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The prophecy was written in ash and blood on the day the first dragon fell.

In the scorched halls of the Ember Throne, where dragonfire had forged an empire from bone and ambition, the ancient text remained untouched for three hundred years. No king dared read the words that promised salvation through sacrifice, power through surrender. The dragons knew, though. They carried the truth in their flames, in the way their fire turned inward when a bond was broken, consuming the very soul it was meant to protect.

The curse came for the Flameheart dynasty like a thief in the night, stealing breath and warmth until the rulers burned from within. Kings fell to fever and madness, their skin crackling with invisible flames, their screams echoing through obsidian corridors. The physicians called it divine punishment. The dragons called it justice.

But the prophecy spoke of one who would break the cycle. One who would stand unbonded before the wildborn, who would surrender pride for power, who would forge a bond of three where tradition demanded two. The price was written in the final line, smudged by centuries of smoke: Only when the king kneels before the rebel shall the stolen fire return.

No king had ever knelt. No rebel had ever been worthy. And no wildborn dragon had been seen in Pyraethus for a generation.

Until now.

The ash falls heavier tonight, and somewhere in the darkness, a dragon roars. The sound carries more than rage. It carries recognition, prophecy, and the promise that everything is about to burn.
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Chapter 1: The Unbonded King
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Vortigern

The dragon's roar split the night, and Vortigern Scalebane felt nothing.

That was the curse of being unbonded. While bonded riders felt their dragons' every emotion, every flicker of rage or joy thrumming through the invisible tether between souls, Vortigern stood in the war room of his obsidian palace and felt only the cold emptiness where that connection should have been. The maps spread before him showed the charred remains of the border village, the scorch patterns too deliberate to be accidental, too wild to be controlled.

Seventeen dead. Twentythree injured. An entire generation of children orphaned in a single night.

And the rider responsible was finally in his dungeons.

He traced the burn marks on the map with one scarred finger, each ridge of damaged skin a reminder of the bonding ceremony that had failed. Twenty years ago, he'd stood before the royal hatchery with every expectation of emerging as tradition demanded, bonded to a dragon hatchling, secured in his birthright. Instead, the young dragons had recoiled from him, their scales dimming, their fire retreating deep into their throats. The bonding master had called it unprecedented. The court had called it shameful.

His father had called it the end of the Flameheart line.

Now Vortigern ruled an empire that whispered he was cursed, that his lack of bond had brought the plague of firesickness upon the dynasty. Three kings before him had burned from within, their bodies consumed by the very flames that should have protected them. He'd watched his father claw at his own skin in the final days, begging for water that turned to steam on his tongue, screaming about fire beneath his bones.

The curse was coming for Vortigern too. He felt it in the heat that rose in his chest during the night, in the way his hands sometimes trembled with a warmth that had no source. But unlike his predecessors, he would not die whimpering in his bed. He would find the source of the curse, crush the rebellion that threatened to tear Pyraethus apart, and forge a bond if he had to carve it from the sky itself.

The door to the war room crashed open. Trevelyan Ironvow strode in, his knight's armor streaked with soot and blood, his weathered face grim. The man had served three kings and survived more battles than most soldiers could count, but the look in his eyes now spoke of something that unnerved even him.

"The prisoner is secure, Your Majesty," Trevelyan said, his voice rough as gravel. "But there's a complication."

Vortigern didn't look up from the map. "Define complication."

"Her dragon won't leave the palace courtyard. We tried to drive it to the holding grounds, but it nearly roasted six guards. It's circling the dungeons, and every time we get near the prisoner, the beast goes wild." Trevelyan hesitated, then added, "Sire, I've never seen a dragon bond that strong. If she calls it, those dungeon walls won't hold."

"Then ensure she doesn't call it." Vortigern straightened, rolling the map with precise, controlled movements. "Double the guards. Iron gags if necessary. That dragon razed a village and killed seventeen of my people. Both rider and beast answer for it."

