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Prologue
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The knife entered between her ribs with a whisper, not a scream, and Isolde had exactly three heartbeats to understand she was dying before the fire answered. It erupted from her chest in a corona of white-gold flame, incinerating the assassin's hand to the wrist before he could withdraw the blade. His shriek filled the stone corridor of the neutral fortress, bouncing off walls that had stood for six centuries precisely because no blood had ever been spilled within them. That record shattered tonight alongside her expectations of surviving until morning.

She fell against the cold wall, one hand pressed to the wound that should have killed her, and watched the assassin thrash on the flagstones with flames still eating through his arm toward his shoulder. Valdren steel, she noted distantly. The knife bore the serpent-and-sun crest of her own kingdom. Her father's men had sent someone to murder her on the eve of the binding ceremony, which meant the treaty was already ash before the blood-bond could be sealed.

The fire in her veins pulsed with her heartbeat, cauterizing the wound from within in a process that felt like swallowing molten iron. She had perhaps a minute before the pain overwhelmed her ability to stand. The assassin had stopped moving, his body a smoking ruin that filled the corridor with the stench of charred meat and burned wool. Somewhere deeper in the fortress, bells began to ring.

Footsteps approached from the eastern passage—too fast to be guards, too quiet to be servants. Isolde raised her hand, flames dancing between her fingers, and prepared to die killing whoever came next. The shadow that materialized from the darkness wore the face of her enemy, the prince whose bloodline had warred with hers for three generations, and his eyes found the knife in her side before they found her face. She saw something flicker across his expression that might have been satisfaction or might have been calculation.

Tomorrow they were meant to be bound. Tonight, she understood with perfect clarity, neither of them had expected to survive the alliance their kingdoms demanded. The only question was which crown would betray the other first.
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Chapter 1: The Binding
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Twelve hours before the knife, Isolde had crossed the Veil for the first time in her life and discovered that the barrier separating two kingdoms felt nothing like the impenetrable wall her tutors had described. It shimmered against her skin like fever-heat, like the moment before tears, like grief condensed into something almost tangible. The delegation from Valdren had stopped their horses at the boundary stone, and she had been the first to urge her mount forward, unwilling to let the Sothren envoys waiting on the other side see hesitation in the Ember Throne's heir.

The neutral fortress rose from the borderlands like a clenched fist of gray stone, its towers built in an era when the twin kingdoms still believed peace could be architected. Isolde counted seven standards flying from its battlements—four from Valdren in crimson and gold, three from Sothren in black and silver. The imbalance was deliberate. Her kingdom had more to lose from the Veil's collapse, and everyone present knew it.

Her mother had explained the politics with her usual brutal clarity before Isolde departed. The Veil had held for three hundred years, maintained by the ambient magic of both royal bloodlines, a constant low thrum of power that neither side controlled but both sustained. When it began to fracture six months ago, crops failed on both sides of the border. Rivers ran backward. Children born in the boundary villages came into the world with eyes that saw only darkness. The fractures were wounds in reality itself, and they were spreading.

The blood-bond had been proposed by the Sothren council, which should have made Valdren suspicious but instead made them desperate. Both heirs bound at the soul-level, their magic fused into a single current that could stabilize what their separated bloodlines could not. The proposal came with terms that read like a treaty but felt like a trap. Neither heir could harm the other without suffering identical damage. Neither could travel more than a league apart without their powers turning inward, consuming them from within. The bond would last until the Veil was healed—which might take months, might take years, might take the rest of their natural lives.

Isolde had agreed because she was not given a choice, and because her fire had been burning hotter since the fractures began. The magic in her blood responded to the Veil's distress like fever responding to infection. If the Veil failed entirely, her power would consume her within the year. The binding was not salvation. It was a different kind of death, slower and more political, but at least it offered the possibility of survival.

