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​Chapter One:
Arrival
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The binding cuffs were forged for orc wrists. Zarfu turned the first one in the light from the vent-channel below, where the volcanic heat threw a red-orange glow across the smithing floor. Ridge-black iron, hammered thin enough to catch firelight but heavy enough to survive the ceremony without warping. Clean seams. A pin-hinge the forge-master had spent three days setting. He ran his thumb along the interior curve and stopped at the problem.

The width. The interior arc assumed a broad, heavy-boned wrist built to absorb impact. An orc's wrist. The second cuff would clasp a forearm half the size, and during the fire-walk the loose iron would shift and sear unevenly against skin that had never been near a forge.

"Narrower," he said. "By a finger-width on the second piece. And round the interior edge where it meets the hinge."

Hesta, the forge-master, took the cuff back and turned it in hands more scarred than his. She studied the seam-work she'd already finished, the three days of labor he was asking her to redo in twelve hours.

"The iron's already tempered."

"I know."

She studied him for a beat, then set the cuff on the anvil's edge and reached for her smaller hammer. "I'll need both hearths running through the night."

"Take what you need."

He left her to it. Behind him, the first ring of hammer on iron echoed through the passage and up the carved steps, sharp and rhythmic, following him out of the Red Forges and into the corridors above.

The forges ran deep beneath Ironhold, fed by vent-channels that left the air tasting of sulfur and hot metal. At this depth, the walls sweated heat. Oil lamps burned in iron sconces, their flames fed by rendered animal fat that added a thick, greasy undertone to the sulfur. The basalt itself was warm to the touch, absorbing volcanic heat for centuries, and the air dried the throat after ten minutes of breathing it. Zarfu had spent half his youth down here, learning to hold heated steel before a blade. His lungs expected this air. His skin didn't register the temperature as remarkable. Once, a visiting trader from the northern flatlands lasted six minutes in the primary forge hall before retreating to the surface, gasping, convinced the room was on fire.

He climbed through the central stairwell without counting the turns. The corridors angled at intervals designed to slow an invading force, each corner a chokepoint where attackers funneling through would lose formation. Defensive architecture so familiar he navigated it the way other men navigated their own bodies, without thought, reading the depth by the temperature against his palms.

The guest quarters occupied the northern face, where the rock was thickest, and the vent-channels didn't reach. Cooler air. Less of the sulfur smell. He'd had the household staff prepare the rooms according to the delegation's advance specifications, and they'd done what they could: lighter linens, a writing desk positioned near the window for what passed as natural light, fresh water in the basin. A rug of woven ridgehair over the basalt floor, because bare stone at three in the morning was the kind of detail that turned discomfort into grievance.

The room was still too warm. Still too dark. The ceiling pressed low by Skyreach standards, the ventilation adequate for orc lungs and stifling for anyone else. He stood in the doorway and tried to see it as she would, and what he saw was a cell that someone had furnished with good intentions.

He emerged onto the upper terrace and the wind hit him full across the chest. Late afternoon, the plateau baking under a copper-tinged sky, heat radiating up from the basalt in visible waves. The air smelled of mineral dust and distant ashfall. Below, the approach to Ironhold stretched out in a long, exposed slope with no cover and no blind spots. A killing ground designed by geography and refined by three generations of engineers who understood what open terrain was for.

Draegan was already at the parapet, arms crossed, his weight settled against the wall with a stillness that said he'd been waiting until resentment set in.

"Eastern ridge scouts spotted dust an hour ago. Organized column, moving at diplomatic pace." He straightened as Zarfu reached the wall. "Four hours out. Six if the wind picks up on the plateau approach."

Zarfu set his hands on the parapet's edge. The stone was warm, almost uncomfortably so, saturated with twelve hours of sun. He looked out over the approach and let the tactical picture settle: sight lines, wind direction, the angle of the afternoon light falling across the slope.

"The honor guard?"

"Positioned, briefed, and told three times to keep their hands off their weapons." Draegan joined him at the edge. "Korren's leading the formation. He volunteered."

"Of course he did."

"He thinks it's a celebration." Draegan didn't add anything to it. The silence did the work.

