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Prologue
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The dragon came at dawn, and with it came the end of everything she had pretended to be.

She had felt the tremor in her bones before the beast crested the eastern ridge—a vibration that had nothing to do with the ground shaking beneath massive wingbeats and everything to do with the fire sleeping in her blood. Twenty-three years she had smothered that fire. Twenty-three years of swallowing flames that wanted to dance on her tongue, of pressing her palms against cold stone until the heat bleeding from her skin cooled to something that could pass for normal. The village of Thornwick had never questioned why the blacksmith's foundling daughter could grip red-hot iron without flinching. They had never wondered why crops grew stronger in the fields she walked, why frost never touched the wells she drew from, why animals pressed close to her in winter as though she were a hearth given human form.

They had never questioned because questioning meant acknowledging, and acknowledging meant reporting, and reporting meant the Dragon Houses would come.

Now the Dragon Houses had come anyway.

The beast descended in a column of displaced air and ash-gray scales, larger than the temple, larger than the grain stores, large enough that its shadow swallowed half the village square in predawn darkness. Astride its neck sat a figure in black armor that seemed to drink what little light the morning offered—a rider from the Citadel, which meant this was not a random patrol, not a tax collection, not the seasonal census that extracted tithes from lowland villages. This was a hunting party. And when dragon riders hunted in the lowlands, they hunted only one kind of prey.

She should have run. Every instinct screamed at her to flee into the scrub forests, to lose herself in the ravines where even dragons could not easily follow. But her feet had rooted themselves to the packed earth of the village square, and the fire in her blood had stopped sleeping.

It was waking up.

The first villager screamed when the dragon's great head swung toward the crowd—not flames, not yet, just the promise of flames in those molten-gold eyes and the furnace-heat that poured from between scales the color of thunderclouds. More screams followed, then the sound of running feet, doors slamming, mothers calling for children. The chaos should have provided cover. Instead, the dragon's gaze swept through the fleeing crowd and fixed on her with an intensity that felt like recognition.

Her fire answered before she could stop it.

Heat erupted from her palms in twin columns of gold and crimson, punching upward into the gray dawn sky like accusations she could no longer deny. The flames roared with a voice she had never allowed them—wild and hungry and somehow joyful, as though they had been waiting all her life for this moment of release. The dragon reared back, wings flaring wide enough to cast the entire square into shadow, and from its throat came a sound that was not quite a roar and not quite a word but something in between that her fire understood perfectly.

The rider was already moving, sliding down the dragon's flank with a grace that spoke of lifelong training, one gauntleted hand drawing a blade that burned with its own cold light. She saw his face for the first time as he advanced—young, perhaps her own age, with features that might have been carved from marble if marble could contain such fury. His eyes were the same molten gold as his dragon's, which meant he was bloodline, which meant he was precisely the kind of monster she had spent her entire life hiding from.

Her flames died as quickly as they had risen, terror finally overwhelming instinct. But she knew with sick certainty that it was already too late.
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Chapter 1: The Burning


[image: ]




The rider's blade stopped a hand's breadth from her throat, close enough that she could feel the cold radiating from its edge—not the cold of metal, but something deeper, something that made the fire in her blood recoil like a living thing from a natural predator. She held herself perfectly still, not because she hoped to survive but because any movement felt like it would shatter her completely. The chaos of the fleeing village had faded to distant echoes, and the world had narrowed to this single point of contact between cold steel and the pulse hammering in her neck.

His golden eyes studied her with an intensity that felt almost physical, like fingers pressing against her skull, searching for something buried deep beneath the surface. The dragon had settled behind him in a position she recognized from the old stories—wings half-furled, head lowered, watching. Not threatening. Waiting. As though the outcome of this moment had not yet been decided and the beast was curious to see which way it would fall. She had never heard of a dragon being curious about a lowland peasant. Dragons killed lowland peasants who manifested fire, or the riders did it for them. That was the law. That had been the law for three hundred years, since the Seven Houses had established their pact and divided the realm between them.

