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Prologue
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The blade entered her mother's chest at the precise moment the southern bells began to toll. She was seven years old, hidden behind the throne room's obsidian pillars, watching through a gap no wider than her smallest finger. The assassin wore the silver-and-bone sigil of the Valdren dynasty, and he moved with the fluid grace of someone who had killed before and would kill again. Her mother did not scream. Queens of Kaelthorn did not scream, not even as their blood pooled across marble floors that had witnessed three centuries of warfare, not even as their daughters watched from shadows too thin to offer real concealment.

The assassin turned, and for one eternal heartbeat, his eyes met hers through that impossible gap. He smiled. Then he walked past her hiding place, close enough that she could smell the ash and copper on his clothes, and disappeared into the corridor that would lead him safely back to enemy territory. She did not move for hours. When the guards finally found her, she was still watching her mother's body cool, memorizing the exact angle of the blade, the particular shade of crimson spreading across white stone. She was learning something that would take years to understand: that love was a vulnerability, and vulnerability was death, and the only way to survive was to become the blade instead of the heart it pierced.

Fifteen years later, she still remembered his smile.

She had spent those years becoming something her mother never was—a weapon forged in hatred, trained in seventeen forms of combat, fluent in the art of reading weakness in an opponent's stance. The Valdren prince whose family had ordered that assassination would be arriving at the Neutral Citadel within the hour. He would offer his hand in a binding ritual meant to pause their endless war. He would smile diplomatically while his advisors calculated how quickly they could resume hostilities once the treaty served its purpose. And she would take that hand, speak the ancient words, and pretend that every fiber of her being wasn't screaming to put her blade through his throat the way his people had put one through her mother's heart.

The peace would be temporary. Her hatred would not.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: The Binding
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The Neutral Citadel rose from the contested borderlands like a monument to three centuries of failed negotiations. Its walls were built from alternating blocks of northern granite and southern marble, each stone representing a treaty signed and broken, a promise made and violated. The architecture itself was a compromise that pleased no one—towers that reached toward the sky in the aggressive northern style, then curved into the ornate southern fashion halfway up, as though the builders had started arguing and never stopped. Ash drifted through the air, the perpetual reminder of the Scorched Vale that separated the two kingdoms, where magic had burned so hot during the first war that nothing would ever grow again.

Princess Seraphine Valdric of Kaelthorn stood at the citadel's eastern gate, watching the southern caravan approach through a haze of grey particulate. Her personal guard flanked her in perfect formation—twelve men and women who had sworn blood oaths to die before allowing harm to touch her. They wore the black armor of her kingdom, etched with the ember sigils that marked them as servants of the Ashen Throne. Their hands rested on sword hilts, ready for the violence they all expected and none would officially acknowledge as a possibility.

The southern procession was smaller than protocol demanded, an insult dressed in the language of efficiency. Three carriages, perhaps forty guards, and the fluttering silver banners that made her jaw clench every time the wind shifted. The Valdren dynasty had ruled the Southern Reach for four hundred years, a century longer than her own family had held the north. They considered themselves the rightful inheritors of the continent, and every interaction with them carried the subtle condescension of the established looking down upon the upstart. Her mother had died trying to negotiate with these people. Seraphine had no intention of repeating that mistake.

The lead carriage stopped precisely at the boundary marker—a line of white stones embedded in the earth where northern territory officially ended and neutral ground began. The door opened, and the Southern prince descended with the practiced grace of someone who had been trained to make every movement a performance. Prince Caelan Valdren was younger than she had expected, perhaps twenty-three to her twenty-two, with the dark hair and grey eyes that marked all his bloodline. He wore white and silver, colors that should have looked pure but instead reminded her of bone and cold steel. His face was carefully pleasant, the diplomatic mask she had been warned about, the charming exterior that reportedly hid a calculating mind.

She stepped forward to meet him at the boundary, acutely aware of every eye watching their first exchange. Historians would record this moment. Artists would paint it. And somewhere in both kingdoms, people were already planning how to make this peace fail and ensure the war continued. The ash in the air seemed to thicken as she approached, responding to the tension that crackled between their parties like lightning seeking ground.

The prince bowed first, a shallow inclination that granted respect while claiming none of the subservience a deeper bow would have suggested. His eyes never left hers, cataloging her the same way she was cataloging him—weighing threats, measuring weaknesses, searching for the cracks that might be exploited when diplomacy inevitably collapsed. Up close, she could see the thin scar that traced along his jaw, a mark that did not fit with the soft diplomat his reputation suggested. Warriors earned scars like that. Politicians earned soft hands and softer bellies.

