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Prologue
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The blood moon rose at 11:47 p.m. on the night Koralys first tasted shadow on her tongue and knew she would burn for it.

She stood on the obsidian balcony of the Ember Throne's highest tower, her fire-song magic coiling restless beneath her skin, when darkness itself materialized three feet behind her. The scent hit first: winter smoke and forbidden orchids, a combination that had no right to exist in the flame-scorched air of her kingdom. Her pulse spiked from 72 to 134 in the space of a single breath. She did not turn around.

"Crown Princess." His voice was midnight given sound, and her flames responded before her mind could cage them, flickering gold at her fingertips in instinctive recognition of the enemy she had been trained since birth to destroy. "You smell like the death of my entire bloodline."

"Shadow Prince." She kept her spine rigid, her fire contained, even as heat pooled low in her stomach at the proximity of him. "You smell like a treaty violation."

Thassian of the Night Court stepped closer. She tracked him by the way the air temperature dropped, by the way her magic screamed warning and welcome in the same burning note. The blood treaty signed four hundred years ago after Queen Naessra's execution demanded his death if he crossed into Ember territory. It demanded hers if she allowed it.

She was allowing it.

"The old magic does not forgive hesitation," he murmured, and she felt his breath ghost across the bare skin of her shoulder. "Neither do I."

Koralys turned then, and the sight of him struck like a blade between her ribs. Silver eyes in a face carved from shadow and starlight. Dark hair that absorbed the blood moon's crimson glow. A mouth made for destruction and, gods help her, for other things she refused to name.

"You came to kill me," she said. Not a question.

"I came to see if the stories were true." His gaze dropped to her throat, where her fire-song pulsed visible gold beneath her skin. "They said the Ember heir's magic sang. They said it was beautiful enough to make a shadow prince forget his purpose."

Her flames brightened. His darkness reached for them.

"And is it?"

The corner of his mouth lifted, and the smile was ruin itself, promised and inevitable.

"It is worse." His shadow brushed her fire, and the contact sent lightning through every nerve ending in her body. "It is worth burning for."

The blood moon reached its zenith. The ancient magic stirred. And Koralys understood, with the clarity of prophecy and the weight of four hundred years of war, that she was going to destroy everything she had been born to protect.

For him.

Because of him.

Beginning now.
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Chapter 1: The Treaty of Ash
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Koralys pressed her palm to the war table's scorched surface at 3:17 a.m., feeling the echo of every battle her ancestors had planned in this room pulse against her skin like a second heartbeat, while across from her stood the shadow prince who had infiltrated the Ember Palace six hours ago and turned her entire understanding of hatred inside out. The flame-maps spread between them showed the border territories in precise detail: the Ashfall Mountains where fire magic burned eternal, the Shadowmere Forests where darkness pooled thick enough to drown in, and the Contested Reaches where both powers collided and neither side had won in four centuries of bloodshed. Her uncle Vardis stood rigid by the eastern window, his hand on his sword hilt, fury radiating from every line of his aging body. High Inquisitor Morthen watched from the shadows with calculating eyes that missed nothing, cataloging every interaction for the report he would deliver to the Flame Council at dawn.

The magic does not forgive hesitation.

Thassian's words from the balcony echoed through her mind as she forced herself to focus on the treaty documents rather than the way his presence made her fire-song strain toward him like a flower seeking sun. The old alliance proposal had been retrieved from the forbidden archives, its pages yellowed and crackling with protective wards that singed her fingers when she touched them. No one had opened this document since Queen Naessra's trial. No one had dared.

"You ask the impossible." Koralys kept her voice steady through sheer will, ignoring the way her pulse hammered at 127 beats per minute under his silver gaze. "A marriage alliance between Ember and Night Courts ended in execution the last time it was attempted."

"The last time, Queen Naessra was weak." Thassian's shadow pooled at his feet, restless, hungry. "She allowed sentiment to override strategy. I am offering you something different."

"And what precisely are you offering, Shadow Prince?" Vardis's voice cracked like breaking ice. "Beyond your head on a pike, which the treaty demands the moment you set foot in our territory?"

Here is what makes him lethal: he did not flinch. He did not reach for a weapon. He simply smiled, slow and dangerous, and let his darkness brush against the flame-map's edge until the parchment curled and smoked.

