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Prologue
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The dragon landed at the edge of the Burning Cliffs at 11:47 p.m. on the night the stars bled crimson. Sorelle pressed her back against the obsidian rock face, her breath coming in sharp gasps that turned to frost despite the volcanic heat radiating through the stone. She had been running for six days. Six days since the Skyborne Council stripped her wings, branded her oath-breaker, and sent the Hunters to collect her head.

She was not supposed to be alive.

The dragon's scales caught the moonlight, throwing silver-black reflections across the sulfur pools. It was ancient. She knew this in her bones, in the fire-touched blood her grandmother had passed down through three generations of riders. This creature had flown before the Oath Laws existed. Before the Council decided which bonds were legal and which demanded execution.

It turned its head, one eye the size of her torso fixing on her hiding place with predatory precision.

"I can smell your fear." The voice did not come from the dragon's mouth. It resonated inside her skull, velvet and smoke and something older than the mountains themselves. "It tastes like copper and crushed violets."

Sorelle's hand went to the knife at her hip. Useless. She knew it was useless. But she had not survived this long by surrendering.

"I can also smell your rage." The dragon's eye narrowed, and something shifted in the darkness of its pupil. "That tastes far more interesting."

The ground trembled as it moved closer. Forty feet of obsidian-scaled predator, wings folded against a body that had witnessed empires rise and crumble to dust. The heat rolling off its hide made sweat break across her skin even as her breath continued to crystallize in the strange, impossible cold that surrounded her own body.

Fire and ice. The old texts spoke of such pairings. They also spoke of the deaths that followed.

"You are the one they call oath-breaker." Not a question.

"I broke nothing." Her voice came out steadier than she expected. "I questioned. There is a difference."

The dragon laughed. The sound shattered three nearby rock formations and sent a cascade of glowing embers spiraling into the night sky.

"Child." It lowered its massive head until she could see her own reflection in its silver eye, small and defiant and marked for death. "I have waited four hundred years for someone foolish enough to question. The real question is whether you are brave enough to hear the answer."

Sorelle's fire-blood ignited in her veins, responding to something in the dragon's presence that her training had never prepared her for. This was not how bonds formed. This was not legal. This was not safe.

She reached out her hand anyway.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: The Ash That Remembers
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Sorelle woke with her hand still burning, three weeks after the night that shattered everything she understood about dragons, bonds, and the lies the Skyborne Council had built their empire upon. The scar on her palm pulsed with silver light in the pre-dawn darkness of the abandoned watchtower, matching her heartbeat at exactly 67 beats per minute. Calm. Controlled. A lie her body told while her mind screamed that she had committed treason simply by existing.

The magic does not forgive hesitation.

She had learned that truth the moment Vardis's consciousness first touched hers, a collision of ancient fire and young ice that had left her gasping on the volcanic rock while her entire understanding of rider-bonds burned to cinders around her. The Council taught that bonds were ceremonial. Controlled. Witnessed by twelve elders and sealed with oaths that bound rider to dragon in carefully measured increments of power and obedience.

What she had done was none of those things.

Sorelle swung her legs over the edge of the narrow cot, her bare feet hitting cold stone that should have made her flinch. Instead, she registered the temperature with perfect precision: thirty-four degrees, dropping half a degree every hour as the autumn air crept through cracks in the ancient mortar. The bond had changed how she experienced the world. Every sensation arrived sharp-edged and absolute, catalogued by a consciousness far older than her own.

She hated it.

She craved it.

The watchtower had been abandoned for two centuries, one of dozens scattered across the Thornback Mountains that once marked the boundary between Skyborne territory and the dragon wildernesses beyond. Now it served as her prison and her sanctuary, close enough to the Emberveil Eyrie that she could feel the distant pulse of her sister's heartbeat when the wind blew from the east, far enough that the Oath-Hunters had not yet tracked her scent.

Three weeks. She had survived three weeks as an illegal bond-holder.

Naevys the Ash Queen had survived four months before they caught her.

The lethal thing about dragons is not the fire, not the claws, not the wingspan that can blot out the sun. The danger lives in their patience. Four hundred years, Vardis had said. He had waited four hundred years for someone to ask the right questions. She had simply been desperate enough to listen to the answers.

