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**Dedication**  

To the fire-blooded.  

To the ones who rise again.  

To the dragons who remember.  

This story is for you.
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​Prologue: The Blood That Remembers  

AKIRA PRESSED HER BACK against the cold stone wall as laughter echoed from the great hall. The Treaty Feast was in full swing, goblets clinking and voices rising in diplomatic merriment. She counted her breaths—one, two, three—then slipped across the corridor as a guard turned away, her soft-soled boots making no sound on the polished floor. The temple's night air carried incense and wine, but beneath it all, she caught the scent of something older: paper, metal, secrets.

She paused at the junction where three hallways met, tracking the patrol pattern she'd memorized over weeks of observation. The guard captain's voice boomed from the feast hall—a joke, followed by thunderous laughter. Good. They would be distracted for hours yet.

Sweat gathered between her shoulder blades despite the cool air. Akira moved again, keeping to the shadows where wall sconces couldn't reach. Her fingers trailed along the stone, counting doorways, until she reached the massive tapestry depicting the Steel Dragon Clan's founding. She glanced over her shoulder once, then ducked behind the heavy fabric.

The hidden entrance waited—a seam in the stone no wider than her palm. Akira pushed against it, feeling rough granite scrape her fingertips. She leaned close, lips nearly touching the wall, and whispered words not meant for common tongues: "Sûrdrak nemar, velk'nar uhm."

The stone shuddered. A crack appeared, widening just enough for her to slip through. The passage beyond was pitch black, smelling of dust and centuries. Akira pulled a small crystal from her pocket, activating it with a tap. “Ashélûn valûr.” Blue light spilled across ancient steps that spiraled down into darkness.

"By blood and honor, I claim passage," she murmured, completing the ancestral code. The stairs seemed to settle beneath her feet, accepting her presence.

The descent began gradually, the temple's warmth fading with each step. Soon the passage opened to the mountainside, and the full force of the night hit her. Wind howled through the narrow cliffside path, whipping her hair across her face. Akira tucked the strands back and pulled her cloak tighter, securing the hood.

The path ahead barely qualified as such—just a ribbon of stone carved into the mountain's face, in places no wider than her foot. Far below, waves crashed against jagged rocks, the sound rising and falling with the gusting wind. Akira flattened herself against the cliff wall, breathing through her teeth as a particularly violent gust threatened to tear her away.

Her fingertips scraped against the rock as she inched forward. Ice had formed in patches, making the already treacherous path slick with danger. The illusions didn't help—places where the path seemed to continue but would send her plummeting, or where it appeared to end but actually curved around the mountain's edge. She'd made this journey only twice before, each time with her father's guidance. Now, alone, every step required absolute certainty.

"Show me truth," she whispered, her voice lost to the wind. The magic of her bloodline pulsed weakly, just enough to reveal the actual path beneath the layered illusions. The effort made her temples throb.

Twenty minutes into the descent, her fingers had gone numb. The wind found every gap in her clothing, stealing warmth with cruel efficiency. A misstep sent loose pebbles skittering over the edge, and Akira's stomach lurched as she watched them disappear into darkness. She pressed her forehead against the cold stone, forcing her breathing to steady.

A sudden draft from a hidden crevice nearly unbalanced her. Akira's hand shot out, grabbing a jutting rock. Pain lanced through her palm as sharp edges bit into flesh. Warm blood welled between her fingers, but she didn't dare release her grip until she'd stabilized her footing.

"The blood pays the way," she muttered, recalling her father's words. Perhaps it wasn't just metaphor.

The path finally widened as it curved inward, protected somewhat from the worst of the wind. Akira paused, flexing her injured hand. Blood had already dried in the creases of her palm, dark against her skin. Ahead, the mountain seemed to swallow the path entirely—a sheer rock face with no visible opening.

But Akira knew better.

She approached the wall slowly, noting the almost imperceptible seam that ran floor to ceiling. As she drew closer, the rock face shimmered, the illusion thinning to reveal what lay beyond: massive obsidian gates veined with intricate silver patterns that seemed to shift in the dim light of her crystal. The Dragon Vaults of Legacy.

Her chest tightened at the sight. Generations of her ancestors had stood where she now stood, had performed the same ritual she was about to undertake. The significance wasn't lost on her.

The wind died suddenly, as if the mountain itself held its breath. In the sudden stillness, Akira's voice rang clear as she spoke the invocation:

"I am blood of the Steel, daughter of dragons, seeker of wisdom. By right of lineage, by honor of clan, by sacrifice freely given, I request entry to that which my forebears have guarded."

She pressed her bloodied palm against the central glyph—a stylized dragon curled around a flame. The silver veins in the obsidian began to glow, pulsing in time with her heartbeat. Heat spread from the glyph up her arm, not burning but recognizing. Testing. The sensation was intimate, as if the vault itself reached into her very essence to confirm her identity.

