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When Thrones Crumble, Love Burns Brighter Than Power.

The war is over—but peace never came.

The twin kingdoms of Iron and Flame lie in ruins, their thrones cracked, their gods silent. What remains are three souls bound by a vow stronger than blood:
Taren, the exiled prince whose steel once ruled the battlefield.
Saelis, the fireborn heir who carries both guilt and pride like twin flames.
And Aurel, the healer marked by forbidden light, the heartbeat that keeps them both alive.
Together they defied the First Eclipse—and now the world fears them for it.
The Council of Iron calls them traitors.
The Magisters of Flame brand them heretics.
Between armies and conspiracies, the Heartbound must forge a new peace before their bond is turned into a weapon.
But in a world built on loyalty and lies, desire is the most dangerous rebellion.
Taren’s honor wavers under the weight of Aurel’s quiet strength.
Saelis’s fire burns hotter for the man he once swore to hate.
And Aurel—caught between them—learns that love can heal nations or ignite them anew.
As the cities rebuild from ash, intrigue bleeds into intimacy, and every whisper in the council halls carries the echo of betrayal. The old thrones fall; new powers rise. The question is no longer who will rule—but who will remain human when the second eclipse descends.

Flame of the Fallen Throne is a tale of power, passion, and ruin—where alliances are seductions, truth wears a crown of lies, and love becomes both salvation and curse. It continues the sweeping romantasy of The Heartbound Trinity, blending sensual tension, political warfare, and slow-burn devotion into a story that asks:

When kingdoms collapse, can three bound hearts rebuild what gods destroyed?

Because some fires never die.
They only learn how to burn without mercy.
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Chapter 1: The Return to Athelgard
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We crested the last ridge before Athelgard at dusk, iron roofs slick with old soot and new frost, the chimneys beating a steady pulse against the sky. Soldiers lined the road like nails in a board. The anvil gate stood open because it had to—for a king returning—yet the posture of the guards said closed.

“Welcome home,” Saelis said beside me, low enough that it could be a joke or a prayer.

“Stay behind my right,” I answered. “Both of you.”

Aurel’s mare caught the scent of the forges and tossed her head. He patted her neck and kept pace with my warhorse without effort. He wasn’t made for lines of men with spears, but he moved like he had decided to be.

At the gates, Captain Herra lifted a hand. The line tightened behind her. “Your Majesty.”

“Captain.”

Her gaze slid to Saelis. His cloak hid the Valenith sigils, but nothing hides a lifetime of heat. “Our orders are to present you to the Council before any... guests... pass.”

“Guests,” Saelis repeated, dry, as if the word tasted civilized. “Do you prefer ‘prisoner’? It would be more honest.”

The spears pricked up. Cold licked the back of my teeth. I rode two steps forward so the iron of my stirrup kissed Herra’s boot. “You present me to no one. Open the gate and stand your men down.”

She didn’t blink. Herra never blinks when she’s daring me to be a king. “General Aldric ordered—”

“I make orders, Captain.”

“We’ve had five years of you making them,” she said. “We’ve learned to read when you’ll break them yourself.”

Her eyes flicked past me, quick. Not to Saelis. To Aurel. They always do, now. The man who might turn a crowd with one word. He kept his face still.

“Do I look like a man asking permission?” I asked.

“You look like a man who brought a flame into a powderhouse.”

Saelis’s mouth edged up. “And you look like a woman who thinks wet iron doesn’t spark.” He stayed in the saddle like a scholar at a desk, straight shoulders, patient hands, the set of someone who knows an argument will draw blood if he gives it a rhyme.

I swung down. Boots hit stone. The guards twitched like a single animal. I walked past the row of spearheads and set my palm on the gate’s iron seam. It hummed, answering a king’s blood, and the hinges loosened with a sound that used to calm me as a boy. Herra’s jaw worked.

“Stand aside,” I said.

No magic. No roar. I gave the order plain, and the training buried in every soldier here did the rest. The gate yawed. The city leaned forward to see if I would bring the enemy through.

We led the horses in on foot. People pressed the edges of the square: smiths still in aprons, children on barrels, a handful of nobles who had run faster than dignity prefers. Words hissed at the hem of the crowd and died when I turned my head. Aurel’s gaze traveled the faces, counting breaths. When someone flinched at his gray healer’s cloak, his mouth almost softened. Almost.

We climbed the keep steps with the city watching. Athelgard smells like hot metal and cold bread at this hour. I remembered my mother’s hand tucking a mint seed into my cheek so the smoke wouldn’t make a boy cough. I didn’t cough.

