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Chapter one

Ash and Snow





Snow muffled everything— the distant crack of pines bending under ice, the grief that hadn’t stopped gnawing at her ribs. Yrsa moved through it like breath, silent and slow. She’d learned not to curse the cold. It taught her things. When to move. When to disappear. When to listen to the ache in her bones and know it for what it was. 

The wind whispered through the trees in voices she didn’t believe in anymore. Not gods. Not ghosts. Just memory wearing teeth.

She paused on the ridge, watching the sky bruise with twilight. Her breath fogged the air in soft puffs. In another life, she’d have counted stars. In this one, she counted hours without speaking.

And then the sky split open.

Not gently. Not like thunder.

This was a sound that remembered war.

A roar that belonged to something ancient, and angry, and not yet done with the world.

She didn’t flinch. Just blinked slowly, like a wolf scenting blood.

“Well,” she muttered, adjusting the strap of her axe across her back, “that’s new.”

She found the scar in the land an hour later— a wound torn into the mountain’s side, smoking and spitting sparks like the gods had struck the earth and walked away.

The pines were snapped like twigs. The air reeked of scorched iron, blood, and something ancient—something that clung to her tongue like ash.

Yrsa moved slowly, bootprints swallowed behind her. She stayed low, a shadow wrapped in wolfskin, until she reached the edge of the crater.

And saw it. Him.

A dragon.

Not from stories. Not from the carved stones children weren't allowed to touch. This one was real—bleeding into the snow, breath catching like a forge with no fuel. Wings torn, blackened. Scales cracked like dry riverbeds. One of his horns was broken. The other gleamed like obsidian beneath a thin veil of frost.

His eyes were closed. His ribs rose and fell. Barely.

Yrsa didn’t move. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears, not with fear—but with the strange, wild certainty that the world had just shifted. That nothing after this moment would be the same.

I smell iron. And ghosts.

The voice didn’t come from the beast’s mouth.

It slid through her mind like smoke under a door. Cold, invasive, and calm. So calm it made her skin crawl.

She didn’t answer. Just stood there, hands at her sides, fingers twitching toward her blade.

You’re not afraid, it mused.

And still, she said nothing.

Until he opened his eye.

Only one. The other was swollen shut. But that single eye—molten gold, pupil slit like a dagger—fixed on her with the weight of a thousand winters.

“You’re bleeding too fast to be a threat,” she said quietly.

A beat passed. The dragon’s nostrils flared.

Then a low, grating chuckle echoed across the crater. Not from her mind. From his chest. Deep, and cracked, and full of fire that hadn’t died yet.

“Or,” he rasped aloud, his voice like gravel dragged over steel, “you’re too broken to care.”

Yrsa’s lip curled. “Maybe both.”

She stepped closer.

The dragon didn’t rise. Couldn’t. But the tip of his tail twitched in the snow like a warning.

“You’re not from these skies,” she said.

“No. And you are not like the others.”

“Good.”

Or tragic, the voice slid again through her skull. They left you behind. You’ve been burning ever since.

Yrsa’s jaw clenched.

“Say that in your own voice, wyrm.”

Silence.

Then— “My name,” he said aloud, heavy and deliberate, “is Korrun. Last of the Skyfire line.”

She blinked, slowly. “That supposed to impress me?”

“No.” A pause. “Just wanted you to know who you’d be dragging through the snow when my lungs give out.”

She huffed. Almost laughed. Almost.

“You expecting mercy from a shieldmaiden with nothing left to lose?”

Korrun shifted, pain flickering across his ruined flank. “No. I’m expecting fire. I smelled it on you. Buried deep. Old. But not gone.”

Yrsa crouched beside him now, her breath clouding between them. She looked at the torn muscle, the scorched scale, the bright smear of blood against white snow.

She didn’t touch him. Not yet.

But she didn’t walk away either.

She should’ve left him.

Every part of her that remembered exile — the looks, the silence, the backs turned when she bled — screamed at her to turn away. Let the dragon rot. Let the snow bury him like it buried everything else in this cursed land.

But Yrsa had never been good at walking away from the things that hurt.

“Don’t die,” she muttered, sliding her pack from her shoulder. “Not before I decide whether you’re worth the trouble.”

Korrun didn’t answer. Not aloud. Not in her head.

His breathing was ragged now, steam rising with each exhale like the last sighs of a fading forge.

Yrsa worked fast, hands stiff with cold as she bound the worst of the gashes. Strips of cloth soaked crimson. Her breath hitched as she pulled one bandage tight and felt his muscle twitch beneath her fingers.

Still warm. Still fighting.

When she reached for another cloth, his eye opened again—duller this time. But watching.

“You could’ve killed me,” she said, not looking up. “Crushed me like a beetle. Why didn’t you?”

You’re already dying, the thought came, faint and slow. What would be the point?

She snorted. “Charming.”

Honest.

The silence that followed wasn’t empty. It was weighted. Measured.

Yrsa pressed the last cloth to a wound near his chest. Her fingers trembled—not from fear, but from exhaustion. From cold that had nothing to do with the snow.

“You lost something,” she said, voice low. “Something big. I can feel it.”

Korrun didn’t reply. But his tail curled slightly inward. A breath caught in his throat.

Finally, he rasped, “They stole the flame.”

“Who?”

His eye narrowed. Fury flickered there like embers in ash. “Mortals. Like you. But worse. They wear wolfskins and smile as they burn the world down.”

“Then they’re not like me,” she said flatly.

Aren’t they?

Yrsa stood, shaking out her hands. “You can think whatever you want, dragon. But if I was anything like them, you’d already be dead.”

She turned and began gathering dry pine limbs from the edge of the crater, muttering to herself as the wind picked up.

“Fire,” she grumbled. “Dragons and their fire. Fine. I’ll give you fire, but don’t waste it.”

She built the pyre close to his side, fed it dried lichen and slivers of bark, then struck flint to steel until sparks caught. The flame was weak. Shivering. But it lived.

Like her.

When the smoke rose, curling toward the stars like a prayer that had forgotten how to speak, she finally sat beside him—close enough to feel his warmth, but not enough to trust it.

“Tomorrow,” she said quietly, “I’ll take you to the caves. It’s two days’ walk. If you can move.”

“And if I can’t?”

Yrsa’s eyes didn’t leave the fire.

“Then I dig a pit. And leave your bones for the snow.”

Another silence. Then a faint, crumbling chuckle.

You are not kind.

“No,” she murmured. “But I’m not done yet.”
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Chapter two

Bone and Blood





The cold had teeth now. Not the familiar bite of northern wind, but something meaner. Something that chewed at her joints and whispered, leave him. Let the snow finish what the sky started. 

Yrsa gritted her teeth and pulled harder.

Korrun’s massive weight dragged behind her, lashed to a sled made from pine limbs and old rope she’d stolen from an abandoned outpost years ago. It creaked with every jolt. Groaned like a dying thing. Much like him.

“I should’ve left you in that crater,” she muttered, more to herself than anything.

And yet, his voice slithered through her skull, faint but dry, you didn’t.

She scowled and yanked the rope harder.

They had made it less than two miles in half a day. The terrain was cruel—frost-shattered boulders, wind-whipped cliffs, and snow that swallowed her up to the thigh in places. Her limbs ached. Her lungs burned. But she didn’t stop.

Because if she did, she might not get up again.

Behind her, the dragon stirred. His body shifted, one broken wing dragging a line through the snow like a scar across the earth.

“You awake, wyrm?”

No answer. Only the soft rasp of his breath. Slower now. Shallow.

Yrsa cursed under her breath. The flame was leaving him. She could feel it—less warmth behind her, more dead air.

She reached a narrow ledge where the trees bowed low with frost and the sky pressed close, heavy with cloud. A cave yawned ahead—half-hidden, mouth black and rimmed with icicles.

She turned to the dragon. “You’re not dying here,” she told him. “Not before I find out why the hell you were in my sky.”

Then she did something she never thought she’d do again—she lit a fire for someone else.


      [image: ]Inside the cave, the smoke coiled against the stone ceiling like a dragon of its own. Yrsa crouched beside the pit, feeding it bit by bit with whatever she’d foraged from the trail. Her fingers bled from hauling Korrun’s dead weight. Her back screamed. Her breath was shallow from pain, not cold.

But the fire lived.

So did he. Barely.

Korrun lay curled near the wall, every rise and fall of his side a war. His eyes remained shut, but his presence pressed against her thoughts.

Your mind is loud when you’re angry.

“Good,” she muttered. “Stay out of it.”

You think I’m dying.

She didn’t answer.

You’re right.

She stood, walked to him, and placed her hand just above his nostrils. His breath hit her palm like a fading forge—flickering, weak.

“Then don’t waste your last breath talking in circles,” she said, voice low. “Tell me who took your flame.”

The word hung in the air like smoke. Not breath. Not fire. Flame.

The old stories called it the soul-gift—the ember dragons gave when they trusted mortals. Yrsa hadn’t believed it then. She wasn’t sure she did now.

A pause. A rumble in his chest.

“Korrun?” she pressed.

