
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Ashes of the Dragonbound Oath

By William Liu

Copyright © 2025 by William Liu. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, cultures, magical systems, and events are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons or events is coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted without prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews.

Printed in the United States of America.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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The Oath Chamber had stood beneath House Draeth for five hundred years, and in all that time, it had never screamed.

Tonight it screamed.

Lord Aldric Draeth woke to the sound of stone cracking. Not the groan of settling foundations or the whisper of age finally claiming ancient mortar. This was violent. This was sudden. This was the sound of something that had been held too long finally snapping.

He was running before he finished dressing, bare feet slapping against cold marble, his wife's voice fading behind him as he took the stairs three at a time. The servants he passed had frozen in doorways, their faces pale in the torchlight. They could feel it too. The wrongness. The pressure in the air like a storm building inside the walls.

The chamber doors had been sealed since his son's failed trial nine years ago. Aldric had ordered them locked. Had ordered the key destroyed. Some failures were meant to be buried, not examined.

The doors stood open now. Not forced. Not broken. Simply open, as if whatever was inside had decided it was finished waiting.

Aldric stopped at the threshold. The torches along the corridor guttered and died. In the darkness of the chamber, something glowed.

Lines of fire traced across the obsidian floor. Ancient sigils he recognized from the oldest texts, the ones his grandfather had forbidden anyone to read. The Dragonbound Oath, made visible. Made tangible. And fracturing.

A crack ran through the central sigil. As he watched, it widened. Another crack branched from it. Then another.

Five hundred years ago, his ancestors had bound the dragon-spirits to their bloodlines. Had yoked power that was never meant to be owned. The Oath had held because the original bloodline was gone. Extinguished. Erased from history so thoroughly that even the dragons had forgotten.

But something had changed. Someone had survived.

The fire in the sigils pulsed once, twice, three times. Like a heartbeat. Like something waking after a very long sleep.

Aldric's hand went to his chest, where the mark of the Draeth binding burned beneath his skin. For the first time in his life, it hurt.

Somewhere in the kingdom, the last true heir of the dragons had just discovered what she was.

And the Oath knew it.

The cracks spread faster now, racing across the floor like veins of light. The chamber filled with a sound that was not quite a roar and not quite a word. Something old. Something furious. Something that had been waiting five centuries to speak.

The stolen fire wanted to go home.
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Chapter 1: The Fire-Keeper
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The forge fires never slept, and neither did Sera Vael.

Three hours past midnight, the Ashmont Forge stood empty except for the flames and the woman who tended them. Sera preferred it this way. The day workers had families to return to, beds to sleep in, lives that existed outside these soot-blackened walls. She had the fire. The fire was enough.

She moved between the great hearths with practiced efficiency, checking temperatures by the color of the coals, adjusting airflow through vents that responded to her touch like old friends. The eternal flames that heated the dragon-steel required constant attention. Too hot and the metal became brittle. Too cool and it would not hold an edge. The margin for error was razor-thin, and the master smiths trusted no one else with the night watch.

They did not know why she was so good at this. Neither did Sera. She told herself it was simply practice, twelve years of learning to read fire the way other people read faces. She told herself the way the flames seemed to lean toward her when she passed was a trick of the air currents. She told herself a lot of things.

Her right hand drifted to her left wrist, pressing hard against the leather glove she never removed. Beneath it, the birthmark had been itching for three days now. Burning, almost. She did not think about why.

Stop it. You're being dramatic. It's nothing. It's always been nothing.

The largest hearth—the one they called the Dragon's Mouth—crackled and spat. Sera frowned. The coals were perfect. The temperature was perfect. There was no reason for the fire to be restless.

She stepped closer, reaching for the iron poker that hung beside the hearth. The flames surged toward her hand before she touched it.

Sera jerked back. Her heart slammed against her ribs. For one terrible moment, the fire had moved with intention. With recognition. Like a dog greeting its master after a long absence.

No. No, no, no. She pressed her palm flat against her thigh, forcing her breathing to slow. The fire was just fire. The heat she felt crawling up her arm was just proximity to the coals. The whisper she almost heard in the crackle of burning wood was just exhaustion playing tricks on her mind.