At the top, the council doors opened before I touched them. Aldric had stacked our enemies in the room like crates—nobles on the left, officer ranks on the right, the old priests in a hard row in the back. He stood at the center with a ledger in one hand and the other on his sword hilt, because he won arguments with math or steel and enjoyed not knowing which we’d need.

“A moment, Majesty,” he said to my face, as if we were alone.

“No,” I said, and crossed the threshold with Saelis and Aurel beside me. “We’re done with moments that prepare the room to betray me.”

Saelis let the hood fall back. The temperature rose—a trick of crowd and memory. A murmur ran around the rim of the council table and came back sharpened.

“Prince Saelis of Valenith,” Aldric said, careful.

“Lord,” Saelis corrected softly. “The council stripped the title. You did read their letters.”

“You’re not helping,” I said without turning.

He smiled with his eyes, the way he does when choosing a different weapon.

General Rhun, a small man made precise by decades of keeping other men alive, stepped forward. “Your Majesty, we cannot seat a Valenith fire-wielder in the Iron Council. Not while their Council of Sigils still stamps warrants on the backs of our tradesmen.”

Saelis glanced around as if he were examining sigils burned into a wall: noting, naming, assigning heat. “If you insist on naming me a sigil, at least read me correctly. I’m here as Taren’s ally.”

“You are here as our enemy,” Rhun said.

Aurel shifted, one small change in posture, and the room’s pitch tilted toward him by instinct. He didn’t speak. When he stays silent, men listen harder.

I rested my knuckles on the edge of the table. I used the ring that had marked me at crowning to make the wood remember kings. “You will seat him because I say you will. You will call him ally because he has bled for your wives’ brothers and because he chose not to burn half our camp when your men spat on his boots.”

“Your Majesty,” Aldric said, “I warned you this city would not swallow the south neat. We gag on compromise. Let us feed them smaller bites.”

“Like shackles?” Saelis asked. “Or an oath written in someone else’s language?”

“You want to stand among us,” Rhun said, ignoring him. “Prove it without fire. Hand over any sigils you carry. No marks. No rings. No—”

Saelis slid the ring from his finger. He set it on the table. The council stared at the small band of gold as if it might speak. A faint heat veined the wood and faded.

“I came to build something that won’t burn,” he said. “I can do that with a hammer or a pen. Your choice.”

“You think too well of our pens,” I said.

Aurel exhaled once, and for a moment that breath ran around the room like a string pulled taut. He lifted his hand, then stopped, then lifted it again, as if he’d decided the second guess insulted all of us. He reached across the space, between my fist and the ring, and set his palm over my knuckles.

The room took that in like a blow.

His hand was warm, steadier than mine. He didn’t squeeze. He anchored.

“Look at me,” I said to the council, not moving. “I am done choosing between you and them. This is one body now. If you try to tear my hand from his, you will learn what happens to fingers that think they’re the fist.”

Rhun’s mouth thinned. Someone at the back swore under a breath and pretended it was a cough. A noblewoman—Lady Serrin, who survived two winters on ration and never forgot the arithmetic—watched Aurel’s hand with a look that wasn’t hate. It was caution, edged with relief.

“Fine,” Aldric said, and only I heard the relief under the grit. “We seat the fire scholar as observer to the Iron Council under the king’s protection. We suspend the no-mage edict in the great hall while he breathes our air. I will sell it to the soldiers as a siege tactic and to the priests as a math problem.”

“Speak it plain,” I said. “He sits. He speaks. He is safe.”

Herra’s voice carried from the doorway. “From us,” she said. “Safe from us.”

“No one is safe from us,” I said. “That’s the point.”

By the time we walked back into the front square, the crowd had thickened. News moves fast when a city smells formal danger. The forge bells kept their beat. The square was a drum.

A boy with soot on his cheek and a wooden sword in his belt stepped out in front of us, more courageous than wise. “Is it true?” he asked Saelis. “Can you light a sword and not melt it?”

Saelis’s mouth softened. “I can heat a lie without burning a truth.” He crouched, and the boy leaned forward, conspirator easy. “That wooden blade—what will you call it?”

“Fang,” the boy said. “Like the king’s sword.”

“Name it your own first,” Saelis said, then stood before the father could drag the child away. He didn’t lecture the city. He folded into our pace and let them read his restraint.