"With respect, Your Majesty, we don't know if she commanded the attack. The survivors said the dragon seemed frenzied, out of control. And the prisoner claims—"

"I don't care what she claims." Vortigern's voice cut like a blade through smoke. "A bonded rider controls their dragon. If hers was frenzied, she failed in her most basic duty. She's either incompetent or complicit, and either way, she's responsible."

Trevelyan's jaw tightened, but he bowed. "As you command."

As the knight turned to leave, Vortigern caught the bitter edge in his tone. Trevelyan had always been too soft, too willing to see honor in rebels who burned villages and murdered children. It was a weakness Vortigern couldn't afford, not when the empire teetered on the edge of collapse.

"Send for Crystallis," Vortigern added. "I want the prisoner interrogated properly. If there's a larger conspiracy, the ice witch will extract it."

Trevelyan's hand froze on the door handle. "Sire, Crystallis's methods—"

"Are effective. Dismissed."

The door closed with a hollow thud, leaving Vortigern alone with the map and the distant, mournful roar of a dragon mourning its rider's capture. He should have felt satisfaction. Justice, even. Instead, he felt the heat rising in his chest again, that warning ember of the curse that stalked his bloodline.

He pressed his palm against the obsidian table, letting the cool stone leech away the unnatural warmth. The curse fed on emotion, on the very bonds that made dragons and riders powerful. It was why unbonded kings lasted longer than their bonded predecessors. No bond meant no fuel for the fire that consumed from within.

But it also meant no power. No respect. No true claim to the Ember Throne.

The prophecy haunted him. A threeway bond to break the curse, the ancient texts claimed. King, rider, dragon united in a way no one had achieved in three centuries. But the last wildborn dragon had vanished a generation ago, and without it, the prophecy was just ash and wishful thinking.

Unless the rebels knew something he didn't.

Vortigern moved to the window, gazing out at the courtyard where the prisoner's dragon circled. Even from this distance, he could see it was magnificent. Scales like molten copper, wings that seemed to trail embers, eyes burning with an intelligence that made his skin prickle. It didn't move like the carefully bred court dragons, all precision and learned patterns. This one moved like wildfire, unpredictable and utterly lethal.

Wildborn.

The realization struck him like a fist to the chest. The prophecy spoke of the wildborn returning, and here it was, bonded to a rebel rider who'd just destroyed a village. Coincidence seemed impossible. Either the rebels were trying to fulfill the prophecy for their own purposes, or something far more dangerous was in motion.

He needed answers. And he needed them from the woman in his dungeons, the one whose dragon was currently threatening to tear his palace apart.

Vortigern grabbed his riding coat, the heavy leather lined with dragon scales from beasts long dead. If Crystallis was going to interrogate the prisoner, he would be there. Not to supervise, but to see for himself if this rebel rider held the key to breaking his curse or if she was just another enemy to crush beneath the weight of the Ember Throne.

The heat in his chest flared as he strode toward the dungeons, and for the first time in years, Vortigern couldn't tell if it was the curse or something else entirely.

Ondine

The dungeon cell reeked of old blood and burnt stone, and Ondine Flamecrest had exactly three minutes before her dragon did something catastrophic.

She counted the seconds by Scorch's roars, each one vibrating through the obsidian walls like a war drum. Her bondmate was circling overhead, frantic with the need to reach her, and the guards were getting twitchy. One nervous soldier with a crossbow could trigger exactly the kind of massacre that would justify executing them both.

Not that the unbonded king needed justification. Vortigern Scalebane had a reputation for crushing rebels with the same cold efficiency he used to rule his fracturing empire. Ondine had seen the aftermath in burntout villages, in families torn apart, in the mass graves that marked his idea of peace.

She tested the iron manacles around her wrists again, feeling for any weakness in the mechanism. The metal was warm, heated by proximity to her skin, but solid. They'd been careful with her, these royal guards. No chances, no openings. They knew what a desperate rider could do.