They stood watching the plateau. Wind scraped across the cliff face below, carrying grit and the faint metallic bite of vent-gas from the eastern slopes. Somewhere in the fortress beneath them, Hesta's hammer was still ringing, the sound climbing through the rock in faint pulses.

"I've adjusted the binding cuffs," Zarfu said. "The forge-master is reworking the width for an elven wrist."

Draegan turned his head a fraction. "You're worried about cuff width."

"I'm worried about a ceremony where the metalwork doesn't fit and the entire hall sees it. The Council is watching. So is the Vale's delegation. A binding cuff that slides loose during the fire-walk reads as an omen to half the elders in the room."

"And you want it to look like we've considered her."

Zarfu didn't take the bait.

Draegan let the silence sit. He had the discipline for it, the willingness to leave a gap in the conversation open rather than fill it with something both of them knew was hollow. After a moment, he shifted his weight against the parapet and came at it from a different angle.

"This ends one of two ways. She adapts, or the treaty falls apart within the year. There's no version where it's comfortable." He paused. "Especially for you."

"I know what it costs."

"Do you?" Draegan was looking at the plateau again, tracking a column of dust on the eastern ridge. "Because in four hours you'll be standing in a hall full of people who've come to watch you bind yourself to a woman you've never met, and your father is going to be reading every breath you take for signs of weakness." He glanced back. "And you're down in the forges adjusting cuff widths."

The wind gusted hard enough to push grit across the parapet. Zarfu blinked it from his eyes and gripped the ledge.

"The cuffs needed adjusting."

Draegan looked like he had more to say. He left it where it was. He pushed off the parapet and turned toward the stairs. "Your father wants you in the war chamber. He sent me twenty minutes ago."

"And you took twenty minutes."

"You were in the forges. I wasn't chasing you through the tunnels for a conversation you're not going to enjoy." His boots hit the first step down. "Four hours, Zarfu."

Then the terrace was empty, and the only sounds were the wind and the faint percussion of iron being reshaped beneath his feet.

He stood a moment longer than he needed to. The plateau shimmered in the afternoon heat, the approach ramp empty and shadowless. Four hours, and the ramp would be full of strangers. By morning, the strangers would be his responsibility.

He turned from the rampart and took the stairs down.

The corridors down to the war chamber were loud with the fortress living around him: a smith arguing with an apprentice below, a whetstone scraping at the eastern guard station, someone laughing in the kitchens. Ironhold swallowed whispers and carried everything else.



The war chamber occupied the highest interior level of Ironhold, a vaulted room carved from living rock where three walls were left rough and the fourth had been polished to a dark mirror. Firelight from the ancestral flame pit ran across that surface in warped orange bands, making the rock look molten. The map table dominated the center: a slab of basalt topped with hand-carved terrain models of the Blackspire Peaks, each pass and ridgeline built to scale by a surveyor who'd lost two fingers to frostbite getting the elevations right. The models had been updated twice in Zarfu's lifetime. The political markers on top of them changed weekly.

Tharok Varr stood at the table with his hands flat on the Peaks' northern approach, studying the positions of patrol markers as he studied everything. Without hurry. Without invitation.

The High Chieftain had a stillness that filled a room by refusing to acknowledge it existed. Broad through the chest, thick through the neck. Even at an age where other warriors had begun settling into their weight, he carried his bulk like an argument. His skin ran darker than Zarfu's, near black-green under the flame pit's light, and the scars on his forearms cut deeper. Older rituals. The burns from a Trial generation that hadn't yet learned to temper its proving rites.

He wore no ornamentation. He never did.

Zarfu stopped three paces from the table and waited.

"The guest quarters." Tharok didn't look up. "You inspected them yourself."

"An hour ago."

"And the binding cuffs."

"Being adjusted."

Tharok lifted his head. His eyes were the same amber-gold, but flatter. Less light behind them, or more years of keeping it banked.

"You're spending your morning on linens and ironwork."

"I'm ensuring the ceremony reflects well on this house."

"You're ensuring the girl is comfortable."

Zarfu recognized the cut. A distinction delivered with the precision of a blade finding a seam in armor. He let it land.

"The Accord requires a seasonal cycle of residence. If the quarters are unlivable, she lasts a week before the delegation uses it as grounds to renegotiate terms. Comfort is strategy."