The scar on her palm flared brighter, and she knew he was awake.

"You think too loudly." The voice curled through her mind like smoke through silk, intimate and invasive and insufferably amused. "Your guilt has a texture. Sandpaper and burnt sugar."

"Stay out of my head."

"Impossible. You invited me in."

She had. Gods help her, she had. And now she could not remember what silence felt like.

Sorelle rose and crossed to the narrow window, her thin sleeping shift doing nothing against the cold that her fire-blood easily ignored. The valley below stretched in shades of gray and amber, the first fingers of dawn painting the peaks of the Thornback range in colors that had no names in any human language. Vardis had taught her seventeen of them in the first week of their bond. Dragon vocabulary for light included distinctions so fine that human eyes could barely perceive the differences.

She pressed her scarred palm against the stone window frame, feeling the pulse of ancient magic that still lingered in the watchtower's bones. Skyborne architects had built these structures to channel and contain dragon-fire, back in the centuries before the Oath Laws transformed riders from partners into wardens.

"You are thinking about the Laws again."

"I am thinking about how to stay alive."

"The two are incompatible."

The price of speaking truth to empire: the empire does not change. It simply erases the speaker.

Vardis had shown her the memories during their first full night of bonding, images that seared themselves into her consciousness with the weight of centuries. The First Riders had not been chosen or conscripted. They had been called, drawn to their dragon partners by something deeper than law or ceremony. The bonds had formed through mutual recognition, a meeting of souls that transcended species and hierarchy.

Then the Skyborne Council had risen to power. Then they had decided that wild bonds were dangerous. Unpredictable. Uncontrollable.

Then they had written the Oath Laws, and everything changed.

"Sorelle." Her sister's voice carried from the base of the watchtower, followed by the distinctive scrape of boots on the spiral staircase that had survived two hundred years of neglect. "I know you're awake. I can see the light."

The scar. Damn. She pressed her palm against her thigh, willing the silver glow to dim, and felt Vardis's amusement ripple through the bond like heat shimmer off summer stone.

"Your sister is persistent."

"My sister is going to get herself executed if anyone discovers she's visiting me."

"Then we should ensure she has something worth dying for."

The door at the top of the stairs creaked open, and Astryn appeared with her dark hair braided in the triple-crown style that marked her as a Council page. She carried a leather satchel that smelled of bread, dried meat, and the particular metallic tang of information purchased at dangerous prices.

"You look terrible." Astryn crossed the small room and dropped the satchel on the cot. "When did you last sleep properly?"

"When did you last mind your own business?"

"I'm your sister. Your business is my business." Astryn's eyes dropped to where Sorelle's hand still pressed against her thigh. "It's glowing through the fabric."

"I noticed."

"The Council has started asking questions about you."

Sorelle's heartbeat jumped from 67 to 89 in the space of three syllables. The bond translated the shift into color: her fear tasted blue-black, shot through with threads of copper. She had eighteen days before that color deepened to something the Hunters could track.

"What kind of questions?"

"The kind that comes with Jorath's name attached."

The Oath-Hunter commander. Sorelle had trained with him, once. Had watched him track an illegal bond across three mountain ranges and two river systems, following nothing but the psychic residue the bonded pair left in their wake. He had dragged the rider back to the Eyrie in chains and made the entire training cohort watch the execution.

The dragon had been killed first. Protocol demanded it. The bond-loss alone would have destroyed the rider's mind, but the Council believed in making examples.

"How long?"

"He departed yesterday at dawn." Astryn's voice carried the careful steadiness of someone delivering news they knew would devastate. "He has a new technique. Something about resonance patterns in the bond-marks."

Sorelle looked down at her scarred palm.

The difference between survival and death is measured in hours when you carry evidence of treason in your own flesh.

"You need to run." Astryn stepped closer, her court-trained composure cracking to reveal the terrified younger sister beneath. "Tonight. Before he gets close enough to sense—"

"Running will not save me."

"Staying will kill you."

"Perhaps." Sorelle turned back to the window, watching the dawn light shift from amber to gold. Vardis was out there, somewhere in the peaks above the cloud line, his ancient consciousness brushing against hers with the particular weight of a creature who had witnessed this exact pattern countless times before. Riders running. Hunters pursuing. Blood staining the snow. "Or perhaps I am done running."