"I am offering the location of the Night Court's invasion force. Twelve thousand soldiers positioned in the Shadowmere's deepest reaches, waiting for the signal to strike during the winter solstice." His gaze found Koralys and held. "I am offering my kingdom's secrets in exchange for a different kind of alliance."

Her fire flared before she could stop it, gold light spilling across the table and illuminating the harsh planes of his face. She wanted him dead. She wanted him closer. She wanted to understand why his shadows reached for her flames like they recognized something in the burning.

She wanted too many things that would see her executed.

"Why?" The question escaped before she could cage it. "Why betray your own people?"

"Who said anything about betrayal?" Thassian circled the table with predatory grace, each step bringing him closer to where she stood frozen between duty and disaster. "My father plans to use that army to destroy the Ember bloodline entirely. Every man, woman, and child with fire in their veins, burned out by shadow until nothing remains but ash." He stopped three feet away, close enough that she could smell the winter smoke of him beneath the war room's char. "I find I prefer a world where you exist."

The words landed like burning arrows in her chest.

She refused to call it wanting. Treason wore a beautiful face, and she would not be seduced.

"You expect me to believe the heir to the Night Court developed a conscience?" Koralys forced mockery into her tone to mask the way her heart had stuttered. "How convenient that it manifests now, when your father's invasion threatens to destroy you alongside us."

"My father has made clear that I will not survive the war regardless of its outcome." Thassian's expression didn't change, but something flickered in those silver depths. Pain, quickly buried. "He considers me contaminated. Apparently my mother's Ember ancestry makes my shadows impure."

Koralys went still.

Ember ancestry.

She searched his features with new eyes, looking past the shadow-dark hair and moon-pale skin to find the truth hidden beneath. There, in the architecture of his cheekbones. There, in the way his darkness contained flickers of something that burned.

"You're a halfblood."

"Careful, Princess." The word was silk over steel. "That term gets people executed in the Night Court."

"It gets them executed here too." She stepped closer despite every instinct screaming retreat, drawn by a force older than logic. "Your mother was one of us."

"My mother was a prisoner of war who caught my father's attention and paid for it with her life." His jaw tightened. "She burned to death in childbed, her fire consuming her from within because her body could not contain both magics." He held up his hand, and shadow danced across his palm, but within the darkness, Koralys saw it: a flicker of ember-gold, suppressed but not extinguished. "I inherited her curse."

The magic burns hotter when two flames recognize each other.

Koralys's fire-song responded to that hidden ember like a tuning fork struck by its perfect match. Heat cascaded through her veins, pooling in her chest, her throat, the space between her lungs where breath lived. She had never felt anything like it. She had spent twenty-three years mastering her power, learning to contain the inferno that lived beneath her skin, and in one moment this shadow prince with his buried flames had reduced all that control to kindling.

"You should not have told me that." Her voice came out rough, scorched. "That information is a weapon I could use to destroy you."

"Yes." He moved closer still, until barely a foot separated them, until she could feel the cold radiating off his shadows warring with the heat pouring off her skin. "You could."

"Then why tell me?"

Consider the cost when truth becomes a chain.

"Because you will not use it." His certainty was infuriating. "Because you understand what it means to carry a power that does not belong, to feel something inside you that the world insists must be destroyed." His shadow reached for her fire, and where they touched, sparks flew that were neither gold nor black but something in between. "Because you have been performing your entire life, Princess, and I recognize the exhaustion in your eyes."

She went still. "How do you know that?"

Something flickered across his face. Guilt, quickly buried. "I have... studied you. Longer than you know."

"Studied."

"Every intelligence report. Every diplomatic dispatch. Every rumor that crossed the border about the Ember heir whose fire-song could level armies." He said it like a confession, like something shameful. "I needed to understand what I would face when I came here."

The explanation made sense. It also felt incomplete, like a door left deliberately ajar.

She filed it away and moved on. There would be time to examine that particular wound later—if either of them survived the night.

She should call the guards. She should let Vardis execute him. She should do a thousand things that would end this conversation and preserve the treaty and protect her people from the disaster gathering on the horizon.

Instead, she said: "What do you want?"

"An alliance. Real, binding, unbreakable." His gaze dropped to her lips, then rose again. "The kind sealed by old magic rather than paper and promises."

The blood drained from her face.