She returned his bow with one of precisely equal depth, a calibration that had required three days of diplomatic consultation to determine. Too shallow would insult him. Too deep would weaken her position. The dance of nations had choreography as rigid as any court performance, and a single misstep could cost thousands of lives when the fighting resumed.

The words came out rehearsed and hollow, the traditional greeting between enemy royals on neutral ground. She welcomed him to the citadel in the name of peace. He thanked her for her kingdom's willingness to negotiate. They both lied with every syllable, speaking of hope and cooperation while their guards watched each other for the first hint of treachery. The ash continued to fall, dusting their shoulders like snow that refused to melt.

Inside the citadel, the Great Hall had been prepared for the binding ritual. Seraphine had studied the ancient texts until her eyes burned, trying to understand what she was agreeing to. The binding would link their life-forces for the duration of the peace negotiations—if one died, both died, a guarantee that neither side would attempt assassination during the talks. The magic was old, predating both kingdoms, drawn from the same power source that fed the Ashen Throne her family guarded. She did not trust it. She did not trust anything connected to southern blood.

The binding circle had been inscribed on the stone floor in ash mixed with blood—hers and his, drawn by neutral priests the previous week. The symbols were neither northern nor southern but something older, a language that had existed before the war began, before the kingdoms formed, before the first drop of royal blood had been spilled over territorial ambition. She felt the power humming through the floor as she approached, a vibration that seemed to resonate in her bones.

The southern prince took his place across the circle from her, his expression unreadable. The diplomatic mask had not slipped once since his arrival, and she found herself wondering what lay beneath it. Hatred, certainly. His family had as much reason to despise hers as she had to despise his. But there was something else in his grey eyes, something that looked almost like curiosity, as though he was trying to solve a puzzle she did not know she had presented.

The neutral priests began the incantation, their voices weaving together in harmonies that predated human memory. The ash on the floor began to glow, softly at first, then with increasing intensity until the light forced her to squint. She felt something reaching for her, tendrils of ancient power probing at the edges of her consciousness. Her training screamed at her to resist, to fight, to never allow foreign magic to touch her will. But the treaty required this. Her kingdom's survival required this. So she opened herself to the binding and prayed it would not cost her everything.

The magic struck like a lightning bolt, searing through her consciousness and forging a connection she had never consented to feel. Suddenly she was aware of him—not his thoughts, not his memories, but his presence, a warmth at the edge of her perception that had not existed a moment before. She could sense his heartbeat as clearly as her own, could feel the rhythm of his breathing like a phantom echo in her chest. The sensation was intimate in a way that made her skin crawl, a forced closeness with her family's greatest enemy.

Across the circle, she saw his mask slip for the first time. His eyes widened, and his breath caught, and for one unguarded instant, he looked as horrified as she felt. Then the diplomatic walls slammed back into place, and he was once again the composed prince who revealed nothing. But she had seen it. She had seen the crack in his armor, and she filed that knowledge away for later use.

The priests concluded the ritual, and the glow faded from the binding circle. They were connected now, bound together until the negotiations concluded or one of them found a way to break free without killing them both. The political implications made her head spin. Neither kingdom could risk her death now, not when it would mean losing their prince as well. The peace talks had become infinitely more complicated, and she could see the calculations happening behind the eyes of every advisor in the room.

A feast had been prepared to celebrate the successful binding, an elaborate performance of goodwill that no one present believed. Seraphine took her seat at the high table, acutely aware that the southern prince had been placed beside her—close enough that their shoulders nearly touched, close enough that she could smell the unfamiliar spices that scented his clothes. The awareness of him through the binding was worse at this proximity, a constant hum of foreign presence that set her teeth on edge.

The food was elaborate and tasteless, prepared by neutral cooks who had been instructed to favor neither kingdom's cuisine. She ate mechanically, maintaining the appearance of enjoyment while cataloging the positions of every guard, every door, every potential escape route. Old habits died hard, and fifteen years of training could not be switched off simply because a treaty demanded she pretend to feel safe.

The prince spoke to her for the first time since the greeting, his voice low enough that only she could hear. He commented on the quality of the wine, a neutral topic designed to break the ice without venturing into dangerous territory. She responded with equal blandness, praising the vintage while despising the necessity of making small talk with the man whose family had destroyed hers.