The rider's jaw tightened, and something flickered across his expression too quickly for her to name. His blade did not move.

She found her voice somewhere in the wreckage of her courage, though it emerged as barely more than a whisper. "If you're going to do it, do it quickly." The words surprised her—she had expected to beg, to plead, to offer anything for a few more heartbeats of life. Instead, she felt strangely calm, as though the fire that had spent twenty-three years hiding in her blood had finally accepted that its time was ending. "I won't fight you."

His response came as a sound halfway between a laugh and something else entirely, bitter and sharp-edged. "You already did." The blade withdrew a fraction of an inch, though it remained leveled at her throat. "Those flames that answered your call—do you understand what you just did? In full view of two hundred witnesses?"

She understood perfectly. Her fire had risen unbidden, uncontrolled, marking her as what the Dragon Houses called a wildling—a commoner whose bloodline held no dragon pact, whose magic had no right to exist. The penalty was death, not because wildlings were dangerous but because their existence threatened the fundamental mythology upon which the Seven Houses had built their power. If magic could arise spontaneously, without ancient pacts, without carefully managed bloodlines, then the Houses were not chosen protectors of the realm but simply the descendants of people who had seized power and refused to let go.

The distinction might seem philosophical to someone with a blade at their throat, but she had read enough forbidden texts in the blacksmith's hidden library to know it was the distinction that kept a continent in chains.

"I didn't summon them," she said, though she knew it wouldn't matter. "They just—answered."

His eyes narrowed, and for a moment she thought she saw something other than fury in their golden depths—something that might have been recognition, or fear, or both twisted together in ways she couldn't parse. The dragon behind him made a low sound that resonated through her bones, and his attention snapped to the beast with an intensity that suggested silent communication. When he looked back at her, his expression had changed in ways she couldn't quite identify. The fury remained, but it had been joined by something else, something that looked almost like terrible uncertainty.

"They answered," he repeated, as though tasting the words. "Your flames answered. Tell me, wildling—when you felt them rise, what did they want?"

The question made no sense, or rather, it made too much sense in ways she had never allowed herself to articulate. She had spent her whole life pretending her fire was just a biological quirk, a talent for handling heat, nothing more. Admitting that it wanted things—that it spoke to her in wordless impulses, that it had its own hungers and satisfactions and fears—would mean admitting that everything the Dragon Houses claimed about magic was true, that it was alive in ways that demanded acknowledgment and relationship.

But his dragon was watching her with those ancient golden eyes, and her fire was pressing against her sternum like a second heartbeat, and the truth spilled out before she could stop it.

"They wanted to meet it." Her gaze moved past his shoulder to the massive beast crouched in the village square, scales catching the first true light of dawn. "Your dragon. When it looked at me, my fire woke up because it wanted—" She broke off, unable to find words for what she had felt in that moment of connection. Recognition. Kinship. The sense of finding a piece of herself she had never known was missing.

The rider's blade lowered another inch, though his stance remained coiled with lethal potential. "That's impossible." His voice had lost some of its commanding certainty. "Wildling fire answers to nothing. It's chaos, unbound, without structure or loyalty. That's why the pacts were forged in the first place—to give magic direction, purpose, containment. What you're describing is—"

The dragon moved before he could finish, surging forward with a speed that seemed impossible for something so massive. She stumbled backward, expecting teeth or flames or the crushing weight of those enormous claws, but the beast stopped just short of contact and lowered its head until one eye filled her entire field of vision. This close, she could see that its scales were not uniformly gray but rippled with darker patterns that shifted as she watched, like storm clouds forming and reforming beneath glass. Heat poured from between those scales—not the destructive heat of fire, but something more fundamental, the warmth of living energy that her own flames recognized as kin.

Without conscious decision, she raised one hand toward that massive head.