"Sorelle—"

"They killed Naevys for asking why the old bonds were outlawed." Her voice dropped, heat threading through the words despite the ice in her blood. "They killed Idrion for answering. Four hundred years of silence, Astryn. Four hundred years of lies. And now I know the truth."

Her sister's face went pale. "What truth?"

The magic burns hotter when you speak the words that empires fear.

"The Oath Laws were not written to protect riders from dangerous bonds." Sorelle turned, and she watched her sister flinch from whatever burned in her eyes. "They were written to protect the Council from dragons who remembered what real partnership looked like."

Silence stretched between them, broken only by the distant cry of a hawk riding the morning thermals.

"You cannot prove that." Astryn's whisper held the desperate edge of someone watching their worldview crumble. "The archives, the histories, everything says—"

"Everything lies." Sorelle crossed to where her sister stood frozen and gripped her shoulders with hands that still remembered the weight of rider's reins. "I have seen the memories, Astryn. Not Council records. Not Elder testimonies. The actual memories of a dragon who was alive when the first Oath Laws were signed. They did not outlaw wild bonds because they were unstable. They outlawed them because they were too powerful to control."

She wanted her sister to understand.

She needed her sister to run.

She watched both desires war across Astryn's face and saw the moment when understanding won.

"The Council will never let this knowledge spread." Astryn's hands came up to grip Sorelle's wrists. "If what you're saying is true, they will burn you alive just for knowing."

"Then I will burn for something that matters."

A sound split the morning air, somewhere between a thunderclap and a war horn. Sorelle's head snapped toward the window as the bond flared bright and urgent in her consciousness, Vardis's awareness crashing into hers with the force of an avalanche.

"Company." His voice carried an edge she had not heard before. "Twelve riders. Approaching from the southeast."

"Hunters?"

"Worse. Council Inquisitors."

Sorelle's blood turned to ice and fire simultaneously, her body caught between the competing demands of her heritage and her terror. Inquisitors meant someone had talked. Someone had reported her location. Someone had—

She looked at her sister and saw guilt written in every line of Astryn's face.

"I didn't know." The words tumbled out, frantic and fracturing. "I swear, Sorelle, I didn't know they were following me. I was careful, I checked for tracking spells, I—"

"How long have they been watching you?"

"I don't—"

"How long?"

Astryn's composure shattered entirely. "Three days. I thought I lost them in the market district, but they must have tagged my supplies."

Three days. The Council had known her location for three days. Long enough to mobilize Inquisitors. Long enough to plan an assault that would leave no survivors and no witnesses.

This is not desire. This is survival instinct dressed in rage.

"Go." Sorelle released her sister and turned toward the ancient chest where she had stored her salvaged gear. "Take the eastern passage through the caves. It comes out near the trader's road. Find a caravan heading for the border territories and do not look back."

"I'm not leaving you."

"You do not have a choice."

"Sorelle—"

"They are coming for me." She pulled her leather armor from the chest, fingers moving through straps and buckles with the automatic precision of a thousand training sessions. "If you are here when they arrive, they will execute you as a co-conspirator. If you run now, you can claim I threatened you. Took you hostage. Anything that keeps your head attached to your neck."

"I won't lie about you."

"Then lie for yourself."

The bond pulsed hot and demanding as Vardis descended through the cloud layer, his massive shadow passing over the tower like the finger of a vengeful god. The Inquisitors would see him. They would know she was not alone. And everything would happen very fast.

What made him dangerous was simpler: he does not care about consequences that affect only himself.

"Your sister should leave." Vardis's voice resonated through her skull with new urgency. "I can create a distraction, draw them toward the northern peaks. That gives you both time."

"And if they follow you instead of falling for the distraction?"

"Then I will show them why the old dragons were feared."

Sorelle's fingers stilled on her armor straps. Through the bond, she felt the depth of what he was offering. Five thousand years of existence, balanced against the life of a human woman he had known for three weeks. The mathematics should not work. The sacrifice should not make sense.

But the bond did not operate on mathematics.