Tharok stepped back from the table, creating space as a mountain creates a valley. Not a concession. Rearrangement.

"Walk me through it."

Not a request. Zarfu fell into step as his father moved to the eastern edge of the map table, where the terrain models gave way to the Peaks' central spine. Red pins for orc patrols. Silver for elven. A gap in the northwestern corridor where neither side had maintained a presence in three years.

"The Accord gives us shared governance of the trade routes through the Peaks. Joint patrol authority. A recognized heir from both bloodlines." Tharok's finger traced the central pass, stopping on the gap. "In exchange, we accept an outsider into the ruling house. We open our intelligence to a foreign court. And we trust the elves not to use the marriage as a foothold."

"I've read the terms."

"You've read them. Tell me you believe them."

Zarfu looked at the terrain model. The needle-stone formations of Blackspire rose in miniature from the table, obsidian carved to match the black rock of the actual range. He'd studied these passes since he was old enough to reach the table's edge. Every ambush point. Every choke. Every approach route an invading force would take and every position his own forces would hold to stop them.

"I believe the alternative is a war we win at a cost we spend twenty years recovering from. The Peaks are already unstable, and a contested border feeds instability on both sides. The Vale's High Council signed this Accord because their scouts counted the same troop numbers ours did." He met his father's eyes. "The terms are sound. Whether we trust them is what the seasonal cycle determines."

Tharok studied him as he'd studied the terrain. Looking for weak positions. Lines of failure.

"Sentiment," he said. Not accusation. Inspection. The way you'd check a blade for warping after a hard strike.

"None."

"Good." Tharok turned back to the table. "Because it gets tested tonight, and again tomorrow, and every day she's inside these walls. The elders are already positioning. Half the council believes I'm surrendering territory we bled for. The other half is waiting to see if the heir they invested in has the spine to treat a political wife as a political instrument." His finger tapped the unpatrolled stretch of the northwestern pass, twice, hard enough to shift the model. "I don't need you comfortable. I need you unreadable."

He moved around the table's edge, fingers trailing the ridgeline of the mountains' eastern face. The fire in the pit cracked behind them both. A log shifted, scattering sparks in a brief upward spiral. The heat of it pressed against Zarfu's left side, dry and close. He didn't move from it. The warmth registered as a fact of the room, nothing requiring adjustment.

Tharok paused at the far end of the table, past the Peaks' central spine, where the elevation dropped into the lower passes and trade routes the Accord was built to protect. When he spoke again, it was to the table.

"Your mother would have handled the quarters herself. She'd have known what an elven woman needed without sending anyone to ask."

Zarfu kept his breathing even. The flame pit's heat pressed closer, or he was imagining it.

"I understand," he said.

"You understand the words." Tharok's attention was already elsewhere, back on the terrain models, on the patrol gaps, on the war he'd spent thirty years negotiating around. "Understanding the weight of them takes longer."

He didn't dismiss Zarfu. He stopped looking at him, which amounted to the same thing.



The elven column came into view at the plateau's far edge as the light turned.

Zarfu watched from the upper rampart, where the basalt was still warm under his palms, the wind carrying ash from a vent-field two ridges east. Below, Korren's honor guard held formation at the approach's base. Twenty warriors in ceremonial iron, standing rigid enough to confirm Draegan had threatened them.

The column moved well. Four abreast in the center, flanked by archer pairs at staggered intervals. Light armor, leather, and silver-pale metal he didn't recognize, fitted close to the body for range of motion. They carried their bows unstrung but accessible, a choice splitting the difference between formality and readiness. The formation held its spacing on the uneven terrain without visible adjustment, each member compensating for the slope and loose basalt underfoot as if the ground were level. No one stumbled. No one glanced down. They'd either trained on rough terrain or they adapted faster than any garrison Zarfu had observed.

The lead archer was left-handed, the only one in the formation, positioned on the right flank where his draw wouldn't clip the archer beside him. Someone had thought about that.

Whoever trained this guard knew their work.