Hands reached. Not for Saelis. For me. For Aurel. I felt the old shape of my impatience rise—heat hunting a target—then Aurel’s thumb moved, two strokes across my fingers, small, certain. The square steadied. My spine remembered that water tempers iron more than flame does. I let the crowd’s words wash over us and move, not around, not above—through. It wasn’t grace. It was practice.

We set quarters in the east wing for the night. I did not send for musicians. I did not dress the hall. I kept the guards lean. Athel learns how to starve the parts of itself that want ceremony until they quiet.

Aldric came to the private room as the lamps were being trimmed. He shut the door without fuss. He looked like a man who had won a battle and discovered the map was wrong.

“Say it,” I told him.

“You did well.” He pushed the ledger into my hands, an apology in paper. “You and your healer. You and your—” He almost said the word and traded it for a throat-clearing. “Saelis gave up the ring. The men will like that.”

“They’ll like it until they decide they miss the spectacle of hating him,” I said.

“He can write laws while they hate,” Aldric said. “Hate is noisy but stupid. Laws move in quiet.”

“That’s why they think the High Council rules,” I said. “Because it writes with a quiet hand.”

He opened his mouth to answer. The door knocked twice, then once, the scout rhythm for news that can still be fixed if delivered fast. Herra came in with a boy hardly older than the one with the wooden sword. His cloak was dust and salt. He saluted, realized he’d tracked grit, and left it there because time mattered.

“Talk,” I said.

“South pass, your Majesty,” he said, words tripping to reach me. “We found a trail on the stone that didn’t belong there.”

“Wheels?” Aldric asked.

“Feet,” the scout said. “Too many for a caravan. Too light for miners. Wrapped in leather soaked in oil—won’t leave a print unless the rock’s cold enough to take it.”

“Numbers,” I said.

“Two score, maybe three. No banners. No fire at night. They move with mirrored plates on their backs.”

Saelis didn’t swear. He didn’t flinch. He stood as if someone had told him the date of his own funeral and he’d chosen to make a list first. “Mirror plates,” he said. “They catch signal skyward. The Council uses them to sip light and send orders.”

“Valenith?” Aldric asked, as if he already knew. “The Council of Sigils?”

“They’re not a caravan,” the scout said. He swallowed, then forced the rest out. “They carry binding rods. We found the impression of one where someone fell. The sigil was clean.”

Aurel’s hand found my shoulder without thinking. Heat rose under my skin and stopped because he told it to. Saelis looked at me, not at the floor, not at the door.

“They’re coming for me,” he said. He didn’t dress it in invention.

“Not coming,” the scout said. “Tracking. They were at the second marker by noon. If they don’t stumble, they’ll be in the low city by morning. They won’t knock.”

Aldric swore, short and mean. “A secret column inside our pass.”

Saelis reached across the table and took back his ring. He did not put it on. He held it the way a surgeon holds a knife he knows will ruin things if used wrong.

“The Council won’t risk a formal demand,” he said. “They send a shadow to drag me home before your city learns to see me.”

I lifted my eyes to the window where the forge smoke pulsed steady, human-made stars in iron night. I wanted time. The pass had burned it already.

“Captain Herra,” I said. “Seal the low streets. Quietly. No torches, no brass. I want every mirror covered and every roof watched. Any man wearing a plate on his back is not a man of Athelgard. He does not leave the square warm.”

Herra vanished before the last word left my mouth.

“Aldric,” I said, “wake the priests who won’t faint at the word ‘binding.’ Put them on the inner stairs.”

“And the citizens?” he asked. “We can’t hide a net this size.”

“We don’t,” I said. “We bait it.”

Saelis slid the ring into his pocket. “Name the place.”

“The one they’d choose,” I said. “Open ground. Good sightlines. Doors to close behind.”

Aurel’s fingers pressed once into my shoulder, a pulse of agreement. “The anvil court,” he said. “They’ll think the forge-song will drown your orders. It won’t.”

The scout shifted, torn between relief and more fear. “Majesty—one more thing. The oil on their boots—smelled wrong.”

“How wrong?” I asked.

“Not like pitch.” He looked at Saelis as if the south could answer for itself. “Like hot stone in winter.”

Saelis’s eyes darkened in a way that means calculation, not sorrow. “They don’t plan to take me.” He looked up and held me there. “They plan to open a door.”

“To Valenith?” Aldric asked.

Saelis shook his head. “To a room only the Council uses. No witnesses. No exits.”

The forge bells struck the hour. The sound climbed the walls and made the lamp oil tremble.