She was not her mother. She was not going to burn.

The memory came anyway, unbidden and unwanted. Her mother's face in the cottage doorway, lit from within by something that was not candlelight. The smell of scorched flesh. The sound of screaming that went on and on until it simply stopped. And the words, gasped out between convulsions, that Sera had carried like stones in her chest for twelve years:

Don't let them find you. Don't let them see what you are.

Sera had never known what she was. Had never wanted to know. She had built her life around the absence of that knowledge, around the careful pretense that she was nobody special, nobody worth noticing, nobody with fire sleeping in her blood.

The pretense was getting harder to maintain.

She backed away from the Dragon's Mouth, wiping her palms on her leather apron. The gloves helped. The gloves had always helped, covering the birthmark that sometimes seemed to pulse with its own light, hiding the skin that never burned no matter how close she stood to the flames. But tonight the leather felt thin. Tonight everything felt thin.

She needed air.

The rear door of the forge opened onto a small courtyard, hemmed in by the high walls of the smithing district. Sera leaned against the doorframe and breathed in the cold night air, letting it scour the smoke from her lungs. Above her, the stars burned in their fixed patterns, unchanging, unconcerned. She had always found comfort in their indifference.

Tonight, one of them seemed brighter than the others. A point of orange light in the northern sky that she did not remember seeing before.

Sera watched it for a long moment. The light did not flicker. Did not move. But something about it made her birthmark burn hotter beneath its leather prison, made her blood feel like it was carbonating in her veins.

She looked away. Pressed her right hand against her left wrist until the pressure became pain. Went back inside.

The fire was just fire. The star was just a star. She was just a woman who tended flames for a living.

And if she repeated it enough times, maybe she would finally believe it.

Dawn came slowly, grey light seeping through the high windows of the forge like water through cracks in a dam. Sera had not slept. She rarely did, these days. Sleep brought dreams, and dreams brought fire, and fire brought memories she had spent twelve years trying to bury.

The day shift would arrive soon. Holt, the master smith, would grunt his usual greeting and take over the main forge. His apprentices would flood the workspace with their chatter and their laughter and their easy camaraderie. Sera would slip away to her rented room above the chandler's shop, pull the curtains against the daylight, and try to find a few hours of rest before the whole cycle began again.

This was her life. This had been her life for six years, ever since she'd arrived in the capital with nothing but the clothes on her back and a talent for not burning. It was small. It was safe. It was enough.

She was gathering her things—a worn leather satchel, a waterskin, the remains of last night's bread—when the door opened.

Too early for Holt. Too early for anyone. Sera's hand went to the knife she kept strapped to her thigh, hidden beneath her apron.

The man who entered was not what she expected. He was tall and too thin, with silver-white hair that fell past his shoulders and the pallor of someone who spent his days far from sunlight. His clothes were fine but rumpled, the kind of expensive fabric that suggested wealth and the kind of wrinkles that suggested its owner did not care. He moved like someone unused to moving, each step careful and deliberate, as if he was not entirely certain the ground would hold his weight.

But it was his eyes that stopped her. Grey as ash. Grey as the sky before a storm. And looking at her with an intensity that made her want to reach for the fire poker instead of the knife.

He knows, some animal part of her brain whispered. He knows what you are.

She crushed the thought before it could take root. Nobody knew. Nobody could know. She had been so careful.

The stranger stopped just inside the doorway, his gaze moving across the forge before settling back on her. He seemed to be cataloging everything—the placement of the tools, the arrangement of the hearths, the way she stood with her weight balanced on the balls of her feet, ready to run.

When he spoke, his voice was softer than she expected. Hoarse, as if he did not use it often.

"You're the night fire-keeper."

Not a question. Sera's grip tightened on the knife beneath her apron. "The forge isn't open yet. Come back in an hour."

"I'm not here for the forge." He took another step forward, then stopped, as if he had caught himself doing something he should not. His hand went to his throat, pressing against the collar of his shirt in a gesture that seemed unconscious. "I'm looking for someone. A woman. She would have arrived in the city approximately six years ago. She would have sought work that kept her close to fire."