A standard-bearer led the column, carrying the blue and silver of Whisperwind Vale. Behind the standard came the senior figures. An older elf in council robes, tall and rigid with the bearing of a man who considered himself the most important person in any room he entered. Three attendants. A woman walking close to the delegate's left with her hood down, her posture suggesting familiarity with the older elf rather than deference to him.

Then the archer guard's inner ring.

Then her.

She walked behind the senior delegation and ahead of the rear guard. Not at the front, where her rank would place her. Not buried in the center, where protection would shelter her. She'd taken the seam between the political delegation and the military escort, the exact position where she had line of sight to both and belonged to neither.

Zarfu noted the choice.

She was tall for an elf. Slender, long-limbed, carrying herself with a straightness through the spine built by years of training rather than the bracing of someone holding themselves upright. Silver-blonde hair braided tight and formal, pinned close to the skull for travel. Her clothes were fitted, dark, practical. A rider's cut with the Vale's sigil worked small at the collar. Not a gown. Not armor. Something between the two that committed to neither.

She walked the exposed approach without adjusting her pace. The wind on the plateau slammed the column from the east, hard enough to snap the standard-bearer's banner taut and shove the attendant near the delegate half a step sideways. The woman beside the delegate raised a hand to keep her hood from tearing free.

The princess didn't react.

Her braid didn't move with the gust. Her stride kept its rhythm. Her cloak pressed flat against her body for a moment, outlining a frame built for speed and precision rather than force, and then the wind passed, and she was walking as before.

She wasn't bracing against it. She occupied the wind as a boulder occupies a current. It broke around her, she didn't register it as a thing requiring response.

No one else in the column moved like that. Not even the archers.

The column halted at the approach base. Korren broke formation and crossed the gap to the standard-bearer with a stride that covered the ground too fast. His bow went deep, the kind a young man gave when he'd rehearsed it in front of a mirror and added two inches for good measure. The delegate returned something shallow and precise that made Korren look like he'd tripped.

The princess didn't watch the greeting. She was looking at the walls. Not up at the ramparts, the way visitors looked at Ironhold. Across. Her attention moved left to right, bottom to top, pausing at structural joints and sentry positions. She was reading the fortress the way he'd read her column.

Down on the plateau, the wind shifted again. The standard-bearer's banner cracked like a whip and the attendant with the hood struggled to keep her footing. A chunk of loose scree bounced and skittered across the basalt.

The princess stood in the middle of it and didn't move.

Zarfu stepped back from the rampart's edge. He'd seen enough.

The corridors from the upper rampart to the main gate ran through the central stairwell, where the names of every High Chieftain back nine generations were cut into the wall. His grandfather's name was the deepest groove, the lettering filled with forge-slag that caught the oil-lamp light in dull orange. His father's was above it, the carving cleaner, the dust not yet fully settled. Above Tharok's name, an empty space. Smoothed and waiting.

Zarfu adjusted the ceremonial leathers at his throat, where the clasps sat heavier than he preferred. The dark set, forge-finished, with the Varr sigil stamped at each shoulder. Formal without being ornamental.

Below, the outer gate was grinding open. Sound climbed through the stairwell in fragments: boots on basalt, metal on leather, the groan of iron hinges pulling apart. A horse reacting to the unfamiliar ground.

He paused at the last turning, where the corridor opened onto the main hall and the light shifted from oil-lamp amber to the gray wash of open sky through the gate. The approach ramp was visible from here. The column had started through, the standard-bearer's blue and silver catching the copper light of a Scorched Ridge dusk.

In a few minutes the formalities would begin. The words his father had approved, careful formulations designed to acknowledge her rank without raising it above his own. Two courts measuring them both for fractures. The performance of an heir who'd chosen this, because the alternative was admitting the marriage was a concession, and concessions were remembered longer than alliances in these halls.

The wind from the open gate pushed warm air up the stairwell. It carried the copper-mineral smell of evening on the Ridge, and beneath it something else. Fainter. Cooler. A scent the mountain didn't produce.

He adjusted the clasps one final time and started down. The stairwell narrowed at the lower turning, where the names on the wall gave way to unmarked stone, and the sounds from below sharpened into individual voices, individual footsteps, the particular acoustics of a gate hall filling with people who would be watching every move he made for the next several hours.