The rider shouted something that might have been a warning or a command, but her attention had narrowed to this single point of contact—her palm hovering inches from scales that radiated heat like a small sun. Her fire rose to meet it, not erupting this time but flowing, streaming through her veins to pool in her hand with an eagerness that felt almost like joy. The dragon exhaled, and its breath washed over her face carrying the scent of sulfur and ozone and something older, something that smelled like the stone at the heart of mountains.

Her flames touched its scales, and the world went white.

She came back to herself in fragments—first sound, a ringing silence that slowly resolved into distant screams and the crackle of burning thatch, then sensation, her back pressed against packed earth and heat blooming across every inch of her skin, then sight, the dawn sky now stained with smoke and the dragon's silhouette blocking out half the light. She tried to move and found her body responding with a strange reluctance, as though it had been reorganized while she was gone and needed time to remember how its pieces fit together.

The rider was on his knees beside her, his blade forgotten in the dirt, his gauntleted hands gripping her shoulders hard enough to bruise. His expression had shed its mask of fury entirely, replaced by something raw and unguarded that she recognized with a shock as pure terror.

"What did you do?" His voice cracked on the words. "What in the name of every dead god did you just do?"

She had no answer for him, because she genuinely did not know. Her fire felt different now—not louder or more powerful, but somehow more complete, as though it had spent her entire life humming half a song and had finally learned the rest of the melody. When she turned her head to look at the dragon, the beast's eyes met hers with an expression that her mind insisted on interpreting as satisfaction.

"She touched the bond." The voice that emerged from the dragon was not sound, exactly—it resonated through her bones, through her fire, through some channel she had not known existed until this moment. "Twenty-three years it has waited in her blood. Twenty-three years since the old compact stirred and called her name. She is not a wildling, prince of storms. She is something much older and much more dangerous."

The rider—the prince, apparently—released her shoulders as though her skin had burned him. He lurched to his feet, and she watched his expression cycle through disbelief, denial, and finally a terrible sort of resignation that suggested he understood exactly what the dragon was saying even if she did not.

"That's impossible," he said again, though his voice held no conviction. "The old compact was broken. The original bonds were severed when the Seven Houses forged their pact. There shouldn't be anyone left who—"

"The Houses severed their own bonds." The dragon's voice carried something that might have been contempt. "They could not sever what they did not know existed. The fire remembers, even when blood forgets. She carries the mark of the first binding, the compact that preceded your pacts by a thousand years. Her flames knew me because her ancestor kindled my grandfather's heart."

The words fell into a silence so complete that she could hear her own blood rushing through her veins. Around them, the village continued its slow descent into chaos—more screams, more smoke, the thunder of running feet as people fled homes that had sheltered generations of her kind. She should care about that. She should be thinking about the blacksmith who had raised her, the children she had taught to read in secret, the life she was watching burn. Instead, her entire being had focused on the impossibility the dragon had just uttered.

She carried the mark of the first binding. Her ancestor had kindled a dragon's heart.

"That can't be right." Her voice emerged steadier than she expected, though her thoughts churned with questions. "I'm a foundling. I don't have ancestors, not ones anyone knows about. I was left on the blacksmith's doorstep as an infant with nothing but a blanket and a burn scar on my—"

She stopped. Her hand moved without conscious decision to the mark on her left shoulder blade, the pale starburst of scar tissue she had carried all her life and dismissed as a childhood accident she couldn't remember. The rider's eyes tracked her movement, and something in his expression suggested he already knew what she would find if she examined that scar with new understanding.

"The burn mark of a dragon's first breath," he said flatly. "Given to those chosen for the old compact, the ones who were bound not by blood but by—" He broke off, running one gauntleted hand through hair the color of burnt copper. "This changes everything. I was sent here to execute a wildling, and instead I've found—" Another break, another gesture of frustrated incomprehension. "The Council will never believe this. They'll say it's a trick, some new gambit by the other Houses to destabilize the current order."