But something unexpected happened as the dinner progressed. He asked about the northern mountains, and his curiosity seemed genuine rather than strategic. She answered guardedly, and he offered information about the southern coast in return, describing the salt spray and the endless ocean with something that sounded almost like homesickness. The exchange was careful, circling topics like wolves assessing each other from a distance, but it was also the first real conversation she had ever had with someone from his kingdom.

Through the binding, she felt a shift in his emotional state—a warming that she did not want to acknowledge or understand. Her own response was equally unwelcome, a softening at the edges of her defensive walls that she immediately crushed back into stone. This was strategy, she reminded herself. Everything he did was strategy. The warmth she sensed was probably manufactured, a manipulation designed to make her lower her guard.

The feast ended, and the delegations retired to their respective wings of the citadel. Seraphine stood at her window, watching the ash fall through the moonlight, trying to process the day's events. The binding was more invasive than she had anticipated. The prince was more complex than she had expected. And somewhere in the back of her mind, a small voice whispered that the next few weeks would be nothing like what she had prepared for.

A knock at her door interrupted her brooding. One of her guards reported unusual activity in the southern wing—servants moving with too much purpose, guards positioned in patterns that suggested preparation rather than rest. The binding hummed with sudden alarm, and she realized she was sensing the prince's emotional state: danger, urgency, the focused clarity of someone preparing for combat.

She moved without thinking, years of training overriding the resentment that should have kept her in her room. If he died, she died. That was the price of the binding, and it made his safety her concern whether she wanted it to be or not. She grabbed her sword and slipped into the corridor, following the pull of their connection through the citadel's maze of hallways.

The southern wing was quieter than it should have been, the normal sounds of settling household conspicuously absent. She found the prince's guards unconscious or dead at their posts, taken out with a precision that spoke of professional assassins rather than opportunistic violence. The trail of bodies led to his chambers, and through the binding, she felt his fear spiking into something sharp and immediate.

She kicked the door open and found chaos. Three attackers in black, moving with the coordinated grace of trained killers. The prince was fighting with a skill that surprised her, a sword in his hand that he wielded with competence if not mastery. But he was outnumbered and outmatched, and one of the assassins was closing in behind him with a blade aimed at his exposed back.

Her body reacted before her mind could catch up. She threw her sword with deadly accuracy, the blade spinning through the air and burying itself in the assassin's throat. The man crumpled, his own weapon clattering to the floor inches from the prince's spine. The remaining two attackers turned toward her, and the fight became a dance she knew by heart.

The first one died quickly, underestimating her speed and paying for it with his life. The second was more cautious, circling her with the patience of someone who had killed royals before. They exchanged a flurry of blows, testing each other's defenses, and she found herself impressed despite herself. He was good. But she was better. The training her mother's death had driven her to pursue had made her into something these assassins had not anticipated.

She killed him with a thrust to the heart, stepping back as his body fell to join his companions. The prince stood in the center of his ruined chambers, breathing hard, staring at her with an expression she could not read. Blood splattered both of them—hers and the assassins', a shared baptism in violence that the binding seemed to pulse around, drinking in like water in a desert.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The awareness between them was almost painful now, heightened by adrenaline and proximity and the raw reality of what had just occurred. She had saved his life. She had acted on instinct to protect the man whose family she had sworn to destroy. The contradiction made her feel sick and confused and something else, something she refused to examine too closely.

He was the one who finally broke the silence, thanking her with a formality that seemed absurd given that she had just killed three men in his bedroom. She retrieved her sword from the dead assassin's throat, wiping the blade on his clothes with a casualness that made the prince's eyes widen slightly. This was what she was. This was what his family had forced her to become. Let him see it. Let him understand who he was bound to.

But when she turned to leave, he caught her wrist. The touch was light, barely there, but through the binding it felt like fire—an electric connection that made her freeze in place. He asked why she had saved him, and she heard the real question beneath the words: why had she protected her enemy when she could have let him die and blamed it on the assassins?

The binding would have killed her too. That was the only reason. She said the words flatly, without emotion, and pulled her wrist free. But they both knew it was not the complete truth. She had moved to save him before remembering the binding, before considering the consequences. Some deeper instinct had responded to his danger, and she did not want to think about what that might mean.