"An Embersong bond."

"You know the ritual."

"Everyone knows the ritual. Everyone knows it requires—" She broke off, the words catching fire in her throat.

"A blood moon. Shared breath. Skin contact for thirteen heartbeats." He listed the conditions like they were items on a merchant's inventory rather than the components of the most forbidden magic in both their kingdoms. "And the speaking of true names, three times each, while the bond takes root."

"The bond cannot be broken except by death." Her voice shook despite her efforts to steady it. "Both deaths. The last pair who attempted it—"

"Queen Naessra and my great-grandfather Jorath." He nodded. "Their execution was meant to serve as warning. It failed."

"Failed?"

"The bond survived their deaths." For the first time, something like wonder crossed his features. "Their souls remain linked even now, caught between realms, neither able to move on without the other. The Flame Council calls it eternal damnation. My people call it the greatest love story never told." He stepped closer, and she felt the kiss of shadow on her bare arms. "I call it proof that some connections transcend execution."

Koralys's fire-song erupted, gold light blazing from her skin until the entire war room glowed like the inside of a forge. Across the room, Morthen made a strangled noise of alarm. Vardis drew his sword with a ring of steel. But Thassian simply stood in the center of her inferno, shadows rising around him like a shield, and smiled.

"Beautiful," he breathed. "They said your fire sang, but they did not mention that it screamed."

"Get out." The command came from somewhere primal, somewhere terrified. "Get out of my palace, out of my kingdom, out of my—"

She couldn't finish. Her throat closed. Her fire screamed.

"Your what, Princess?" He caught her wrist before she could retreat, and the contact shattered every remaining fragment of her composure.

Lightning. The touch was lightning, electric and devastating, and her fire-song rose to a pitch that rattled the windows in their frames. His shadows wrapped around her flame, not smothering but embracing, and where the two magics met, new colors bloomed: copper and violet and a shade of gold she had never seen in all her years of training.

"Release her!" Vardis charged forward, sword raised.

Thassian's free hand snapped up, and a wall of darkness materialized between them and her uncle, solid as stone. "Thirteen heartbeats." His voice came ragged, stripped of princely composure. "Not asking for the bond. Just—feel what this is. Feel what we—"

He broke off. Swallowed hard. The shadows around him trembled.

She felt it then: the thread. Gossamer-thin and ember-bright, stretching between her chest and his, pulsing with each heartbeat like a shared vein. The beginnings of connection. The first whisper of what a true bond would become.

Horror flooded her. And beneath the horror, in the depths she refused to acknowledge, something else.

Hunger.

"This is not desire." She wrenched her wrist free, staggering back until the war table pressed against her spine. "This is manipulation. You engineered this. You knew what touching me would—"

"I knew nothing." His voice went ragged. "I suspected. I hoped. But I did not know until this moment that your fire would answer mine like it had been waiting its entire existence for the call."

The difference between hope and certainty is measured in heartbeats. She had spent thirteen learning a truth that would haunt her until her dying breath.

The shadow prince carried her fire.

And her flames had already begun reaching for him.

Thessia burst through the war room doors at 3:42 a.m., her usually composed features tight with alarm. "Your Highness, the Flame Council has called an emergency session. High Inquisitor Morthen has—" She stopped short, taking in the scene: the wall of darkness splitting the room, Koralys pressed against the table with her fire blazing, the shadow prince standing in the center of an inferno that should have reduced him to ash. "Gods preserve us."

"The Council summons me?" Koralys forced her flames to bank, forced her voice to steadiness. "On what grounds?"

Morthen emerged from behind the shadow wall, his robes singed, his eyes bright with zealous triumph. "On grounds of treason, Your Highness. You have permitted the enemy to enter our lands, engaged in forbidden magic in his presence, and shown clear signs of bond-formation with a prince of the Night Court." His smile was thin and cruel. "The treaty demands your execution alongside his."

Her world narrowed to a single point of ice-cold clarity.

She had known this risk. Had calculated it the moment she failed to call the guards on the balcony. Had accepted it when she let Thassian speak rather than burning him where he stood. The Flame Council had waited twenty-three years for an excuse to remove her from the succession, to place her uncle Vardis on the throne instead. She had just handed them exactly what they needed.