Sera's blood turned to ice. "Lot of women in the city. Lot of fires."

"Not like you." He was staring at her hands now. At the gloves she never removed. "I've spent nine years reading texts that no one else can translate. Histories that were supposed to be destroyed centuries ago. They describe your bloodline in detail. The affinity for flame. The resistance to heat. The mark that appears at birth and grows stronger with age."

Her hand was on the knife now, drawing it free. The blade caught the light from the dying embers. "I don't know what you're talking about. And I think you should leave."

The stranger did not move. Did not flinch at the weapon. Instead, something shifted in his expression—the first crack in what she now realized was a carefully maintained mask of composure.

"They're coming for you," he said. "The Draeth hunters. My family's hunters. They felt the Oath fracture three nights ago, and they've been searching for the source ever since. You have perhaps two days before they find you. Perhaps less."

Sera's heart hammered against her ribs. Three nights ago. The same night the Dragon's Mouth had started acting strange. The same night her birthmark had begun to burn.

"Why are you telling me this?"

He was quiet for a long moment. His hand had not left his throat, and she noticed now that something bulged beneath his collar—something that pressed against the fabric like scales.

"Because I need to understand what's happening," he said finally. "Because the Oath is breaking, and you're the reason, and if I don't figure out how to stop it, everyone bound to it is going to die." A pause. Something that might have been a bitter smile. "Including me."

The fire in the Dragon's Mouth crackled. Sera did not look at it, but she felt it—felt it the way she always felt fire, like a second heartbeat pulsing at the edge of her awareness. The flames were higher than they should be. Hotter. Reaching toward her like fingers.

The stranger noticed. His eyes widened fractionally, and his hand finally dropped from his throat.

"You don't know, do you?" His voice had changed. Softer now. Almost wondering. "You have no idea what you are."

"I'm a fire-keeper." The words came out harder than she intended. "I tend the forges. That's all I am. That's all I've ever been."

"No." He shook his head slowly, and there was something in his face that she could not read—something that looked almost like grief. "You're the last true heir of the dragons. The bloodline my ancestors stole everything from. And you're the only person in the world who can stop what's coming."

The fire surged.

It happened so fast she did not have time to think. One moment the Dragon's Mouth was contained, controlled, the same fire she had tended a thousand nights. The next, flames were erupting from the hearth, pouring across the stone floor in a river of orange and gold. Racing toward her. Reaching for her.

Sera threw herself backward. Her shoulders hit the wall. The knife clattered from her grip.

And then the fire touched her skin.

She waited for the pain. The agony. The moment when her flesh would begin to bubble and char the way her mother's had.

It never came.

The flames wrapped around her hands like water. Warm. Gentle. Welcoming. She felt them pressing against the leather of her gloves, seeking the skin beneath, and something inside her—something she had kept locked away her entire adult life—rose up to meet them.

No. No, this isn't happening. This isn't—

The gloves burned away.

Beneath them, her birthmark blazed with light. Not just a small flame-shaped mark anymore—a pattern of scales that traced from her wrist to her elbow, glowing orange and gold and white. Beautiful. Terrible. Undeniable.

The stranger was saying something, but she could not hear him over the roar of blood in her ears. The fire was speaking to her. Not in words—fire did not have words—but in something older. Something that bypassed language entirely and went straight to the part of her that had always known what she was.

Daughter, the flames seemed to say. Finally. Finally you hear us.

Sera screamed.

The fire died.

Not gradually—instantly. Every flame in the forge extinguished at once, plunging the building into sudden, absolute darkness. The only light came from the marks on her arm, still glowing, still pulsing with the rhythm of her racing heart.

She was on her knees. She did not remember falling. Her hands were pressed flat against the stone floor, and where they touched, tiny veins of light spread through the cracks like roots seeking water.

"That was—" The stranger's voice came from somewhere to her left, unsteady in a way it had not been before. "That was not supposed to happen."

Sera laughed. The sound was ugly, broken, nothing like laughter at all. "Really? Fire just tried to consume me in the middle of my workplace and that was not supposed to happen?"

"The fire wasn't trying to consume you." His footsteps approached, cautious. "It was trying to wake you. There's a difference."