She returned to her own chambers and did not sleep. The binding hummed with his presence all night, a constant reminder that her enemy was alive and awake and thinking about her just as she was thinking about him. The assassins had worn no sigils, carried no identifying marks. They could have been sent by any faction in either kingdom, any group that benefited from the peace talks failing. The list of suspects was nearly infinite.

Dawn came grey and ash-laden, the perpetual twilight of the borderlands filtering through her windows. She rose, dressed, and prepared for the first official day of negotiations with the knowledge that nothing about this summit would be simple. The prince she had expected to hate without complication had become something more troubling: a puzzle she could not solve, a presence she could not ignore, a life she had saved without understanding why.

The first session of negotiations was scheduled for midmorning, giving both delegations time to process the attack and tighten their security arrangements. Seraphine used the hours to interrogate the citadel staff, searching for any hint of who had allowed the assassins entry. The neutral priests swore ignorance. The citadel guards claimed impossible blind spots. Everyone had an excuse, and no one had answers.

She found the prince in the meditation garden, sitting among the grey flowers that were the only plants hardy enough to survive in the ash-heavy air. He did not look up as she approached, though the binding must have told him she was coming. The morning light caught the angles of his face, and she noticed for the first time that he looked tired—not the fatigue of one bad night, but the bone-deep exhaustion of someone who had been fighting something for a very long time.

She sat beside him without invitation, claiming the stone bench as her right. They were bound now. Privacy was a luxury neither of them possessed. He accepted her presence with a slight nod, still not meeting her eyes, still radiating that curious mix of diplomacy and something more genuine that she could not quite categorize.

He told her about the assassins, what little he had learned before she arrived. They had known the layout of the citadel perfectly, had timing that suggested inside information, had weapons designed to bypass the standard magical protections. This was not a random attack but a carefully planned operation, and someone with significant resources wanted the peace talks to end in blood.

She shared her own findings, the dead ends and evasions that suggested conspiracy rather than simple murder. For a few minutes, they were not enemies but investigators, analyzing evidence and building theories together. The binding seemed to settle into something less painful during the exchange, as though their cooperation soothed whatever magic held them connected.

But then their eyes met, and the complexity came rushing back. He was still a Valdren. She was still a Valdric. Their families had been killing each other for three hundred years, and one night of shared violence could not erase that history. She stood abruptly, breaking the moment, and told him they should prepare for the negotiations.

The talks were held in the Great Hall, the same space where the binding had been performed. The circle still marked the floor, the ash and blood now cold and inert. Delegations from both kingdoms filled the room, advisors and generals and diplomats who watched each other with barely concealed hostility. The air was thick with tension and old grievances and the weight of too many dead.

Seraphine took her seat at the northern table, facing the southern delegation across a gap of perhaps twenty feet. The prince sat directly opposite her, his diplomatic mask firmly in place, giving no hint of the man she had glimpsed in the garden. This was the true battlefield, she reminded herself. This was where kingdoms were won and lost. The sword skills she had honed for years were useless here, replaced by the verbal combat she had always found more exhausting.

The first items on the agenda were territorial disputes, borders that had shifted with every battle and never been formally acknowledged. Both sides presented their claims with maps and historical documents and the certainty of people who believed they were absolutely right. The arguments went in circles, familiar patterns worn smooth by generations of repetition.

She watched the prince during the debates, trying to read his tells the way she would read an opponent in a duel. He spoke rarely, letting his advisors carry most of the arguments, but when he did intervene, his words were precise and effective. He did not grandstand or bluster. He simply cut through the noise to the heart of each issue, offering compromises that were clever without being insulting. It was impressive, and she resented him for it.

The morning session ended without resolution, as everyone expected. The delegations broke for the midday meal, segregating themselves into hostile camps that barely acknowledged each other's existence. But the binding pulled at her, and she found herself watching the prince across the room, wondering what he was thinking, what he was planning, what lay behind those grey eyes that gave nothing away.

After the meal, a new complication emerged. One of the northern advisors was found dead in his chambers, killed with a southern-style blade left deliberately at the scene. The citadel erupted into accusations and counter-accusations, decades of mistrust boiling over in a matter of minutes. Guards on both sides drew weapons, and the peace talks teetered on the edge of collapse.

The prince moved first, stepping between the factions with his hands raised in a gesture of peace. He spoke rapidly, pointing out that the assassins who had attacked him had carried no identifying marks—that this new murder was clearly designed to provoke exactly this reaction. Someone wanted war, and they were willing to manufacture evidence to get it.