What they didn't know was that desperation was all she had left.

The village burning had been a setup. Ondine had seen it the moment Scorch went wild, fire pouring from her bondmate's throat without command, the dragon's mind suddenly full of pain and rage that wasn't hers. Someone had used magic on Scorch, overriding the bond, turning her beautiful, fierce dragon into a weapon against her will.

And then the king's soldiers had been there, waiting, as if they'd known exactly when and where to find her.

Crystallis. It had to be. The ice witch had been maneuvering against the rebellion for months, dismantling their safe houses, exposing their supply lines. This was just another move in her game, but this time she'd sacrificed innocent lives to capture one rider.

The cell door groaned open, and Ondine's pulse kicked. But it wasn't guards who entered. It was a woman draped in frostpale robes, her white hair cascading like frozen waterfalls, her smile sharp enough to cut. Crystallis Permafrost moved like winter itself, cold and inevitable.

"The infamous Ondine Flamecrest," Crystallis said, her voice like ice cracking. "The rebellion's finest rider. The woman who's evaded capture for two years, responsible for seven supply depot raids, twelve guard casualties, and one very irritated king."

Ondine lifted her chin. "Funny. I don't remember the part where I burned a village full of children. But I bet you do."

Crystallis's smile didn't waver. "Accusations without evidence. How very rebel of you."

"My dragon doesn't attack civilians. She never has, never would. But someone made her." Ondine's hands clenched in the manacles. "Someone with magic strong enough to override a rider's bond. Someone with icecold ambition and a habit of playing both sides."

"Careful, girl. The king doesn't tolerate conspiracy theories."

"The king doesn't tolerate anything except his own failure." The words spilled out before Ondine could stop them, reckless and true. "Three generations of cursed rulers, and he's next. Everyone knows it. The firesickness is already in him, and when it burns him hollow, this empire collapses. Unless..."

She trailed off, catching the flicker of interest in Crystallis's iceblue eyes. The witch knew about the prophecy. Of course she did. Crystallis probably had spies in every corner of Pyraethus, including the restricted archives where the old texts moldered.

"Unless what?" Crystallis prompted, moving closer. The temperature in the cell dropped with each step, frost forming on the stone walls.

Ondine weighed her options. She could keep silent, die with her secrets intact, and let the rebellion scramble without her. Or she could gamble on the one truth that might keep her alive long enough to escape.

"Unless the wildborn completes the bond," Ondine said. "King, rider, dragon. Three souls, one fire. It's the only way to break the curse."

Crystallis laughed, a sound like shattering icicles. "Your dragon? The wildborn of prophecy? How convenient that the rebel rider just happens to hold the key to saving the king she's trying to overthrow."

"I'm not trying to save him. I'm trying to survive him." Ondine met the witch's gaze directly, letting her see the truth. "But if the prophecy is real, and if my bond with Scorch is part of it, then killing me kills any chance of breaking the curse. And when Vortigern burns, when the dynasty ends, this empire doesn't transition peacefully. It shatters. Civil war, dragon riders turning on each other, every noble house scrambling for scraps."

"Sounds like a rebel's dream."

"Sounds like a bloodbath that kills thousands." Ondine's voice roughened. "I fight for freedom, not mass graves. If there's a way to end the curse without destroying Pyraethus, I'll take it. But the king has to be willing to try."

Crystallis studied her for a long moment, frost crystallizing on her fingertips. Then she turned toward the door. "We'll see what His Majesty thinks of your theory. Though I suspect he'll be more interested in watching you burn."

As the witch left, Ondine sagged against the wall, her heart racing. She'd shown too much, revealed too much. But she'd also bought time, and time was all she needed.

Overhead, Scorch roared again, and this time, Ondine felt the bond flare. Not the override that had forced her dragon to burn the village, but their real connection, fierce and unbreakable. Scorch was telling her to hold on, that rescue was coming.

Ondine just hoped it came before the unbonded king decided she was more valuable dead than alive.