The empty space above his father's name stayed behind him in the dark. Smoothed. Waiting.
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​Chapter Two:
The Binding
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The quarters they had prepared for her were a concession. Syllia recognized it in the details: the rug spread across the stone floor, the writing desk angled toward the window where the light was strongest, the basin of water that someone had refilled recently enough for the surface to still carry a faint tremor. These were choices, not accidents. Someone had considered what an elven woman might need and made adjustments within the constraints of a fortress carved from volcanic rock, and the gap between intention and effect told her more about Scorched Ridge than any briefing document.

The room was too warm. Not unbearably so, not the wet furnace-blast of the forges she'd passed through on the way up, but a persistent dry warmth that pressed against the skin and pulled moisture from the air with every breath. After three hours in these quarters, her throat felt tight and her lips had started to crack at the corners. The walls radiated stored heat from a day of sun on black rock, and even with the window cracked open the air barely moved.

At Skyreach, the wind came through every room. Through the corridors, through the suspended walkways between towers, through the windows that were left unshuttered because the palace was built to breathe. The air there carried the resin-sharp scent of silverwood and the cool, mineral freshness of river-mist rising through the valley at dawn.

Here, the air carried sulfur and forge-smoke and something fatty she couldn't identify. The window looked out over a slope of black basalt, and the only movement outside was ash drifting from a vent-field to the east, gray flecks catching the copper light like slow, poisoned snow.

Vanya sat on the bed's edge, running her thumb along the stitching of the woven coverlet with the careful attention of someone cataloguing the unfamiliar. She hadn't said much since they arrived. Helped Syllia dress, adjusted the braiding where the formal pins pressed too tightly against her skull, and then settled on the bed and gone quiet, which for Vanya was the equivalent of screaming.

"The rug is nice," Vanya said. She lifted her foot and pressed her bare toes into the ridgehair weave. "Rough, though. Like standing on a horse."

"It was a considered choice. The floor underneath would be worse."

"Yes, I walked on it." Vanya's toes flexed and released. "My feet may never forgive me for bringing them here."

Vanya had volunteered for this. Argued for it, insisted, overridden Syllia's objections with the particular stubbornness that ended most of their disagreements. But volunteering for a thing and living inside it were different, and Ironhold was pressing against both of them in ways neither had rehearsed for.

Syllia checked the pins in her hair by touch, running two fingers along the line of the braid from her left temple to where it gathered at the base of her skull. Secure. Formal. The silver pins were her mother's, brought from the Vale as one of the few personal items in her travel allowance. What to bring, what to leave, what to expect on the other side: none of it had come with instruction, beyond the terms of the Accord itself and the formal briefings on orc customs that Lord Entharion, the senior council delegate, had delivered during the journey with all the warmth of a trade ledger.

Her father had sent his seal on the Accord documents. He had not sent himself.

"The ceremony is in an hour," Syllia said. "Lord Entharion will send someone when it's time."

"Lord Entharion has sent someone three times already." Vanya stood from the bed and crossed to where Syllia's ceremonial dress hung on a rack near the wall. Not a gown. Syllia had chosen structured leathers with formal embroidery, the Vale's blue and silver worked into the collar and cuffs. Fitted, high-necked, laced tight through the bodice. Armor disguised as court dress. "I think he's worried you'll climb out the window."

"The window is forty feet above the approach slope and faces a sheer drop."

"Exactly. He's been pacing since we got here." Vanya touched the leather at the shoulder, where the embroidery caught the red-tinged light from outside. "I think this place unsettles him more than he expected."

"It unsettles everyone more than they expected. That's the point of it."

Vanya looked at her then. A long look, the kind that bypassed the composure and the formal braiding and the structured leathers and arrived at the thing underneath. Syllia held still under it.

"Are you all right?" Vanya asked.

The question was simple. The answer wasn't.

"I'm prepared," Syllia said.

Vanya nodded, slowly, the way you nod at a door that has closed between you and the corridor. She didn't push it. She heard what was offered and what wasn't, and had enough discipline, or enough kindness, to leave the rest where it was.