"The princess has committed no treason." Thassian's voice cut through the tension like a blade. "I entered this palace through shadow-walk, bypassing your wards without her knowledge or consent. Any bond-formation is a result of my magic acting upon hers, not mutual engagement."

He was lying. Lying to protect her, even though the truth would condemn them both equally.

"I do not believe you," Morthen said.

"I do not care." Thassian's shadows gathered around him like a cloak, and for the first time Koralys saw the prince beneath the predator: young and fierce and willing to burn for something beyond himself. "Arrest me. Execute me. Do whatever the treaty demands. But the princess was an unwilling participant in tonight's events, and I will testify to that before your Council and mine."

Here is what makes him lethal: his willingness to die.

Not for her. She refused to believe it was for her. Political calculation drove every royal action; she had learned that lesson at her mother's knee. He wanted something. He needed something. No one offered themselves up for execution without expecting a return.

But his eyes, fixed on hers across the ruined war room, held no calculation at all.

Only ember.

Only recognition.

Only the devastating certainty of someone who had found the thing they never expected to find and would sacrifice anything to preserve it.

Consider the cost when salvation wears your enemy's face.

"Take him to the containment cells." The order scraped from her throat like broken glass. "Full shadow-suppression wards. No visitors until the Council convenes."

"And you, Your Highness?" Morthen's voice dripped false concern. "The Council will wish to examine you for signs of bond-contamination."

"Then they may examine me at the session." She straightened her spine, let her fire-song blaze in her eyes. "I am still Crown Princess of the Ember Throne until the Council rules otherwise. You will address me as such, or you will learn precisely what an uncontaminated fire-singer can do to an inquisitor who forgets his place."

Morthen's smile faltered. Good. Let him remember that she had burned her first enemy at age seven, had mastered the war-songs before her tenth birthday, had earned her crown through flame and fury rather than simply inheriting it. The Council wanted to remove her? They would have to survive the attempt.

Guards materialized at Thessia's sharp whistle, flooding the war room with armed bodies and drawn weapons. Thassian made no move to resist as they bound his wrists with shadow-suppression chains, as they forced him to his knees, as they prepared to drag him away to face the justice their treaty demanded.

But his gaze found hers one final time.

"Thirteen heartbeats," he mouthed. "Remember."

Then the darkness took him, guards hauling him through the door, and Koralys was alone with the ruins of everything she had believed about herself.

She did not want him.

She did not want him.

She did not want him.

The mantra tasted like ash on her tongue, bitter and burned, a lie so obvious that even her fire-song flickered with something like mockery.

The magic burns hotter when it catches you lying.

Orlaith was waiting in Koralys's private chambers when she finally escaped the war room's chaos at 4:23 a.m. The ancient fire-keeper sat motionless in the chair by the hearth, her weathered hands folded in her lap, her eyes reflecting flames that had witnessed four centuries of history. She was old beyond measure, the last survivor of the Embersong War, the only living soul who had seen Queen Naessra and King Jorath before their execution.

"You touched him." Not a question. "You let his shadow meet your flame."

Koralys closed the door behind her and leaned against it, suddenly exhausted beyond endurance. "You know."

"Child." Orlaith's voice held sorrow deep as centuries. "The entire palace knows. Your fire-song screamed loud enough to wake the dead, and that is not a metaphor. The spirits in the execution grounds stirred for the first time since Naessra's burning."

Cold swept through her despite the hearth's warmth. "What?"

"Embersong bonds do not form in silence." The old woman rose with surprising grace, crossing to where Koralys stood frozen. "They announce themselves to the living and the dead alike. When Naessra's fire first touched Jorath's shadow, the ancestors wept. When their bond completed, the very stones of this palace sang." She reached up to touch Koralys's face, her fingers hot as coals. "You have taken the first step down a path that leads only to damnation, girl. The question is whether you will continue walking."

"I did not choose this." The words broke from her like sobs. "I did not want—"

"Wanting and choosing are different beasts." Orlaith's gaze held no judgment, only the weight of too much knowledge. "Naessra did not choose to love Jorath. Her fire chose for her, the same way yours is choosing now. The only power you have left is deciding what to do with a connection that already exists."