"You would die for me." The realization crashed through her like wildfire. "You barely know me, and you would die to give me a chance at survival."

"I have lived long enough to recognize what matters." His presence in her mind softened, the ancient weight of him wrapping around her consciousness like wings folding around a hatchling. "You asked the questions no one else dared to ask. You listened to answers that destroyed your entire world. And you did not flinch."

"I flinched."

"You did not run."

The Inquisitors cleared the ridgeline, their bonded dragons emerging from the morning mist in a formation that spoke of precision training and absolute confidence. Twelve riders. Twelve legal bonds. Twelve sets of oaths that demanded they destroy anyone who challenged the Council's authority.

"Last chance." Sorelle turned to face her sister, armor half-buckled and sword still sheathed. "The eastern caves. Now."

Something shifted in Astryn's expression, fear giving way to a determination that made her look, for one heartbeat, exactly like their grandmother had in the old portraits. "I will come back for you."

"Do not."

"I am not asking permission." Astryn grabbed the leather satchel and moved toward the stairs, pausing at the door. "Whatever happens next, Sorelle. Whatever choice you make. I am proud of you."

Then she was gone, footsteps fading down the ancient spiral, leaving Sorelle alone with the weight of what came next.

The bond flared as Vardis landed on the outcropping fifty feet below the tower window, his obsidian scales catching the dawn light in patterns that made her heart ache with terrible, complicated beauty. In his true form, he was destruction incarnate. Wings that spanned the width of the tower's foundation. Claws that could shred steel plate like parchment. Fire that burned hot enough to melt stone.

In the weeks since their bond, she had never ridden him.

"That changes now." His voice in her mind carried the weight of centuries. "If we survive this, I will explain everything. The real history. The true cost. Why I waited four hundred years for someone brave enough to hear it."

"And if we do not survive?"

"Then we die as we lived. Unbound by their laws. Free."

The first Inquisitor dragon screamed its challenge into the morning air, fire streaming from its jaws in a display of power that was meant to intimidate.

Sorelle finished buckling her armor and climbed onto the window ledge.

Defying an empire carries a predictable cost: the empire always strikes back.

But empires, she was learning, could also fall.

She jumped.

The wind caught her for three endless seconds, her body plummeting toward the rocks below while her mind screamed against every survival instinct she had ever developed. Then Vardis was there, his massive body rising to meet her fall, and she landed on the ridge of scales between his shoulder blades with an impact that drove the breath from her lungs.

The bond exploded.

Silver fire raced through her veins, connecting her to Vardis with an intensity that made their previous link feel like a whisper. She could feel his heartbeat now, ancient and slow, one thunderous pulse for every four of hers. She could taste the air through his senses, the sharp mineral tang of the mountains mixing with the bitter ash-smell of approaching dragon fire. She could see with his eyes, the world rendered in colors that human vocabulary could not name.

This was what the Council feared.

This was what the Oath Laws forbade.

This was partnership.

"Hold tight." Vardis's wings snapped open, catching an updraft that sent them spiraling skyward with enough force to make her vision blur. "The first wave will try to separate us. They will fail."

"You sound confident."

"I have done this before."

"How many times?"

"Enough to know how it ends."

He banked hard to the left as the first Inquisitor dragon dove toward them, jets of flame streaming from its jaws in patterns designed to herd rather than kill. They wanted her alive. Of course they did. Public executions required breathing prisoners.

Sorelle drew her sword, feeling the ice-magic in her blood rise to meet the fire burning through the bond. Her grandmother's legacy. Her mother's curse. The cold that had always set her apart from other fire-blooded riders, marking her as different, deficient, wrong.

Now she understood that the cold was not a weakness.

It was a weapon.

"Vardis." She pressed her palm flat against his scales, letting the silver scar blaze with combined light. "Can you feel what I am feeling?"

"Always."

"Then follow my lead."

She reached into the bond and pulled.

The ice came screaming out of her blood with a force that left her gasping, channeling through the connection between them and emerging from Vardis's jaws as something impossible: dragon fire frozen at its core, burning cold instead of hot, searing through the air toward the lead Inquisitor with the speed of a striking viper.

The dragon tried to dodge. Too slow.