She found herself standing beside him before she consciously decided to move, adding her voice to his in calling for calm. The binding hummed with something that might have been approval, their shared conviction creating a resonance she could feel in her blood. Together, they convinced both delegations to stand down, to allow an investigation before assuming the worst.

It was a small victory, easily undone by the next provocation. But for one moment, they had stood on the same side, and the feeling was not as wrong as she wanted it to be.

The investigation consumed the rest of the day. She and the prince worked in uncomfortable proximity, examining the body, questioning witnesses, following trails that led nowhere. The murdered advisor had been disliked by his own delegation, known for pushing hardline positions that even the northern generals found excessive. His death removed an obstacle to peace, which meant the killers might be trying to help the negotiations rather than hurt them.

The complexity gave her a headache. In warfare, the goals were simple: kill or be killed, conquer or be conquered. But this maze of political motivation defied her training. Every answer raised more questions. Every suspect had both motive and alibi. The truth seemed designed to remain forever hidden.

They found themselves alone in the citadel's library as evening fell, surrounded by books on law and precedent that might help them understand the crime. The ash outside the windows caught the dying light, turning the sky the color of old blood. She was exhausted in ways that sleep would not fix, and through the binding, she sensed he was equally drained.

He suggested a truce, a pause in their investigation to rest and regroup. She agreed more readily than pride should have allowed. They sat in silence for a moment, two enemies united by circumstance, bound by magic they had not chosen, connected in ways neither of them understood.

He asked about her mother. The question was quiet, almost gentle, and it caught her so off-guard that she answered honestly. She told him about hiding behind the pillar, about watching the assassination, about the smile the killer had given her before walking away. She had never told anyone that detail. She did not know why she told him.

Through the binding, she felt his response: genuine sorrow, genuine shame, genuine anger at the violence his family had perpetrated. He did not apologize—an apology would have been meaningless—but he acknowledged the wrong in a way that felt real. And then he told her his own story, his own secret: that his mother had died too, killed by northern agents when he was twelve, and that he had spent every day since then trying to find a way to end the war that had taken her from him.

They were the same. The realization hit her like a physical blow. They were both children shaped by loss, driven by grief, bound by duties they had never chosen. The war had made them enemies, but their histories made them mirrors. She looked at him in the fading light and saw not the face of her enemy but the reflection of her own pain.

The moment broke when a servant knocked, announcing dinner. They rose and went their separate ways, but something had shifted between them. The binding felt different now—warmer, more present, less like a chain and more like a thread connecting two people who had accidentally discovered they had more in common than they wanted to admit.

The evening meal was tense, both delegations still rattled by the day's death. Accusations flew across the tables, barely veiled behind diplomatic language. She watched the prince navigate the hostility with skill, deflecting attacks on his kingdom while avoiding further provocation of hers. It was masterful work, and she found herself admiring it despite everything.

After dinner, she retreated to the citadel's outer walls, needing fresh air even if that air was full of ash. The borderlands stretched before her, the Scorched Vale a black scar visible even in the darkness. Somewhere out there, the war continued despite this pause—skirmishes in the mountains, naval battles off the coasts, the grinding machinery of conflict that had become the only reality either kingdom knew.

The prince found her there, drawn by the binding or by curiosity or by something else entirely. He stood beside her at the battlements, looking out at the same destroyed landscape, perhaps thinking the same thoughts about what it would take to truly end the fighting.

She asked him if he believed peace was possible, and he answered with more honesty than she expected. He told her that he did not know, that he had spent his whole life working toward something that might be impossible, that he sometimes feared the war was too deeply rooted in both kingdoms to ever truly end. But he had to try. The alternative was accepting that all the death had been for nothing.

She found herself respecting him, which was worse than hating him. Hatred was simple. Respect was complicated. And the binding amplified every emotion until she could barely distinguish her own feelings from his. She did not know anymore if the warmth she felt was coming from him or from something awakening inside herself.

A guard interrupted their conversation, reporting that the northern delegation was demanding her presence for a late-night strategy session. She excused herself and left the prince alone on the battlements, but she felt his eyes on her back as she walked away, felt through the binding a reluctance to let her go that matched her own reluctance to leave.

The strategy session was brutal. Her advisors wanted to retaliate for the murdered man, to send a message that northern blood could not be spilled without consequence. She argued for patience, for continuing the investigation, for not playing into the hands of whoever was manufacturing these provocations. The debate raged for hours, and she emerged victorious but drained, having spent political capital she could not easily replace.