"Then I will sever it." Koralys straightened, reaching for the rage that had served her well for twenty-three years. "He is my enemy. His father plans to slaughter my people. Whatever my fire feels for his shadow, I will not sacrifice my kingdom for—"

"For what?" Orlaith interrupted softly. "Desire? You think this is about desire?" She laughed, but the sound held no humor. "Child, Embersong bonds have nothing to do with desire and everything to do with destiny. Your fire recognized his ember because they share a source. Your magic knows his magic because they were split from the same original flame, centuries ago, when the courts were one kingdom rather than two." She caught Koralys's chin, forced their gazes to meet. "You are not falling for your enemy. You are remembering something your soul knew before either of you was born."

The words landed like physical blows, each one bruising something deep and vital.

"You knew." Koralys whispered it like a curse. "You knew this would happen when he came here."

"I suspected. The prophecies speak of a reunification, of fire and shadow merging after centuries of war. But prophecies are vague things, open to interpretation." Orlaith released her, stepped back. "What I know with certainty is this: the thread between you already pulses. I see it, ember-bright, stretching through walls and wards to wherever they are holding him. Every moment it remains unacknowledged, it grows stronger. Every moment you deny its existence, your fire burns hotter for his shadow."

"Then how do I stop it?"

"You do not." The old woman moved toward the door, her steps slow but sure. "You survive it. You learn to carry it. And if you are very, very fortunate, you find a way to use it before it uses you."

She left Koralys standing alone in the flickering hearth-light, staring at her own hands where ember-gold flickered beneath the skin, reaching toward something she could not see but felt with devastating clarity.

Thirteen heartbeats.

The thread pulsed in her chest like a second heart, and three floors below, in a shadow-suppression cell designed to contain monsters, she knew Thassian felt it too.

The Council convened at 8:00 a.m. in the Hall of Eternal Flame.

Koralys had not slept. Had not eaten. Had spent the hours between Orlaith's departure and the summons standing at her window, watching the sun rise over a kingdom that would decide her fate before noon. Her fire-song had not settled since the war room. It flickered and surged with every heartbeat, responding to a rhythm she could not control, reaching toward the containment cells with mindless desperation.

She had dressed for battle: crimson gown cut to allow movement, flame-resistant fabric that would protect her if the Council decided to test her loyalties with fire. Her crown sat heavy on her brow, gold embedded with ember-stones that pulsed in time with her magic. She looked like a queen.

She felt like a condemned woman walking to her pyre.

The Hall stretched before her, vast and blazing with magical flames that had burned continuously for eight hundred years. The twelve Council seats rose in a semicircle around the judgment floor, each occupied by a Fire Lord whose loyalty she had worked her entire life to secure. Vardis sat at their center, having claimed the Regent's position the moment Morthen filed his accusations. His smile as she entered promised nothing but ruin.

"Crown Princess Koralys of the Ember Throne." Morthen's voice echoed off the vaulted ceiling. "You stand accused of treason against the realm, violation of the Blood Treaty of Ashfall, and forbidden magical engagement with an enemy of the state. How do you plead?"

She let her gaze sweep the semicircle, marking allies and enemies, calculating odds that grew worse with each face she counted. Lord Breslin of the Eastern Reaches, normally sympathetic to her cause, refused to meet her eyes. Lady Sorelle of the Coastal Fires, her mother's oldest friend, stared at the floor. Even Kyral, master of the war-songs, who had trained her since childhood, sat with shoulders hunched and mouth pressed thin.

They believed she was guilty.

They believed she had fallen for the enemy.

And the worst part, the part that made her fire-song keen with something between anguish and rage, was that they were not entirely wrong.

"I plead innocent of treason." Her voice rang clear despite the trembling in her limbs. "The shadow prince entered my palace through means I could not anticipate or prevent. I engaged with him to gather intelligence about the Night Court's invasion plans, intelligence that may save countless Ember lives. Any magical interaction between our powers was incidental and unwilling."

"Unwilling?" Morthen stepped forward, robes swirling. "You spoke with him for over an hour before any guards were summoned. You allowed him within touching distance. You let your fire-song resonate with his shadow until the very stones of this palace sang with the beginnings of an Embersong bond." He gestured, and golden chains materialized around her wrists, suppression wards humming. "These are not the actions of an unwilling participant."

The chains burned. Not physically—the metal was cool against her skin—but magically, cutting her off from her fire-song with brutal efficiency. She gasped as the connection severed, as her flames retreated to a spark buried deep in her chest, as the thread stretching toward Thassian went dark and silent.