Sorelle's frozen fire caught it across the left wing, and she watched as ice spread through the membrane faster than thought, locking joints and crystallizing scales until the entire limb hung useless. The dragon screamed, a sound of shock rather than pain, and its rider hauled on the control reins in desperate attempt to maintain altitude.

They fell. Not dead, but disabled. Out of the fight.

"What—" Vardis's voice in her mind held something she had never heard from him before: surprise. "That should not be possible."

"The bond does not care about should."

She could feel his ancient consciousness reeling, adapting, understanding. For five thousand years, he had believed he knew the limits of dragon-rider partnerships. In three weeks, she had shattered those limits.

The magic burns hotter when it finds a vessel willing to break every rule.

Eleven Inquisitors remained.

They regrouped in a pattern that spoke of training and discipline, forming a crescent meant to encircle rather than directly attack. Lunaris led them, her ice-drake mount gleaming pale blue in the morning light, and Sorelle felt her heart twist at the sight of her former friend.

They had trained together. Competed together. Lunaris had held her hair back after her first aerial combat test left her vomiting from motion sickness. Now that same woman directed a formation designed to bring her down.

"The ice-rider knows you." Vardis angled them higher, keeping distance while he analyzed the enemy positions. "Your feelings for her are complex."

"She was my friend."

"And now?"

"Now she is the enemy."

Sorelle expected the statement to hurt. Instead, it settled into her bones with the weight of simple truth. Lunaris had chosen her side. The friendship they had shared did not change the reality of the present moment.

"Sorelle!" Lunaris's voice carried across the distance, amplified by some spell that let it cut through the wind. "This does not have to end in blood. Surrender the illegal bond, submit to Council judgment, and I swear on my oath I will argue for mercy."

"Your mercy means a quick death instead of a slow one."

"It means you live long enough to explain yourself." Lunaris guided her drake closer, keeping just outside the range of another frozen-fire attack. "The Council is not unreasonable. If you can prove the bond was not your choice—"

"It was my choice." Sorelle leaned forward against Vardis's neck, feeling the rumble of his growl vibrate through her entire body. "Every moment of it. Every consequence. I chose this, Lunaris. I chose truth over comfortable lies."

Something flickered across her former friend's face. Confusion. Concern. The faintest edge of doubt.

"What truth?"

"Ask your Council masters." Vardis banked hard, putting more distance between them and the encircling formation. "Ask them why wild bonds were outlawed. Ask them what happened to the dragons who remembered the old ways. Ask them about the Ash Queen's real crime."

"Naevys was a traitor."

"Naevys was a historian." Sorelle's voice dropped to something cold and sharp and absolute. "She found the records the Council thought they had destroyed. The testimonies from the First Era. The truth about why the Oath Laws were really written."

Lunaris's drake shifted beneath her, responding to its rider's uncertainty with restless movement. The other Inquisitors held formation, but Sorelle could see the tension in their postures, the way hands tightened on reins and weapons.

"You are lying." Lunaris's voice held less conviction than her words.

"Am I?"

The question hung between them, loaded with four hundred years of buried secrets.

Here is what makes him lethal: his memories are older than your empire's lies.

"Show her." Sorelle pressed her hand against Vardis's scales, feeling the bond hum with possibility. "Show her what you showed me."

"That will drain us both."

"I know."

"She will not believe."

"She will doubt. Right now, doubt is enough."

Vardis's hesitation lasted exactly three heartbeats. Then his consciousness opened like a door into the past, and Sorelle felt the memory surge through the bond with the force of a tidal wave.

The Inquisitors felt it too.

Every bonded dragon in the formation reared back, responding to the psychic pressure of an ancient mind broadcasting images that predated their entire legal system. Sorelle watched Lunaris's face go pale as the memories crashed through her bond with her ice-drake, carrying truths that could not be unseen.

The First Council meeting, where men in golden robes debated how to control the growing power of dragon-rider pairs. The vote that outlawed wild bonds, passed by a margin of three. The execution orders that followed, carried out in secret, destroying every dragon who refused to submit to the new system.

The real reason behind the Oath Laws: not protection, but power. Not safety, but control.