I tightened my grip on the ledger until the leather creaked. “Then we’ll slam it on their hands.”

He nodded once. He didn’t thank me. He didn’t offer apology for bringing the war under my roof.

We had barely come home. The Council of Sigils had already sent its secret force to fetch my fire. They were in the pass and moving fast.
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Chapter 2: Trial of Betrayal
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They took my weapons at the border. That was expected. They took my sigil ring at the sun-gate. That was theater. By the time the escort walked me into the Hall of Fire, I wore nothing but a scholar’s robe and a face they had already decided to hate.

The council chamber still rose in tiers like concentric jaws. Lamps hung low to make the air behave. The floor carried the old geometry—concentric circles for voice, spokes for judgment, a central plate of gold called the Tongue. Once I had loved this room for its precision. Today it weighed like a trap.

“Saelis Valen,” intoned the Herald, staff striking the gold. “Former prince. Signatory to the Athel accords. Accused of deploying prohibited blood-bond magics to subvert sovereign order.”

I stepped onto the Tongue. The metal warmed under my feet. My name hit the walls, then came back with the thin laugh polite people use when a rule comforts them. I kept my eyes level on the dais where the High Sigilmaster sat, and beyond him, Lord Cyran, the regent they had installed after cutting me from the chair like a disease.

“Before we begin,” I said, “I ask the council to permit my witness.”

“You mean the contraband,” Cyran replied, smooth as dull steel.

Aurel stood at the edge of the circle, hands unbound because I made that a condition of my walk through the gate. His healer’s cloak hid the mark on his chest. He looked at me, not at the dais. He always does that—sets me in the room like an anchor, then lets the rest of the world move around the choice.

“He is not an object,” I said. “He is the only person in this city who did not swear an oath to condemn me before hearing me.”

Murmurs chopped the air. The Sigilmaster lifted a palm, old and steady. “Let the Lunareth man stand,” he said. “If he breaks a law, we will write a new one and try him after.”

Aurel stepped onto the inner ring. Guards shadowed the movement, hands close to rods etched for binding, but they did not touch him. He stopped beside me. He did not stand behind. He did not stand apart. He took my hand.

The gallery stiffened like a struck surface. I felt the hit, then the answer. I held on. My palm fit his. Heat crawled my wrist where the old oath lived. The bond thrummed, low and contained, more like breath than thunder. He nodded once, as if we had agreed on a shape years ago and simply returned to it under new light.

Cyran leaned forward. He wore white court heat like a man used to other people burning for him. “You flaunt your crime on our floor.”

“You flaunt your fear,” I said.

“Enough,” the Sigilmaster said. He glanced to the scribe circle. “Read the charges.”

The scribe stood with a stack of folios cut from my life. “Exhibit one,” she said. “Witness accounts of a triune blood oath conducted not at a sanctioned altar but in a ruin on the Lunareth border. Exhibit two: a mirror record recovered from the site showing unauthorized sigil geometry. Exhibit three: a ledger of troop movements altered by hand to deliver two companies into the hands of the Athel king. Exhibit four: deposition of one Priest-Magistrate Yerin, claiming compulsion during parley.”

“Bring the mirror,” Cyran said.

A plate the size of a shield slid from a velvet sleeve. Its surface showed nothing, as mirrors should, until the first scribe traced a key sigil along the rim. Sound filled the metal: my voice, rough with smoke; Taren’s, iron on edge; Aurel’s counting cadence as he steadied us. The picture swam into view—three figures at a broken shrine, our wrists bound together with a strip of cloth, my ring bleeding light into the weave as I spoke the language that makes separate things agree. I watched our faces tilt up under cold stars. I watched our mouths shape promises designed to stand instead of cut. The picture tilted. The Bond sigil flared—wrong.

“Pause,” I said.

“Denied,” Cyran said. “We will not let you direct your own trial.”

Aurel let my hand go and raised his. “Let him speak to the lines,” he said, and the calm in his mouth carried farther than the staff had. “You will convict yourselves of ignorance if you pretend all circles look the same.”

The Sigilmaster hesitated, then tapped the staff once against the Tongue. “Pause.”

I took three steps toward the mirror. The guards shifted. I didn’t look at them. I set my hand over the image of the rotating sigil and traced my finger just above the surface. “This stroke is forged.”

The room breathed a single disbelieving sound. Cyran leaned back, amused. “Forged? In a mirror record?”

