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    For every fragile heart that was told it was too weak to survive. May you discover that softness can carry fire, love can outlive sorrow, and even a cursed life can become beautiful again.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The dragon believed his heart was made of stone, until the maiden taught it how to break."
— From the Legend of Ember fall
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“The dragon believed his heart was made of stone, until the maiden taught it how to break.”

— From the Legend of Emberfall
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Aureon Vaelthorn: The cursed dragon king of Emberfall Keep, bound by a thousand-year law that gives him only twenty days to complete the ancient consummation rite or burn alive from his own flame.

Mireya Snowvale: The fragile village maiden sacrificed by Harrowfen, beautiful, gentle, and stronger than anyone believes. Her quiet heart becomes the one thing Aureon cannot destroy.

High Priestess Calyra Voss: The high priestess of the dragon altar. She claims loyalty to the king, but jealousy and possessive love turn her into the deadliest betrayer in Emberfall.

Veyra Nightbloom: A loyal witch and truth-seeker who serves the dragon court but refuses to bless cruelty.

Archpriest Solmir: A distant holy man who discovers the hidden dragon child and risks forbidden magic to bring Mireya back from death.

Riven: The secret dragon-born son, a little boy with white hair, bright eyes, and fire he cannot yet control.

Magistrate Odran Fell: The village magistrate who hides greed behind duty and uses sacrifice to protect his own power.
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The Bell That Chose a Maiden

Day One

* * *
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Day One

The wind had a way of remembering what people tried to bury. It moved through the stones, over the chapel roofs, and down the narrow roads as if it carried old prayers in its teeth.

The air smelled of pine smoke and iron frost. Every breath became a small white cloud before it disappeared.

The blood-moon bell rings through Harrowfen, and every household hides its daughters.

Harrowfen had always been brave in crowds and cowardly in conscience. It could point toward the mountain with trembling fingers, but it could not look at its own hands.

Magistrate Odran Fell called his cruelty leadership because fear had taught him that a frightened people would accept almost anything if he named it protection.

"If I am only a sacrifice, why do you keep looking at me as if I am something precious?" Mireya said.

"Because the world lied to you before I ever had the chance to tell you the truth." Aureon answered.

Mireya Snowvale, beautiful but frail from years of illness, is chosen because the village believes she is the easiest life to lose.

The word moved through the people like a blade passed hand to hand. No one wanted to hold it, yet everyone was willing to let it cut her.

Her beauty had never protected her. It only made people speak softly while they decided her life belonged to someone else.

"I am afraid." Mireya said.

"So am I. That is the first honest thing this curse has given us." Aureon answered.

Her friend Tessa tries to speak for her, but Magistrate Odran Fell silences anyone who objects.

Harrowfen had always been brave in crowds and cowardly in conscience. It could point toward the mountain with trembling fingers, but it could not look at its own hands.

Magistrate Odran Fell called his cruelty leadership because fear had taught him that a frightened people would accept almost anything if he named it protection.

"Do dragons always hide when they hurt?" Mireya said.

"Kings do. Dragons burn. I have been both too long." Aureon answered.

Mireya is dressed in white and told that her death will save everyone else.

The flame beneath his ribs wanted obedience. His heart wanted mercy. For the first time in centuries, mercy was winning.

Somewhere in the distance, a bell tolled once, then again, each sound colder than the last.

"I will not take from you what you do not freely give." Aureon said.