"Then don't tell them."

The words came from her fire before she could think to stop them, carrying a weight that suggested they were more than simple advice. The rider stared at her, and the dragon made a sound she couldn't interpret, and the smoke continued to rise from burning thatch all around them.

"Don't tell them," she repeated, more slowly, tasting the implications. "Whatever I am, whatever this means—if you report it to your Council, I'll be dead before sunset. Not because I'm a threat, but because my existence threatens the story they've been telling for three hundred years. You know that's true."

His jaw worked silently, and she watched him wage a war with himself that played out across his features in real time. He was a prince of the Dragon Houses, trained from birth to uphold the pact that kept his family in power. Concealing what he'd discovered here would be treason by any definition that mattered. But his dragon had spoken to her with a familiarity that suggested bonds older than Houses and pacts, and his flames had touched hers in that blinding moment of contact, and she could see in his eyes that he had felt something change in himself as well.

"If I don't report you," he said finally, "I'll be defying a direct order from the Storm Throne itself. My father sent me here specifically to handle the wildling reports. Walking away without a confirmed kill will raise questions I cannot answer."

"Then don't walk away." The plan formed itself in her thoughts with a speed that felt like instinct, her fire feeding her understanding in ways she didn't try to question. "Take me prisoner. Tell them you're bringing me to the Citadel for examination, that my flames showed unusual properties that warrant study before execution. It's not even a lie—your dragon just said I carry the mark of something your Houses have forgotten existed."

His laugh held no humor. "You're asking me to bring you into the heart of my enemy's power. You understand that, don't you? The Citadel isn't a place where prisoners walk out again."

"I understand that dying here means dying without answers." She held his gaze, letting him see the determination that had replaced her earlier terror. "I've spent twenty-three years not knowing what I am. Your dragon just gave me the first real explanation I've ever heard, and I'm not going to let that disappear because it's inconvenient for your political situation. If the Citadel has answers, that's where I need to be."

The dragon's rumble of approval vibrated through the ground beneath them. "She has the fire's boldness, prince. The old compact chose her for a reason." 

The rider—the prince—closed his eyes for a long moment, and when they opened again, the golden irises had darkened to something closer to amber, as though some internal flame was burning lower than before. "Fine," he said, and the word carried the weight of a decision that could not be unmade. "I'll take you to the Citadel. But understand this: once we're there, I cannot protect you. Whatever examination they conduct, whatever questions they ask—you'll face it alone. I'll have risked enough just by not killing you here."

"I've spent my whole life alone." She rose to her feet, testing legs that felt strangely new in their strength and balance. "I'm not afraid of facing things without protection."

His expression flickered with something she couldn't name—respect, perhaps, or recognition, or the beginning of something more complicated that neither of them had language for yet. The dragon lowered itself to the ground with a grace that belied its massive form, offering its back for mounting. The rider swung up with practiced ease and extended one gauntleted hand toward her.

She hesitated for just a moment, looking back at the village that had been her home for as long as she could remember. Flames still rose from several buildings, and smoke obscured the paths she had walked every day of her life, and somewhere in that chaos the blacksmith was either dead or fleeing or hiding, never to see his foundling daughter again. This was the end of everything she had known. The beginning of something she couldn't predict.

Her fire stirred in her chest, warm and eager and completely unafraid.

She took the prince's hand and let him pull her up onto the dragon's back.

The sensation of mounting a dragon for the first time defied any comparison she might have prepared. The scales beneath her were not rough as she had expected but smooth, almost warm, radiating a heat that sank into her bones and made her fire hum with recognition. The beast's muscles shifted beneath her as it gathered itself for flight, and she felt each movement like an extension of her own body, as though the dragon's physical form and her internal flames had found some unexpected harmony. The prince sat before her, his posture rigid with the tension of a man who had just made a decision that could destroy everything he'd been raised to value.

"Hold on to me," he said without turning. "The first ascent is violent. If you fall from this height, even your fire won't save you."