Vortigern

The prisoner was not what Vortigern expected.

He'd anticipated a hardened rebel, scarred from years of fighting, eyes full of hate and defiance. Instead, Ondine Flamecrest looked like she'd been forged from dragonfire itself. Copperdark hair tangled with ash, skin marked with burn scars that spoke of a bond tested by flame, and eyes that burned with a fury that had nothing to do with submission.

She knelt in the center of the interrogation chamber, manacled to the floor, but somehow she made it look like a choice rather than a punishment. Like she was humoring them by staying, and the moment she decided otherwise, those chains wouldn't hold her.

Crystallis stood to the side, her expression unreadable. "She claims the village attack was orchestrated. That someone used magic to override her dragon's bond."

Vortigern's eyes never left the prisoner. "Convenient excuse."

"Is it?" Ondine's voice cut through the chamber, rough and unapologetic. "Because I'd love to hear your explanation for how a dragon bonded for three years suddenly goes feral for exactly long enough to burn one village, then snaps back to normal the moment your guards show up. That's not rider error. That's sabotage."

"Or poor training," Vortigern said coldly. "The rebellion isn't known for discipline."

"The rebellion is the only thing standing between your empire and total collapse." Ondine's chains rattled as she shifted, and Vortigern caught the way her dragon roared in response, the sound vibrating through the palace foundations. "But sure, keep pretending you're in control while the firesickness eats you from the inside out. I'm sure that's working great."

Crystallis moved forward, frost spreading across the floor. "Careful, rebel. The king's mercy has limits."

"The king has no mercy," Ondine shot back. "He has an ego and a death sentence. The curse is already in him. I can see it in the way his hands shake, the heat haze around his skin. He's burning, just like his father, just like every Flameheart king for three generations."

Vortigern's jaw tightened. She wasn't wrong. The tremors had started two months ago, subtle enough that only those closest to him noticed. But heat haze? That was new, and if a prisoner could see it, then the whole court would soon know their king was dying.

"You seem wellinformed about royal curses," he said, keeping his voice level. "Care to explain how a rebel rider knows so much about the Flameheart dynasty?"

Ondine's expression flickered, just for a moment. Something like pain crossed her face before she locked it down. "I know because I was there. In the palace. Before the rebellion, before everything went to ash."

The revelation hung in the air like smoke. Crystallis's eyes narrowed, and Vortigern felt the pieces clicking into place. "You were courttrained."

"Thirdtier nobility. Nothing important." Ondine's voice had gone flat, emotionless. "Until the purge. When your father decided anyone with wildblood connections was a traitor and had their families executed. My mother died screaming your family's name. My younger brother burned trying to save her. I survived because I ran like a coward."

Vortigern remembered the purge. He'd been eighteen, newly unbonded, standing in the throne room while his father ranted about wildborn conspiracies and bloodline corruption. The arrests had been swift, the executions brutal. Vortigern had told himself it was necessary, that protecting the dynasty required hard choices.

Now, looking at the woman those choices had created, he wondered if his father had simply been mad.

"The purge was your father's decision," he said. "Not mine."

"You stood there and watched." Ondine's voice shook with barely contained rage. "You had the power to stop it, to speak against it, and you did nothing. So forgive me if I don't weep for your curse. You earned it."

The heat in Vortigern's chest spiked, painful and sudden. For a moment, the world hazed red, and he felt flames licking at his ribs from the inside. He gritted his teeth, forcing it down, refusing to show weakness in front of the rebel who'd just gutted him with the truth.

"Enough," Crystallis interjected, sensing the danger. "The past is irrelevant. What matters is the present. You claim your dragon is wildborn. Prove it."

Ondine's laugh was bitter. "You want proof? Look at her. Court dragons are bred for control, for symmetry, for obedience. Scorch is none of those things. She hatched from an egg found in the Ashwaste, far from any known dragon grounds. She's faster than any court dragon, burns hotter, and her fire has a will of its own."