“Look,” I said, and kept the one word hard. “The third arc should bite into the fourth. Whoever drew this version dragged light over the line instead of letting the anchor pull it. It leaves a seam. You can’t see it with the eye, but you can hear it.”

“Mirrors do not speak,” Rhun said from the tier below Cyran.

“They speak to those who built them.” I tapped the rim, then tapped again, then again, a precise rhythm. “Hear the hitch?”

Silence. Then a hitch. Small, but it lived in the metal like grit under a tongue. I could feel the Sigilmaster hear it; his eyes narrowed the way a reader narrows them when a scribe swaps a letter and hopes the verse still sings.

“If a man wanted to turn a consent oath into a compulsion,” I said, “he would extend the fourth arc through the breath gap and hook it into the blood mark. He would then call that hook a prohibition. He would paint consent as coercion. He would call a bridge a trap and then swear the bridge tried to eat him.”

“And you expect us to believe only you can hear the defect,” Cyran said. “Convenient.”

“I expect you to measure.” I lifted my hand away. “Let Master Irin check the lattice with his own ear. He designed the plate.”

The Sigilmaster flicked his fingers. A thin man in a dark robe left his tier and came down the steps with the reluctant speed of an old craftsman dragged into politics. He bent, eyes on the rim, and tapped his nail in the place I had shown. Three strikes. He closed his mouth around a word he did not say in public.

“Well?” Cyran asked.

“The arc is ill-soldered,” Irin said. “The image carries a splice.”

Cyran’s smile tightened like a knot. “Someone tampered with the record. It does not absolve you. It only introduces another crime.”

“Committed by whom?” I asked.

“By any man who wants Valenith angry,” he said, then found his spine. “We have other evidence.”

The scribe raised the next folio. “The ledger. The signatures—”

“Are mine,” I said. “I moved the companies to stop a curse crossing the Vale. I sent word to the Council the same day—sealed, witnessed, walked by three men with more years in this house than you, Lord Cyran.”

“And yet the companies reached Athelgard at the precise moment its king needed them,” Cyran said. “Sweet timing.”

“Ugly timing,” I said. “We spent men like water to close a hole your mirrors opened. Ask the families in East Market whose sons came home coughing ash.”

Aurel shifted closer, shoulder brushing mine. He always does that when the room tries to frame me as a voice detached from a body. It makes me remember that I’m standing on more than my own bones.

Yerin rose from the witness tier. He never liked me; he liked the idea of a clean fire that never had to touch a person. His mouth looked like a cut. “The parley,” he said. “You fixed my breath with your light and used me to ratify an oath none of us read.”

“You fainted,” I said, flat. “I told you to breathe. You made the sign to continue. The scribe wrote it. You woke and asked if I had said anything poetic. I told you I was not in the mood.”

Laughter hit the tiers and died when the staff struck again. Cyran stepped down from the dais one step, a show of intimacy he could stage because he trusted the lamps to frame him. “The question is not whether you enjoyed your crimes, Saelis. The question is whether the triune bond subverts the will of this city.”

“It doesn’t,” Aurel said.

“Object,” Yerin snapped. “The contraband has no standing.”

“He has mine,” I said.

“You would give the city to him,” Cyran said.

“I would give the city a man who bleeds when we do,” I said. “Your mirrors don’t.”

Cyran studied Aurel, the way a man studies a knife he wants to sell at a profit. “Say something that proves you’re not a trap,” he said.

Aurel turned to the Sigilmaster, not to Cyran. “When I heal, I take pain into my own body to release it. It is not compulsion. It is accounting. If your law calls that forbidden, your law is a coward. If your law calls our bond a chain, your law is blind. Saelis asks me before he touches my hand. Your mirrors can’t show that, but your people can. They saw me choose in the square.”

He looked at me. It steadied the room more than any geometry. I felt the line from his hand into my chest tighten and relax. Not a leash. A shared weight.

The Sigilmaster rubbed his thumb against the staff as if smoothing a burr. “We may accept witness, but we will not accept theater. Sit.”

Aurel didn’t move. He didn’t need to. The command wasn’t for him; it was for the balcony spilling anger like grain. The guard line stayed tight.

Cyran set his hand on the rail of the dais. “You want a standard no one else can meet,” he said. “You want us to call your bond holy because you say you feel pretty when you hold hands on gold.”

I let go of Aurel’s fingers. I put both my palms down on the Tongue. “I want you to measure like mages instead of praying like frightened men. Ask your mirrors where the splice began. Ask them whose signature rides the seam.”