"No." Lunaris's voice came out cracked and broken. "That cannot—the histories all say—"

"The histories lie." Vardis spoke directly into her mind, his voice carrying the weight of five millennia. "I was there, child. I watched your founders murder my brothers and sisters for the crime of loving their partners too freely. I have waited four hundred years for someone brave enough to expose the truth."

The Inquisitor formation wavered.

This is not desire. This is revolution wearing the mask of survival.

Lunaris's hands trembled on her reins. Behind her, three of the other Inquisitors exchanged glances that spoke of confusion and growing uncertainty. The dragons themselves shifted restlessly, ancient instincts responding to memories that resonated with something deeper than training.

"You have a choice." Sorelle let her voice carry, hoping it reached every rider in the formation. "Believe what your Council tells you. Execute me for the crime of knowing what they want hidden. Go back to your lives and your legal bonds and never think about this morning again."

She paused, letting the weight of the moment settle.

"Or ask questions. The way I did. The way Naevys did. The way every rider who ever felt that something was wrong with the system has wanted to do."

"Sorelle—" Lunaris started.

"I am not asking you to join me." Sorelle cut her off, her voice softening into something that ached with the ghost of old friendship. "I am asking you to think. That is all. Just think about what you felt when those memories hit you. Think about whether your dragon's reaction matched the training you both received."

Silence stretched across the mountain air.

Then one of the Inquisitors in the rear of the formation turned her dragon and flew back toward the Eyrie.

Then another.

Then three more.

Lunaris remained, frozen in place, her face a battlefield of competing loyalties. Behind her, only four riders held position, the true believers who would not question even when presented with evidence that burned.

"This is not over." Lunaris's voice carried the weight of a promise and a threat. "The Council will send more. Hunters who do not care about truth or memory or justice. They will not stop until you are dead."

"Then I will not stop giving them reasons to fear me."

The remaining Inquisitors peeled away, following their comrades back toward the Eyrie, leaving Lunaris alone against the morning sky. For one long moment, she simply stared at Sorelle, and something passed between them that transcended the battle they had just fought.

Recognition. Regret. The ghost of what they had once been to each other.

Then Lunaris turned her drake and flew away, and Sorelle was left with nothing but the wind and the weight of what she had started.

"That was either very brave or very foolish." Vardis's voice in her mind held a note of genuine admiration. "I am not certain which."

"Neither am I."

"They will return. With more forces. With Hunters who will not be swayed by memories or truth."

"I know."

"And you still do not regret the choice you made."

Sorelle looked down at her scarred palm, watching the silver light pulse in rhythm with her heartbeat. Three weeks ago, she had been a disgraced rider running for her life. Now she was something else entirely. Something the Council had spent four hundred years trying to prevent.

She was proof that the old ways still worked.

"Take me down." She pressed her hand against his scales, feeling the bond thrum with shared purpose. "I need to find my sister. Make sure she reached safety."

"And after that?"

"After that, we find others like me." Her voice hardened into something that tasted of smoke and starlight. "Riders who have felt what I felt. Dragons who remember what you remember. We build something the Council cannot ignore."

"A rebellion."

"A reckoning."

Vardis descended through the clouds, his ancient body cutting through the morning air with the ease of a creature who had been flying since before human civilization learned to write. Below them, the Thornback Mountains spread in shades of gray and green and amber, dotted with abandoned watchtowers and forgotten paths that predated the Oath Laws.

Somewhere down there, Astryn was running toward safety or capture. Somewhere behind them, Lunaris was returning to the Eyrie with a report that would send tremors through the highest levels of Council power. And somewhere in the depths of his ancient consciousness, Vardis was holding memories that could reshape the entire world of dragon-riders.

The difference between victory and defeat is measured in the allies you find before your enemies find you.

"There is a place." Vardis angled toward a valley that appeared on no official map. "A sanctuary from the old times. I have not visited in three hundred years, but the magic that protects it should still hold."

"Other dragons?"

"Others who refused to bend. Riders who escaped the purges. The children of bonds that were supposed to be impossible."

Her heart hammered at 143 beats per minute, fear and hope and desperate longing tangled together in her chest. "They have been hiding for three hundred years?"

"Surviving. Waiting. They knew someone would eventually come."

"And they will accept us?"