"None of that proves wildborn status," Vortigern said.

"Then test her." Ondine's eyes locked on his, challenging. "Bring her before the bonding masters. Let them try to control her, to bend her to any will but mine. Wildborn dragons can't be dominated. It's in their blood, their fire. They choose their riders, and they bow to no king."

The implication was clear. If Scorch was truly wildborn, and if the prophecy held any truth, then this rebel rider might be the only chance Vortigern had to break the curse. But it also meant surrendering to a bond with someone who hated him, who blamed him for her family's deaths, who would sooner see him burn than bow.

"The prophecy speaks of a threeway bond," Crystallis said softly, her gaze calculating. "King, rider, dragon. But it requires trust. Vulnerability. Can you honestly claim you'd bond with the man responsible for your family's destruction?"

Ondine's expression went cold. "I'd bond with a demon if it meant ending the curse and bringing down this rotten dynasty. But I won't do it in chains. I won't do it as a prisoner. If Vortigern wants to break the curse, he kneels. He asks. He surrenders his pride for once in his miserable life."

The chamber went silent. Even Crystallis seemed stunned by the audacity.

Vortigern felt the curse flare again, hotter this time, burning through his veins like molten metal. He could refuse. Execute the prisoner, crush the rebellion, and die with his pride intact. Or he could do the impossible.

He could kneel before a rebel and beg for salvation.

The choice should have been easy. Kings didn't kneel. Flameheart rulers had conquered nations, forged empires, commanded dragons with absolute authority. Kneeling to a prisoner, a rebel, a woman who hated everything he represented, would destroy what little respect he still commanded.

But if he didn't, the curse would kill him. And when he died, Pyraethus would tear itself apart.

Vortigern looked at Ondine, at the defiance in her eyes, at the scars that marked her skin with his family's sins. She expected him to refuse. Expected him to choose pride over survival, tradition over truth.

He took a step forward.

Then another.

Crystallis's sharp intake of breath was the only sound as Vortigern crossed the chamber and stood before the prisoner. The heat in his chest was an inferno now, consuming him from within, demanding he retreat, that he maintain the distance between king and subject.

Instead, he knelt.

The obsidian floor was cold against his knees, a sharp contrast to the fire eating him alive. Ondine's eyes went wide, shock replacing the rage for just a moment. Around them, the palace seemed to hold its breath.

"I kneel," Vortigern said, his voice low and rough. "Not because I accept blame for my father's crimes. Not because I believe you're innocent. But because this empire cannot survive another dead king, and if your dragon is the key to breaking the curse, then I'll swallow my pride to save the thousands who depend on me."

Ondine stared at him, speechless. Then, slowly, she began to laugh. It was a broken, disbelieving sound, edged with something that might have been tears if rebels cried.

"You actually did it," she whispered. "The unbonded king, kneeling before a prisoner."

"Will you bond?" Vortigern asked. "Or will you let us both burn?"

For a long moment, Ondine said nothing. Outside, Scorch roared, and the sound carried a question, a plea. Then Ondine leaned forward as much as her chains allowed, bringing her face close to his.

"I'll bond," she said. "But not because you knelt. Not because I forgive you. I'll bond because my dragon chose you the moment she saw you in the courtyard. And I trust her judgment more than I trust my hate."

Vortigern's heart stuttered. "Your dragon chose me?"

"Wildborn dragons don't make mistakes." Ondine's voice was barely audible. "They see the soul beneath the crown. And apparently, Scorch thinks yours is worth saving."

Before Vortigern could respond, before he could process what that meant, Crystallis stepped forward, her expression twisted with fury.

"No," the ice witch hissed. "This prophecy, this bond, it's a trap. The moment you connect with that dragon, the curse will have two souls to consume instead of one. The wildborn will kill you both."

Ondine's head snapped toward Crystallis, understanding dawning. "You knew. You've known all along what would break the curse, and you've been preventing it. The village attack, forcing Scorch to burn those people, it was all to make sure we never bonded."