Akira held perfectly still, even as the magic probed deeper, past blood and bone to the core of who she was. For a terrifying moment, she feared rejection—that the vault would find her unworthy, a pretender to her heritage.

Then came acceptance. The silver light flared brilliantly, illuminating the entire cliff face. The massive doors, which no physical force could move, began to part without sound. Air rushed past her, carrying the scent of ancient paper, metal, and magic—the true breath of history.

The opening revealed a corridor stretching deep into the mountain, lined with dragon-shaped sconces that kindled to life as the doors parted. Akira stepped across the threshold, feeling the weight of centuries press against her skin. Behind her, the obsidian doors closed without a whisper, sealing her inside the heart of her clan's legacy.

The entrance hall stretched before Akira, silent as a held breath. Dragon-shaped sconces lined the walls, their enchanted flames casting blue-white light across shelves that reached toward the vaulted ceiling. The air here was different—not stale despite centuries of enclosure, but charged with preservation spells that kept dust and decay at bay. She moved forward on careful feet, acutely aware of the hollow sound each step made against the stone floor. This was not a place for haste.

Ancient tomes lined the first chamber, their spines marked with symbols rather than words—clan histories older than the current language. Glass cases held maps sketched on materials Akira couldn't identify, their edges curling against invisible constraints. She passed them with a reverent nod, continuing deeper into the repository that had served her clan since the First Accord.

Her hand trailed along a shelf of ceremonial weapons—daggers with handles carved from dragon bone, swords with runes etched into blades that had never dulled. The metal seemed to hum beneath her fingers, recognizing her bloodline even through the protective glass. Akira pulled her hand back quickly. Some artifacts were better left undisturbed.

At the junction of three corridors, she paused. The left path led to military records, the right to diplomatic treaties. She chose the center passage, narrower than the others and marked with a subtle warding spell that would disorient anyone without proper authorization. Akira felt the magic wash over her like cool water as she passed through, her status as heir granting her immunity.

The temperature dropped as she descended a spiral staircase. Here the sconces were spaced farther apart, creating pools of light separated by shadows. Akira moved from one illuminated circle to the next, her footsteps echoing less as the stone gave way to a floor inlaid with sound-dampening silver. The Vaults' most precious treasures required silence—not by rule, but by instinct.

The chamber she sought wasn't marked in any special way. A simple archway led to a room smaller than those she'd passed, with lower ceilings and walls lined with cabinets rather than shelves. This room held no artifacts of conquest or governance. Here rested the personal—journals, letters, private reflections of clan leaders and their confidants. The true history, unfiltered by official record-keepers.

Akira approached the third cabinet on the eastern wall, her fingers finding the small indentation that released the locking mechanism. The drawer slid open on silent runners, revealing a collection of bound volumes arranged by date rather than author. She reached for the one she sought—a journal bound in crimson leather, its edges worn soft from handling.

Her heart quickened as she lifted it from its resting place. The leather was warm against her palms, as if it had been recently held though no one had entered the Vaults in weeks. That was the nature of the preservation spells—they kept everything in a state of perpetual present, never truly becoming relics.

Celeste's journal. Not her mother's—Akira had never found any record of her mother in these archives, as if she'd been deliberately erased—but the writings of a woman who had served as advisor to three Steel Dragon chieftains before Akira's father. A woman who had recorded not just events, but insights that seemed to speak directly to Akira's unasked questions.

She closed the drawer and turned toward the passage at the chamber's rear—a tunnel carved through solid rock that led to her favorite reading spot. The observatory was technically a defensive position, designed to watch for approaching ships, but centuries of peace had transformed it into a sanctuary for contemplation.

The tunnel opened onto a circular room with windows cut into the cliff face. Below, the ocean stretched to the horizon, its surface silvered by the twin moons. Stars scattered across the night sky, partially obscured by clouds driven by the same winds that had buffeted Akira on her climb down. Within these walls, however, the air was perfectly still.

A window seat wrapped around the room's perimeter, cushioned with fabric that never seemed to fade. Akira settled into her usual spot, where the angle allowed her to see both moons without craning her neck. She untied her cloak but kept it draped around her shoulders, cocooning herself in its familiar weight.

The journal rested in her lap, its presence almost too significant to disturb. Akira took three deep breaths, a centering technique Anari had taught her, then carefully opened the cover.

Celeste's handwriting filled the first page—tight, precise characters that somehow conveyed more emotion than flowery script could have. No formal introduction, no date, just an immediate plunge into thought:

The burden of knowing what others cannot see is that you must decide which truths to speak and which to carry alone.

Akira's throat tightened. She ran a finger beneath the line, feeling the indentation where Celeste's pen had pressed into the paper. Even through centuries and preservation spells, the force of the writer's conviction remained.