The Sothren prince was waiting in the fortress's great hall when she arrived, and her first thought was that the intelligence reports had failed to capture something essential about him. Caedon of the Shadow Throne stood beside the ceremonial altar like a weapon placed carefully in its sheath—contained, patient, radiating the kind of stillness that preceded violence. His hair was the black of deep water, his skin pale in the way of those who wielded shadow magic, and his eyes tracked her entrance with an attention that felt like the pressure of a blade against her throat.

She had killed his cousin two years ago in the border skirmish at Thornwick. The intelligence reports had mentioned that as well, though they had framed it as a strategic victory rather than the panicked burst of fire that had actually ended the man's life. Isolde wondered if Caedon knew how close she had come to dying that day, whether he understood that his cousin's death had been luck as much as power. Probably not. The Sothren believed the Valdren fire-wielders were walking infernos, barely contained destruction in human form. They did not know about the burns that climbed Isolde's arms beneath her formal sleeves, the price the fire extracted for every use.

The ceremonial preparations consumed the remainder of the day. Priests from both kingdoms argued about the proper configuration of altar candles. Scribes compared treaty language with obsessive attention to commas and conditional clauses. Isolde stood where she was directed, spoke when she was prompted, and watched Caedon do the same with an expression of remote tolerance that never wavered. They did not speak directly to each other. The ceremony did not require it, and neither of them was willing to breach protocol first.

Her chambers in the fortress were luxurious in the way of prisons—comfortable enough to obscure their function, but impossible to mistake for freedom. The windows overlooked a courtyard garden gone wild with winter roses, and the bed was hung with curtains in Valdren crimson, a small territorial assertion in enemy-adjacent space. Isolde dismissed her ladies after dinner, claimed exhaustion from the journey, and spent three hours reviewing the treaty documents by candlelight until the words blurred into meaninglessness.

The assassination attempt came at the turning of the second watch, when the fortress was quiet and her guards had changed shifts. Isolde had been walking the corridors because sleep refused to come, and the assassin had found her in the east passage where the stones were old enough to remember blood. She survived because her fire was faster than conscious thought, because the knife missed her heart by a finger's width, and because the man sent to kill her had underestimated what eighteen years of wielding destruction had taught her about staying alive.

After the assassin stopped moving, she leaned against the wall and tried to remember how to breathe. The wound in her side still smoked faintly, the fire having sealed it shut in a way that would scar badly but would not kill her tonight. Her hands were shaking. Her power was not—the flames that licked across her knuckles were steady as heartbeats, responding to the threat even though the threat was already ash on the flagstones.

Caedon emerged from the shadows like he had been woven from them, and Isolde raised her burning hand before she recognized his face. The flames illuminated his features in orange and gold, casting shadows that moved wrong, that seemed to reach toward the light rather than away from it. He was wearing sleeping clothes beneath a hastily donned outer robe, but his feet were bare and silent on the stone. He looked at the assassin's body, then at the knife still protruding from her side, then at her face.

He did not speak. Neither did she. The bells were still ringing somewhere in the fortress's upper levels, and she could hear shouting beginning to echo through the corridors as guards responded to the alarm her fire had raised. They had perhaps thirty seconds of privacy before witnesses arrived, and in that thirty seconds, Isolde watched something like calculation move behind Caedon's eyes.

She understood it perfectly. If she died tonight, the binding could not occur. Sothren would face the Veil's collapse alone, their shadow magic insufficient to stabilize the fractures without Valdren fire to balance it. But Valdren would face the same collapse, and the fire-wielders would burn out faster than the shadow-wielders would fade. Her death served neither kingdom's interests, which meant someone in Valdren had decided the treaty itself was more dangerous than the Veil's failure.

Her father. The thought arrived with the inevitability of a falling axe. Her father, who had opposed the binding from the moment it was proposed. Her father, who had argued that Valdren's fire could survive the Veil's collapse if they simply retreated from the border regions. Her father, who had looked at her before she departed and said nothing about love or duty or hope, only mentioned that the treaty documents should be reviewed for escape clauses.