She looked up at him. In the glow from her arm, his face was all sharp angles and shadows. She could see the thing beneath his collar now—silver scales spreading up the side of his neck, disappearing beneath his hair. He looked as frightened as she felt.

"Who are you?" Her voice was raw. "Really. Who are you?"

He was quiet for a long moment. Then he sank down until he was kneeling across from her, close enough that she could see the individual scales gleaming at his throat. Close enough that she could see the way his hands were shaking.

"My name is Cael Draeth. Nine years ago, I was supposed to inherit my family's binding—the dragon-spirit that has passed through our bloodline for five hundred years. Instead, it rejected me. Burned the Oath into my skin and refused to complete the bond." He pulled his collar aside, and she saw that the scales covered half his chest, silver and grey and faintly luminescent. "I've been dying ever since. Slowly. The binding wants to finish what it started, but it can't. Something's been stopping it. Something's been calling to it from outside the Oath."

His eyes met hers. Grey and tired and terrified.

"I think that something is you."

Sera stared at him. At the scales on his throat. At the tremor in his hands that matched the tremor in hers. At the grey eyes that held none of the cold superiority she would have expected from a Draeth—only exhaustion, and fear, and something that looked almost like hope.

She should run. Every instinct she had was screaming at her to get up, get out, disappear into the maze of the capital's lower districts where even the noble houses' hunters would struggle to follow. She had done it before. She could do it again.

But her arm was still glowing. And the fire—the fire that had just tried to claim her, or wake her, or whatever it had done—was still there. She could feel it even though every flame in the forge had died. Could feel it coiled somewhere behind her breastbone, waiting.

She had spent twelve years running from this moment. Maybe it was time to stop.

"If I go with you," she said slowly, "if I let you study me or examine me or whatever it is you want to do—what happens then?"

Cael's expression shifted. Surprise, maybe. He had not expected her to consider it.

"Then I try to figure out why your existence is breaking the Oath. And how to stop it before my family's hunters find you." He paused. "And before the binding finishes killing me."

"Why should I care if it kills you?" The words came out harsh, but she did not take them back. "Your family is the reason I've spent my whole life hiding. Your ancestors are the reason my mother—"

She stopped. Could not finish the sentence. Her hand went to her left wrist, pressing against skin that was no longer covered by leather. The scales there pulsed with light, and she felt the fire inside her pulse with it.

"I know." Cael's voice was quiet. "I know what my family did. I've read the histories—the real ones, not the versions they teach in the academies. I know about the original bloodline. The true dragon-heirs. I know my ancestors hunted them to extinction." His hand went to his throat again, pressing against the scales. "Or what they thought was extinction."

"And yet you're still a Draeth."

"Yes." He did not flinch from it. "I'm still a Draeth. I'm still bound to the Oath my ancestors stole. I'm still dying because of a power that was never meant to be mine." Something flickered in his grey eyes—anger, maybe, or grief. "But I'm also the only person in the kingdom who has spent nine years trying to understand what went wrong. And right now, I'm the only person who can help you survive the next two days."

Sera looked down at her hands. The scales had stopped glowing, fading back to something that almost looked like normal skin—if you did not look too closely. If you did not see the faint shimmer beneath the surface, like embers banked but not extinguished.

She thought about her mother. About the cottage in the hills. About twelve years of careful invisibility, of deliberate forgetting, of pretending she was nothing special.

She thought about the fire that had just answered her blood like a dog coming home.

"Two days," she said. "You have two days to figure out what I am and how to stop the Oath from breaking. After that, I disappear. With or without answers."

Something eased in Cael's expression. Not quite relief—he did not seem like someone who allowed himself relief—but something close to it.

"Two days," he agreed. "I have a study in the eastern quarter. Private. Warded. My family doesn't know it exists." He rose, extending a hand to help her up. "We should go before the day shift arrives. The fewer people who see you leave with me, the better."

Sera looked at his hand. Long fingers, pale skin, the faint trace of silver scales creeping past his wrist. The hand of someone who had spent his life with books instead of forge-fires. The hand of a Draeth.

She did not take it. Pushed herself to her feet on her own, ignoring the way her legs trembled beneath her.