And then, he opened his eye. Slow. Glowing faintly.

“Rauk Thornblood.”

The name slammed into her like a hammer to the ribs.

Her hand snapped back. Her breath caught.

“You’re lying,” she said—too fast. Too sharp.

He wears red furs. Keeps the flame in a cage of bone. Laughs like he’s already won.

Yrsa took two staggering steps away, eyes burning.

No. It couldn’t be him. Not again. Not after all this time.

She closed her eyes—and saw his face. Not as a warlord. Not as a monster. But as a boy beside her at the fire, before everything went to ash.

“It can’t be, there must be some mistake,” she whispered, voice like broken glass.

Rauk Thornblood.

Yrsa turned, fists trembling at her sides. “The flame,” she said. “It’s not just breath, is it?”

No.

The fire crackled louder behind her, like it was listening.

It is soul. Legacy. Memory. The last of my kind’s warmth. He took it. Twisted it. And now it burns wrong. Like a wound that won’t close.

She stared at him, every breath in her body turning to smoke.

“I buried him once,” she whispered. “I’ll do it again.”

Then perhaps, Korrun said, opening his eye just enough to meet hers, you understand why I cannot die until he does.

Yrsa looked down at her hands, still shaking. Not from cold. From something worse. From purpose.


      [image: ]They left the cave at dawn. Or what passed for dawn in the Veiled North—just a thin silver edge to the sky and wind sharp enough to peel the skin from your lips.

Yrsa didn’t speak. Neither did Korrun.

She tied the sled’s ropes back around her shoulders, grunting against the strain. He was heavy. Broken. But less so than the day before. And that mattered.

They moved like shadows between the trees—one woman, one half-dead god, and a silence that pulsed like breath between them.

After hours of trudging through drift and scree, the first snow began to fall. Soft. Quiet. Deceptive.

Yrsa’s breath steamed in front of her, lips cracked, hands numb. Still, she pressed on, knowing the shrine couldn’t be far.

You dream loudly, Korrun said at one point, his voice sliding into her head like smoke curling through an old doorframe.

She didn’t turn.

“You snoop when I sleep?”

I listen.

“Same thing.”

A pause.

You spoke her name.

Yrsa’s foot caught on a buried stone. She stumbled, caught herself. Didn't answer.

The one who sang the old songs. Your mother.

Yrsa’s jaw tightened.

“She used to say dragons gave us flame not to rule, but to remind us,” she muttered. “Of warmth. Of light. Of choice.”

She was right.

“She died screaming,” Yrsa said, eyes straight ahead. “Rauk made sure of that.”

Korrun didn’t answer. Not with words.

But the fire inside him burned a little brighter. She could feel it — faint, but steady — like an oath rekindled.


      [image: ]She didn’t know why she changed course. The cave was safe. The storm was passing. But something inside her—low, hot, steady—was pulling.

Not forward. Not north.

East.

Toward the stones the old women spoke of in hushed tones. The place her mother had called the bones of fire, back when Yrsa still listened to bedtime stories.

She didn’t believe in fate.

But her feet wouldn’t stop moving.

And Korrun, half-conscious behind her on the sled, hadn’t protested.

He felt it too.

By dusk, the wind had turned cruel. It screamed across the mountains like it was hunting something. Yrsa leaned into it, shielding her face with her arm as snow began to blind her vision.

They reached the base of the pass just before the storm fully broke.

The shrine stood half-buried in frost and rock — a circle of monoliths carved with runes too old for her to read. One stood taller than the rest, crowned in icicles and scorched black near the top.

Yrsa felt it before she touched it.

A hum beneath the surface. A heat that pulsed not with warmth, but with memory.

This place remembers, Korrun said aloud this time. His voice rumbled through the storm. “It was built when dragon and mortal shared breath.”

Yrsa reached for the stone, pressing her palm against it.

It wasn’t cold. It should’ve been. But instead—


      [image: ]Flame.

She wasn’t in the storm anymore.

The world around her twisted — became sky and wing and wind.

She stood at the edge of a cliff, wind roaring past her, watching through someone else’s eyes. No, not someone.

A dragon.

Fire roared below. Villages. Fleets. Screaming war. And above it all, mortals in red cloaks — blades burning with something that did not belong to them.

She saw one, tall, crowned in bone. His mouth smiled. His hands dripped gold.

Rauk.

“Take it,” he said. “If you won’t give it, I’ll take it.”

Then—

Pain. Searing. Bone shattering. The flame pulled from her chest like a heart being ripped out, and—


      [image: ]Yrsa gasped.

She fell back into the snow, the wind in her lungs again, Korrun above her, his eye bright.

“You saw,” he said.

She nodded, shaking. Her body trembled, but not from cold.

You felt it. Now you understand.

She looked up at him, breath catching.

“I don’t think I ever stopped,” she whispered. “I think I was born remembering.”








  
  

[image: Dragon and Symbols chapter header]

Chapter three

The Hollow Flame





The runes hadn’t finished glowing when Yrsa’s legs gave out. She sat heavily on the shrine floor, back pressed to the warm stone, arms limp at her sides. Her breath came fast, raw. Her mouth tasted like smoke and something older—like copper, ash, and grief. 

Across the circle, Korrun’s eye gleamed in the dark.

“You weren’t supposed to see that,” he said, voice low and tired.

“Then you shouldn’t have brought me here.”

I didn’t.

“Then this place did.”

Her voice didn’t sound like her own. Her gaze drifted upward to the jagged monoliths—towering and still, crusted with frost. But beneath the stone and silence… something pulsed. Something alive.

“It remembers,” she whispered. “Better than I do.”

Snow whispered outside the broken archways. The storm had passed, but the quiet it left behind was not peace—it was presence.

The same presence that had clawed up through her ribs while she dragged Korrun across the ice.

Yrsa rubbed the side of her temple, trying to shake the image the shrine had shoved into her skull.

Not just pain. Violation. A flame torn from a chest. A soul shattered. A legacy stolen.

Not memory. Warning.


      [image: ]“You said we.” Her voice was soft. Careful. “As in… more than one.”

For a long breath, Korrun didn’t answer. Then slowly and agonizingly, he began to move.

Talons scraped stone. His claws flexed once, trembled, and gripped. The muscles beneath his cracked scales rippled with effort as he pushed himself up from the ground.

“I have been down far too long already,” he growled, voice low and jagged.

Yrsa didn’t move. She just watched.

He rose—half-lifted, half-dragged until his limbs locked into place. Wings twitched at his sides. One folded neatly. The other faltered. Twisted.

He winced. Gritted his fangs. A hiss of pain slipped from between them.

But he stood.

“You don’t have to prove anything to me,” Yrsa said.

Korrun turned his head slowly, golden eye locking on her.

“It’s not you I’m proving it to.”

A beat of silence passed between them. Not cold. Not warm. Just real.

Then he spoke again, softer:

“There were others,” he said. “Once.”

“Where are they?”

Gone.

The word landed like a stone.

Yrsa swallowed hard. The firelight made her shadow stretch across the runes, long and sharp and flickering.

“Why me?” she asked.

Korrun studied her for a long time.

“You didn’t run when you should have.”

“Maybe I’m just stubborn.”

“Maybe. But I’ve met mortals who were stubborn before. None of them survived me.”

Her lips twitched. “Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

His eye gleamed, faintly amused.

It’s a warning.

Outside, the wind picked up again. Not a storm this time—just the cold reminding them it was still there.

Yrsa stepped back from the stone. She felt heavy. Weighted. But not lost. Never that. Not anymore.


      [image: ]Korrun moved slowly. Not just from pain, but from gravity. From something in him that knew what this moment meant.

Yrsa watched as he stepped to the center of the circle, where the runes still whispered along the stone. His breath steamed in slow pulses. His wings dragged slightly behind him, the broken one trembling, feathers of ash flaking loose with each shift.

He exhaled, and the sound was ancient.

“There is something I can give you,” he said.

Her brow furrowed. “What?”

“Not power. Not yet. That’s not what you need.”

She stepped closer, careful not to break whatever held the air so tightly between them.

“What, then?”

Korrun lowered his head until his jaw hovered just above the snow-dusted floor. The amber in his eye dimmed, not from dying but focusing.

“A spark,” he said. “Of what was stolen. Of what still burns.”

Yrsa’s throat dried. She didn’t know why her pulse jumped.

“You’re not strong enough for this,” she said quietly.

“I’m strong enough for you,” he rasped aloud. “You’ve carried worse so it seems.”

She didn’t answer. Words had been stolen from her—like a thief in the night, quick and untouchable, gone before she realized they were ever hers to hold.

Korrun’s claws curled slightly into the stone. Then, from the center of his chest—just beneath the split in his scales—a light began to grow. Small. Fragile. Not flame. Not fire. But something older. Something that pulsed like a heartbeat that was made of starlight.

It drifted forward like a glowing ember suspended in breath, no bigger than a piece of coal.

Yrsa didn’t move. Didn’t breathe, in fear that if she did she would snuff it out.