Caedon still had not spoken when the first guards rounded the corner. He had positioned himself three feet from her, close enough to appear concerned but far enough to avoid any accusation of involvement. His shadows had retreated entirely, leaving him looking almost ordinary in the flickering torchlight. The guards saw the Crown Princess of Valdren bleeding against a wall, a smoking corpse at her feet, and the Crown Prince of Sothren standing witness, and Isolde watched them try to construct a narrative that made sense of the scene.

The captain of the Valdren guard reached her first, his face white beneath his helm. He did not touch her—no one touched fire-wielders without permission—but his hands hovered near her arms as if desperate to help. Isolde shook her head once, sharply, and pushed herself upright through an act of will that cost her more than she wanted to calculate.

She pulled the knife from her side herself, because letting anyone else do it would have been weakness she could not afford. The pain was distant, filtered through layers of shock and fire and the peculiar clarity that came from nearly dying. She held the blade up so the torchlight caught the crest on its hilt, and she watched her own guards recognize it, watched their faces shift from concern to confusion to something that looked like fear.

The king's mark. Her father's personal seal, not just the Valdren crown. Someone wanted her to know exactly who had ordered this, and Isolde could not determine if that was cruelty or warning or both. She looked at Caedon across the corridor full of guards and saw that he had understood as well—his expression remained neutral, but his shadows had begun to move again, subtle darkness gathering at his feet like water seeking the lowest ground.

They did not speak then either. There were too many witnesses, too many competing loyalties, too much at stake to risk an unguarded word. But something passed between them in that moment, a recognition that the binding ceremony scheduled for dawn had just become something far more complicated than either kingdom had intended.

The healers insisted on examining her wound despite her protests that the fire had already sealed it. Isolde submitted to their prodding with poor grace, sitting on the edge of her bed while two women old enough to be her grandmothers clucked over burn scars they were not supposed to see. The knife wound was the least of the damage—her fire had cauterized the flesh so thoroughly that infection was impossible, leaving only a raised line of silver-pink tissue that would fade to near-invisibility within the week. The older scars were another matter entirely, and Isolde watched the healers' faces as they catalogued the evidence of eighteen years of burning from the inside out.

They did not mention the scars in their official report. She had expected discretion from her own kingdom's healers, but the Sothren woman who accompanied them also maintained silence, and Isolde filed that observation away for later examination. Perhaps shadow-wielders had similar secrets, damage that the magic extracted whether the wielder wished to pay or not. The binding would reveal the truth soon enough.

Her ladies returned at dawn, and Isolde dressed for the ceremony in Valdren crimson and gold, the formal gown weighted with embroidery that made each step an exercise in determination. The knife wound pulled when she raised her arms for the corset, a reminder that survival always came with a cost. She painted her face in the traditional style—gold dust across her cheekbones, crimson stain on her lips, kohled eyes that turned her into a symbol rather than a person. The crown they settled onto her hair was warm from its own internal heat, fire-forged metal that only the Valdren bloodline could wear without burning.

The great hall had been transformed overnight. The altar stood at the center now, a slab of black stone shot through with veins of gold and silver that the priests claimed had been quarried from the Veil itself in the years before the barrier stabilized. Braziers burned at each corner, and between them hung chains of spelled iron that would contain whatever power the binding released. Both kingdoms had contributed to the ritual's design, which meant neither fully trusted the other's contribution, which meant the hall bristled with failsafes and counter-spells that might or might not function if something went wrong.

Caedon was already waiting when Isolde entered, and she permitted herself one moment to study him in the morning light before she reached the altar. He wore black and silver, the colors of his throne, but his crown was dark iron rather than shadow-forged metal—the Sothren royals had discovered centuries ago that shadow magic did not permit itself to be shaped into permanent forms. His face was composed, unreadable, and his eyes met hers with an acknowledgment that carried the weight of what they had witnessed in the corridor.

