses against my shoulder, a slow, patient rhythm that drags me from the depths of exhaustion. The air in the Royal Wing is too thin, too cool. Not cold, as nothing in this mountain is ever truly cold, but the oppressive weight of volcanic heat has lifted. The furs draped over my chair are dry. My skin is not damp with sweat.

      I lift my head. The hearth fire has burned down to embers, and the heat vents in the wall have been adjusted. The levers sit at a lower setting than I left them.

      Drazek.

      I feel him before I see him, a banked warmth in the corner of the room, a steady pressure in my marrow that has not moved since I fell asleep. He is standing by the window, his back to me, his silhouette framed by the pale grey light of a winter morning. His shoulders are tight. The bond hums with a tension that tastes of ozone and something scorched, a spike of heat that makes the silver mark sting.

      He knows I am awake. He does not turn.

      I press my palms against the desk and push myself upright. The scrolls crinkle beneath my fingers. My neck aches. My fingers are stiff. I spent hours searching for a precedent, a loophole, a single line of draconic law that would give me standing beyond what the court is willing to concede. I found nothing. The Law of the Talon was written by dragons, for dragons. It does not account for a human queen. It does not account for me.

      “You adjusted the vents,” I say. My voice is rough with sleep.

      “You were overheated.”

      “I was asleep.”

      “Yes.”

      The word is simple. Flat. He does not elaborate, and the bond does not offer me any insight beyond the steady pressure of his presence. He is shielding something. I have learned to recognize the texture of it: a wall of dragon-glass, a bank of smoke I must claw against.

      I should be grateful. He stayed. He watched over me while I slept. He cooled the room and built a small fortress of silence around my exhaustion. But the mark on my shoulder throbs, and the wine from last night still lingers on my tongue, and I cannot shake the feeling that even his care is a form of management.

      The Instrument of State. The thought is a cold needle sliding between my ribs. Even here. Even with him.

      I push it down. The mask of the Sovereign Partner settles over my features, and I rise from the desk with the practiced grace of a queen who is not falling apart.

      “Have you eaten?” I ask.

      Drazek turns. The morning light catches the gold in his eyes, and for a moment his shoulders falter, exhaustion banked like old coals beneath his composure.

      “No,” he says.

      “Then we eat together.”

      Breakfast is served in the sitting room. Volcanic glass plates piled with cured meat, hard cheese, and bread baked in the stone ovens of the lower kitchens. The steam from the spiced tea curls upward in lazy spirals, and the scent of cloves and ash fills the space between us.

      Drazek eats little. He never does. I watch him push a piece of meat across his plate with the same focused intensity he usually reserves for the training yard, and I know he is working up to something.

      The bond thrums. He is going to speak.

      “Pyralis made progress on the Codex,” he says.

      I set down my tea. “What kind of progress?”

      “They confirmed that the text is not encrypted. It is not hidden behind a ward or a cipher. It is simply absent. The scroll is intact, but the words are not visible.”

      “Then how do we make them visible?”

      The pause is too long. The bond flickers with something sharp and quickly suppressed. The temperature in the room dips. He does not answer.

      I study his face, the rigid line of his jaw, the way his fingers have curled around his fork as if it were a weapon.

      “You are hiding something.”

      “I am not hiding…”

      “You have been standing guard all night, not just watching me sleep. You were deciding whether to tell me something. What did Pyralis really find?”

      He looks away. The bond churns with a scorching spike of heat that makes the mark sting, the scent of ozone thickening.

      “It is not safe,” he says.

      “Safe for whom?”

      His eyes meet mine. The gold in them is molten, pupils narrowing to slits. “For you. The Codex is not merely dormant. It is waiting. And I will not risk you until I understand what it wants.”

      The frustration is a biting chill in my marrow. “You do not get to decide that for me. What I can handle. When I am ready. You do not get to shield me from my own inheritance.”

      “I am not shielding you from your inheritance. I am trying to ensure you survive it.”

      “By lying to me?”

      “By waiting until I had more information.”

      I rise from the table. The silver mark burns against my shoulder, a pulse of heat that matches my temper. “The information is that I am the only one who can open the Codex. The information is that my father is building a coalition while we sit here debating whether I am strong enough to touch a scroll.”

      “That is not what I…”

      A sharp knock cuts through the room.

      We both turn. The door is solid basalt, carved with the symbols of the Dual-Monarchy, and the knock that echoes through it is not the deferential tap of a servant. It is the urgent, measured strike of a guard officer who does not interrupt the Royal Wing lightly.

      “Enter,” Drazek says.