It’s not a gift, he said, voice inside her now, low and flickering. It’s a choice. You take it, you carry the weight. Of memory. Of loss. Of everything we once were. It may kill you. But if it doesn’t …

The ember hovered just in front of her chest, heatless but thrumming.

If it doesn’t, you won’t be just human anymore.

Yrsa’s hand shook as she reached for it. Not because she was afraid of what it would do. But because she wasn’t sure what it would reveal.

She let her fingers brush the light. And the world burned and exploded all at once.

She touched the ember, and the world caught fire. Not with heat, not with pain, but with an unwavering truth.

The cave vanished. She was falling through smoke and starlight, through ember-lit skies and bone-white ash. Through herself.

A girl stood in the snow, bare feet blistered. A flame hovered in her palm, flickering gold and wild. Behind her, a village burned. In front of her, a dragon bowed.

Not in submission. In recognition.

“You remember,” the dragon said.

The image twisted.

She was older. Armor stained. A shield broken across her back. She stood on a battlefield strewn with red and gold banners. A dying dragon reached for her with trembling claws. She gripped its snout and whispered something in a language she’d never spoken—but now knew.

“I will carry it. I will carry you.”

Another turn.

A throne of stone. A woman with her face. But not her. A crown shaped like a dragon’s jaw rested above her brow. She bled from the mouth and still—still—she smiled.

“It ends in fire. But it always begins with a girl who says no.”

The dreamfire cracked. Snapped. Fractured like a mirror catching sunlight.

And then—Nothing.

Yrsa awoke on her hands and knees, breath ragged, palms scorched where she’d touched the flame.

The ember was gone. But something else remained.

Her veins thrummed with heat, not painful, but alive. A second heartbeat beneath her skin. Something smoldering in her chest, waiting. Watching.

Korrun stood across the circle, head lowered, eyes on her, not glowing, but soft. Not beast. Not god. Just… witness.

“It didn’t kill you,” he said.

She swallowed, her voice hoarse. “No,” she whispered. “But I think it has plans for me.”


      [image: ]They might’ve said more. But the snow outside crunched.

Not softly. Not like falling. Like boots.

Korrun’s head snapped toward the archway. His broken wing instinctively curled around her like a wall.

Yrsa moved without thinking. Her hand found the hilt at her side as she dropped low, heart already pounding in her ears.

The door creaked.

And then—

“Yrsa?”

The voice was wrong. Familiar in a way that hurt. Too human. Too close.

A figure stepped into the shrine. Furs dyed deep red. Sword at his hip. Beard braided in the old warlord style.

Her blood ran cold.

“Yrsa Skallgrímr,” the man said. “Still breathing, I see.”

She didn’t move.

More shadows followed behind him—three, five, more. Red-cloaked. Branded with the old mark of Rauk’s house.

Her throat tightened. Her breath hitched.

It’s not him, Korrun growled low, reading her thoughts before she could speak them. The scent is wrong. But he wears your brother’s colors.

Yrsa’s grip on her blade didn’t ease.

“Then he’s here on Rauk’s orders,” she murmured. “Which is close enough.”


      [image: ]It happened fast.

One man rushed her from the left. Another swept wide around the dragon.

Korrun tried to rise—he made it halfway before his wounded wing slammed into the stone and his leg crumpled beneath him. A roar ripped from his throat, loud enough to rattle the monoliths. He twisted, teeth bared, biting down on the closest raider and hurling the man’s body into the wall with a sickening crunch.

Another came for him from behind—blade aimed for the soft, exposed underside of his throat.

Yrsa saw it.

She was already moving.

“No you don’t,” she growled.

Steel rang. She slammed into the attacker with her full weight, knocking him off balance. Her sword arced high—bit deep into his shoulder. He dropped. She didn’t stop to watch him fall.

They were coming for Korrun. And she would not let them.

She dropped low, shoulder brushing against his side as she stood guard beside him. His tail lashed wildly behind her, cracking against the stone and scattering one of the torches.

Korrun’s body heaved. His breathing was ragged. His claws dug into the floor to keep himself upright.

“Move,” he growled at her.

“Shut up,” she snapped. “I’ve got you.”

Another came too close. Yrsa ducked under his swing and drove her blade up into his ribs. He gasped. Fell. Still more surrounded them.

Korrun tried again to stand—his broken wing dragging, blood seeping from his flank—but she shoved him back down with one hand.

“Don’t,” she said. “Let me do this.”

And he did.


      [image: ]Brenn. He stepped through the chaos like the storm parted for him, sword in hand, fury in his eyes.

They circled each other, their steel gleaming, hearts hammering.

She saw the boy who used to sneak honeybread from the kitchens. The boy who had patched her knee when she fell from the cliffs. The boy who once said, “If Rauk turns cruel, we’ll run. Just you and me.”

And now he wore Rauk’s colors.

“Don’t do this,” she said, raising her blade. “You don’t have to.”

His face twisted with hurt, fury, and something deeper.

“You left us,” he said.

“I tried to follow. You didn’t wait.”

“I had no choice.”

“You had me.”

His voice cracked. Just once. “I would’ve followed you anywhere.”

“Then why are you here?”

“I already did,” he said, voice cold. “I already chose.”

He lunged.

And the moment was shattered. She parried hard, sparks flew and steel kissed steel.

He drove her back, faster, stronger than she remembered.

She ducked low, turned, slipped beneath his guard—And drove her blade through his ribs.

He gasped. His sword dropped.

“Yrsa…” he whispered.

“You chose him,” she said. Her hands trembled.

“So could you…” He murmured and then fell.


      [image: ]They barely made it out.

Korrun collapsed just past the rise, steam curling from his scales like smoke from a dying forge.

Yrsa dropped beside him, blood still on her hands, her chest tight with everything she couldn’t say.

He was fading.

“The flame is weak,” he whispered. “You carry it now. You must—”

“Don’t,” she choked.

“If I don’t wake—”

“No.” Her voice cracked.

She pressed her forehead to his, trembling fingers curling into one cracked scale.

“Don’t leave me,” she whispered.
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Chapter four

Emberwake





The snow had stopped falling. 

It rested like a shroud across the land, untouched but for the trail she and Korrun had carved—half-dragged, half-crawled—from the ruined shrine, down through the frostbitten ravine, to the jagged mouth of a hollowed-out cave just deep enough to hide them.

Now, Yrsa sat at the edge of the overhang, her back against a crumbling slab of stone half-buried in the snow. Her knees were tucked to her chest. One palm rested over her heart. The other lay open in her lap, trembling.

Korrun was still breathing. Barely. She hadn’t moved from his side in hours. The sky had turned soft with frost light—pale and dim, the kind of dawn that didn’t promise warmth. Every few minutes, she glanced at his chest, watching it rise and fall in uneven rhythm. It wasn’t enough, but it was something. His wing had curled partially around her in sleep. Protective. Even now.

“Stupid dragon,” she whispered, voice hoarse. “You should’ve run.” She could still smell the iron from the shrine.

Still see Brenn’s eyes as he looked at her like she’d broken the world. Her hand ached.

Not with pain.

With something… alive.

She turned it over slowly. The golden fissures that had spread across her palm now branched along her fingers, delicate and jagged like frost-etched glass. But they glowed faintly. Warm. Steady.

Not a wound. A brand.

Yrsa pressed her fingers to the snow, just to feel the cold.

And the snow melted. Not fast. Not in a rush. But with purpose. The heat pulsed outward from her skin in slow waves, turning the frost to steam. She jerked her hand back.

“No,” she breathed. “No, no, no—”

But the cracks on her skin only pulsed brighter. She stared at them for a long time.

“Why me?” she asked the quiet.

The wind moved through the clearing. Trees groaned under the weight of snow. Korrun didn’t stir. But inside her, beneath her ribs, something answered. Not in words. In memory.

Not hers.

A Flash of fire. A dragon, pinned beneath spears. Crimson blood staining ice. A hand—human—reaching for a dying heart. Pulling flame from a body that still screamed.

A voice, broken and old:

We gave it freely once.

Now they take. And take. And name it power.

But it was never meant to burn like this.

Yrsa gasped and clutched her chest.

The flame inside her throbbed, not like pain, but like sorrow that had nowhere left to go. She looked to Korrun. His breath had shallowed.

She crawled toward him on numb limbs and touched the edge of his jaw. Her fingers left faint trails of warmth against his scales.

“Korrun,” she whispered. “Please…”

His eye fluttered open.

One gold gleam in the frost. 

“You’re still here,” he rasped.

“I wasn’t going to leave you,” she said, throat tight.

A beat passed. Then gently, “You should have.”

His voice was rougher than before, like it had dragged itself back from the dark.

Yrsa didn’t answer right away. She just looked at him, hand still resting near the curve of his jaw. The glow in her palms cast a faint shimmer against the side of his face, gilding his scales in soft, unreal light.

“I couldn’t,” she whispered finally.

A breath passed between them. Not quite silence. Not quite understanding.

“Even after what I showed you?” he said. “Even after what you felt?”

“I don’t even know what I felt,” she snapped, voice raw. “It wasn’t mine.”

“No,” he agreed. “It was mine.”