She returned to her chambers past midnight, too tired to think but too agitated to sleep. The binding was quiet now—the prince must have finally found rest—but she could still feel him at the edge of her awareness, a presence that had become familiar faster than she wanted to admit.

Tomorrow would bring more negotiations, more provocations, more opportunities for the fragile peace to shatter. She had saved his life and shared her secrets and stood beside him against their own people. She had done things that would have been unthinkable a week ago, and she did not fully understand why.

The ash continued to fall outside her window, the eternal reminder of how badly the last attempt at peace had failed. Three hundred years of war. Three hundred years of children watching their parents die. She wanted it to end. She was terrified of what that ending might cost.

Sleep finally claimed her, but her dreams were troubled. She saw her mother falling, saw the assassin's smile, saw the prince's face looking at her with an expression that was not hatred but something far more dangerous. She woke before dawn with her heart racing and the binding singing with awareness—he was awake too, and he was thinking about her.

The second day began with another death. A southern advisor this time, killed in the same manner as the northern one, the deliberate symmetry sending a clear message. The killer wanted both sides to suffer equally, wanted the talks to collapse into mutual recrimination and renewed war.

She found the prince in the hallway outside the murdered man's chambers, his diplomatic mask finally showing cracks. The dead man had been his mentor, she learned—the person who had taught him to believe that peace was possible, who had spent decades laying the groundwork for these very negotiations. The grief coming through the binding was raw and genuine and almost too much to bear.

Without thinking, she reached out and touched his arm. The contact was brief, barely there, but it sent a shock through both of them. The binding flared with sudden heat, and for one disorienting moment, she could not tell where she ended and he began. He looked at her with something like wonder, and she pulled away before she could do something they would both regret.

But the damage was done. Something had cracked open between them, some wall that had been holding back waters neither of them had known existed. The hatred she had carried for his family was still there, still real, but it was now tangled up with something else—something that felt dangerously like connection.

The negotiations that day were chaos. Both delegations were furious about their losses, demanding justice and compensation and blood. She and the prince worked together to maintain control, their bound presence a stabilizing force that neither side could afford to alienate. But the cooperation only deepened the confusion she felt, only strengthened the bonds she knew she should be fighting against.

By evening, she had reached a breaking point. She could not sort out her own emotions from the binding's influence. She did not know if her softening toward him was real or manufactured by magic. The uncertainty was maddening, and she needed answers that no one could provide.

She found the citadel's oldest priest, a woman who had studied the binding magic her entire life. She asked about the connection between her and the prince, about whether the magic could create feelings that were not there. The old woman's answer was not comforting.

The binding, she learned, did not create emotions—it only amplified what already existed. If she felt drawn to the prince, it was because something in her was genuinely drawn to something in him. The magic was a lens, not a painter. It showed truth more clearly. It did not manufacture truth from nothing.

She left the priest's chambers with her worst fears confirmed. The feelings she was fighting were her own. The connection she felt was real. And she had no idea what to do with that knowledge.

The prince was waiting for her in the corridor, drawn by the spike of distress she must have been broadcasting through the binding. He asked if she was alright, and she almost laughed at the absurdity of the question. Nothing about this situation was alright. Everything she had believed about herself and her enemy was being upended.

She told him what she had learned, watching his face for the reaction. Confusion first, then understanding, then an emotion she did not want to name. He felt it too, she realized. He was fighting the same battle. They were both being dragged toward something their families and kingdoms and histories said should be impossible.

Neither of them spoke. The corridor was empty, the evening meal keeping everyone else occupied. They stood face to face, breathing the same ash-thick air, bound by magic and circumstance and something neither of them had chosen to feel.

He reached out, slowly, giving her every opportunity to stop him. His hand touched her cheek, a contact so light it might have been accidental. But the binding roared to life between them, a surge of heat and connection that left her gasping.

She should have pulled away. She should have remembered her mother's body cooling on the throne room floor. She should have held on to the hatred that had defined her entire adult life. But she was so tired of fighting, and he was looking at her like she was something precious, and the walls she had built were crumbling faster than she could shore them up.

The moment was broken by footsteps approaching from the main hall. They stepped apart quickly, the diplomatic masks slamming back into place. By the time her advisor rounded the corner, they were standing at a proper distance, discussing the investigation in tones of professional detachment.
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