"Then do not call me weak when I choose to stand beside you." Mireya answered.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. Above them, the moon watched like an eye that had seen too many sacrifices and was finally ready to see one refused.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble. "If I am only a sacrifice, why do you keep looking at me as if I am something precious?" Mireya said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall. Neither of them said the word forever. It was too dangerous a word for people living on borrowed time.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. "So am I. That is the first honest thing this curse has given us." Aureon said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness. By nightfall, nothing outside the window had changed, yet everything within them had moved closer to the edge.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall. "I will not take from you what you do not freely give." Aureon said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble. The mountain kept its secrets, but secrets were living things, and living things eventually clawed their way into the light.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness. "Fire is not wicked, little flame. It only needs someone patient enough to teach it where to go." Aureon said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. The curse counted the days in silence, but love began counting them louder.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble. "I am afraid." Mireya said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall. Above them, the moon watched like an eye that had seen too many sacrifices and was finally ready to see one refused.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. "Kings do. Dragons burn. I have been both too long." Aureon said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness. Neither of them said the word forever. It was too dangerous a word for people living on borrowed time.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall. "Mama says I cannot play near the town because my fire gets excited." Riven said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble. By nightfall, nothing outside the window had changed, yet everything within them had moved closer to the edge.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness. "Because the world lied to you before I ever had the chance to tell you the truth." Aureon said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. The mountain kept its secrets, but secrets were living things, and living things eventually clawed their way into the light.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble. "Do dragons always hide when they hurt?" Mireya said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall. The curse counted the days in silence, but love began counting them louder.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. "Then do not call me weak when I choose to stand beside you." Mireya said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble.

The mountain kept its secrets, but secrets were living things, and living things eventually clawed their way into the light.
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The Road to Ashcrown

Day One

* * *
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Day One

In the mountains, winter did not simply fall; it ruled. Snow gathered on the black pines, softened the graves, and made every footstep sound like a secret.

The air smelled of pine smoke and iron frost. Every breath became a small white cloud before it disappeared.

Mireya is carried toward the dragon mountain by men who cannot look at her face.

Aureon had carried the curse for so long that pain had become a second crown. He wore it where no court could see.

He had been feared for so long that gentleness felt almost indecent in his hands, as if he had stolen it from a life meant for someone else.

"If I am only a sacrifice, why do you keep looking at me as if I am something precious?" Mireya said.

"Because the world lied to you before I ever had the chance to tell you the truth." Aureon answered.

She hears the old law: the dragon king has twenty days to complete the ancient consummation rite or his fire will devour his own heart.

He had told himself a thousand times that survival was not the same as cruelty. Then Mireya looked at him, and the lie cracked.

He had been feared for so long that gentleness felt almost indecent in his hands, as if he had stolen it from a life meant for someone else.

"I am afraid." Mireya said.

"So am I. That is the first honest thing this curse has given us." Aureon answered.

In the snowy forest, she understands that her village has traded fear for cruelty.

Harrowfen had always been brave in crowds and cowardly in conscience. It could point toward the mountain with trembling fingers, but it could not look at its own hands.

Magistrate Odran Fell called his cruelty leadership because fear had taught him that a frightened people would accept almost anything if he named it protection.

"Do dragons always hide when they hurt?" Mireya said.

"Kings do. Dragons burn. I have been both too long." Aureon answered.

At the black gate of Emberfall Keep, the guards abandon her and run.

The flame beneath his ribs wanted obedience. His heart wanted mercy. For the first time in centuries, mercy was winning.

Somewhere in the distance, a bell tolled once, then again, each sound colder than the last.

"I will not take from you what you do not freely give." Aureon said.

"Then do not call me weak when I choose to stand beside you." Mireya answered.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. The curse counted the days in silence, but love began counting them louder.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble. "I am afraid." Mireya said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall. Above them, the moon watched like an eye that had seen too many sacrifices and was finally ready to see one refused.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. "Kings do. Dragons burn. I have been both too long." Aureon said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness. Neither of them said the word forever. It was too dangerous a word for people living on borrowed time.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall. "Mama says I cannot play near the town because my fire gets excited." Riven said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble. By nightfall, nothing outside the window had changed, yet everything within them had moved closer to the edge.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness. "Because the world lied to you before I ever had the chance to tell you the truth." Aureon said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. The mountain kept its secrets, but secrets were living things, and living things eventually clawed their way into the light.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble. "Do dragons always hide when they hurt?" Mireya said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall. The curse counted the days in silence, but love began counting them louder.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. "Then do not call me weak when I choose to stand beside you." Mireya said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness. Above them, the moon watched like an eye that had seen too many sacrifices and was finally ready to see one refused.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall. "If I am only a sacrifice, why do you keep looking at me as if I am something precious?" Mireya said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble. Neither of them said the word forever. It was too dangerous a word for people living on borrowed time.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness. "So am I. That is the first honest thing this curse has given us." Aureon said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. By nightfall, nothing outside the window had changed, yet everything within them had moved closer to the edge.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble. "I will not take from you what you do not freely give." Aureon said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall. The mountain kept its secrets, but secrets were living things, and living things eventually clawed their way into the light.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. "Fire is not wicked, little flame. It only needs someone patient enough to teach it where to go." Aureon said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble.