Her breath caught. She leaned back on her heels, the golden light between her fingers flickering like flame starved of air.

“You gave it to me.”

“I shared it with you.” He closed his eyes. “And it hurt.”

Yrsa didn’t know whether he meant her or him.

She stared at her hands, the gold-threaded cracks now etching up her wrists like roots. Slowly. Quietly.

“It feels like I’m coming apart.”

“You are,” he said softly. “But not in the way you think.”

She looked at him.

“Then tell me. What is this?” She held up her palm, fingers splayed. “What did you put inside me?”

Korrun’s gaze sharpened. There was no mockery in it now. No wry tilt to his words. Just a memory. And something that almost looked like grief.

“They think fire is fury,” he said. “That’s its destruction. Power. Wrath. Hunger.”

“But they’re wrong.”

“Flame, true flame—is grief. Grief that refused to die. So it rose. It changed. It burned until it remembered who it was.”

“And then it became holy.”

Yrsa’s throat ached. The glow in her hands pulsed faster, syncing with something inside her she hadn’t known existed.

“You said I was chosen,” she whispered. “That the shrine called me.”

“It remembered you,” Korrun said. “And when you didn’t run… it hoped.”

The silence that followed wasn’t cold.

It settled around her like a truth she couldn’t outrun. She looked down again at her hands, then at Korrun—wounded, ancient, and still alive.

“Maybe I’m not enough,” she murmured. “Maybe they were right to exile me. Maybe I’m still just that girl who couldn’t stop her brother from taking everything.”

Korrun didn’t flinch. Didn’t look away.

“You are the only one left who hasn’t forgotten how to burn.”

Korrun shifted. A low growl hummed in his throat—nothing threatening. Just effort. Just pain.

“Yrsa,” he said quietly.

She looked up. Her hands still glowed faintly, the cracks tracing toward her elbows now like ink blooming through silk. They pulsed in time with something she couldn’t name, something not hers—but no longer foreign either.

Korrun was watching her.

Not as prey. Not as pupil.

As something impossible.

“There’s more,” he said. “Of me. Of the flame. I can give it to you.”

Her breath hitched. “Like before?”

“No.” His voice dropped into something lower. Rougher. Reverent. “What you carry now is what was taken. Torn from me in smoke and battle.” “What I offer now is what I still keep. The ember that burns behind my ribs. The part of me that remembers who I was before they took everything.”

Yrsa’s throat was dry. She felt the cold again—only because it clashed with the heat in her blood.

“And if I take it?” she asked.

“Then it will know you,” he said. “As I do. It will live inside you not as a weapon—but as a name. A vow. A burning memory.”

“What does it cost?”

“Only trust,” he said quietly. Then, slower—“And maybe everything else.”

He bowed his head, lowering it to the level of her chest. Snow dusted his scales. One broken horn caught the light and refracted it across the cave wall like a golden scar.

“No touch,” he murmured. “No flame shared by force. Just your word. Just your will.”

“Then what do I do?”

“Say yes.”

But it wasn’t simple. It never had been.

Yrsa sat there, the cold pressing in around her like a question she couldn’t outrun. Her hands rested in her lap, glowing brighter now. The cracks had crept up her arms, branching along the delicate skin of her inner elbow, climbing toward her shoulders like wildfire vines.

The heat inside her pulsed. Not violent. Not kind. Just waiting.

She thought of every time she’d been left behind.

The field where she’d stood alone while the warband rode without her. The night her brother swore he’d protect her, then banished her the next day. The first time she heard someone say she was cursed under their breath.

This is what you are, they had said.

Too soft. Too strange. Too much.

And yet here she was.

Not dead. Not buried. Still burning.

She drew a breath.

Not shallow. Not steady. A breath like she was reaching into herself.

And somewhere, behind her ribs—beneath the wound that never fully closed—something whispered:

Say it. Choose it. Light it.

Yrsa lifted her head.

Met Korrun’s eye.

And said—

“Yes.”

The world stopped.

There was no wind. No sound.

The very air around them stilled, like it had been waiting for that single word.

And then—heat.

Not fire. Not flame.

Him.

Korrun’s presence surged outward—not as fury, not as dominance, but as invitation. A wave of ancient, aching memory crashed through her.

She couldn’t breathe.

Not because it hurt. But because it was so much.

Pain lanced through her chest—not like a blade, but like something opening.

Her back arched. Her palms seared gold. Her breath tore out of her lungs in ragged gasps.

She saw herself on a battlefield, armor cracked, eyes burning. She saw Korrun, smaller once, younger, surrounded by fallen kin. She saw wings breaking in the sky—whole bloodlines burning to ash. She saw a girl clutching a glowing heart and screaming “Take it—take mine instead!”

It wasn’t a memory.

It was a burial.

And she was digging it up with her bare hands.

She didn’t scream.

But her soul did.

And the flame listened.

Not as judge. But as witness.

It surged through her veins, not to destroy, but to remind.

You were never meant to be small. You were never meant to stay silent. You are made of the thing they feared most. You remember.

When the light faded—

Yrsa was on her knees, breath shallow, steam curling off her shoulders.

Her eyes burned. Her ribs ached. Her hands were still gold, but they no longer trembled.

And Korrun?

Korrun was slumped, breath slow, but alive.

His eyes opened just enough to find hers.

“You shouldn’t have said yes,” he rasped.

Yrsa gave a breathless laugh—a cracked, trembling thing that still managed to feel like defiance.

“I didn’t,” she whispered. “I meant to.”

Korrun didn’t answer. His breath came slow, labored. But his presence still pressed against her mind like coals left glowing under ash.

Yrsa exhaled shakily and sat back on her heels, palms curling in her lap. The golden cracks had dimmed, but they hadn’t disappeared.

The fire inside her was quieter now. But no less present.

She stared at the wall of the cave for a long time, watching the wind stir the snow outside in listless spirals.

“I should leave,” she muttered.

Korrun stirred, his tail twitching once. “You won’t,” he rasped.

She barked a soft, bitter laugh. “You sound so sure.”

“I know the shape of someone who wants to run.” “And?” “You’re not shaped for it.”

Yrsa’s hands trembled. She clenched them into fists. “You don’t know me.” “I know what you carry,” he said. “And it’s more than flame.”

“I’m not chosen,” she snapped. “I’m just the one who didn’t die yet.” A pause.

Then— “You are the only one left who hasn’t forgotten how to burn.”

She turned her head sharply. “You keep saying that. Over and over—burn, remember, grief, flame—it’s always riddles with you.” Her voice cracked. “What does it even mean?”

Korrun didn’t rise. But his gaze was sharp, lucid. “It means you survived long enough for the pain to become purpose. That you held onto memory when everyone else turned it into power. That the fire in you isn’t fury—it’s truth.”

Yrsa looked away. Her throat felt too tight to speak.

“Everything I lost,” he murmured, “you remember. And that’s why it chose you. Why I did.”

“Then what now?” she asked, voice flat. “What do we do with all this… remembering?”

His eye flickered. “We take it back.”

Yrsa turned slowly to face him.

“The flame?”

Korrun’s eye slid toward the cave mouth, toward the edge of the wind. “South ridge,” he murmured. “I can smell it even now. The flame. Caged. Corrupted.”

Yrsa froze.

That direction. That name. That stretch of land scorched into her bones.

Rauk’s territory.

The place she had crawled away from on bloodied knees, teeth clenched against betrayal. The last place she’d heard her name spoken without venom.

Her chest tightened.

“That’s where he is,” she said quietly. Korrun didn’t reply.

She swallowed hard. Her mouth was dry. “And you’re strong enough to go?”

“No,” he admitted. “Not yet.” “But by morning?”

He gave a slow, deliberate nod. “If you still choose to lead me there.”

Yrsa didn’t answer right away. Because she was already there. In memory. In ruin.

The cliffs. The fire. Her brother’s voice, cold as frostbite: You are no sister of mine.

“I was banished from that place,” she whispered. “That’s where my life ended.”

Korrun’s voice rumbled low, steady. “Then that’s where we light a new one.”
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Chapter five

The Thief King’s Hall





They didn’t speak at first light. 

The silence between them wasn’t cold—it was braced. Like a blade pulled tight across a whetstone. Each step down the slope carved closer to what they both knew waited: not just a stronghold, not just a warlord, but an ending.

After some time, Korrun finally broke the quiet. His voice slid into her thoughts like smoke.

Why did he exile you?

Yrsa kept walking, boots crunching softly through frost-bitten grass. The sky had turned pale above them, brittle with morning.

She didn’t answer right away.

“I tried to stop him,” she said at last, her voice a rasp.

Korrun said nothing.

Yrsa clenched her jaw.

“He started branding the weak. Anyone who couldn’t fight. Said they were a burden on the flame. Said we were better off without them.”

Her voice broke, barely more than breath.

“I told him it wasn’t his to take.”

She came to a sharp turn in the path. Stopped. One hand braced against the rock.

“I tried to run with the youngest ones. The sick. Thought maybe—I don’t know. Maybe I could make it right.”

A bitter laugh caught in her throat.