From somewhere below, the sound of a heavy gate grinding against iron tracked. Then voices, carrying up through the fortress's corridors with a clarity that startled Syllia every time. Soft voices vanished in these corridors, but everything else traveled, amplified by the angles of the rock into something louder and more exposed than anyone intended. At Skyreach, sound dissolved into the open architecture, absorbed by wind and distance. Here, it ricocheted.

Boots on basalt. A door opening and closing. The particular rhythm of someone walking with purpose rather than routine.

"An hour," she said again, to no one.



The ceremony hall occupied Ironhold's central vault, a wide, rough-walled chamber built around two rows of ancestral flame pits that ran the full length of the floor. The pits were sunk into the basalt, each one the width of a man lying down, filled with a bed of coals that had been burning, if Syllia understood the custom correctly, since the hall was first carved. The heat from them accumulated in layers: tolerable at the chamber's edges, where the delegations and the orc court were seated on tiered benches, and increasingly brutal toward the center, where the pits narrowed to form a corridor of fire barely four paces wide.

The fire-walk. Entharion had briefed her during the journey: the heir and the bound partner walked the passage together, hands clasped through forged iron cuffs, from one end of the hall to the other. If either party released the other's hand or faltered before reaching the far wall, the binding was void.

Entharion had not mentioned what the heat would feel like from inside the corridor. The briefings hadn't covered the particular quality of air that had been baked by open coals for what might have been generations, or the way that air entered the lungs with a weight and a taste, charcoal and sulfur and something sharper underneath.

Syllia stood at the entrance, beside the man she was about to bind herself to, and took inventory.

The hall: two hundred and thirty, perhaps two hundred and forty people. Orc court on the left, filling the higher tiers, their iron and leather catching the fire's glow in shades of orange and deep red. Elven delegation on the right, smaller, occupying the lower benches with the rigid composure of people determined not to look uncomfortable. Lord Entharion in the first row, his expression arranged into diplomatic neutrality. Durzol behind him, not sitting, his weight balanced on both feet and his hands at his belt where his bow would have been if weapons were permitted in the hall. He was watching Zarfu. Had been watching Zarfu since they entered the chamber, tracking position and proximity and every shift of weight with the dedicated attention of a man cataloguing threats.

Tharok Varr occupied a seat at the orc court's center that wasn't elevated above the others but might as well have been. He sat still. Everyone around him didn't.

An orc elder stood between the flame pits, reciting the binding words in a cadence Syllia couldn't follow. The language was formal, archaic, stripped of the bluntness she'd come to expect from orc speech. It sounded like something older than the fortress. Older than the court. A recitation from a time when these rituals meant something beyond politics, and the elder spoke it with the conviction of a man who still believed that was true.

Zarfu stood beside her. Near enough to register.

Not him, specifically. Not yet. The warmth. He radiated it the way the flame pits did, preceding his physical presence by half an arm's length and arriving against her skin before she consciously registered the proximity. She'd noticed it during the formal greeting in the entry hall, when they stood three paces apart and the atmosphere between them ran warmer on his side. Attributed it to the forges in the passage behind him. Now, standing at the entrance to a fire-walk in a chamber already brutal with accumulated temperature, the warmth coming off his body was distinguishable from the ambient air.

He was larger than the rampart view had suggested. Numbers in the briefing documents didn't account for the way a body that size displaced the air in a room, altered the geometry of a doorway. His shoulders were broader than Durzol's by a width she could have laid her forearm across. The ceremonial burn scars on his forearms ran from wrist to elbow in a pattern that must have taken hours to apply and longer to heal, the skin ridged and darkened where the brands had been pressed. His hands, hanging at his sides, were built for forge-hammers and shield-grips.

His formal greeting had come without hesitation. Direct, unhurried, with none of the careful modulation she expected from someone performing for a political audience. Either he was better at performance than she'd anticipated, or he wasn't performing.

She didn't know which possibility unsettled her more.

The elder finished the recitation and stepped aside. The aisle of fire waited: forty paces of blistering air between two rows of coals that popped and shifted, sending small eruptions of spark and ash into the space between them.

Zarfu turned to face her. His eyes were amber-gold in the firelight, bright against the dark green-gray of his skin, and he looked at her the way military officers looked at terrain they were about to cross. Assessing. Not unkind. But honest about what lay ahead.