She wrapped her arms around his armored torso, feeling the cold metal bite into her forearms and the warmth beneath it where his body heat leaked through the joints. He smelled of leather and smoke and something sharper, something that reminded her of the air before a thunderstorm—and she realized with a start that his flames, like hers, had a scent. They were reaching toward her even now, testing the boundaries between his fire and hers with cautious curiosity.

The dragon launched itself into the sky with a force that drove all breath from her lungs.

Wind screamed past her ears as they climbed, and the village below shrank with a speed that made her stomach lurch. She had never imagined how small her world actually was—the boundaries she had thought enormous revealing themselves as barely a speck against the vast landscape of the realm. Rolling hills gave way to dark forests that gave way to distant mountains capped with snow that gleamed like bone in the morning light. Somewhere beyond those mountains lay the Citadel, the seat of power for the Dragon Houses, the place where her fate would be decided by men and women who had never questioned their right to control magic.

The dragon leveled out at a height that made the ground look like a painter's canvas, and the screaming wind settled into a sustained roar that made conversation impossible. She pressed her face against the prince's back to shield her eyes and found herself breathing in that storm-scent again, feeling her fire respond with pulses of warmth that seemed to match the rhythm of his heartbeat beneath the armor.

This close, she could feel him breathing. Could feel the tension in his shoulders, the slight tremors that might have been cold or might have been something else entirely. His flames were so close to hers now—not touching, but present, occupying the same space in ways that felt both intimate and dangerous. She had the strange sense that if she reached out with her fire, deliberately rather than accidentally, something would answer.

The flight lasted hours, though time moved strangely when every sense was overwhelmed by speed and wind and the impossible reality of being borne through the sky on dragon-back. She watched the landscape transform beneath them, noting the way the forests grew denser and darker as they traveled north, the way the scattered villages gave way to walled towns and then to nothing at all, empty stretches of land that the Dragon Houses kept clear for reasons she could only guess at. Military purposes, perhaps. Or simply the desire to maintain distance between the seats of power and the masses they ruled.

When the Citadel finally appeared on the horizon, she understood why the Houses had never felt the need for walls around their power.

The structure rose from the center of a volcanic plain, its black stone towers seeming to grow from the earth itself rather than having been built upon it. Dragons circled the highest spires in numbers that made her heart stop—dozens of them, perhaps hundreds, their scales glinting in every color from storm-gray to blood-red to a deep violet that seemed to swallow light. The heat rising from the volcanic vents below created shimmering distortions in the air, and through those distortions the Citadel looked less like a building and more like a living thing, breathing and waiting and very, very aware.

Her fire shrank back from the sight, and she felt the prince's flames pulse with something that might have been pride or might have been warning.

Their dragon descended in a spiral that took them past towers carved with symbols she couldn't read, past windows from which pale faces watched their approach, past training grounds where young riders put their beasts through maneuvers that looked more like dance than combat. Every detail reinforced the same message: this was a place of power so concentrated that resistance was not merely futile but inconceivable. The Dragon Houses had built their seat at the heart of a volcano, surrounded by creatures that could level cities, and they had done so because they could.

The landing platform jutted from the side of the central tower like a massive stone tongue, and their dragon touched down with a delicacy that seemed impossible for something so large. Guards in black armor moved toward them immediately, their faces hidden behind visors that gleamed with the same cold light as the prince's blade. She felt their attention fix on her—on her common clothes, her unbound hair, her complete lack of the markers that would have identified her as someone with a right to be here.

The prince dismounted first, then turned to help her down with a formality that seemed designed for the watching guards rather than for her benefit. His hand gripped hers longer than necessary, and when their flames brushed against each other in that moment of contact, she felt him send a single pulse of sensation through the connection.

Caution. Warning. And beneath both, a thread of something warmer that she chose not to examine too closely.