Crystallis's smile was pure ice. "The curse keeps the dynasty weak. Weak kings are easy to control, easy to manipulate. But a bonded king with a wildborn dragon? That kind of power would be impossible to manage."

Vortigern rose slowly, understanding crystallizing into cold fury. "You've been prolonging the curse. Sabotaging any chance to break it."

"I've been ensuring stability," Crystallis corrected. "Your father's madness nearly destroyed Pyraethus. Imagine what you could do with a dragon bond feeding your worst impulses. The empire needs controlled leadership, not wildborn chaos."

"The empire needs a leader who won't burn to death!" Ondine shouted. "You're willing to let thousands die just to maintain your influence!"

Crystallis's hands began to glow with frost magic. "I'm willing to do whatever it takes to preserve order. Even if that means eliminating inconvenient prophecies and the riders foolish enough to believe in them."

Ice exploded across the chamber, spearing toward Ondine. Vortigern moved on instinct, diving in front of the prisoner, feeling frost shards pierce his shoulder and side. Pain lanced through him, but it was nothing compared to the heat already consuming his body.

"Guards!" he roared, but the door was already frozen shut, Crystallis's magic sealing them in.

The ice witch advanced, her power filling the chamber with winter's fury. "You should have stayed unbonded, Vortigern. Should have died quietly like the others. Now you've forced my hand."

Overhead, Scorch's roar shook the palace. The dragon could sense her rider's danger, could feel the bond screaming for help. But the dungeon walls were too thick, the magic too strong. Unless Ondine could reach her, unless she could call the dragon through the barriers.

Vortigern grabbed Ondine's chains, his hands burning with the curse's heat. The metal began to glow, to soften. "When I break these," he said urgently, "call your dragon. The bond will guide her."

"She'll destroy half the palace getting to me," Ondine warned.

"Then let her." Vortigern's hands blazed brighter, the curse responding to his desperation. "I'd rather rule ruins than die in Crystallis's frozen tomb."

The chains melted, and Ondine surged to her feet. Her voice rang out, not words but a dragon's call, pure and wild. Above them, Scorch answered with a roar that split the sky.

Crystallis screamed in fury, ice magic erupting in deadly torrents. But before it could reach them, before the witch could finish what she'd started, the ceiling exploded inward.

Scorch descended like a meteor of copper fire, her wings crushing stone, her claws raking through frost magic as if it were paper. The dragon's eyes blazed with protective fury as she positioned herself between her rider and the threat.

Ondine ran to her bondmate, hands finding familiar scales, the connection snapping back into perfect alignment. And then she turned to Vortigern, her hand extended.

"Now or never, unbonded king. Touch her. Let the bond form. Or watch your empire burn with your curse."

Vortigern looked at the dragon, at the wildborn creature that had chosen him despite everything. At the rebel rider who hated him but was offering salvation anyway. At the ice witch who'd manipulated them all, who'd prolonged suffering for her own power.

The heat in his chest was unbearable now, flames consuming him from the inside. He was out of time, out of options.

He reached for Scorch's scales.

The moment his hand made contact, the world turned to fire.

Ondine

The bond hit like a tidal wave of flame, and Ondine screamed.

She'd felt Scorch's bond before, had known the fierce joy and wild freedom of her dragon's soul. But this was different. This was two souls colliding through a third, creating something that had never existed. King, rider, dragon, all three burning together in a connection that felt like dying and being reborn in the same instant.

Through the bond, she felt Vortigern's shock, his pain, the curse that had been eating him alive suddenly flaring into an inferno. But instead of consuming him, the threeway bond was absorbing it, transforming it. The stolen fire that had plagued the Flameheart line was being reclaimed, pulled from his body and channeled through Scorch, through the wildborn magic that recognized the flames as rightfully belonging to the dragons.

The curse broke.