He extended his left arm, palm up, and the orc attendant who'd been standing behind them stepped forward with the binding cuffs.

Ridge-black iron. Two interlocking bands connected by a short chain, each one fitted with a pin-hinge. Syllia had expected the rough, heavy metalwork she'd seen throughout the fortress, but these were different. The seams were clean, the edges rounded, the interior curve of the smaller cuff polished smooth. She noticed the size difference between the two bands. The larger one would fit an orc wrist. The smaller one had been adjusted.

For her.

The attendant clasped the larger cuff around Zarfu's left wrist and locked the pin. Then he reached for Syllia's right hand. She extended it, keeping her fingers steady through an act of will, and the iron closed around her wrist. Warm from the chamber's heat, but not burning. The interior edge sat flush against her skin, the fit precise. No gap, no sliding. Someone had measured or guessed well.

The chain between the cuffs was short. Perhaps a forearm's length. When the attendant stepped back, Syllia's hand hung in the gap, connected to Zarfu by iron and six inches of air.

"Walk with me," he said. Not a command. An instruction, delivered with the brevity of someone who didn't waste words and the steadiness of someone who'd walked through fire before. His fingers closed around hers.

Her first thought was scale.

His hand engulfed hers. Fingers thick, rough-skinned, calloused across the palm in a pattern consistent with years of gripping heated metal, wrapping entirely around her own with room remaining. She could feel the beat of his blood through the pressure points where their palms met. Or her own. The distinction blurred.

Her second thought was temperature. His skin was warmer than the cuff.

They stepped into the walk.

The heat hit her immediately, a wall of it, pressing against her face and bare forearms with physical insistence. The air tasted of char and thinned in her lungs, each breath arriving with less substance than the last. The coals on either side glowed in shades of deep red and sulfur-orange, so close the radiant heat shifted as she passed each pit, a rhythmic pulse like walking through the breath of something vast and sleeping.

Zarfu walked at a pace she could match without rushing. His stride had shortened, she realized. Adjusted for her.

Twenty paces in, the heat became a thing she had to manage rather than endure. The iron cuff on her wrist held the temperature of the air around it, and where the metal sat against her skin she felt the slow, insistent build of contact with something that would eventually burn. The leathers protected her body but not her face, not her hands, not the exposed strip of neck above her collar. Sweat gathered at her hairline and didn't evaporate; the air was too dry to accept it.

Zarfu's hand didn't change temperature. The heat that radiated from his grip stayed constant, separate from the furnace-breath between the pits, as if his body operated on different terms. His pulse through her fingers was even. Unhurried. The branded ridges on his forearm, visible above the cuff's edge, told her everything she needed to know about his relationship to fire.

Thirty paces. The far wall was visible now, dark basalt with a banner bearing the Varr sigil hung between two iron sconces. The air between here and there shimmered.

She was aware, with the clinical precision that kicked in when her control was most at risk, that she was affecting the air outside the ceremony hall. Not inside. Outside, beyond the walls, above the fortress. A pressure shift in the upper atmosphere that she felt the way other people felt a change in temperature. Her composure was fraying, and the air was responding, the way it always did when the discipline slipped, when the stillness she'd built her life around couldn't contain what was underneath.

She forced it down. Held the internal architecture of control she'd spent twenty years building, the structure that kept her influence over the air locked tight, inert, indistinguishable from ordinary weather. The flame pits on either side of the walk guttered briefly, the coals breathing sideways, and then steadied.

No one saw. The hall was focused on the walk, on the pair between the fires, on whether the elven princess would break before the end.

She didn't falter. She walked the remaining ten paces with her hand in a stranger's grip and her spine straight and the air outside the hall pressed flat by her refusal to feel anything the ceremony was designed to make her feel.

They reached the wall. The elder spoke a final binding phrase. The cuffs were unlocked and removed, and the attendant carried them away on a cloth that prevented the heated iron from touching bare hands. Zarfu released her fingers and stepped back, and the absence of his grip left a ghost of warmth across her palm that the chamber's ambient heat couldn't replicate.