By nightfall, nothing outside the window had changed, yet everything within them had moved closer to the edge.
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The King with Burning Eyes

Day One

* * *
[image: ]


Day One

No one in the valley used the word sacrifice unless the moon had already changed color. They called it duty, payment, protection, anything but murder.

The air smelled of pine smoke and iron frost. Every breath became a small white cloud before it disappeared.

Aureon appears in human form, not as a beast but as a lonely king with gold-blue eyes and pain beneath his skin.

Aureon had carried the curse for so long that pain had become a second crown. He wore it where no court could see.

He had been feared for so long that gentleness felt almost indecent in his hands, as if he had stolen it from a life meant for someone else.

"If I am only a sacrifice, why do you keep looking at me as if I am something precious?" Mireya said.

"Because the world lied to you before I ever had the chance to tell you the truth." Aureon answered.

He is horrified that the village sent a fragile girl in a thin dress.

Harrowfen had always been brave in crowds and cowardly in conscience. It could point toward the mountain with trembling fingers, but it could not look at its own hands.

Magistrate Odran Fell called his cruelty leadership because fear had taught him that a frightened people would accept almost anything if he named it protection.

"I am afraid." Mireya said.

"So am I. That is the first honest thing this curse has given us." Aureon answered.

Mireya expects violence, but he gives her his cloak and calls her by name.

Fear shook her hands, but shame did not. The shame belonged to those who had dressed her for death and called it holy.

The snow made everything beautiful, and that made the cruelty worse.

"Do dragons always hide when they hurt?" Mireya said.

"Kings do. Dragons burn. I have been both too long." Aureon answered.

He admits he has only twenty days left to live.

The flame beneath his ribs wanted obedience. His heart wanted mercy. For the first time in centuries, mercy was winning.

Somewhere in the distance, a bell tolled once, then again, each sound colder than the last.

"I will not take from you what you do not freely give." Aureon said.

"Then do not call me weak when I choose to stand beside you." Mireya answered.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. Neither of them said the word forever. It was too dangerous a word for people living on borrowed time.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble. "Mama says I cannot play near the town because my fire gets excited." Riven said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall. By nightfall, nothing outside the window had changed, yet everything within them had moved closer to the edge.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. "Because the world lied to you before I ever had the chance to tell you the truth." Aureon said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness. The mountain kept its secrets, but secrets were living things, and living things eventually clawed their way into the light.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall. "Do dragons always hide when they hurt?" Mireya said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble. The curse counted the days in silence, but love began counting them louder.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness. "Then do not call me weak when I choose to stand beside you." Mireya said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. Above them, the moon watched like an eye that had seen too many sacrifices and was finally ready to see one refused.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience. It reminded Aureon that kings survived by choosing the kingdom over one girl, and then it made the lie sound almost noble. "If I am only a sacrifice, why do you keep looking at me as if I am something precious?" Mireya said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

But Mireya was not one girl to him anymore. She was the first laugh in a house built for mourning. She was the hand that did not flinch from his heat. She was the proof that a heart thought to be stone could still be wounded by kindness.

The twentieth day waited in every quiet place. Aureon felt it when the fires in the hearth leaned toward him as if eager for his ruin. Mireya felt it in the way servants grew silent whenever she entered a hall. Neither of them said the word forever. It was too dangerous a word for people living on borrowed time.

They learned each other in small pieces: how Mireya warmed her hands around a cup before drinking, how Aureon looked toward the windows whenever the dragon under his skin grew restless, how neither of them knew what to do with tenderness when death stood so near. "So am I. That is the first honest thing this curse has given us." Aureon said, and the words settled between them like a vow neither had meant to make aloud.

At night, the curse pressed harder. It did not shout. It whispered. It offered life in exchange for obedience
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