"Lead the way."

The streets of the capital were beginning to stir as they left the smithing district. Bakers loading their carts. Night-soil collectors finishing their rounds. A handful of early workers trudging toward the industrial quarters with the resigned gait of people who had been doing the same walk for years.

Sera kept her head down and her hands tucked inside her cloak. The scales on her arm had faded almost completely, but she could still feel them—a warmth beneath her skin, a presence that had not been there before. Or had always been there, and was only now making itself known.

Cael walked half a step ahead of her, navigating the maze of streets with the confidence of someone who had memorized every turn. He did not look back to check if she was following. Did not try to make conversation. She found herself grateful for his silence.

The eastern quarter was wealthier than the districts she usually frequented—clean streets, well-maintained buildings, the occasional private garden visible through wrought-iron gates. But Cael's path took them away from the main thoroughfares, down side streets and narrow alleys, until they reached a nondescript building wedged between a tailor's shop and an apothecary.

"This is it?"

"The entrance is around back." He produced a key from somewhere inside his coat. "I rent the upper floors under a false name. My family thinks I spend all my time in the library tower. They're not entirely wrong."

The rear door opened onto a narrow staircase. Sera followed him up three flights, past landings cluttered with crates and old furniture, until they reached a door reinforced with iron bands and covered in symbols she did not recognize.

"Wards," Cael said, noticing her gaze. "They won't stop a determined hunter, but they'll give us warning. And they should—" He hesitated. "They should contain any... incidents."

"Incidents."

"You just set a forge on fire by existing near it. I'd rather that not happen in the middle of the capital."

Fair point. Sera waited while he unlocked the door, then followed him inside.

The room was not what she expected. She had imagined something austere, scholarly—neat rows of books and carefully labeled specimens. What she found was chaos. Papers covered every surface, spilling off desks and piling in corners. Books lay open on chairs, on the floor, on a bed that looked like it had not been slept in for days. Maps and diagrams papered the walls, connected by strings of colored thread in patterns that hurt to look at.

In the center of it all sat a massive table covered in ancient texts, their pages brown with age and covered in script she did not recognize.

"You live here?"

"I work here." Cael was already moving through the chaos, shifting piles of paper with the ease of long practice. "Living implies a level of comfort I have not achieved."

Sera picked her way between the stacks, trying not to touch anything. The air smelled of old paper and candle wax and something else—something sharp and metallic that made the fire inside her stir.

"What is that smell?"

"Dragon-steel." He pulled a cloth off something in the corner, revealing a small forge—not lit, but clearly recently used. "I've been experimenting. Trying to understand why the Oath responds to certain metals." He glanced at her. "It's one of the reasons I knew to look for you at the Ashmont Forge. The fire-keepers there work with the only dragon-steel smithy in the kingdom. If you had any affinity at all, you would have been drawn to it."

She thought about her twelve years of tending the eternal flames. About how she had always felt more herself in the glow of the forge-fires than anywhere else. About how she had told herself it meant nothing.

"Sit," Cael said, gesturing toward a chair that was only mostly buried in books. "I need to examine your marks. And then I need to tell you what I know about the Oath. What I really know."

Sera did not sit. "Tell me first. Then I'll decide if I'm staying."

Something that might have been respect flickered across his face. He nodded, pushing aside a stack of papers to lean against the edge of the table.

"Five hundred years ago, the dragons were dying."

He said it simply, without preamble. Sera found herself listening despite her reservations.

"Not the physical creatures—those had been gone for millennia. The dragon-spirits. The essences that had bound themselves to certain human bloodlines since before recorded history. They were fading, dispersing, losing their coherence. The families that carried them were desperate to preserve the power they had always known."

He reached for one of the texts on the table, turning it so she could see the illustrations—intricate drawings of figures wreathed in flame, their bodies marked with scales that looked eerily similar to the ones on her own arm.

"Your ancestors were the strongest. The truest heirs. The dragon-spirits had been with your bloodline for so long that you were barely distinguishable from them anymore. The fire was yours. Not borrowed. Not bound. Yours."

Sera's hand drifted to her wrist. The scales there were warm.