Neither of them mentioned the assassination attempt. The priests would have called it an ill omen if they knew, and the binding required both participants to approach with unclouded intention. Isolde's intention was clouded by fury she could barely contain, but she schooled her expression to match Caedon's neutrality and took her position across the altar from him.

The ritual began with blood.

The ceremonial knife was ancient, its blade inscribed with runes from a language neither kingdom's scholars could fully translate. The high priest of Valdren spoke the invocation in Old Valdrene, and the high priestess of Sothren answered in the shadow-tongue, and between them the words wove something that pressed against Isolde's skin like the Veil had pressed, like reality acknowledging the presence of power too vast to ignore.

Isolde extended her hand over the altar, palm up, and the Valdren priest drew the blade across her skin. Fire welled in the wound instead of blood, golden flame that dripped onto the black stone and did not extinguish. She watched it pool and spread, moving with purpose toward the altar's center.

Across from her, Caedon extended his own hand. The Sothren priestess drew the same blade across his palm, and shadow poured from the cut—not darkness exactly, but the absence of light given form, liquid and cold and moving with the same purpose as Isolde's fire. It spread across the stone from the opposite side, and where the two substances met at the altar's center, something happened that Isolde felt in her bones before she understood it with her mind.

The fire and shadow did not destroy each other. They merged.

A ribbon of gray-gold light erupted from the altar's center, spiraling upward toward the vaulted ceiling. The chains of spelled iron began to glow, containment wards activating as power filled the hall with pressure that made Isolde's ears pop. She could feel Caedon's presence now, not just across the altar but somehow inside the boundaries of her own awareness—a cold weight where fire should be, shadow threading through the spaces between her thoughts.

The bond was forming. She could not stop it. She did not want to stop it, because the alternative was dying in the Veil's collapse, but the reality of another consciousness pressing against hers was more invasive than she had prepared for. The intelligence reports had mentioned that blood-bonds created a connection, but they had not captured this—the sense of being hollowed out and filled with something foreign, something that did not belong but was making room for itself regardless.

Caedon's eyes had widened. She saw her own shock reflected there and realized he was feeling the same invasion from the opposite direction, fire where shadow should be, heat threading through the cold architecture of his mind. For a moment they stared at each other across the merging of their blood, and something passed between them that was neither thought nor word but simpler, more immediate: mutual recognition of the trap they had entered together.

The ribbon of gray-gold light began to descend, wrapping around their joined hands, sinking into the wounds the ceremonial knife had opened. Isolde felt it enter her bloodstream like lightning, like revelation, like the opposite of dying. The cold weight in her chest solidified into something permanent, a presence that would not leave when the ritual ended, a fragment of Caedon's essence grafted onto her own.

She gasped. Across the altar, so did he.

The priests were chanting, both languages layering into a single sound that filled the hall and pressed against the containment wards. Isolde could not separate Valdrene from shadow-tongue anymore—they had become one language, speaking one truth, and that truth was rewriting the boundaries of her soul.

The bond settled into place with a sensation like a key turning in a lock. Sudden silence filled the hall as the chanting ended. The gray-gold light faded, leaving only the ordinary illumination of braziers and morning sun through high windows. Isolde stared at her hand, at the wound that was already closing, at the faint shimmer of something neither fire nor shadow that moved beneath her skin before vanishing.

She could feel him. Not his thoughts—the bond was not telepathy—but his emotional state, the surface of his reactions washing against her awareness like waves against a shore. He was afraid. The fear surprised her more than anything else about the ceremony, more than the cold presence in her chest, more than the reality of their power merged. The Crown Prince of Sothren, wielder of shadows that could devour light, hunter of fire-wielders, her enemy since birth—and underneath all of that, he was afraid.