"Prisoner transport from the lowland villages." His voice had shifted into something harder and more official, the voice of a prince addressing subordinates. "She manifested wildling fire during my patrol. The flames showed unusual properties that warrant examination by the Council before sentence is carried out."

The nearest guard's visor turned toward her, and though she couldn't see his eyes, she felt the weight of his assessment. "Unusual properties, my prince? The protocol for wildlings is clear. What could possibly justify—"

"Are you questioning my judgment?" The prince's tone dropped several degrees, and even through the distance between them, she felt his flames flare with genuine anger. "I am the Storm Throne's heir. If I say this prisoner warrants examination, that is the end of the discussion. Have her taken to the Ember Ward and ensure she is treated according to her status as a subject of study rather than simple chattel."

The guard stiffened but did not argue further. Two of his companions stepped forward to flank her, and she allowed herself to be led away without resistance, keeping her fire carefully banked beneath her skin. The last thing she saw before they took her inside was the prince watching her go, his golden eyes unreadable, his dragon curled behind him with an expression that she could swear was calculating.

The corridors of the Citadel swallowed her into darkness relieved only by torches that burned with flames in colors no natural fire could achieve—blue, green, violet, white. The guards spoke in clipped military codes she didn't understand, and the servants they passed averted their eyes from her as though she were already dead. She marked each turn, each staircase, each doorway, building a map in her mind that her fire seemed to help illuminate with impossible clarity. The volcanic heat that permeated every stone made her flames feel almost comfortable here, as though this place had been built by people whose magic worked the same way hers did.

The Ember Ward turned out to be a section of the Citadel set apart from the main towers, connected by a single bridge that spanned a chasm of flowing lava. The heat rising from that chasm would have been unbearable for anyone else, but her fire drank it in like wine, and she crossed the bridge without feeling anything but a pleasant warmth. The guards who escorted her stopped at the far end, clearly unwilling or unable to proceed further.

"Your quarters are at the end of the hall." The lead guard's voice held a note of discomfort that suggested he was not enjoying his proximity to the lava. "Food will be brought. The Council will summon you when they are ready. Do not attempt to leave the ward. The bridge is watched, and the drop is fatal."

She nodded, not trusting herself to speak, and watched them retreat back across the bridge with undisguised relief. Only when they were gone did she allow herself to examine her surroundings properly.

The Ember Ward was not a prison in any conventional sense. The corridor before her held a series of doors carved from black stone, each marked with symbols that her fire seemed to recognize even though her mind could not read them. The heat here was intense enough that she could see the air shimmering, and the walls themselves seemed to pulse with an inner light that had nothing to do with torches. She reached out to touch the nearest door, and her flames surged through her fingertips to meet something that surged back—not hostile, not welcoming, but curious in the same way the prince's dragon had been curious.

The door swung open at her touch, revealing a chamber that took her breath away.

Someone had carved this room directly from the volcanic stone, shaping it into a space that was part bedchamber, part library, part something she had no words for. Shelves lined the walls, filled with books bound in materials that were definitely not leather, their spines marked with the same unreadable symbols she had seen on the doors. A bed occupied one corner, covered in fabric that seemed to be woven from actual flame frozen somehow into textile form. A window—or what passed for a window—looked out over the lava chasm, providing a view of molten rock flowing in patterns that were too regular to be natural.

But it was the far wall that drew her forward, her fire pulling her toward it with an urgency that felt almost like recognition.

A mural covered that wall from floor to ceiling, painted in pigments that still glowed with inner light despite clearly being centuries old. The image showed dragons—not the war-beasts she had seen circling the Citadel's towers, but something older and stranger, creatures whose forms seemed to shift and flow even within the static medium of paint. And among those dragons stood human figures, their hands raised and their faces lifted, with flames pouring from their bodies in colors that matched the creatures they stood beside.

The first compact. The original bond. The relationship between humans and dragons that had existed before the Seven Houses, before the pacts, before blood and lineage became the only currencies that mattered.