“But he caught us. Made me choose. Who to save. Who to leave behind. And I—”

She closed her eyes.

“I chose wrong.”

They named you exile for mercy?

“No. They named me curse. Said the flame in me was bent. Said it warped everything it touched.”

She turned toward him. Her hands curled into fists.

“They were right.”

But Korrun only looked at her, the wind ruffling the edge of his frayed scales.

No, he said. They were afraid. Of what you carry. Of what still burns in you.

She stared at him for a long time.

Then, wordless, she turned toward the ridge.

Yrsa crouched at the edge of the ridgeline, snow crusted on her boots, the wind curling like breath across her shoulders. Below, Rauk’s stronghold lay half-buried in frost and shadow, its iron bones jutting from the earth like the remains of something ancient and starved.

It wasn’t just a war camp anymore.

Barbed towers rose where trees once stood. Chains hung between broken statues. The banners that had once flown the colors of her house now twisted in the wind—charred, blood-streaked, marked with bone.

And above it all, the cage.

Suspended from the tallest spire. Made of rib-bone and ruin. Burning.

But not fire.

Not truly.

A false flame pulsed inside it—slow and golden, like a heart stolen and still beating.

Behind her, Korrun moved quietly, his massive frame crouched low between two boulders. His scales were smeared with ash and mud to keep from catching the light. Steam rose faintly from his nostrils, but his breath was steady. Controlled.

He hadn’t spoken since they’d crested the rise.

He didn’t need to.

His silence was a vow.

Yrsa adjusted the strap across her shoulder, tightening it against her ribs. Her axe was light in her grip. Her body ached from the long descent and the too-short sleep, but her blood burned steady now—no longer wild, no longer fraying.

Only ready.

“They added sentries,” she muttered. “More than before. And those look like hounds.”

Korrun leaned forward, golden eye narrowing.

Twisted things, he murmured in her mind. Shaped by stolen fire. They bleed wrong. I can smell it.

She swallowed hard and pointed.

“There,” she said. “The drainage tunnel beneath the east wall. That’s how we get in. I remember it from when I was a child.”

“You trust your memory?” he asked aloud.

“No,” she said. “But I trust that he hasn’t changed what he thinks is beneath him.”

He was quiet a long moment. Then:

And if this is a trap?

Yrsa glanced back at him.

“Then we burn our way out.”

Korrun’s jaw shifted. A flicker of heat curled beneath his cracked scales.

Good.

She looked down one last time at the stronghold—the place where her life had been unraveled. The place her brother had laughed as he called her exile a kindness.

And then she stood.

“No more ghosts,” she whispered.

And they descended.
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Yrsa moved first—low and fast, her axe strapped across her back, a short blade drawn and ready in her hand. The path narrowed into blackness, the cold slick against the stone walls.

Behind her, something shifted.

She turned, blade rising—then froze.

Korrun slithered through the narrow gap behind her. But he wasn’t the massive creature she'd dragged through blizzard and blood.

He was smaller now.

Still armored in obsidian scale, still deadly—but no larger than a dire wolf. His long body coiled easily through the tight space, eyes gleaming gold in the dark.

Yrsa stared at him in stunned silence.

You— Her voice cracked in her mind. You could do that?!

Korrun tilted his narrow head, perfectly calm.

First You didn’t ask. A pause, then dryly,

I probably couldn’t before even if you asked . I was half-dead.

She gaped at him. Then hissed under her breath.

“I hauled your heavy ass through miles of snow. Do you know what that did to my back?”

Deeply grateful. Eternally indebted. Mildly amused.

Her glare could’ve melted ice.

“Dire-wolf-sized dragon,” she muttered, turning away. “I swear to all the frozen gods—if we survive this, I’m putting a leash on you.”

Behind her, she could feel the smugness in his silence.

And they moved forward.

The tunnel curved, descending in a tight spiral before leveling out. Yrsa’s breath ghosted in front of her as she stepped into a low stone chamber just beyond a rusted grate. Moonlight filtered in through cracks in the stone above, casting jagged shadows across the floor.

It looked abandoned.

It wasn’t.

Two sentries stood at opposite ends of the hall—one warming his hands near a brazier, the other hunched against the wall, chewing noisily on a strip of dried meat.

“Did you hear what he did to the last deserter?” the first muttered. “Didn’t even use a blade. Just... burned him. Left nothing but teeth.”

The second scoffed. “Could’ve used the heat tonight.”

“You joke too loud, you’ll be next.”

Yrsa moved.

Low, fast, silent.

The one by the fire didn’t even hear her approach. She grabbed him from behind, yanking him off balance. As she drove the blade into his ribs, she whispered:

“This is for the ones you left in the snow.”

He shuddered once. Then collapsed.

The second turned, startled. “What was—?”

Golden eyes blinked from the dark.

Korrun lunged from the shadows in his smaller form, jaws clamping around the man’s neck. A muffled gurgle. Then the wet snap of bone.

Silence.

Yrsa wiped her blade on the dead man’s cloak, exhaling once through her nose.

Nice work, she thought, casting Korrun a glance.

I was hungry, he replied flatly.

She rolled her eyes. “Remind me to never teach you sarcasm.”

Too late.

They moved again, quicker now. The tunnels beneath the keep twisted like veins, half-forgotten—some still scorched from the last war. But Yrsa knew the path. She could feel it under her boots like rhythm. Like memory not her own.

Faded murals lined the stone—dragons with golden wings. Mortals once standing beside them—equal, once.

Not anymore.

Someone had carved over the ancient art. Runes crossed out. Names gouged deep. In their place, the sigil of Rauk’s house—black spiral over bone.

Yrsa’s grip on her hilt tightened. Not from fear.

From knowing.

You grew up here? Korrun asked, his voice low inside her skull, laced with disbelief. That explains the rot. And the mood.

She huffed, a soft, mirthless chuckle slipping past her lips. “It didn’t always look like this, dragon.”

She raised her hand, brushing her fingers against a section of scorched stone where a child’s rune had once been etched. Now burned, but faintly visible.

“That corner there—there used to be a small bench. My mother would read there. Ancient tales and forbidden texts alike. This whole corridor was lined with lanterns… not torches. Lanterns carved with constellations. They glowed like stars at night.”

Her voice cracked. Just a little.

“Even the crypts below smelled of incense and tea. There was warmth here once. In every stone. A house built not just for war—but for knowledge. For care.”

Korrun was silent. Not out of scorn, but reverence. Memory moved between them like smoke.

“What happened?” he asked.

She didn’t answer for a moment.

Then, quietly: “My brother remembered fear more than love. And fear needs an altar.”

They reached a fork in the passage. One stair curled downward, toward the crypts where the flame’s roots ran deep. The other rose into shadow—the direction of the great hall.

She turned to Korrun, who now crouched low beside a crumbling archway.

“This is where we split,” she said, voice firmer now. “I take the upper halls. You go through the courtyard wall—same place we planned. Don’t show yourself unless I scream or die.”

His eye narrowed.

You always have to be dramatic.

“I’m going to face the brother who turned my home into a graveyard,” she whispered. “I think a little drama is allowed.”

A long pause. Then:

You’ll scream before you die.

That pulled the corner of her mouth into a faint smirk, even as her stomach clenched.

She touched the glowing gold seam on her wrist—still pulsing slow, steady.

“Promise me, dragon,” she said. “If it comes to it—burn the whole thing.”

Only if you’re still inside.

She almost smiled. Almost.

And then they parted.

Korrun watched her disappear into the dark.

The corridor swallowed her whole—sword drawn, shoulders squared, flame branded into her skin like a vow.

He exhaled.

Slow. Heavy.

The silence left behind wasn’t empty.

It was waiting.

He turned from the stair and crept deeper into the ruins, stone pressing close around him. His scales scraped the walls. Even in this smaller form, he had to duck beneath archways carved by hands that once worshipped fire and forgot its name.

He knew this place.

Not by sight.

By scent.

Old soot clung to the walls—his soot. From the day they tore him down, flame leashed and bound and sold.

He paused beside a collapsed column. His claws curled into the dust.

Once, this stronghold had knelt to his kind. Once, mortals came with gifts, not chains. Once, he gave flame freely and called it kinship.

Now?

Now they twisted it.

He could smell it—wrong fire, stolen flame, laced into the bones of this place like rot. And worse still… he could feel it responding to Yrsa.

As if the pyre itself remembered her.

The golden heat beneath his ribs stirred, aching toward her.

Toward them.

He growled low.

You will not take her too.

A torch flared somewhere above—footsteps, metal, breath.

He moved into the shadows.

Not silent. Not slow.

But with purpose.

A reckoning was coming.

And he would burn for it. The hallway narrowed. Korrun slunk forward, nostrils flaring. The scent of fire—real fire, not stolen—brushed his senses like a memory not quite reclaimed.

His claws met the floor in deliberate rhythm.

Tap. Drag. Tap.

The walls here had changed. The murals were gone, scrubbed clean with ash and bile. In their place: jagged runes scorched into stone with a trembling hand.

Rauk’s sigils.

Marks of claim. Of desecration.

Korrun growled low in his throat. The sound rumbled through the floor.