"My ancestors were jealous. Afraid. They saw your family's power and they wanted it for themselves." Cael's voice had gone flat. Reciting facts he had clearly lived with for years. "So they made a deal. Seven noble houses, working together. They would bind the dragon-spirits to their own bloodlines—forcibly, permanently—and eliminate the original heirs so thoroughly that even the dragons would forget they had ever existed."

"The Dragonbound Oath."

"Yes." He met her eyes. "They called it a sacred covenant. A holy binding for the good of the kingdom. But it was theft. Murder. An atrocity dressed up in ceremony." His hand went to his throat, pressing against the scales. "And everyone bound to it has been living on stolen time ever since."

The fire inside her stirred. Not angry—not yet—but awake. Listening.

"What does this have to do with the Oath breaking now?"

"Because you exist." He straightened, moving toward her with an intensity that made her take a half-step back. "The Oath was built on a lie. It assumed your bloodline was gone. But it wasn't. Somewhere, somehow, a line of true dragon-heirs survived. And you're proof."

He stopped an arm's length away. Close enough that she could see the scales at his throat pulse with faint light. Close enough that she could feel something between them—a pull, a pressure, like two magnets straining toward each other.

"The dragon-spirits know," he said softly. "They've always known, somewhere beneath the binding. That's why the Oath is cracking. That's why my binding never completed. The stolen fire wants to go home."

Sera's breath caught. Home. The word landed somewhere deep in her chest, in the place where the fire had coiled.

"And what happens if it does?" Her voice came out rough. "If the Oath breaks completely?"

Cael was quiet for a long moment. When he spoke, the flatness was gone from his voice. In its place was something raw.

"Then everyone bound to it dies. The dragon-spirits will tear themselves free of our bloodlines, and they will burn us from the inside out on their way back to you."

Just like her mother.

The realization hit her like a physical blow. Her mother had not been a Draeth. Had not been bound to the stolen Oath. But she had carried the true fire—the fire that belonged to the dragon-spirits—and when that fire had finally woken...

"My mother," Sera heard herself say. "She burned. From the inside. She—"

"The fire was trying to manifest." Cael's voice was gentle now. Careful. "Without understanding, without training, the awakening can be... catastrophic. Your bloodline's power is not meant to be suppressed. It's meant to be used."

Sera laughed. The sound was broken glass and bitter smoke. "So I can either let the fire consume me, or I can learn to use it and doom everyone bound to the Oath."

"Or we can find a third option."

She looked at him. At the scales creeping up his neck. At the exhaustion carved into every line of his face. At the desperate hope he was trying so hard to hide.

"You've been looking for one for nine years."

"I've been looking alone for nine years." He took a breath. "Now I have you."

The fire pulsed. Sera felt it in her chest, in her veins, in the marks on her arm that were beginning to glow again. She felt it reaching toward him—toward the stolen binding that his family had built on her ancestors' bones.

She should hate him. Should hate everything he represented.

But when she looked at him, all she saw was another person trapped by inheritance. Another person dying because of choices made centuries before they were born.

"Show me," she said. "Show me what you've found."

Something shifted in his expression. The mask cracking, just for a moment, to reveal the person underneath—young, frightened, desperately hoping he had not just made a terrible mistake.

"This way."

He led her to the massive table in the center of the room, clearing space with quick, efficient movements. The texts spread across its surface were older than anything she had ever seen—pages that crumbled at the edges, ink that seemed to shimmer with its own light.

"These are the original records," he said. "Accounts written by the first dragon-bonded families, before my ancestors decided to rewrite history. I found them in a sealed vault beneath the library tower. My father doesn't know they exist."

Sera leaned closer, trying to make sense of the flowing script. "I can't read this."

"No one can. It's not any language that still exists." Cael's hand hovered over the pages, not quite touching. "But I've spent nine years translating it. Word by word. Phrase by phrase. And what I've found..."

He trailed off. His hand went to his throat.

"What did you find?"

"A way to break the Oath without killing everyone bound to it." He looked at her, grey eyes intense. "But it requires something I don't have. Something I could never have."

"What?"