She reached toward the mural, and her fire reached with her, and the ancient pigments seemed to warm beneath her fingertips in greeting.

"They preserved it here because they thought no one would ever see it."

The voice came from behind her, and she spun to find the prince standing in the doorway, his armor removed and replaced with simpler clothing that made him look younger than he had seemed on the dragon's back. His golden eyes reflected the mural's glow, and his expression held none of the official coldness he had shown to the guards.

"The Council believes the Ember Ward is punishment—isolation in unbearable heat where prisoners wait to burn. They don't understand that for someone with fire in their blood, this place is a gift." He stepped into the room, and she felt his flames reach toward hers in a greeting that seemed almost involuntary. "How much do you actually know about what happened to you today?"

She turned back to the mural, letting its images speak to questions she was only beginning to formulate. "Your dragon said I carry the mark of the first binding. That my ancestor kindled his grandfather's heart. That I'm not a wildling, but something older."

"Something the Houses worked very hard to erase from history." He moved to stand beside her, close enough that she could feel the heat of his body separate from the ambient warmth of the chamber. "The first compact wasn't about bloodlines. It wasn't about power or control or inheritance. It was about—" He paused, searching for words. "Connection. Recognition. The dragons chose their partners based on something in the fire itself, some quality that had nothing to do with birth or lineage. And the humans they chose could do things that the current Houses have forgotten were ever possible."

His hand brushed against hers, and their flames tangled together with an intimacy that made her breath catch.

"Things like this," he said quietly. "Touching fire to fire without burning. Sharing heat without consuming. The old compact created bonds that went deeper than blood because they were chosen rather than inherited. My ancestors broke that system because they wanted power they could control, power they could pass to their children, power that didn't depend on the dragons' judgment."

She let that sink in, feeling her fire process the information in ways that seemed to bypass her conscious mind entirely. "And now you've found someone who carries the old magic. Someone whose existence proves the system you were raised to protect is built on lies."

"Yes." The word carried the weight of everything he was not saying. "The Council will want you dead for that reason alone. If word spread that the original compact still exists, that power outside the bloodlines is possible—" He shook his head. "The Houses maintain control because everyone believes the dragons chose them specifically, that their magic is special, that the current order is natural and inevitable. You represent proof that none of that is true."

The mural seemed to glow brighter as he spoke, as though the ancient artists had painted it with exactly this conversation in mind. She studied the human figures depicted there, noting the way their flames merged with the dragons' fire without either being diminished. That was what she had felt on the village square, when she touched the prince's dragon for the first time. That was what she felt now, standing beside a man whose flames spoke to hers in a language older than words.

"Why are you telling me this?" She turned to face him, and found his golden eyes already fixed on hers with an intensity that made her fire surge. "You could have left me to figure it out alone. You could have stayed away and let the Council deal with me however they wanted. Instead you're here, in a place your own people think of as torture, explaining secrets that could get you killed if anyone found out you shared them."

His jaw tightened, and she watched him wage another internal war, this one closer to the surface than the last. "Because when your flames touched mine today, I felt something I've never felt before. Something that—" He broke off, shaking his head. "I was raised to believe my fire was special because of my bloodline. That it was mine by right, by inheritance, by the will of the dragons themselves. And then you appeared, with flames that answered to no lineage at all, and my fire recognized yours like a lost part of itself returning home."

The confession hung between them, electric with implications neither of them was ready to speak aloud.

"The Council meets tomorrow," he continued, his voice rougher than before. "They'll want to examine you, to test your flames, to understand what you are before they decide what to do with you. I can't stop that process. But I can make sure you're not completely unprepared for what's coming."

He reached into his clothing and withdrew a slim volume bound in scales that seemed to shift color as she watched. "This is a record of the first compact, one of the few that survived the purges. It's supposed to be locked in the archives, accessible only to the heads of the Seven Houses. If anyone finds out I took it—"
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