      The door swings open. Vexa stands in the threshold, her armor gleaming with the frost of the upper corridors. Her face is carved from stone, but her eyes are a cold grey wind. She bows, fist to chest, and the gesture is too sharp. Too fast.

      “My King. My Queen. You are summoned to the Strategy Chamber immediately.”

      Drazek straightens. The banked heat in the room surges, and the floor vibrates with a low, grinding tremor. “What has happened?”

      Vexa’s gaze flicks to me. There is something in her expression I have not seen before. Not the cold disregard of the court. Not the grudging respect of a soldier who watched me survive the Rite of Recognition. Something else.

      Something that looks almost like fear.

      “An envoy from the Green Reaches waits at the border with a sealed declaration,” she says. “He will not cross until the Queen receives him.”

      The morning’s warmth bleeds out of the room. The scent of the Green Reaches wine still lingers on the side table, a ghost of a home that is no longer home, and I feel the cold draft of my father’s shadow sliding over the threshold.

      “What message?” I ask.

      Vexa’s jaw tightens. “A formal declaration, my Queen. King Aldric accuses the Dragon Crown of using dark magic to bind your will. He names the Silver Marches, the Sunken Plains, and the Ironwood Dominion as allies in a coalition to reclaim you.”

      Reclaim. The word is a blade. It means asset. It means my father has found a way to turn my survival into his weapon.

      Drazek’s growl is a low, grinding vibration that shudders through the floor, like the mountain’s bones shifting. The scent of ozone sharpens. The mark on my shoulder flares, silver light spilling through the silk of my gown, and I feel the bond ignite with the white-hot pressure of his rage.

      I reach out and press my hand against Drazek’s chest. His heart is a furnace beneath my palm.

      “Not here,” I say. “Save it for the council table.”

      His eyes meet mine. The gold is molten, pupils narrowing to slits, irises pulsing with the heat of a forge. But he hears me. He feels me. The bond hums with the effort it takes for him to bank the fire.

      “The Strategy Chamber,” he says to Vexa. “Now.”

      We follow Vexa through the winding passages, the mountain’s pulse growing heavier with each step. The frost of the upper corridors clings to her armor, and the air smells of cold stone and the metallic tang of a coming storm.

      The Strategy Chamber is carved into the heart of the mountain’s upper spine, a circular room lined with maps and war tables. The walls are polished obsidian, veined with the slow pulse of magma-light. The map of the Ashen Reach dominates the central table. Wooden markers represent the human kingdoms: the Green Reaches, the Silver Marches, the Sunken Plains. They are arranged in a loose circle around the symbol for Ignis Vale, and I do not need Vexa to explain what the formation means.

      My father has been busy.

      Vexa stands at the head of the table, her gauntleted hand resting on a sealed scroll. The wax is green and silver, the sigil of House Valeis pressed into it with the same stamp my father used on my treaty documents.

      “The envoy delivered this to the border garrison at dawn,” Vexa says. “He did not cross the boundary. He stated that King Aldric will not recognize the sovereignty of the Dragon Crown until his daughter is returned to her rightful place.”

      “His daughter,” I say. The words taste like ash. “He does not even name me.”

      Vexa’s expression does not change, but her fingers tighten on the scroll. “The declaration names you as bewitched. It claims the silver mark on your shoulder is a corruption of your blood, a dragon-curse that has made you a puppet of the Obsidian Throne. Three kingdoms have already agreed to send representatives to a summit in the Green Reaches: the Silver Marches, the Sunken Plains, the Ironwood Dominion. They intend to present a united demand for your return.”

      The silence in the chamber is absolute.

      I feel Drazek’s heat spike. The obsidian table beneath my fingers warms. The air pressure changes, a low thrum of building rage that presses against my eardrums.

      “He is calling me a victim,” I say. “A bewitched captive who must be rescued.”

      “Yes, my Queen.”

      “And the other kingdoms. They believe him?”

      Vexa hesitates. “The envoy claimed the coalition will present a united demand. The summit is already being convened.”

      Three kingdoms. My father has turned my survival into a crusade.

      The mask of the Sovereign Partner settles over my features, smooth and cold. I feel myself retreat into the space behind my eyes, the place where emotion dissolves into calculation. My father’s strategy unfolds in my mind like a map: the narrative he is crafting, the alliances he is forging, the pressure he is building. He does not need to invade Ignis Vale. He just needs to make me so expensive that the dragon court demands my removal.

      The cold analysis is a comfort. It is a shield. It is the only thing that keeps me from screaming.