"The accused will remain bound until the Council reaches its verdict." Vardis rose from his seat, triumph barely concealed. "Bring in the shadow prince."

The doors at the far end of the Hall crashed open.

Thassian entered in chains, six guards surrounding him, shadow-suppression wards glowing white-hot against his skin. He looked worse than she felt: pale beyond pallor, dark circles beneath his silver eyes, blood crusted at the corner of his mouth where someone had clearly struck him. But he walked with spine straight and shoulders squared, and when his gaze found hers across the Hall of Eternal Flame, something in her chest cracked open.

He was burning. Not visibly, not externally, but she could feel it through the bond that the suppression chains had not quite managed to sever. His inner ember, the flame inherited from his prisoner mother, was consuming him from within because the shadow-suppression wards forced it to the surface with nothing to contain it.

He was dying.

And he was walking to his execution anyway.

"The prisoner will kneel before the Council." Morthen's command cracked like a whip.

Thassian did not kneel. He stopped in the center of the judgment floor, three feet from where Koralys stood in her golden chains, and turned to face the assembled Fire Lords with the bearing of a king rather than a captive.

"You may save your theatrical pronouncements, Inquisitor." His voice carried no weakness despite the flames eating him alive from within. "I came to this palace with full knowledge of the treaty's demands. I will accept whatever justice you decree." His gaze cut to Koralys, softened infinitesimally. "But the princess is innocent of all charges. If you must execute someone to satisfy your laws, let it be me alone."

"Touching." Vardis descended from his seat, circling them like a predator scenting blood. "The shadow prince offers his life for the woman he has bonded against her will. Tell me, Night Court heir, do you expect us to believe this sacrifice is genuine?"

"I expect nothing from you, Regent." The title dripped contempt. "You have coveted your niece's throne since her mother's death. You have blocked every alliance that might strengthen her position. You have spent two decades preparing for this moment, when you might finally remove the legitimate heir and claim the Ember Throne for yourself." Thassian smiled, blood on his teeth. "I merely gave you the excuse you needed."

The Hall erupted.

Fire Lords shouting. Guards drawing weapons. Vardis's face contorting with rage as centuries of careful manipulation were laid bare in a single sentence. Koralys watched the chaos unfold with new eyes, seeing patterns she had missed, connections she had refused to acknowledge.

Her uncle had blocked her marriage prospects. Her uncle had isolated her from potential allies. Her uncle had positioned Morthen as High Inquisitor specifically to create charges when the moment arrived.

Her uncle had been planning her destruction since she was a child.

"SILENCE." Orlaith's voice cut through the chaos with the authority of ages, and every soul in the Hall froze. The ancient fire-keeper stood in the doorway, flames dancing around her weathered form, power radiating off her in waves that made even the Council Lords shrink back. "You will not execute these children for your political games, Vardis of the Ember Throne. Not while I still draw breath."

"You have no authority here, old woman." Vardis's voice shook despite his words. "This is a matter for the Council—"

"This is a matter for the flames themselves." Orlaith strode forward, the stones cracking beneath her feet with each step. "You speak of bonds and treason, of treaties and executions, but you understand nothing of what transpires here. Nothing of what these two represent." She stopped between Koralys and Thassian, her ancient eyes blazing. "I was there when Naessra and Jorath completed their bond. I was there when your ancestors tore them apart and burned them on pyres set three feet from each other, close enough to reach but forbidden to touch. I was there when their dying screams merged into a single note that shattered every window in this palace and cursed this kingdom to four hundred years of endless war."

The Hall had gone deathly silent.

"The prophecy speaks of reunification." Orlaith's voice dropped to something almost gentle. "Of fire and shadow merging to heal what was broken. Of a princess born with a song in her blood and a prince born with an ember in his darkness. Of a bond that will either save both kingdoms or destroy them entirely." She turned to face the Council, and her flames burned white-hot. "You may execute them if you choose. You may end this before it begins. But know this: if you do, you condemn your own descendants to another four centuries of bloodshed, and the curse Naessra and Jorath laid upon their executioners will fall upon your heads as well."

Lord Breslin rose first, his weathered face ashen. "What curse?"