The political implications arrived a moment later, when she realized that he could feel her emotions with equal clarity. Her fury about the assassination attempt. Her suspicion that her father had ordered it. Her grief at the confirmation that she was alone in this, a princess whose own kingdom had tried to murder her on the eve of an alliance meant to save them all.

Caedon's expression did not change, but she felt the shape of his reaction—surprise first, then something colder, more calculating. He was processing the intelligence she had accidentally revealed, understanding that Valdren's commitment to the treaty was fractured at the highest levels. She had given him a weapon in the first minute of their binding, and there was nothing she could do to take it back.

The high priest stepped forward to pronounce the bond complete, and Isolde stood with Caedon's fear and her own exposed fury tangling in the space between them, and she understood that this alliance had just become far more dangerous than either of their kingdoms had intended.

The formal reception lasted three hours, during which Isolde smiled and accepted congratulations from nobles whose faces blurred into a mass of teeth and calculated warmth. Caedon stood at her side as the bond required, close enough for their shoulders to nearly touch, and she felt his discomfort like a cold knot in her chest. He did not want to be here. He had not wanted the binding. He had agreed because, like her, he was not given a choice—and that parallel understanding was the first genuine connection they had shared since the blood merged on the altar.

The Valdren nobles who approached offered condolences as much as congratulations, their eyes lingering on her gown where the knife wound hid beneath embroidered silk. Word had spread about the assassination attempt, though the official story named a Sothren assassin rather than acknowledging the serpent-and-sun crest on the blade. Isolde accepted their concern with the same neutral mask she had worn since childhood, revealing nothing of the fury that burned behind her ribs.

Caedon's aunt arrived midway through the reception, a woman of perhaps fifty whose shadow magic manifested as a permanent twilight around her person. The Duchess of Nighthollow had opposed the binding as vocally as Isolde's father, though for different reasons—she believed Sothren's shadow magic could survive the Veil's collapse alone, that fire was unnecessary and fire-wielders were inherently unstable. Isolde felt Caedon's reaction to his aunt's approach, a complex tangle of duty and wariness and something that might have been affection buried beneath layers of caution.

The duchess smiled at Isolde with lips the color of bruises and said nothing about the assassination attempt, which meant she either did not know or did not care. Isolde returned the smile and felt Caedon's awareness brush against hers with what might have been warning, might have been protection. She filed the observation away and continued performing the role of gracious bride.

After the reception, she was escorted to new chambers—larger than before, appointed in a deliberate blend of Valdren crimson and Sothren silver, clearly designed to house both heirs together. The bond's requirement that they remain within a league of each other had been interpreted by the fortress's steward as a requirement for shared quarters, and no amount of Isolde's silent fury could alter the arrangement without revealing weakness she refused to show.

Caedon arrived an hour after she did, his formal attire replaced by simpler clothes in dark gray. The door closed behind him and they stood on opposite sides of the shared sitting room, ten feet of embroidered carpet between them, and for the first time since the corridor they were entirely alone.

His fear had faded, replaced by a guarded calculation that Isolde recognized from her own emotional landscape. They were both assessing the situation, both trying to determine how much the other knew, how much the bond had already revealed, how dangerous the next few minutes might become.

She spoke first, because waiting felt like surrender. The words were clipped and cold: "Your people tried to murder me last night, and my own knife was the weapon."

The accusation was partly true and entirely strategic. She wanted to see how he would respond, whether he would deny knowledge or claim innocence or reveal something useful in his reaction. The bond carried his surprise at her directness, and beneath that, a thread of grudging respect that he probably had not intended for her to sense.

His response came after a pause long enough for calculation: "My people did not send that assassin. Yours did."

Isolde felt the truth of the statement through the bond before she processed his words. He believed what he was saying. He had not known about the assassination attempt until he found her bleeding in the corridor, and he had not recognized the Valdren crest on the knife. His shadows might hide many things, but the blood-bond did not permit lies between them—she felt his sincerity like a cold weight settling beside her own fury.