The Sigilmaster looked at Irin. The old man had already lowered himself to the rim again. He tapped four points and closed his eyes like a listener at a door. “There’s a resonance,” he said. “Not Valenith script. Not Athel. Something that prefers edges.”

I knew the phrase before he finished it, because it had followed us from smoke to snow and back again. The sound a mask makes when it turns its face into a weapon.

“Play it,” I said.

The plate shivered. The image snapped through glare to a different angle, as if a mirror in another room had tilted. A figure moved at the edge of the shrine scene—not a body, but a density, the region of air that refuses light. For a breath, the silver edges of a half-mask showed, then vanished in the seam. The sound of counting ticked under the voices. Men. Fires. Days.

The gallery hissed. The Sigilmaster swore, not a prayer, a workshop oath.

“I said it,” I told Cyran. “Someone wants you angry. He prefers edges.”

Cyran lifted his hand and then faked patience as he lowered it. “You brought the man here yourself when you walked into our tower years ago. You brought his name into our walls. Now you bring his shadow into our mirrors and claim innocence.”

“I bring your eyes,” I said. “If you gouge them out to avoid seeing, the blindness is on you.”

He smiled, too clean. “We will retire to consider.”

He rose. The tiers stirred. The staff struck. The guards angled their rods in a script that says we are civilized while we arrange a throat. Aurel reached for me. He didn’t touch yet. He waited a breath to make sure it was my choice.

I closed my hand over his wrist.

“Whatever they decide,” he said. “We walk out together.”

“They will call that theft,” I said. “They always do when the door opens and no one asked their permission.”

“Then we pay for the door after.”

The chamber lights dipped. I thought it was the lamps starving. Then the dark didn’t behave. It massed. It crept along the seams of the room like a well-trained spill. The nearest guard called for light and the lamp answered, then stuttered. A line of shadow rose from behind the dais—thin as a blade, then wide as a man, then wider. Something stepped out of that line as if it had always lived inside it and simply remembered.

Silver covered the face. Not polished bright. Dead silver, hammered flat, cut for eyes and nothing else.

The guards dropped rods into ready. A pair of mages flung heat that should have torn shadow from wall; the dark ate it. A man leapt from the tier and struck with a blade; the silver didn’t nick. Cyran stumbled back two steps and then remembered how to posture.

“You see?” he said, too loud. “You see what follows him?”

The figure didn’t look at Cyran. The slits rested on me. I knew the posture. The careful balance between courtesy and harm. The body that didn’t announce itself as danger because it liked to arrive before the word.

“We learn from what we burn,” he said, and his voice did not age.

My mouth turned dry. “Verren,” I said.

Aurel’s grip tightened. He pulled me half a pace behind him, then corrected himself and stood level. The bond flared once along my skin with a heat that felt like warning boiling down to choice.

“You died,” the Sigilmaster said. “We saw your pyre crack.”

“I crack neatly,” Verren said. “Half gone. Half not. Half is enough.”

A guard drove a binding rod at his throat. The tip struck shadow and stuck as if piercing water. The rod hummed, then burned cold. The guard screamed and let go. Verren stepped past him without malice. He didn’t hurry.

“You forged this record,” I said. I kept my voice level. If I shook, I knew whose hand would steady me and I was tired of needing that in front of men who enjoy the spectacle of need.

“I curated it,” he said. “You forget—I count. Men. Fires. Days. I also curate. Lies. Doors. Decisions.”

Cyran snapped his fingers at the mages. “Bind him.”

“Try,” Verren said without looking. “Call me immortal after, if you like that better in your mouths. ‘Half-immortal’ tastes more honest. It leaves room for error. And error is a feast.”

He stepped onto the Tongue with me. The gold did not warm under him. It dulled.

“You are not a god,” I said.

“I am practice,” he said, eyes on the place where Aurel’s wrist sat in my hand. “And practice makes courts.”

He turned his head toward the mirrors. “Shall we show them the rest?”
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Chapter 3: The Healer’s Brand
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The brand woke me before the bells.

Heat punched through my chest and threw me out of sleep. I rolled and hit stone, palm clamped over skin. The mark sat over my sternum like a coin hammered into bone. It burned, then steadied, then burned again—two beats, not mine. Two bodies somewhere in the keep moving, fighting, bleeding.

“Taren,” I said into the dark.

The door shook once under a fist. I dragged it open. Herra stood there with her hair braided tight and a cut blooming along her cheekbone. Behind her, the hall moved—the quick stride of guards, the scrape of boots, someone biting off a prayer.