She turned the page, skipping ahead to passages she'd read before but returned to often:

Today I watched the heir struggle with her ceremonial sword. The weight is wrong for her frame, but tradition insists on this specific blade. Tradition would rather see her strain than succeed with a weapon that suits her nature. I said nothing, though my silence felt like betrayal.

Akira's shoulders tensed involuntarily. She'd experienced the same—training with weapons designed for bodies larger than hers, being told adaptation was weakness rather than wisdom. Reading Celeste's observations made her feel less alone in that struggle, separated though they were by generations.

The journal detailed council meetings where Celeste had bitten her tongue, diplomatic functions where she'd noticed undercurrents others missed, private moments of doubt about decisions made in the clan's name. Through it all ran a current of fierce protection for the Steel Dragon legacy, coupled with quiet rebellion against its rigidity.

Akira flipped forward to a section marked with a pressed flower—long dried but still recognizable as mountain aster:

There is a difference between honoring ancestors and being imprisoned by them. The former strengthens us with wisdom; the latter weakens us with fear of change. I believe our greatest loyalty to those who came before is to ensure their sacrifices purchased a future worth having—not a past endlessly repeated.

Her chest expanded on a deep inhale. These words, more than any others, had called to her since she first discovered the journal. They gave voice to the tension she felt daily—the pull between duty and possibility, between reverence and progress.

Outside, clouds parted to reveal the larger of the twin moons in full. Its light poured through the observatory windows, illuminating the page with silver clarity. Akira turned to the final entry she always read during these secret visits:

I write this knowing my time as advisor ends soon. My body fails where my mind remains sharp—perhaps the cruelest arrangement. I wonder what will become of these words. Will they gather dust, or find eyes that recognize their value? I have no children to inherit my thoughts, but perhaps blood is not the only path of legacy. Perhaps someday, someone will read these pages and know they are not alone in questioning. In that possibility, I find peace.

Akira closed her eyes, the journal held against her chest. The pressure there wasn't pain but fullness—an emotion too complex to name. She had never met Celeste, never heard her voice or seen her face, yet felt connected to her in ways that transcended ordinary kinship.

In the silence of the observatory, with moonlight painting silver patterns across the stone floor, Akira allowed herself to acknowledge what drew her repeatedly to these writings: the desperate hope that she too might be understood someday, that her questions and doubts might be recognized not as weakness but as necessary evolution.

She opened the journal again, turning to a section she hadn't explored before. The handwriting here was less controlled, as if written in haste or strong emotion:

The old magic runs deeper than they know. Blood calls to blood across generations. What we bury does not disappear—it waits.

Akira's fingers stilled on the page. These words felt different—not philosophical musings but warning. Or promise. She couldn't tell which, and that uncertainty sent a shiver across her skin despite the room's comfortable temperature.

Before she could read further, a subtle shift in the air made her look up sharply. She wasn't alone anymore.

A shimmer rippled through the air—subtle, like heat rising from stone—and Akira snapped the journal shut. She didn't need to look up to know who had found her. Only one person could navigate the Vaults' protections as easily as breathing. Anari materialized near the doorway, her tall frame silhouetted against the passage darkness. The high cleric's face remained impassive, but her eyes held a mixture of affection and rebuke that Akira had known since childhood.

"The Treaty Feast continues above," Anari said, her voice carrying the particular resonance of someone who had spent decades in sacred spaces. "Your absence has been noted."

Akira's fingers tightened around the crimson journal. "By whom?"

"Those who matter." Anari moved into the observatory, her robes making no sound against the stone floor. She settled across from Akira in the window seat, arranging herself with the precise economy of movement that had always made Akira feel ungainly by comparison. "The feast will conclude without incident. I've ensured your father knows you needed solitude."

The tension in Akira's shoulders eased slightly. Her father would understand—he'd made similar escapes in his youth, as he'd once confided during a rare moment of openness.

Anari's gaze dropped to the journal. "Always the same one," she observed. Not a question, but Akira felt compelled to answer anyway.

"Celeste understood things others didn't see." She traced the worn edge of the cover with her thumb. "Or wouldn't acknowledge."

"And what do you understand, little Zar’vynari, that brings you here instead of to your duties?"

Akira's jaw tightened at the childhood nickname. "My duties were to smile and nod while diplomats spoke over me. To be decorative." The bitterness in her voice surprised her.

Anari's expression didn't change, but something in her posture softened. "Is that what you believe Arydin asks of you?"

"No," Akira admitted, looking out at the moons reflected on the dark water below. "But it's what others expect."

Silence filled the space between them, not uncomfortable but weighted with unspoken understanding. Outside, clouds drifted across the larger moon, momentarily dimming the silver light that streamed through the windows.

