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The bells of London rang death across the Thames.

They had been ringing since dawn, those great bronze tongues that swung in the towers of Westminster and St. Paul's, calling the faithful to witness what faith had purchased. The sound rolled over the river like fog, thick and inescapable, settling into the bones of every man and woman who heard it. Some said later that the bells sounded different that day—that their song carried a metallic taste, as if the air itself had learned to bleed.

Elizabeth stood at the narrow window of Hatfield House, her fingers pressed against the leaded glass until the cold bit through her skin. Even here, thirty miles from the capital, she could feel it. The tremor in the earth. The wrongness that had settled over England like a pall.

Her dragon was dying.

No. Not dying. Dead. Had been dead these three years, since the fever took her brother Edward, since the realm passed not to her but to their elder half-sister. The bond that should have awakened in Elizabeth's blood when she came of age had instead withered, a seed denied sunlight. In Mary's ascension, something ancient had been cheated.

"My lady, you'll catch your death standing there."

The voice belonged to Kat, her governess, though that title meant little now. Keeper of a prisoner might serve better, or tender of the forgotten. Elizabeth did not turn from the window.

"Death has already been caught," she said softly. "Can you not feel it, Kat? London burns with righteousness today."

"The Queen moves to secure her throne. It is her right."

"The Queen moves to feed her beast."

A sharp intake of breath behind her, and Elizabeth knew she had gone too far. But the words, once freed, could not be recalled. They hung in the air between them like smoke from a heretic's pyre.

Beyond the glass, the October sky had darkened to the color of old bruises. Storm clouds gathered in the west, but they did not move with the wind. They circled, vast and slow, as if tethered to some invisible axis. Elizabeth had seen this before, though never at such distance. The Wyrm was feeding.

It had appeared the day of Mary's coronation, coiling from the shadows of the Tower like some terrible birth. Where the dragons of old England had been creatures of fire and wing, proud beasts that carried their riders through clouds gilded by sunlight, Mary's bond had manifested as something else entirely. The Wyrm possessed no wings, only a serpentine body that seemed to drink light rather than reflect it. Its scales were the color of old blood dried to black, and where it passed, the very stones grew cold.

The common folk whispered that it had crawled up from Hell itself, summoned by papist magic and the Queen's barren rage. The learned men at court, those who remained, spoke more carefully. They noted that Mary's mother had been Catherine of Aragon, a Spanish princess whose bloodline carried old magic from before the Reconquista—magic older than Christianity, dark and hungry. They suggested, in rooms where the Wyrm could not hear, that this creature was no true dragon at all, but something that had worn dragon-shape to claim the throne.

Elizabeth knew only that when it fed, people died.

"The arrests began at sunrise," Kat continued, moving to stand beside her at the window. The older woman's face was drawn, years carved deeper by worry. "Lord William spoke to the guards. Three hundred taken from their homes. Merchants, printers, ministers of the reformed faith. They say the Queen herself drew up the list."

"Not the Queen," Elizabeth murmured. "The Wyrm draws the list. It smells heresy the way hounds smell fear."

"You must not speak so. If word reached London—"

"Word has already reached London. Why do you think I remain here, permitted neither crown nor freedom? I am Boleyn's daughter, birthed of the Great Schism. In Mary's eyes, and in the eyes of her beast, I am heresy made flesh."

She finally turned from the window, and Kat drew back a step. Elizabeth knew what she saw: a young woman of twenty, fair-haired and pale, with her mother's dark eyes and her father's sharp features. But also something else, visible only to those who knew where to look. The faint shimmer at the edges, like heat rising from summer stones. The suggestion of scales that never quite materialized. The ghost of a bond that should have been.

"Your dragon will come," Kat whispered. "The prophecy—"

"The prophecy is ash and nonsense. If I was meant to bond, I would have bonded when Edward died. The crown should have passed to me, and with it, the ancient compact between Tudor and drake. But I am baseborn in the Church's eyes, my mother branded adulteress and witch. And so the bond went to Mary, and Mary's blood called forth... that."

She gestured toward the window, toward London and the circling darkness above it.

"Still," Kat insisted, her voice carrying the stubborn hope of the desperate, "your father's blood runs in your veins. Henry bonded with Courage, greatest of the fire-drakes, and his father's father bonded with the wyrm Sovereignty before him. The magic knows its heirs."

"The magic knows only what we teach it. And we have taught it to favor legitimacy over truth, Rome over reform, fear over fire."

Elizabeth moved away from the window, pacing the narrow confines of her chamber. It was a gracious prison, as prisons went. The walls bore tapestries depicting the old stories: Saint George and his dragon, which made her laugh bitterly every time she saw it, for George had slain his beast while England's monarchs had bound theirs. Arthur and the Dragon of Cadwaladr. The Conqueror and Flameheart, who had burned half of Yorkshire to ash before bending knee.

Always, the dragons bowed. Always, England endured. Until now.

"Tell me again," she said, pausing before a tapestry that showed her grandfather, the first Henry Tudor, hand outstretched toward the great drake that would carry him to Bosworth Field. "Tell me the old compact."

Kat sighed, but she knew the tale as well as any in England. Every child learned it before they learned their letters.

"In the time before memory, when the Romans still walked our land, the dragons came. Not as conquerors but as refugees, fleeing some great catastrophe in the East. They were few, and they were dying. The druids, who commanded the wild magic of these isles, struck a bargain. The dragons would bond with the rightful rulers of Britain, lending their power and their years to the throne. In exchange, the royal bloodline would shelter them, protect them, ensure their survival through the ages."

"And so it was," Elizabeth continued, the words carved into her memory like scripture, "through Celt and Saxon, through Dane and Norman. When William crossed the sea, Flameheart came to him at Hastings and burned Harold's shield-wall to cinders. When my grandfather faced the usurper Richard on Bosworth Field, the drake Sovereign rose from the Welsh hills and crowned him king before the battle had even begun."