She said nothing. Her silence was its own kind of response, an acknowledgment that the situation was more complex than she had wanted to admit. Her father's blade. Her father's seal. Her father's attempt to murder her before she could complete an alliance that he had opposed from the beginning. The conclusions assembled themselves with a precision that left no room for doubt, and Caedon watched her face as she processed them.

His voice was quieter when he spoke again: "You did not know. Before tonight, you trusted him."

It was not a question. The bond had given him access to her reactions, and he was reading her the way she had been trying to read him—looking for weakness, looking for leverage, looking for anything that might shift the balance of power between their merged awareness. Isolde wanted to deny it, wanted to claim that she had always understood her father's capacity for betrayal, but the bond would not permit the lie.

She could not tell him yes without admitting vulnerability she could not afford. She could not tell him no without the bond revealing the untruth. So she chose a third option—she walked past him to the window that overlooked the winter roses, turned her back to him in a deliberate display of exposed weakness, and said nothing at all.

His frustration flickered through the bond, followed by something else. Curiosity, perhaps. Interest in the fact that she had found a response he had not anticipated. The shadow in her chest stirred as his emotions shifted, and Isolde discovered that the bond worked in both directions—his awareness of her reactions was sharpening as he paid attention, but her awareness of his was sharpening too.

They stood in silence for what might have been minutes. The winter light faded toward afternoon, and neither of them moved. Somewhere in the fortress, bells were ringing for the midday meal, but the sound felt distant and irrelevant compared to the cold negotiation happening without words.

Finally, Caedon crossed the room to stand beside her at the window. Not close enough to touch, but close enough that she could feel his presence as a physical pressure, shadow and cold emanating from him in a way that made her fire stir in instinctive response.

He looked at the winter roses rather than at her, and when he spoke, his voice carried a weariness she had not expected: "The Veil is dying. Whatever our families intended, whatever betrayals brought us here, the fractures will not wait for us to resolve our politics."

She knew he was right. The fire in her blood had been burning hotter since she crossed the border, responding to the Veil's distress with an urgency that left her exhausted and raw. The binding had stabilized something—she could feel it, a balance where there had been only escalating pressure—but stabilization was not repair. The fractures were still spreading, still tearing reality at the seams, and the merged power of their bloodlines had bought them time rather than salvation.

Her response came slowly, each word measured: "Then we have a shared problem. Whatever else we are."

The bond carried her meaning more clearly than her words—she was proposing a temporary alliance within the alliance, cooperation against the Veil's collapse that did not require trust or affection or anything more than mutual survival. Caedon's reaction was a complex knot of suspicion and pragmatism that she was beginning to recognize as his baseline state.

He turned to look at her directly, and she met his gaze without flinching. Their eyes were the same color, she realized—gray-green, the color of storm clouds over coastal waters, a shade that appeared in neither the Valdren nor Sothren bloodlines individually. A coincidence, probably, but unsettling nonetheless.

His voice was steady when he spoke: "A shared problem. With your father trying to murder you and my aunt almost certainly planning the same for me. We are weapons our families want to destroy rather than surrender."

The clarity of his assessment startled her. She had not considered that his position might mirror hers, that the political opposition to the binding might extend to assassination attempts on both sides. Her fire stirred again, warming her from within, and she felt Caedon register the change in temperature with something that might have been alarm.

She controlled the fire before it could manifest visibly, but the moment of lost control had cost her. He knew now that her power was not entirely under her command, that the binding had destabilized something in the careful architecture of her magic. The bond carried his realization and her frustration and his calculation about how to use the information.

Instead of pressing the advantage, he stepped back from the window. The shadows at his feet retreated as well, and something in his posture shifted toward neutrality rather than threat.

He said, "We should eat. The afternoon negotiations begin in two hours, and neither of us will survive them on an empty stomach."