"The curse of remembering." Orlaith smiled, but the expression held no warmth. "Every soul involved in their execution dreams of their deaths nightly. Has dreamed of them for four hundred years. Will dream of them until the bond is either completed or severed by other means." She gestured to Morthen, whose face had gone gray. "Ask your High Inquisitor about his nightmares, Council. Ask him why he wakes screaming every night at the moment Naessra's fire finally died. Ask him what price his family has paid for their role in the execution of bound souls."

Morthen stumbled backward as every eye in the Hall turned to him with new horror. His mouth opened. Closed. Opened again. Sweat beaded at his temples, and his hands—those steady inquisitor's hands that had signed a hundred execution orders—shook like leaves in a storm.

"I—that's not—the dreams are—"

No more words came. Four hundred years of nightmares had finally found their witness.

Whatever this was, she refused to name it. Destiny had teeth, and they were sinking into her throat.

Koralys felt the chains around her wrists begin to heat. Not from external flame, but from something deeper—her fire-song rising despite the suppression wards, responding to Orlaith's words, to the truth buried in prophecy and ash. Beside her, Thassian made a choked sound as his own power stirred, shadow and ember twisting together in his chest with agonizing beauty.

The thread between them blazed back to life, brighter than before, visible now as a ribbon of copper-gold light stretching from her heart to his.

Lady Sorelle gasped. Lord Kyral swore. Even Vardis took three steps back, his composure finally cracking.

"The bond seeks completion." Orlaith's voice rang with authority. "You have two choices, Council of Flame. Help them control it, learn to wield it, use it to end the war that has consumed both our peoples for centuries. Or destroy them now and pray that the curse takes only your bloodlines and not your entire kingdom."

The silence stretched. Held. Shattered.

"This is madness." Vardis's voice cracked with desperation. "You ask us to legitimize a union between an Ember princess and a Night Court prince? To abandon the treaty that has protected us for four hundred years? To trust the word of an enemy who infiltrated our palace and—"

"I ask you to survive." Orlaith cut him off. "Something you have spectacularly failed to ensure with your political maneuvering. The Night Court army marches. Twelve thousand shadow soldiers waiting for the solstice, just as the prince revealed. You have neither the strength nor the allies to defeat them. But a completed Embersong bond?" She laughed, wild and fierce. "A completed bond between heirs of both kingdoms would create a power not seen since before the courts split. It would force both armies to stand down or face annihilation. It would end the war with a wedding rather than a genocide."

"And if the bond does not complete?" Lord Breslin asked quietly. "If they fail?"

"Then they die." Orlaith shrugged. "Attempting an Embersong bond is not a gentle process. It will break them, reshape them, demand sacrifices neither of them can imagine. Most pairs fail before completion. Naessra and Jorath succeeded only because their love was strong enough to survive the breaking." Her gaze moved between Koralys and Thassian, assessing. "Whether these two possess such strength remains to be seen."

Koralys's heart hammered against her ribs, the thread between them pulsing with each beat. Three feet away, Thassian stood rigid, his silver eyes fixed on her with an intensity that made her skin burn and her fire-song keen with longing.

She did not love him.

She barely knew him.

But her magic knew his magic, and her flame knew his ember, and the bond did not care about love or logic or the very reasonable list of reasons why this union was destined for catastrophe.

The bond wanted completion.

And her treacherous heart wanted it too.

"Give them to me." Orlaith extended her hands, ancient power crackling around her fingers. "Give me three days to assess the bond's potential. If it can be controlled, if it can be wielded as a weapon rather than a weakness, you will have your solution to the Night Court invasion. If it cannot—" She shrugged again. "Execute them both and pray your prayers are answered."

The Council voted.

Eight to four in favor.

Vardis raged. Morthen protested. But the numbers held, and when the session ended at 11:47 a.m., Koralys walked out of the Hall of Eternal Flame with her chains removed, her fire-song blazing, and a shadow prince at her side who looked at her like she was the answer to a question he had spent his entire life asking.

"Three days." His voice was rough, wrecked by the flames still eating him from within. "Three days to decide the fate of two kingdoms."

"Three days to learn if we can survive each other." She did not look at him. Could not. If she met those silver eyes now, she would do something unforgivable. "Do not mistake this for acceptance, Shadow Prince. The Council may have granted you temporary reprieve, but I have not forgotten what you are."
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