Vortigern collapsed, gasping, his skin no longer burning with unnatural heat. The firesickness was gone, pulled from his blood and returned to its source. But the bond remained, stronger than anything Ondine had ever felt.

She could sense Vortigern now, not just his physical presence but his emotions, his thoughts. The guilt he carried for his father's crimes. The desperation that had driven him to rule with an iron fist. The loneliness of being unbonded in a world that valued dragon connections above all else.

And underneath it all, the fierce determination to protect his people, even if it meant kneeling before an enemy.

Scorch rumbled, satisfaction rolling through the bond. The dragon had known. Had felt the truth of Vortigern's soul and chosen him despite the crown, despite the sins of his bloodline.

Ondine looked at the king, this man she'd hated for so long, and felt the foundations of that hate cracking. The bond wouldn't let her lie to herself anymore. Vortigern wasn't evil. He was broken, scarred by the same violence that had destroyed her family, trying to hold together an empire built on ashes.

That didn't erase what had happened. Didn't bring her family back. But it made him human.

Crystallis was gone, fled during the bond's formation, her magic no match for a wildborn dragon protecting its riders. She'd be back, Ondine knew. The ice witch wouldn't accept this defeat quietly. But for now, they were alive.

Vortigern met her eyes, and through the bond, she felt his question. What now?

Ondine didn't have an answer. They'd broken the curse, formed a bond that shouldn't exist, and upended the entire political structure of Pyraethus in the process. The rebellion would see her as a traitor. The court would see the king as weak. And Crystallis would ensure everyone knew how close the dynasty had come to falling.

But they were bonded now. Three souls, one fire. And through Scorch's wildborn magic, Ondine could feel the truth that had been hidden for centuries.

The curse hadn't been divine punishment. It had been theft. The Flameheart dynasty had stolen dragon fire to forge their power, and that stolen magic had been burning them from within, demanding to return to its rightful owners. The wildborn had disappeared because they refused to be enslaved to human ambition.

Until Scorch. Until a dragon chose to return, to offer a bond freely rather than having it forced.

"The prophecy wasn't about saving the dynasty," Ondine said quietly. "It was about ending the cycle of theft. About restoring balance."

Vortigern rose slowly, his hand still resting on Scorch's scales. "Then we restore it. No more forced bonds. No more stealing dragon fire. We rebuild Pyraethus on choice and consent."

"The court will never accept that," Ondine warned. "The nobles built their power on bonded dragons. Telling them those bonds are invalid, that the dragons never truly chose them..."

"Then let them rage." Vortigern's voice was hard, but the bond let her feel his resolve. "I knelt before a rebel to save my people. I'll face down every noble in the empire if it means ending this corruption."

Ondine wanted to hate him for his idealism, for the naïveté of thinking change could come without blood. But through the bond, she felt the truth. He wasn't naive. He knew exactly how much this would cost. And he was willing to pay the price.

Just like she was.

"Partners, then," Ondine said, extending her hand. "Not friends. Not allies. But bonded, whether we like it or not."

Vortigern took her hand, his grip warm and solid. "Partners. And when this is over, when Pyraethus is rebuilt, you can go back to hating me."

"I'm counting on it," Ondine replied.

But as their hands clasped and Scorch's rumble of approval echoed through the bond, Ondine wondered if hate would still be possible when she could feel every truth of his soul.

The bond had changed everything. And there was no going back.

Vortigern

The sun rose over a transformed palace, and Vortigern stood on the balcony watching the chaos unfold.

News of the broken curse had spread like wildfire through the court. The nobles were in an uproar, half demanding an explanation for the king's bond with a rebel, the other half simply relieved that the firesickness had ended. The rebellion had gone quiet, waiting to see if their finest rider had betrayed them or infiltrated the throne.

And Crystallis had vanished, leaving only a trail of frost and whispered threats.

Ondine joined him on the balcony, Scorch perched on the palace roof behind them, a copper guardian watching over her bonded riders. The dragon's presence was a statement, a reminder that everything had changed.