"True dragon-fire." His gaze dropped to her hands, to the faint glow still visible beneath her skin. "The fire that was stolen five hundred years ago. The fire that belongs to your bloodline."

The flames inside her surged. Not violent this time—eager. Hungry. Like they had been waiting for exactly this moment.

"You want me to break the Oath."

"I want you to reclaim what was stolen." His voice dropped. "I want you to set them free."

Sera looked at the ancient texts. At the diagrams of figures wreathed in flame. At this strange, desperate man who had spent nine years trying to undo what his ancestors had done.

"And what happens to you?" she asked. "If the binding is broken?"

Cael was quiet for a long moment. When he answered, his voice was barely audible.

"I don't know."

The honesty of it hit her harder than any lie would have. He was asking her to trust him with her life, knowing that the outcome might destroy his own.

"I need to think." She stepped back from the table. "I need—I need air. Space. Something."

"There's a balcony." He gestured toward a door she had not noticed, half-hidden behind a stack of crates. "Take whatever time you need. I'll be here."

Sera nodded. Did not trust herself to speak. Crossed the cluttered room and pushed through the door onto a narrow balcony overlooking the eastern quarter.

The sun was fully up now, painting the rooftops in shades of gold and rose. Below her, the city continued its morning rhythms—oblivious to the woman standing above them with fire in her veins and an impossible choice weighing on her shoulders.

She pressed her hands against the iron railing. Felt the metal warm beneath her palms—warmer than it should have been, warmer than the morning sun could account for.

The fire inside her purred.

Two days. She had given herself two days to decide.

But standing here, watching the light change over a city that had no idea what was coming, Sera had the terrible feeling that the decision had already been made.

The only question was whether she would survive it.

She did not know how long she stood there. Long enough for the sun to climb above the rooftops. Long enough for the morning chill to fade from the air. Long enough for her racing thoughts to slow into something almost like calm.

The balcony door opened behind her.

"I made tea." Cael's voice was hesitant. "I don't know if you drink tea. Most people drink tea. But if you don't—"

"Tea is fine."

She turned to find him holding two chipped cups, steam rising from both. He had taken off his coat at some point, and she could see the scales more clearly now—silver spreading down his left arm, disappearing beneath the rolled sleeve of his shirt. They caught the light like fish scales, beautiful in a way that made her chest ache.

He handed her a cup. Their fingers did not touch.

"It's not very good tea," he admitted. "I forget to buy supplies. I forget to eat, mostly. There's a woman who comes twice a week to make sure I haven't starved. Mira. She was my nurse when I was young." A pause. "She's the only person from my family's household who still speaks to me."

Sera wrapped her hands around the warm ceramic. The tea smelled like mint and something floral she could not identify. "What happened? After your trial failed?"

Cael leaned against the balcony railing, keeping a careful distance between them. "My father stopped looking at me. My brother took my place as heir. I was given the library tower as a... consolation, I suppose. A place to be useful without being seen."

"That sounds lonely."

"It was." He said it simply, without self-pity. "But it gave me access to the archives. To texts my father had never bothered to read. To the truth about what we are." He looked down at his tea, not drinking it. "Sometimes I think the dragon-spirit knew exactly what it was doing when it rejected me. Like it wanted someone to finally understand."

The fire inside Sera stirred. Not reaching for him this time—just... present. Listening.

"My mother never explained anything," she heard herself say. "She must have known what we were. But she never told me. Just kept us moving, village to village, always looking over her shoulder." The tea was bitter on her tongue. Good bitter. Real. "I used to think she was paranoid. That she'd imagined whatever she was running from."

"She was protecting you."

"She was terrified." Sera's grip tightened on the cup. "And in the end, it didn't matter. Whatever she was running from—it was already inside her. Inside me."

They stood in silence for a moment. The city sounds drifted up from below—cart wheels on cobblestones, vendors calling their wares, the distant ring of a smith's hammer. Normal sounds. Safe sounds. The sounds of people living their small, uncomplicated lives.

"I don't remember my mother," Cael said quietly. "She died when I was four. The binding took her. It takes all of them eventually—the spouses who marry into Draeth blood. The stolen fire doesn't recognize them. Doesn't protect them."
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