"The bond chooses the true sovereign," Kat finished softly.

"Then why did it choose Mary?"

The question hung between them like a blade. Kat had no answer, and Elizabeth had asked it so many times that she no longer expected one.

The truth, she suspected, was more complex than the simple tales allowed. The dragons were ancient, yes, but they were not infallible. They had bonded with tyrants before, with mad kings and weak regents. The magic sought power, not virtue. It sought a bloodline that could sustain it, a vessel strong enough to hold both human will and draconic fury.

Mary's will was strong enough. That was the terrible part. Her faith, twisted though Elizabeth thought it, was utterly certain. And the Wyrm that had bonded with her fed on that certainty, grew fat on her conviction that England must be purified, that the reformed faith must be scoured from the land with fire and blood.

Not fire, Elizabeth corrected herself. Shadow. The Wyrm does not burn. It devours.

A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts. Kat moved to answer it, and Elizabeth heard the low murmur of voices. When her governess returned, her face had gone the color of old parchment.

"What is it?"

"A messenger from court. Your presence is requested in London."

Elizabeth's heart, which had been a steady drum in her chest, suddenly grew very still. "Requested or commanded?"

"The word used was 'requested,' my lady."

Which meant commanded, but with a veneer of courtesy that could be stripped away the moment Elizabeth proved inconvenient. She had seen this before, in the last years of her father's reign. The polite summons that became an arrest. The invitation that ended in the Tower.

"When?"

"Tomorrow at dawn. An escort will arrive to accompany you."

An escort. Armed men, certainly. And perhaps more than men. Elizabeth had heard rumors that Mary had begun training a cadre of riders, zealots who sought to bond with lesser drakes in imitation of the Wyrm. They called themselves the Consecrated, and they wore black armor inscribed with prayers in Latin.

"I see." Elizabeth smoothed her skirts, a gesture she had learned from her mother. Present calm, even when terror gnawed at your belly. "Then I shall prepare to travel. Kat, have my things readied. Only what can be carried. I suspect this journey may not end at court."

"My lady—"

"It's all right." Elizabeth surprised herself with the steadiness of her own voice. "I have been waiting for this. We knew it would come."

After Kat departed, Elizabeth returned to the window. The darkness over London had deepened, spreading like spilled ink across the sky. Somewhere beneath those clouds, in the Tower or perhaps in the great hall at Westminster, Mary sat with her Wyrm coiled at her feet. She would be praying, Elizabeth knew. Her sister was always praying, rosary beads clicking through her fingers as she bargained with a God who seemed to answer only with hunger.

Perhaps that is the truth of it, Elizabeth thought. Perhaps the old gods are dead, and what remains is only appetite. Perhaps the dragons were never our guardians at all, but only predators who learned to speak our language.

The wind shifted, and for a moment she caught a scent on the air. Water and stone, cold and clean. Lake water, not the Thames. It was gone as quickly as it came, but it left Elizabeth standing rigid at the window, her breath caught in her throat.

She knew that scent.

Three years ago, when Edward lay dying and the realm held its breath, Elizabeth had fled north. Not far—she had not dared flee far—but to the edge of the great estates, where the tame lands gave way to forest and fen. She had told herself she needed solitude to grieve, but that was not the whole truth.

The whole truth was that she had felt something calling.

It had led her to a lake, small and dark and ringed with ancient oaks. The water was so still it seemed more like glass than liquid, reflecting the sky with perfect clarity. She had stood at its edge for hours, waiting, though she could not have said what she waited for.

Then the water had moved.

Not rippled. Moved. As if something vast swam just beneath the surface, circling, considering. Elizabeth had knelt at the water's edge, her hand outstretched, and she had felt it. The same tremor that should have run through her when Edward died, when the crown should have passed to her. The recognition of like calling to like, blood to blood.

But nothing had broken the surface. The moment had passed, and Elizabeth had returned to Hatfield convinced she had imagined it all, a fantasy spun from grief and frustrated ambition.

Now, standing at her window with London's darkness spreading across the sky, she was no longer certain.

Water, she thought. Where Mary has darkness, perhaps I have water. Where she has the Wyrm that feeds on faith, perhaps I have...

What? She did not know. The dragons of legend came in many forms, but they all shared certain traits. Fire or venom, wing or claw, they were creatures of dominance and power. What dragon lived in lake water and declined to show itself?

Unless it was waiting. Unless it, like Elizabeth, knew that to reveal itself too soon would be to invite destruction.

She pressed her palm against the glass, and for a moment, she let herself imagine it. Riding to London not as a prisoner but as a claimant. Calling the lake-drake from its depths and feeling its power surge through her veins. Facing Mary and the Wyrm not with submission but with defiance.

The image shattered almost as soon as it formed. She was one woman, unbonded and suspect. Mary had the crown, the Wyrm, the support of Spain and the Pope. More than that, Mary had certainty. She believed, with every fiber of her being, that God had granted her this throne and this beast to enact His will.

What did Elizabeth have? Doubt. Questions. The ghost of a bond that might be nothing more than wishful thinking.

Not enough, she thought bitterly. Not nearly enough.

She slept poorly that night, when she slept at all. Her dreams were full of dark water and darker wings, of a voice that spoke without words, promising and threatening in equal measure. She woke before dawn with the taste of copper on her tongue and the certainty that her life, as she had known it, was ending.

The escort arrived as the sun crested the horizon. Twenty armed men in the Queen's livery, and at their head, a figure that made Elizabeth's blood run cold. He wore the black armor of the Consecrated, and when he removed his helm to bow, she saw that his eyes had been touched by bonding. They gleamed with an inner light, red as embers.
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