“Up,” she said. “South shadows in the anvil court.”

“I feel them,” I said. It came out wrong. I pushed past her and ran because every step landed on pain that wasn’t mine. Down the inner stair, across an empty gallery, through a door that stuck until I made it obey. I didn’t slow when the cold hit. Iron air bit my throat. The forge yard blazed.

Night had brought Valenith into Athelgard without banners. Men in mirror plates slid between shadows like thoughts someone didn’t want to own. They threw cords that smoked on stone. They drove binding rods at joints and throats. The anvil hammers kept time because that’s what hammers do when men forget how.

Taren stood in the open court with a blade in each fist and a look that told the room to choose who it wanted to be. Saelis held the edge of the square by the furnace tower, barehanded, palms red where he caught rods and cracked sigils with the heel of his hand. I felt him like heat climbing a wall. The brand answered both of them without asking me for permission.

A soldier in a mirror plate ducked past Herra and lunged for Saelis’s back. I ran. My body knows that angle. I hit the attacker low at the knee. The joint buckled. The man fell into my hands. His plate bit my shoulder; his breath sour with oil rushed my face. I jammed my thumb into the strap at his collarbone and twisted until leather gave. The mirror slipped. I saw a scrap of mouth, a scar, a human look, and then his fist smashed into my ribs and the brand flared as if a hammer struck it.

“Taren,” I said again, because the pain pattern said two injuries—one new, one old boring its way open.

He took a cut up the forearm—my forearm, my burn—and kept moving. I felt the angle of his next strike in my bones before he made it. I let the brand speak; I ran to where the rhythm drove me.

Saelis grabbed my elbow. He saw the way my eyes wouldn’t land and set his mouth in a line I knew. “With me,” he said. He flung me toward the furnace wall as another rod spat toward my throat. The rod hit stone; the sigil on its tip shattered. Sparks kicked my boots. The smell cut like last winter.

“Don’t pull me off them,” I said. “I know where to stand.”

He snorted once. “Then stand and count.”

I counted because it helps the room choose: four minutes to hold until Aldric’s flank closes; three more rods to break; two stones to get these men under; one body to keep upright. I shoved my hand under a binding cord looped around a guard’s neck and took the bite so the man could breathe. The cord seared. The brand lit. I felt Taren’s left wrist catch and wrench; I planted my feet as if they were his and gave the pain somewhere clean to drop.

Herra’s voice cut across the square. “Shields—center!” Men obeyed. They formed a hinge around the forge mouth. I stepped into the hinge and pulled a mirror plate down as it tried to blind the outer rank. The glass met stone and screamed. The man under it jerked; his shoulder hit my hip. I threw him into the path of a second rod and the two Valenith shadows tangled. Saelis moved through them without touching anyone but me—two fingers along my spine, quick as a warning. I smelled heat crawl up his arms. He looked at the furnace chimney and then at me.

“Up,” he said.

“I’m not a cat,” I said.

“Today,” he said, “you are.”

We took the iron rungs three at a time. The chimney mouth opened on the court like a second eye. I climbed until my hands shook. Saelis caught my belt and hauled when my boot slipped. We crouched on the lip. Below, Verren’s ghost wasn’t here, but his handwriting walked. The mirror men flowed in lines too neat for night.

“On my count,” Saelis said. “Three.”

“Two,” I said because my mouth needed to be part of the decision.

We hurled two cold-quenched scoops of slag into the nearest cluster of mirror plates. Slag hit glass and wrote grit where light had been smooth. Men stumbled. The line broke. The guards pushed. Taren took space as if the square belonged to his feet. I knew the exact moment he grinned—ugly, alive—because the brand eased and then flared again when he blocked a strike with the bone of his wrist.

I started to stand. Pain punched me hard enough I folded. Saelis caught me before I rolled off the lip.

“Stay,” he said, and that voice was my anchor. He saw the tremor. He put his palm over the brand through my shirt. He didn’t ask permission. He pressed.

Fire leapt. I grabbed his wrist on instinct and forced my breath to find the count. The heat didn’t lick; it drove. It pushed through skin and muscle and licked the edge of my heart, and it didn’t stop until my back hit brick. I could have shoved him away. I did not.

“Too hot,” I said.

“Yes.” He kept the pressure. “Hold it.”

“I can hold your hand,” I said. I pushed the words out even though the mark made speech feel like climbing a ladder with a weight tied to my chest. “You will not scorch your apology into my skin.”