      “The court,” I say. “They will see this as proof that I am a liability.”

      “Varick is already calling for an emergency session of the Arbiters,” Vexa says. “He claims the accusation of magical coercion must be investigated before the Dragon Crown can issue any formal response.”

      Drazek’s pupils narrow to slits, irises pulsing with the heat of a forge. His fist hits the table. The obsidian cracks. A hairline fracture spreads from his knuckles, and the magma beneath the stone flares bright.

      “Varick dares to question the bond?” His voice is barely above a whisper. It carries more weight than a roar. “He dares to suggest that I have coerced my own queen?”

      “He dares because my father gave him the opening,” I say.

      Drazek turns to me. The fire in his eyes is a conflagration, and I feel the bond screaming with his need to burn, to destroy, to reduce the Green Reaches to ash and glass. It would be so easy. He could shift and fly and rain fire on my father’s palace until the stones ran molten.

      I step closer, into the blast zone of his heat, and do not flinch.

      “No,” I say, meeting his gaze. “That is what he is waiting for. An act of aggression that proves his narrative. A dragon king burning the father who just wants his daughter back.”

      “He is lying.”

      “Of course he is lying.” My voice is steady. Diplomatic. Sharp. “But lies are not defeated by fire. They are defeated by a better story.”

      The words hang in the air. Drazek stares at me, his chest heaving, his hands still pressed against the cracked obsidian. The bond hums. The heat in the room dips. Slowly, so slowly, the magma-light in the walls returns to its steady pulse.

      “What story?” he asks.

      I look at Vexa. “Leave us. And take the scroll. I want Pyralis to examine it for any hidden clauses or magical triggers.”

      Vexa bows and retreats. The door closes behind her with a resonant thud, and we are alone in the Strategy Chamber with the map and the markers and the weight of my father’s declaration.

      I move to the table. My fingers trace the carved lines of the Ashen Reach, the gap between the dragon kingdom and the human lands. My father is on the other side of that gap, spinning his web of lies, and I am on this side, trying to find a thread I can pull.

      “He wants to make me a story,” I say. “The Stolen Princess. The Bewitched Bride. A tragedy that will unite the human kingdoms against the dragon menace.”

      Drazek moves behind me. I feel his heat against my back, a wall of banked fire. “You are not a story.”

      “I am a Queen. And a Queen has the power to shape the narrative.” I turn to face him. “But I need ammunition. I need the Codex. If I can prove that my claim predates the dragon monarchy, that the First Queen’s heir has rights that no treaty can override, then my father’s story falls apart. I am not a stolen asset. I am a sovereign power.”

      “The Codex is dangerous.”

      “Everything I am is dangerous.” I hold his gaze. “That is the point. That is what my father is afraid of. Not that I am a victim, but that I am something he cannot control.”

      The bond thrums with the weight of the words. I feel Drazek’s resistance, his protective instinct warring with his strategic mind. He does not want to put me in danger. But the danger already exists. It is growing on the other side of the border, marshaling armies and sharpening swords.

      “Tonight,” I say. “We go to the Deep Archives. I touch the Codex. We open the book.”

      Drazek is silent for a long moment. The gold in his eyes flickers, and the bond surges with a fierce, scorching heat that wraps around my resolve, a possessive current that locks my spine straight.

      “You are not afraid,” he says.

      “I am terrified.” My fingers tremble against the obsidian, just for a breath, just enough for him to see the truth beneath the calculation. “But I will not let him define me. Not again. Not ever again.”

      Drazek reaches for me. His hand closes around mine under the table, a grip that is not gentle but possessive, scorching, a tether that locks my resolve into place. His fingers are hot and rough, and the pressure of his palm against my skin is an anchor. A pact. A promise that I am not fighting this war alone.

      The bond surges. The silver mark on my shoulder pulses, and I feel the resonance of his fire answering my resolve. We are not two separate forces. We are a furnace, and my father is about to learn what happens when you try to smother a flame that has learned to burn together.

      “Tonight,” Drazek says. “We open the book.”

      The word settles into my bones. The silver mark burns, a steady pulse of heat that warms our joined hands and casts a pale glow on the obsidian table.

      My father wants a story.

      I will give him one he never saw coming.
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      Drazek

      The air doesn't just get hotter. It gets heavier.

      Each step down the basalt stairwell presses against my lungs, a slow compression that would make a human's ribs ache. The magma veins in the walls have changed. Up in the Royal Wing, they pulse with a steady, rhythmic glow, a heartbeat that has lulled my ancestors to sleep for a thousand years. Down here, they flicker. Uneven. Like the mountain is holding its breath.