His tail flicked. Ash fell from his scales like embers knocked loose from a dying forge.

He stopped at a break in the wall—just wide enough to see the courtyard beyond.

It reeked of smoke, blood,and burnt marrow.

They had built something out there. Not just a camp. Not just a hall.

A crucible.

Where once flame was offered with reverence, now it was bled from bodies and bound into weapons.

He saw the cages. The tethered beasts pacing inside them, their eyes glowing with a light that did not belong to them.

Some of them had scales. One still had wings. Barely.

Korrun turned away.

He remembered that shape.

He remembered him.

A younger one, barely grown. A cousin who was hatchling with too-bright eyes and a voice that hummed when he flew—until Rauk took him. Until they ripped out his flame and turned him into something else.

Something hollow.

Korrun pressed one shoulder to the stone. His breath came hard now, smoke curling from his maw.

They did not just kill us, he thought. They made us forget who we were.

His claws flexed.

But he remembered still and he would be damned if he let someone take that away from him.

And through Yrsa, the flame remembered, too.

Somewhere above, a bell began to toll.

Low. Wrong.

Not an alarm—yet.

But close.

Korrun slid back from the breach. No more watching. No more ghosts.

He moved through the dark with a predator’s precision. His body may have been broken, but something ancient stirred beneath the scars.

Something older than war.

Older than flame.

He had not come here to hide.

He had come to make them remember , make them fear but most off make them pay taking and upsetting the balance .

Yrsa moved like a blade drawn too long ago. The stairs groaned beneath her boots.

Above, the wind moaned through the shattered stone—but beneath it, something else stirred. A melody, faint and strange, curled through the cracks in the keep. Wordless. Female. Not quite sung. Not quite real.

Like the ruins themselves had learned to hum.

A mermaid’s lullaby.

Low and mournful, it floated down the corridor—too gentle for this place, too old. It didn’t come from any room. It came from everywhere. As if the walls remembered her more kindly than her kin.

Yrsa passed the old reading room—its shelves long pillaged, now blackened with soot.

“I used to sit in there,” she muttered, half to herself. “Stealing stories I wasn’t old enough to hear.”

The song rose again. Not louder. Closer.

She passed another chamber—once a gallery. Her brother had broken a statue there the day he was named heir.

“He cried about it for an hour,” she whispered.

Another hall. A hearth still cracked with soot.

Her mother had braided her hair by that fire, once. Braided it and sung that very tune.

But this was no memory.

This was now.

This was the keep singing her back into its ribs, soft and strange.

Korrun’s voice brushed the edge of her thoughts.

That melody…

“I hear it,” she whispered.

It’s not alive. But it’s not dead either.

She pressed her hand to the wall, feeling the warmth pulsing faintly beneath her fingers.

“Then neither am I.”

And she moved forward, the song twining behind her like a ghost.
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Chapter six

The Ghost That Stayed





The doors loomed before her—twice her height, carved from dark pine, banded in iron. They were warped from age, cracked at the edges like something had tried to claw its way out. Or in. 

Yrsa stood in the corridor’s shadow, one hand resting on the seam between them, the other tightening around the hilt at her hip.

Beyond these doors was her brother.

Her exile.

Her ending.

And maybe, if the gods hadn't abandoned her—its undoing.

The lullaby still clung to the air like smoke. That mermaid’s song, half-hummed, half-haunted, drifted through the keep like a memory that refused to settle.

“When the tide forgets your name… I will carry you in flame…”

Korrun’s voice brushed the edge of her mind, low and quiet. You still remember it.

She didn’t answer. But her fingers trembled.

Of course she did.

That song was the sound of safety. Of being held. Of flower petals drifting in bathwater and her mother’s voice humming as she worked the dough in the kitchen. Of her father laughing as he lifted her into the saddle behind him, both of them muddy from stable chores.

This hall , this very hall had once been the heart of it all.

She remembered warm fires crackling at either end, casting golden light across woven rugs from the lowlands. Fresh herbs and dried wildflowers had once hung from the beams. Children—her cousins, the cooks’ sons, the smith’s daughter—had chased each other between banquet tables. Warriors and scholars had drunk side by side. There was music. Storytelling. Laughter so loud it echoed for hours.

Her parents may have worn crowns, but they had never stood above their people. Her mother helped in the kitchens every solstice feast. Her father—calloused hands and sun-worn skin—cleaned tack and mucked stalls alongside the stablehands. This wasn’t a fortress.

It had been a home.

And now—

She pushed the doors open.

Now, it was ruin dressed in stolen gold.

The hearth was cold and scorched, its stones cracked from the inside. The walls were smeared with soot and shadow. The banners that once bore her family’s crest now hung in tatters, replaced with the black spiral of bone. The rugs were gone, replaced with bloodstains. The scent of iron clung to everything.

There were no voices. No laughter. Only echoes, and the memory of warmth—twisted.

The shadows here didn’t just fall. They clung.

They suffocated.

And at the far end of the room, lounging on a jagged throne made of splintered stone and dragonbone—

Rauk.

Her brother.

He looked exactly like she remembered.

And not at all.

His hair had grown, braided back in thick cords laced with black beads. His armor gleamed with inlay stolen from fallen beasts, the hilt of his sword wrapped in gold. He looked like a king out of the old stories.

Until he smiled.

"Little sister," he said, rising from his throne with the grace of a man who believed he still deserved one. "Had I known you were slithering back through the tunnels like a rat, I might’ve arranged a proper welcome. A feast, perhaps. A bonfire. Something fitting."

His boots echoed across stone as he descended, slow and measured.

"You finally came back. What’s the occasion? Regret? Guilt? Have you finally come to see reason after all this time?"

He circled her, gaze dragging across her like a scalpel.

"You always did think you knew better. Sneaking medicine to the plague-touched. Opening gates to dying villages. Defying your king in the name of mercy."

He chuckled, low and dark.

"Mercy." He practically spat the word. "You were warned, Yrsa. The weak were a fire waiting to spread. But you—bleeding heart that you are—you wanted to save them. And when I did what had to be done, you tried to stop me."

He stepped closer, voice dropping low.

"You disobeyed your blood. Your crown. Your people."

He leaned in.

"And then you wept when I made you watch them burn."

His smile was soft now. Almost fond.

"I should’ve killed you. But exile felt more poetic. Let the snow do what I couldn’t. Let the silence swallow you whole."

He stepped back, arms spreading wide to gesture at the desecrated hall.

"And yet, here you are. Crawling back through ash and ghosts. Still clinging to some illusion of righteousness."

He tilted his head.

"Tell me, little flame… have you finally come to kneel?"

Rauk circled her slowly, like a wolf toying with a wounded deer. Except she didn’t flinch. Didn’t look down. Didn’t move.

She smiled.

That seemed to amuse him more than anything. “Oh, look at you,” he murmured. “The exile returns, all grown up and glowing. What did the snow teach you, little sister? To scowl prettier? To bleed quieter?”

He leaned in, eyes scanning the golden cracks that ran like lightning from her fingertips up beneath her armor.

“Or did someone finally give you a taste of real power?” He lifted his hand, almost touching one of the glowing veins—but stopped just short. “No… not power. Not yet. A spark, maybe. Enough to tempt you.”

She tilted her head, lips still curved—not in joy, not in kindness, but in knowing.

Korrun’s voice thrummed in her mind, sharp and coiled.

He’s close enough. Say the word and I’ll rip out his throat.

Her pulse thudded, uneven.

I can feel you, he added, quieter now. You’re afraid.

Yrsa’s gaze never left her brother’s.

"I’m not. Not really. Not anymore." She could feel it now, rising—not panic, but rage. Cold and clean.

She snickered, soft and low. "Let him have his fill. Let him circle, let him gloat. And when he’s done—" Her thoughts sharpened into ice. "I’ll drain his body cold."

Korrun didn’t answer. But she felt it—that slow, ancient hum. The tightening of shadow. He was waiting.

Rauk exhaled, stepping back just enough to admire her again.

“There it is,” he purred. “That spark. You never knew how to control it—you were always too soft. But now? Now I see it. The edges. The hunger.”

He tilted his head, tone turning sly.

“Is that what this is? You want the flame, too? Like me?” He gestured upward, toward the rib-bone cage burning above the throne. “You’ve finally stopped pretending you’re better than us.”

He stepped close again, close enough that she could smell the steel and blood clinging to his coat.

“I could share it, you know. Not all of it. But enough. Enough to remind you what it means to rule. All you have to do is kneel.”

The silence that followed felt older than either of them.

Yrsa’s smile didn’t fade.

Her fingers curled once at her side.

And Korrun, hidden in the shadows below the hall, waiting for the word.

Rauk boots whispering against the cracked stone floor.

“You were always too much like them,” he said, voice quieter now, almost fond. “Mother with her open hands. Father with his gentle eyes. Kings of nothing, pretending kindness was power.”

He paused, gaze slipping over her face.

“You were never meant to rule, Yrsa. You didn’t have the stomach for it. You healed the sick. Cried for the dying. You fed strangers and whispered blessings into their hands like that would change the world.”