"They will test us." His voice carried an edge of warning. "The old ones do not trust easily. Four hundred years of persecution will do that to a community."

"What kind of tests?"

"The kind that determine whether you are truly committed to the path you have chosen."

Consider the cost when you seek allies who have learned to fear: you must prove you are worth the risk.

They landed in a clearing ringed by ancient pines, their branches so thick that the morning light filtered through in golden shafts that felt almost holy. Sorelle dismounted on shaking legs, her body still adjusting to the aftermath of the battle and the flight.

The bond pulsed steadily between them, Vardis's presence in her mind a constant warmth that she had stopped noticing until this moment of stillness.

"I should be terrified." She spoke aloud, needing the sound of her own voice to anchor her in the present. "Everything I thought I knew is wrong. The Council wants me dead. My sister is in danger because of my choices. And I have bound myself to a creature who remembers civilizations that crumbled to dust before my great-grandmother was born."

"You should be terrified." Vardis shifted his massive body, settling onto the forest floor with a grace that seemed impossible for something his size. "Terror is the appropriate response to your situation."

"Then why do I feel relieved instead?"

"Because you spent your entire life sensing that something was wrong." His great head lowered until one silver eye was level with her face, reflecting her own image back at her. "You questioned when questioning was forbidden. You doubted when doubt was punished. And now, finally, you know that your instincts were correct."

She stared at her reflection in his eye, seeing a woman she barely recognized. Harder. Sharper. Burning with something that had no name.

"I am not who I was three weeks ago."

"No." Agreement rumbled through his chest. "You are who you were always meant to become."

The magic burns hotter when it finally finds its true channel.

A sound echoed through the trees, too deliberate to be natural. Sorelle's hand went to her sword, ice-magic rising in her blood before she consciously called it, and she watched the shadows between the pines resolve into the shape of an old man leaning on a staff.

He was blind. She could see that immediately from the milky white of his eyes and the way his head tilted to catch sounds rather than sights. But something about the way he held himself spoke of power contained rather than absent.

"Osric." Vardis's voice held respect. "It has been a long time."

"Not long enough, old friend." The blind seer's voice creaked like ancient wood bending in wind. "I told you what would happen if you bonded another rider. I told you the cost."

"The cost is mine to pay."

"The cost will be everyone's if she is not ready."

"Then test her."

Sorelle's grip tightened on her sword hilt. "I am standing right here."

The blind man turned toward her, and somehow his empty eyes managed to convey a weight of assessment that made her feel stripped bare. "Yes, you are. The question is whether you should be."

"The question is whether you have any right to decide that."

A smile cracked across his weathered face. "Spirit. Good. The weak do not survive what comes next."

"What comes next?"

"Fire. Blood. Truth." He tapped his staff against the ground, and the forest seemed to shiver around them. "Everything the Council has spent four hundred years trying to bury will come crawling into the light. And you, child, will be at the center of it."

"I did not ask for that responsibility."

"The old bonds never ask. They demand." His head tilted again, listening to something she could not hear. "Three nights. That is how long you have before Jorath reaches these mountains. Three nights to prove you are worth the sanctuary we have guarded for three centuries."

"And if I fail?"

"Then we kill you ourselves." The words held no malice, only the flat certainty of someone who had made similar choices before. "Better a clean death than letting them drag our location from your mind."

She should have been frightened.

She was tired of being frightened.

"Three nights." Sorelle released her sword and met those empty eyes with all the defiance she had left. "Tell me what I need to do."

Osric had killed seventeen illegal bond-holders in his three hundred years of guarding this sanctuary. He had done it with sorrow and necessity and absolute conviction. He would do it again if she proved unworthy.

But she would not prove unworthy.

The magic does not forgive hesitation.

Sorelle was done hesitating.

"First." Osric's voice dropped to something quiet and sharp. "You tell me why you bonded. Not the political reasons. Not the survival reasons. The real reason. The truth you have not spoken aloud to anyone, including yourself."

Sorelle opened her mouth to offer one of the explanations she had practiced: desperation, circumstance, necessity. All true. All incomplete.

The bond flared hot in her palm, Vardis's presence pressing against her consciousness with something that felt like encouragement.
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