      I lead the descent. Maerwen follows two steps behind me, her footfalls light and deliberate on the worn stone. Pyralis brings up the rear, their iridescent skin casting pale light against the walls. Shadows shift as the colors cycle: violet, then a sudden pale green that signals something closer to fear. They are afraid. I can smell it beneath the sulfur, a sharp, clean spike of adrenaline that does not belong this deep in the mountain's gut.

      I do not blame them. The Deep Archives have swallowed dragons before.

      Maerwen's breathing stays even. Too even. The bond hums with her focus, and beneath it I feel the silver mark on her shoulder beginning to warm. Not a soft glow. The heat signature changes, a slow sear that seeps through the silk of her gown and bleeds into the bond, a quiet warning that her body is already answering the mountain.

      The magma vein to my left pulses too bright. The heat will hit her in three strides. I will the stone to dim, a silent command I have given a thousand times. The vent flares hotter. A second pulse, almost insolent, as if the mountain is leaning closer to her.

      Pyralis notices. "The thermal output increased twelve percent the moment the Queen crossed the archive boundary. The mountain is not heating. It is reaching."

      I don't answer. The stone beneath my boots groans.

      "The vents are shifting along her path," Pyralis adds, their voice small against the weight of the rock. "I tracked the resonance patterns from the library. The frequency is already humming in the deep stone. If the field destabilizes when she steps inside..."

      "I know."

      It comes out sharper than I intend. The mountain is rearranging its bones for her. For fifteen decades, I was its only master. Its fire answered my blood. Now, the basalt ignores my command to bow for her, and the realization is a pocket of ash in my lungs, choking the breath from me.

      Maerwen steps up beside me, close enough that her shoulder brushes my arm. The contact sends a pulse of warmth through the bond, and the mark's heat spikes, jagged and hungry as it reaches for the obsidian walls.

      "You're growling," she says.

      "I am breathing."

      "Save the growl for whatever's waiting below. I'm not the one you need to intimidate."

      I turn my head enough to catch the amber of her eyes. "You are human. This deep, the heat alone could..."

      "You gave me a shared throne," she cuts in. Her voice is quiet, but it carries the same cold resolve she wore in the Strategy Chamber. "That means I walk into the fire and you let me. Or was your promise only words?"

      The growl dies in my throat. Not because I am chastened. Because the bond shudders with the weight of her trust, and for one raw instant I feel the ego-death of a predator who has just realized his mate is the apex. My fire settles into ash, and I swallow the taste.

      We descend in silence.

      The stairwell narrows into a corridor of raw obsidian, the walls so smooth they hold no reflection. The air turns metallic. The scent of sulfur gives way to something older: a tang of cold iron and ancient blood, like walking into a wound that never closed. The static builds until my teeth ache.

      The corridor opens without warning. No gate. No door. The archives have been open since long before I was born. What waits at the center is something else.

      The Chamber of the Codex is a cathedral of obsidian and silence.

      The ceiling rises into darkness too vast for the magma-light to reach. The walls are carved with symbols so old that even the High Draconic scholars cannot read them, spiraling inward toward a pedestal of raw basalt that rises from the floor like a frozen eruption. A ring of shimmering air surrounds it: a resonance field that bends the light and hums at a frequency that vibrates in my marrow. Pyralis stops at the edge of it, their skin flickering pale green.

      "I cannot cross," they whisper. "The resonance frequency would sear my bond to the mountain away. She will have to walk the inner circle alone."

      "She is not alone," I say, and step forward.

      The field parts around me like a held breath. Maerwen follows, and I feel her presence in the shifting pressure, the way the air tightens and then yields. The Codex waits at the center.

      It does not look like a book. It looks like a sleeping predator.

      The parchment lies unrolled across the stone, empty. Blank as the day the First Queen's fire died. Strands of silver thread weave through its edges, pulsing like exposed nerves, and the rhythm matches the mark on Maerwen's shoulder beat for beat. The scent thickens: cold iron, old blood, the metallic tang of a storm that has never broken.

      The silver mark blazes through her gown. Not a pale luminescence. The light carves through the darkness, silver and jagged, a blade of moonlight cutting the obsidian walls. I feel it through the bond as heat and pressure and a frequency that hums beneath my own fire.

      The mountain shifts. Not a tremor. A response. The magma rivers are changing course deep below, the vents redirecting their flow, the entire stronghold adjusting itself around the woman walking toward the scroll. I feel it in my bones, in the ancient part of my dragon-soul that has always known this mountain as
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