He took another slow step around her. “That’s why I took the throne. It wasn’t betrayal—it was necessity.”

She said nothing.

Rauk’s voice dipped lower.

“You think I cast you out because I hated you? No. I cast you out because the crown would’ve broken you. You were too soft. Too strange. Just like them.”

He gestured toward the empty hall—at the blackened tapestries and dead hearths, the dust-thick stone where laughter had once lived.

“This was always going to be mine. I just made it official.”

His smile sharpened.

“So tell me, exile… what do you know of power? What do you know of the flame?”

He took a step closer, tone cold now. Cutting.

“You’re too weak to hold it. Too breakable. Why chase it?”

For the first time, Yrsa moved.

She lowered her head—just slightly. Her braids shifted over her shoulders like spilled ink, her eyes hidden beneath the shadow of her lashes.

And then, she looked up.

Gold.

Brilliant.

Glowing from within like molten dawn.

Her voice was soft. Steady. Terrifying.

“Because you were never worthy to hold it.”

Rauk blinked.

“You’ve taken something that doesn’t belong to you,” she continued, eyes shining like starlight through smoke. “You desecrated what was given freely. You turned warmth into ruin.”

He stared at her—then threw his head back and laughed.

Laughed loud and wild and cruel.

“Oh, sister,” he said, shaking his head. “Wouldn’t be the first thing I’ve taken. And I’d wager it won’t be the last.”

He leaned in, teeth flashing.

“I’ll be taking your life next.”

Yrsa didn’t flinch.

“I should’ve killed you,” he snarled. “Right there in the courtyard. But I did you a kindness. I let the elements and the gods have you.”

Her smile returned. Small. Bright. Lethal.

“They gave me back.”

“I must admit, little sister… I had my doubts. I thought the snow would take you. That you'd disappear like the others—just another frostbitten ghost howling at the wind.”

Yrsa didn’t flinch. She kept her gaze fixed on the throne behind him. “Disappointed?”

He grinned. “Amused.”

He stopped in front of her, his face darkening. He reached out—too fast—and gripped her arm.

She didn’t resist.

“Come,” he said, tugging her past the throne. “Let me show you what I’ve built. Maybe then you’ll understand.”

He pulled her toward the balcony doors—once golden, now scorched and rusting. He threw them open with a flourish, as if unveiling a gift.

“Look,” he said.

Below, the courtyard spread in jagged geometry—burnt paths winding through twisted towers and blackened trees. Great pits had been carved into the rock, ringed in bloodstained stone.

From those pits came a low sound. Like groaning. Like weeping.

Dragons. Broken. Their scales were dulled, their eyes vacant, their limbs shackled in iron laced with bone-carved runes. Wooden contraptions—crude, massive machines of war made from timber and steel—were chained to their hearts. Tubes, powered by sweat and fire and pulleys turned by mortals, pumped slow, glowing essence from their chests into dark crystal vials. The dragons didn’t even scream.

They had no strength left. Just husks.Just stolen heat. Yrsa couldn’t breathe.

Her knees buckled slightly, hand gripping the stone rail.

“What have you done?” she whispered, tears streaking down her cheeks.

Rauk’s voice was almost reverent. “Isn’t it beautiful? I gave them purpose again. I made their flame useful.”

A sound split the air behind them. A low deep growl.

Korrun.

Rauk tensed for just a breath. Then laughed, too loud. Too hollow.

Yrsa didn’t move. Her heart pounded in her ears, but her voice came steady now.

“Why?”

Rauk turned back to her, eyes bright with something like madness.

“Because the world forgot who we are. And I reminded them.”

He stepped closer.

“I took the flame. And now I decide how they will burn .”

Yrsa’s hand dropped to the hilt at her side. Her grip was steady. Her voice—ice and iron.

“Then I guess it’s time someone reminded you. You shouldn't take what's not yours. It upsets the natural balance of things.” There was a low rumble. Korrun was definitely making his presence known. If Rauk kept speaking like this he was definitely going to come down from the rafters and decapitate him where he stood.

She didn’t flinch. Didn’t blink. Didn’t move.

Then she smiled.

A slow, knowing smile that curled at the edges like smoke.

Tauk tilted his head. “Oh, look at you. All grown up and glowing. Did the snow teach you to bleed prettier? Or did someone finally give you a taste of real power?”

He reached for the golden cracks that lit her skin.

Then paused.

“Not power,” he said. “Not yet. Just enough to tempt you.”

She held his gaze. “It wasn’t yours to give.”

“No,” he said. “But I took it. Just like I took his.”

A voice rolled in like a storm. I am not yours to take.

Korrun stepped into the light.

Tauk’s smile twisted. “There he is. I wondered when the corpse would crawl in.”

“You didn’t take all of it,” Korrun said.

“You’re right. I didn’t. But I took enough.”

Tauk turned to Yrsa, eyes gleaming.

“Look at the two of you. Misfits clinging to scraps. A girl cast out. A god left to rot. Broken creatures, stitched together by pity and delusion.”

He chuckled.

“Weak. Unworthy. Together? It's almost romantic. A match made in the heavens.”

Yrsa saw it then. The sheen on his brow. The too-tight line of his jaw. He was sweating.

“What’s wrong, brother?” she said softly. “Feeling the tide shift?”

Korrun stepped closer. Shadows followed.

“You stole from me,” he growled, “but not enough to stop what I am.”

Tauk sneered. “You think this ends with vengeance? You think it changes anything? The Flame came to me!”

“No,” Yrsa said. “You ripped it from something dying. That’s not power. That’s desecration.”

“I wield it!”

“You leech from it,” Korrun said. “And it’s done bleeding.”

The walls trembled.

Rauk’s smile was slow, smug—until it wasn’t.

Yrsa tilted her head. “You’re sweating, brother.”

He straightened, jaw tightening.

“I’d be careful with your theatrics,” she said softly. “You’re starting to look like a man who’s not in control.”

Korrun stepped closer. The ground beneath his clawed feet pulsed with heat.

Rauk scoffed, but there was something brittle behind it. “You think this changes anything? I have the flame. I have the stronghold. What do you have?”

“Her,” Korrun answered.

His voice didn’t rise. It didn’t need to.

Rauk blinked.

Korrun’s gold eyes burned, slow and steady, like a forge stoked by memory.

“She is what the flame remembers,” he said. “What it chooses.”

Yrsa stepped forward, boots silent on the stone. Her sword hung at her side, still sheathed—but the air around her shimmered. Alive. Listening.

“You stole power,” she said. “But you never became anything more than what you always were.”

“And what’s that?” Rauk spat.

Yrsa’s gaze didn’t waver. “A boy with a torch and no idea how to carry it.”

Silence answered.

Then, a sound.

Low. Deep.

Chains shifting below.

A breath that didn’t belong to them, exhaled from the pit beneath the keep.

Korrun’s wings unfurled behind him—not fully, but enough to cast shadows across the scorched walls. The smell of ash thickened in the air.

“Rauk,” he said. “This is your last moment to surrender.”

Yrsa didn’t expect her brother to laugh.

But he did. Loud and cracked.

“You’re both fools,” he said. “I don’t need your pity. I don’t need the past. I took what I wanted, and I won.”

He drew his blade.

It hissed with flame—but it wasn’t alive. It was fire bound. Twisted. Stripped from something sacred and warped into a weapon.

Yrsa didn’t reach for her sword yet.

Instead, she lifted her chin. “Then I hope you enjoy that victory, brother. Because it ends here.”

Rauk's grip flexed on the hilt of his sword, knuckles pale beneath the blood-streaked rings.

“Big words for a woman dragging a corpse and a cause that died five winters ago.”

Yrsa’s lips twitched. Not a smile. Something darker.

“Strange. You sound like a man trying to convince himself.”

The silence stretched, brittle and stinging.

Below, the chains groaned again. Something ancient shifted in the deep. The keep felt alive now—watching, waiting, hungry.

Korrun’s wings coiled tighter. Gold leaked through the cracks in his scales like the last light of a dying star.

Rauk took a single step forward, sword still raised. “You always thought you could change the world. But you were never meant to lead, Yrsa. You were meant to kneel.”

Yrsa reached up and finally, finally drew her blade.

The sound rang like a war cry.

“I did kneel,” she said, eyes locked on his. “To hold a dying dragon’s head out of the snow.”

Her voice dropped. Steel in every word.

“And now I stand.”

Korrun’s voice rose behind her—low, seismic, final.

“Then let it begin.”
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Chapter seven

The Ashfall





Rauk moved first. 

Steel screamed as he lunged, flame trailing his blade like a comet of bloodlight. Yrsa met him head-on, her sword crashing against his in a strike that shook the hall. Sparks flew. Stone cracked.

No more words.

The time for those had passed.

They fought beneath a sky of fire—beneath the last ember of dragonkind, Korrun’s flame, suspended above them like a dying star, bound in blackened chains and humming with power. It pulsed with every strike, reacting to their fury, to their pain.

“Get the flame!” Yrsa barked, twisting as her blade glanced off her brother’s armor.