He didn’t move his hand. He set the other at my jaw, thumb firm under my ear, and used that touch to pull my eyes to his. “I would scorch my name into you if it kept you breathing.” The heat under his palm throttled down as he spoke. He made it obey me. He always can when he chooses to. “Tell me what the pain says.”

“Taren’s left. Open from the forearm to the thumb.” I swallowed. The swallow hurt. “Not deep. Dirty.”

“Good,” he said. “Herra!”

She looked up. He cut his hand in the air. “Send the left line. Cover the king’s hand—watch the thumb. Don’t bind him there.”

She read it and moved men with a snap.

The brand steadied under Saelis’s palm. Sweat ran from his neck into his robe collar. I watched it. I used the sight to keep the pain from choosing its own route.

“Now you,” he said.

I blinked. “What?”

“You took a cord for that boy. Your neck.” He lifted his hand off my chest. The world tilted. He set it back and the world heard the order and behaved. “Look at me.”

“I am looking.”

“Look sharper.”

I obeyed. He drew two fingers along my jaw and then pressed a point just under my ear where the pain had been hiding. Heat flooded the nerve. It erased the stutter the cord had left in my breath. It hurt clean. I exhaled. The brand eased enough that I could think around it.

“You’re burning,” I said.

“If I cool,” he said, “you drop.” He gave me a crooked smile I had liked before I learned to be careful with liking. “Be greedy, Aurel.”

“I am greedy,” I said. “Give me your hand.”

He shifted and fit our fingers together over the mark the way we had done once under a sky that didn’t care if men lived. He held tight. He pushed heat into the pattern I built inside my ribs when I was a child trying to make pain read a language it didn’t want to read. The pattern held.

“Now move,” he said. “We’re not done.”

We dropped back to the square. The fight had moved to the western arch. Taren cut through the push, teeth bared, blood up to the wrist. I met him at the edge of the press and stuck my fingers under his leather bracer and found the cut I already knew. He didn’t flinch when I dug; he turned his wrist so I could clean faster.

“Stop wasting me,” he said.

“Stop bleeding on me,” I said.

“We keep playing this game,” he said. He shoved his forearm into my hand harder than necessary and then leaned in so only I heard the next part. “Saelis on your right.”

“I see him.”

“You feel him.”

“Yes.”

“I need both of you.”

“I know.”

He stepped back into the knot of men, and the brand thudded twice like a drum under water. I kept one hand on Taren’s arm and reached my other toward Saelis as he cut a binding rod in half with his palm. He caught my fingers on the way back and pressed our knuckles together hard enough to bruise. Heat flared. The brand didn’t complain.

I worked where I was needed—thumb in a pressure point to stop a guard from choking; palm on a shoulder to drive panic down; two fingers in a cut to let blood run without flooding the ground that made men slip and break ankles. The mirror men faltered, recalculated, fled for the arch, met Herra’s line, turned, set smoke, vanished into the kind of dark disciplined men use when they intend to return.

Herra took the count and called it. “Clear!” The word leapt and fell. The square sagged.

I sat down because my legs stopped translating orders. Saelis folded beside me even though he didn’t need to. He shot a look at Taren that said don’t be heroic with your thumb. Taren answered by blowing hair out of his eyes like a stubborn horse and stalking toward us.

“You’re hurt,” I said.

“Not like you,” he said. He squatted. His left hand shook. He hid it by clenching his fingers. I took them anyway and pressed the brand of his pulse under my own wrist.

“It tells on you,” I said.

He grunted. “It tells on you louder.”

Saelis pressed his palm to my chest again, lighter this time. Not a shove. A claim. He met Taren’s eyes over his hand. The look was a kind of treaty. Taren dipped his chin once. They both looked at me.

“Say it,” I told them. “So the room knows we’re a shape.”

Taren said, “We keep him upright.”

Saelis said, “We keep him ours.”

Herra cleared her throat. “Keep him breathing would comfort the men more.”

“Do that too,” Saelis said without looking away from me.

He lifted his hand. The brand pulsed, then cooled to a steady throb, as if it had found a new home for its fire and decided to behave out of respect. I bent forward, palms braced on my knees, and got my breath under me. The square tested the air like an animal after a storm. The hammers went back to their work because that’s what keeps does when no one decides otherwise.

Aldric strode across the court with a ripped sleeve and a ledger still under his arm because he is never without his numbers. He looked
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