She stood beside him and faced the hall. Every face in the chamber turned toward them. The orc court erupted in a sound that wasn't applause but something older, a rhythmic stamping of boots against basalt that vibrated through the floor and up through her feet and into her ribs. The elven delegation remained seated, their silence a deliberate counterpoint.

Durzol was standing. His jaw was tight and his hands were at his sides, and he was no longer watching Zarfu. He was watching her. Looking for damage.

Tharok hadn't moved. His attention traveled from Syllia to Zarfu and back, measuring something she couldn't read.

Lord Entharion's expression had shifted by a degree. His diplomatic neutrality was intact, but a muscle at the corner of his mouth suggested something underneath it. Relief, or calculation, or both.

And Vanya, in the second row of the elven delegation, was sitting very still with her hands folded in her lap, and Syllia couldn't tell from this distance whether her friend was composed or barely holding.

Beside her, Zarfu was surveying the hall with the same methodical focus he'd given the elven column from the rampart. Reading the room the way she was reading it.

She expected the composure from him. She hadn't expected to recognize it.

The stamping subsided. The elder raised a hand, and the hall settled into a silence that was formal rather than empty, weighted with expectation rather than absence. The binding was complete. The Accord was sealed. Whatever came next, this part was done, and it had cost her nothing she wasn't prepared to spend.

She breathed. The air in the hall was still stifling, still heavy with char and sulfur and the accumulated heat of centuries of burning coals, but something in her grip on it had loosened. Not visibly. Not dangerously. A cool current across the back of her neck, slipping through the gap between collar and skin. Her doing. She was letting the air move without meaning to.

She shut it down. Pulled everything tight again.

Outside, the wind on the upper terraces shifted direction and dropped to nothing.

No one noticed. The court was busy. The delegations were busy. The heir beside her was busy with the work of appearing as though none of this touched him.

She remained where she stood at the fire-walk's terminus, in a hall built for war dressed as celebration, and let the iron-taste of overheated air sit on her tongue while two courts decided what she was worth.

The binding was done.

In two days, the delegation would ride home. Syllia would be here. In this fortress of black rock and fire and air that didn't move, bound by iron and treaty to a man whose hand she could still feel against her palm.

She pressed her thumb into the center of her opposite palm, where the ghost of his grip still sat. The skin was warm. Ridge warmth, she told herself. Residual heat from the ceremony hall, from the coal-pits, from the volcanic stone that held temperature for longer than anyone admitted.
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​Chapter Three:
The Feast
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The great hall ran hotter during feasts. Two hundred bodies packed onto tiered benches would do that on their own, but orc tradition required the secondary flame pits to be opened for celebrations, and the kitchen vents funneled roasting smoke through channels in the lower walls. The effect was cumulative: within an hour of the first course, the temperature climbed high enough to make the ironwork fixtures uncomfortable to grip the air thick enough to taste.

Zarfu had grown up in this room. His first celebratory meal was on these same tiers at the age of five, sitting on his grandfather's knee while the old man explained the seating hierarchy by pointing with a rib bone. The heat was his baseline. The noise, too: the volume of an orc gathering could make the elven delegation's end of the chamber look like a funeral procession by comparison.

He stood at the high table, positioned between Tharok and the empty seat reserved for the senior elven delegate, and watched the room work.

The orc court occupied the upper tiers in loose clusters organized by clan allegiance and military rank. Draegan's officers held the east side, eating with the efficient pace of men who'd learned that meals in the field came fast or not at all. The forge-masters had claimed the row nearest the kitchen vents, where the roasting smoke was thickest, a proximity that would have driven anyone else to the far wall. Three clan elders occupied the tier nearest the high table, their plates untouched, their focus fixed on the elven contingent with the careful interest of men deciding what to write in tomorrow's council objections. The one on the left, Councilor Breth, had voted against the Accord twice before the final ratification. He was eating nothing, drinking steadily, and his posture said he intended to remember every misstep the evening produced.

The elven delegation occupied the lower west rows. Twelve of them, including Durzol's guard detail, seated in a configuration that put the archers on the outside edges and the political staff in the center. Lord Entharion sat nearest the high table, his posture faultless, a cup of the orc honeyed wine untouched beside his plate. He sampled the food with visible deliberation, taking small portions, chewing slowly. Not refusing. Calculating.
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