Korrun stood just below it, pacing like a storm barely leashed. “I cannot.”

“What?”

“The chains were forged with magic meant to cage us. If I touch them... I will fade. I’ll be like the ones outside. Empty. Gone.”

Yrsa’s stomach twisted. “Then I fight.”

She turned—just in time to meet Rauk’s next blow.

Steel slammed against steel. Again. Again.

“You always did think you could fix everything,” Rauk snarled. “Even when we were children. Always reaching for the fire like it wouldn’t burn you.”

Yrsa gritted her teeth. “And you always wanted it, no matter who it cost.”

They broke apart. Circled. Shadows dancing around them.

“You’re a ghost,” he spat. “A walking curse wearing our family’s face. I should’ve ended you years ago.”

“You were my brother,” she snapped. “You were all I had left.”

His eyes darkened. “And you were the stain I couldn’t scrub out.”

Her breath caught—but she didn’t falter. “You burned our father’s name. You betrayed the old ways. You sold the soul of the North for power. Don’t talk to me about stains.”

Rauk’s laughter was cracked and cruel. “Don’t you dare speak of Father. You think he’d be proud of you? A coward hiding in snow? He would've buried you himself.”

“I never wanted pride,” she said. “Just peace.”

“Peace?” He swung again. She blocked it, barely. “There’s no peace in power. Only domination. You either take or die. And I took, Yrsa. That makes me a god. And you—”

“—a tyrant in red furs,” she cut in. “Still chasing a fire you don’t understand.”

He struck harder. Her sword rattled in her grip.

"You always saw yourself as better than me," he growled. "The noble one. The pure one. But you’re not. You're just a girl with a sword, clinging to ashes."

“And you’re a boy with a match who never learned to control the flame.”

Their swords met again—and this time, something changed.

Gold flickered at the edge of her vision. Her hair sparked, ember-tipped and wild. Runes unfurled across her arms, glowing like fire-fed script written by the gods.

Korrun’s voice rumbled like thunder. “She is what the flame remembers. What it chose.”

Rauk faltered. “What—what the hell are you?”

Yrsa’s voice dropped, low and cold. “I don’t know yet. But I know what I’m not. I’m not yours.”

Rauk roared and lunged. Yrsa ducked, elbowed him in the jaw. He stumbled, bleeding. But still grinning.

“You’re so full of grief,” he hissed. “So desperate to believe in meaning. In fire that forgives. You want this to be righteous. But it’s just violence. We were born into it.”

“I didn’t want to be your enemy,” she said quietly. “I loved you.”

He stopped. Just for a heartbeat.

And then: “That was your first mistake.”

He slammed his shoulder into her. She hit the floor hard, sword skidding from her reach. Pain bloomed white-hot across her ribs.

Rauk towered over her, breathing hard.

“You think this ends with me falling?” he asked. “Even if you kill me, you’ll be alone again. A lost little exile trying to warm yourself by the ruins.”

He raised his blade.

From across the room, Korrun took a step forward. Fire curled around his claws.

“No,” Yrsa gasped, lifting her head. “Stay back. This ends with me.”

Korrun paused, wings flexed, chest heaving with withheld rage.

Yrsa turned her head, cheek against the cold stone—

And felt chain.

The chain.

The one holding Korrun’s flame.

And something deep, ancient, and furious unfurled inside her like a scream.

“No,” she whispered. “Not today.”

She reached for a shard of broken metal—drove it into the chain with the last of her strength.

The world split open.

A sound like a god screaming tore through the hall. The chain snapped.

The flame fell.

Korrun looked up—eyes wide, shining.

The fire met him midair.

It didn’t consume him.

It became him.

Light thundered through the stronghold. The walls shook. Stone wept fire. The corrupted magic that bound the hall screamed in protest—and lost.

Rauk screamed, stumbling back. “No—NO!”

Korrun strode through the inferno, not broken now, not dying—but whole.

“You never held the flame,” he said. “You only chained it.”

Yrsa stood.

Ash falling like snow. Gold burning in her veins.

Rauk turned, wild-eyed.

“Don’t,” she warned.

But he ran at her, blade raised.

She didn’t dodge.

She met him in the middle.

Steel pierced flesh.

Rauk gasped.

Her eyes met his. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I loved the boy you were.”

He gritted his teeth. “And I hated the girl you stayed.”

He fell.

And finally—was still.

The fire pulsed. Once. Then stilled.

Korrun rose from the heart of it—not broken, not bleeding.

Whole.

No cracked scales. No ruined wings. His obsidian body gleamed with golden veins of molten light, alive in every line. His wings stretched wide, regal and unmarred, casting sweeping shadows across the hall. His horned crown curved like a constellation, perfect and terrible. His eyes—still gold, still knowing—met hers.

He was beautiful.

Yrsa stood frozen, sword lowering, chest heaving.

She had never seen anything so radiant. So devastating.

“Korrun,” she breathed.

He turned to her slowly, the flame curling around him like a cloak. There was a gentleness in those eyes now—a quiet peace where fury once burned.

“You came back,” she whispered. “You’re… you’re still here.”

“For now,” he said, his voice layered and deep, echoing with ages, with flame. “But not for long.”

“No.” She shook her head, hard. “No, you don’t get to leave. Not after this. Not after everything.”

Korrun stepped closer, massive talons gliding over cracked stone like smoke. The light around him dimmed as he moved, drawing inward.

“I was never meant to stay, Yrsa.”

“But I—” Her voice cracked. “I only just found you.”

He lowered his head, the tip of his snout brushing the air beside her. She could feel the warmth of him—a furnace wrapped in reverence.

“You carried me,” he said softly. “Not just through snow and ash. Through your grief. Through your rage. You brought the fire back. You gave it a reason to rise.”

Yrsa blinked rapidly, tears hot in her eyes.

“I’m not ready.”

His smile—somehow still his—was soft. Bittersweet. “You don’t have to be. That’s the truth no one tells you. We never are.”

She looked up at him then—not as a beast, or a relic of a dying age. But as Korrun. The soul that found her in the snow. The one who stayed.

“Please,” she whispered again. “Stay.”

He reached out with one claw, just barely brushing the air in front of her cheek. Not touching. Just close enough for her skin to feel the warmth of him. A farewell that never quite landed.

“I would,” he murmured. “If I could. But the fire… it calls me home.”

Her voice broke. “I’ll be alone again.”

He leaned closer, the glow in his chest pulsing slowly, like a dying star. “No,” he said. “Not this time. Because now… you burn. And the world will never be cold again.”

The flame around him brightened—not wild, not cruel, but sacred. It danced like memory. Like love. Like letting go.

“You were never just the exile.”

A pause.

“You are what comes next.”

Then, the fire surged.

It wrapped around him, curling high like the wings of a rising god.

And when it faded—

He was gone.

Only an ember remained.

It drifted down through the smoke and ash…

Landed on her chest.

And stayed.

The stone that once held her brother’s throne cracked and fell. The flame unbound from its prison, and with it, the dragons—those husks chained in the courtyard—breathed once more.

She watched them rise.

One by one, the fire returned to their bones. Not in full—never in full—but enough to remember what they had once been. Enough to know freedom when it reached for them.

Their eyes glowed gold.

Then, like Korrun, they vanished into the light.

Ash on the wind. Hope on wings.

And she was left in a graveyard built of her childhood.

She stood there for a long time—beneath the ruined ceiling, beneath the broken banners, beneath everything that once made her a daughter, a sister, a soldier.

But it wasn’t hers anymore. It had never really been.

So she turned her back on it.
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Yrsa walked through frost again.

But not like before.

She followed the path of memory—back through the wilds, across the ice-stained river and windswept ridges—to the crater where Korrun had first fallen from the sky.

The earth was still scorched. Still cracked open like a wound.

She stood in its center, breath clouding, and closed her eyes.

Here, he had crashed. Here, he had bled and burned and trusted her anyway.

So she stayed.

She built not a fortress, but a hearth.

A hall of stone and timber, tucked into the curve of the land. No banners. No thrones. Only firelight, and silence, and the ghosts she could live beside.

A fire burned there—always.

She kept it lit.

For warmth. For memory. For him.

On her chest, where the ember had landed, a mark remained.

Not a scar. Not a wound.

But a birthmark in the shape of him—fluid and curved, like a dragon curling into slumber. It shimmered faintly beneath her skin, pulsing from time to time. Not painful. Not sharp.

Just a nudge.

A flicker.

An “I’m still here.”

Her gold markings never faded. The ancient lines along her arms and ribs, once seared to life in battle, now part of her. Sometimes they glowed when she dreamed. Sometimes, when the storm howled, they answered with warmth.

People came.

Not many. Just enough.

Travelers. Outcasts. Survivors. The lost.

She gave them food. Fire. Rest. Never names. Never stories.

She didn’t speak of dragons or warlords. Not of what was lost.

But sometimes, when the snow fell soft and the fire crackled strange, she would stare into the flames—eyes gone distant, mouth tugged at the corner like a secret almost spoken.

And she would smile.

The Last Skyfire didn’t die. He lit the fire in her. And she made it eternal.
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