The practicality of the statement was so unexpected that Isolde felt her own reaction travel through the bond—surprise, followed by something that was not quite gratitude but existed in the same emotional territory. He was offering a truce, temporary and tactical and entirely about survival, but it was more than she had expected from an enemy she had been raised to despise.

She nodded once, sharply, and watched him ring for servants to bring food. The meal arrived with political speed—clearly the household had been waiting for some signal that the bonded heirs were ready to be attended—and Isolde sat across from Caedon at a table too small for diplomacy, sharing bread and cold meat in silence.

The afternoon negotiations were a masterwork of political theater. Representatives from both kingdoms sat on opposite sides of a long table in the fortress's council chamber, their papers stacked like fortifications and their expressions polished to reveal nothing. Isolde and Caedon occupied the head of the table together, their bound status placing them above the factions they were meant to bridge.

The Valdren ambassador opened with a discussion of territorial boundaries, proposing adjustments to the border that would give Isolde's kingdom control of three key mountain passes. The Sothren chancellor responded with a counter-proposal involving water rights and fishing grounds. Neither offer was genuine; both were designed to test how much the binding had changed the heirs' loyalties.

Isolde felt Caedon's attention sharpen when his chancellor began speaking, and she sensed the shape of old conflicts in his reaction—this was not the first time these representatives had clashed, and the history between them was longer and more complicated than the current treaty. She filed the observation away and focused on the Valdren delegation, looking for any signal of her father's intentions beyond the assassination attempt.

The Lord of the Southern Marches was present, a man who had served as her father's military advisor for two decades. He watched Isolde with an intensity that might have been loyalty or might have been surveillance, and she could not read his expression clearly enough to determine which. If he knew about the assassination attempt, his face did not show it. If he was innocent, his presence still signified her father's interest in maintaining control of the negotiations despite the binding's implications.

The discussions continued for three hours without resolution. Neither side was willing to concede anything of substance, and the binding's symbolic completion had not translated into practical trust. Isolde and Caedon spoke rarely, offering diplomatic platitudes when required and maintaining their positions as neutral arbiters—a fiction that everyone present understood and no one acknowledged.

When the session ended, Isolde retreated to their shared chambers with a headache that had nothing to do with politics. The fire in her blood was restless, stirred by the proximity of so many strangers and the constant performance of composure she had been required to maintain. She wanted to burn something, anything, to release the pressure building behind her ribs before it consumed her from within.

Caedon arrived minutes after she did, and she felt his awareness brush against hers with something that might have been concern. She ignored it, crossing to the window again because the winter roses did not demand anything from her, did not watch and calculate and look for weakness.

His voice came from behind her, quiet enough that she almost missed it: "The fire is building. I can feel it."

She did not turn around. The acknowledgment of her weakness was more than she wanted to share, more than the bond should have permitted him to sense, but there was no point in denial when he could feel the heat rising through their merged connection.

Her response was flat: "The negotiations were difficult. The fire responds to stress."

She felt his disbelief through the bond before he spoke: "The fire responds to everything. You have been burning since before the ceremony, and the binding has not helped."

The accuracy of his assessment forced her to turn and face him. He stood near the door, his shadows gathered close as if for protection, and his expression held none of the calculation she had come to expect. He looked tired, she realized. The negotiations had cost him as much as they had cost her, and beneath his composed exterior, she could feel exhaustion matching her own.

His voice carried a weight that made her listen: "The Sothren archives contain records of other blood-bonds. Not between our kingdoms—the practice predates the Veil—but similar rituals with similar costs. The merged power requires release. If you continue containing the fire, it will burn through the containment, and we will both suffer the consequences."

The practical concern for his own survival was oddly reassuring. She did not want his sympathy, did not need his understanding, but enlightened self-interest was a language she could understand. He was not offering help out of kindness; he was protecting himself from the collateral damage of her uncontrolled power.

She asked the obvious question: "What do you propose?"
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