"Guinevere Silvergrace is demanding an audience," Ondine said, leaning against the railing. "She claims to have information about Crystallis's network. Says the ice witch had spies in both the rebellion and the court."

Vortigern wasn't surprised. Guinevere had always been too observant, too wellinformed. If anyone knew Crystallis's secrets, it would be the princess who'd survived three kings by knowing when to speak and when to listen.

"Schedule it," Vortigern said. "We need every advantage against Crystallis. She won't accept this quietly."

Ondine nodded, but he felt her hesitation through the bond. "The rebellion wants a meeting too. They're willing to negotiate, but only if I'm there. They don't trust you."

"Can't imagine why," Vortigern said dryly.

She almost smiled. Almost. "We could end this. The rebellion, the war, all of it. If you're willing to make real changes. Restore the purged families, release political prisoners, reform the bond laws."

"I'm willing," Vortigern said, and meant it. The bond wouldn't let him lie, and through it, Ondine felt his sincerity. "But it won't be easy. The court will resist. Some nobles would rather see the empire burn than give up their power."

"Then let them try." Ondine's voice hardened. "We have a wildborn dragon and a threeway bond. Let them resist. We'll show them what real power looks like."

Vortigern looked at her, this woman who'd been his enemy hours ago, now his bonded partner. Her hair caught the sunrise, turning copper like Scorch's scales, and for a moment, he saw not the rebel or the prisoner, but the person beneath. Scarred, fierce, determined to make something better from the ashes of what had been.

The bond pulsed between them, carrying not just thoughts but emotions. And Vortigern felt something dangerous stirring. Not hate. Not anymore.

Understanding. Respect. And underneath it, the first ember of something that could become more if they weren't careful.

Ondine felt it too. He could tell by the way she stiffened, by the flash of panic in her eyes. "Don't," she said quietly. "Whatever you're feeling through the bond, don't. We're partners by necessity. Nothing more."

"Agreed," Vortigern said.

But the bond whispered that they were both lying, and there was no hiding truth from a threeway connection that saw straight through to the soul.

Scorch rumbled from the roof, amusement coloring the bond. The dragon knew. Dragons always knew.

Below, the palace stirred with new energy. Courtiers prepared for meetings, soldiers readied for potential conflict, and somewhere in the depths of Pyraethus, Crystallis plotted her next move.

But on the balcony, as the sun climbed higher and Scorch's shadow fell over them both, Vortigern and Ondine stood side by side. Not friends. Not lovers. But bonded in a way that would either save the empire or destroy it.

And neither of them could look away.

The game had changed. The players had shifted. And as Vortigern felt the last traces of the curse fade from his blood, replaced by the wildborn bond's fierce strength, he realized the prophecy had been right about one thing.

Only when the king kneels before the rebel shall the stolen fire return.

He'd knelt. The fire had returned. And now they had to face what came next.

Together.

The war room was different now that Vortigern could feel Ondine's emotions bleeding through the bond. Every time a noble suggested executing rebel prisoners, he felt her rage spike like dragonfire. Every time someone questioned the legitimacy of their bond, he felt her shame mixing with defiance. And every time their eyes met across the table, he felt something neither of them wanted to name.

Trevelyan Ironvow stood at the head of the table, his weathered face grave as he outlined the rebellion's terms. "They're willing to cease hostilities, but only if you grant full pardons to all political prisoners and restore the lands seized during the purge."

"Impossible," Lord Breccan Voidfang snarled from his seat. The rogue dragon hunter had arrived at court that morning, summoned by rumors of the wildborn's return. His scarred face twisted with contempt. "We don't negotiate with terrorists. We crush them."

Ondine's fist slammed on the table. "Those 'terrorists' are fighting for their families, their homes. Everything your precious dynasty stole from them."

"You would know about theft, rebel," Breccan shot back. "How many supply depots did you raid? How many guards did you kill?"
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