"Why do you return to Celeste's words?" Anari finally asked. "There are hundreds of journals in the archives. Records from every era of our clan's history."

Akira's throat tightened. The real answer felt too raw to speak aloud, but Anari had always seen through half-truths. "She writes about questions I haven't found answers to anywhere else."

"Such as?"

"How to honor tradition without being suffocated by it." Akira opened the journal to a page she knew by heart. "How to stand in the shadow of greatness without disappearing entirely."

"And you find no guidance on these matters from the living?" There was no accusation in Anari's tone, only gentle inquiry.

Akira's gaze flicked up to meet the cleric's. "The living are not always honest about their doubts."

A faint smile touched Anari's lips. "A fair observation." She extended her hand, palm up. "May I?"

After a moment's hesitation, Akira passed the journal to her. Anari handled it with reverence, opening to a random page and scanning the contents. Her expression remained neutral, but Akira noticed a subtle change in her breathing—a slight catch that suggested recognition.

"You seek your mother in these pages," Anari said softly.

The statement struck with painful accuracy. Akira's stomach tightened, and she pulled her cloak closer despite the room's comfortable temperature. "I seek anyone who might have known her. Anyone who might explain why every record of her has been erased."

"Not erased," Anari corrected. "Protected."

Akira leaned forward. "From what?"

Anari closed the journal, resting her weathered hands atop it. "There are memories that live in the blood, Akira. Knowledge that passes from mother to daughter whether spoken aloud or not. Your soul carries more than you know."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one I can give tonight." Anari's gaze was compassionate but unyielding. "Some truths must be earned through living, not discovered through reading."

Frustration coiled in Akira's chest. Always the same—hints and partial revelations, never the full story. She turned toward the window, watching clouds race across the night sky.

"I dream of places I've never seen," she said after a long pause. "I know songs I've never been taught."

Anari nodded, unsurprised. "The Steel Dragon line runs deep. Your inheritance is more than title or position."

"Then why am I kept from so much of it?" The question emerged sharper than Akira intended.

"Not kept from," Anari said. "Prepared for. There is a difference."

The high cleric reached into her robes and withdrew a small object wrapped in silk. She placed it on the seat between them and carefully unfolded the fabric to reveal a stone disk no larger than a coin, etched with symbols older than the clan itself.

"A safer passage," Anari explained. "For your return tonight, and future journeys."

Akira stared at the disk. "You knew I would come here."

"I know you, Akira." The simple statement carried layers of meaning. "Just as I knew Celeste. Just as I knew others who asked the questions you now ask."

"Did you give them answers?"

"I gave them what they needed." Anari rewrapped the disk and pressed it into Akira's palm. "Sometimes that was silence. Sometimes guidance. Always truth, even when partial."

Akira's fingers closed around the gift. The stone was warm against her skin, as if it had absorbed Anari's body heat—or perhaps carried its own inner fire.

"The journal records what was written," Anari said, rising to her feet with fluid grace. "Your task is to discover what was lived." She gestured toward the pages that had so captivated Akira. "Legacy is not ink on paper. It is breath in lungs, blood in veins, choices made when no path seems clear."

The high cleric moved toward the passage entrance, her form already beginning to shimmer with the same distortion that had announced her arrival. “Ashé drakanû urûm kâ,” she intoned. ‘Sacred breath of the dragons, watch over you.’

The blessing carried weight beyond ceremony. It carried memory.

“And yours,” Akira replied, her voice rich with quiet sincerity.

Before she disappeared completely, she turned back, her eyes reflecting the moonlight with unusual brightness.

"Neval drak su'urden, mei'ka vashti," she intoned—an ancient blessing rarely spoken outside formal ceremonies. *May your soul recognize its own song.*

Then she was gone, leaving only a lingering scent of temple incense and the faintest disturbance in the air.

Akira sat motionless, the stone disk warming in her hand while Celeste's journal rested in her lap. The twin moons had fully emerged from behind the clouds, casting silver light across her face and the floor of the observatory. In the distance, waves broke against the base of the cliff, their rhythm steady and unchanged for centuries.

She opened the journal again, but didn't immediately read. Instead, she placed her palm flat against an empty page, as if she might absorb its contents through touch alone. What had Anari meant about memories living in the blood? About her soul carrying more than she knew?

The disk pulsed once against her other palm, a gentle reminder of its presence. Akira lifted it to examine the etched symbols more closely. They weren't familiar clan markings—these were older, reminiscent of the runic patterns she'd seen in the most ancient sections of the temple archives.

She returned her attention to Celeste's journal, turning to the passage she'd been reading when Anari arrived: *The old magic runs deeper than they know. Blood calls to blood across generations. What we bury does not disappear—it waits.*

A shiver ran across Akira's skin that had nothing to do with cold. The similarity between these words and Anari's couldn't be coincidence. Her chest tightened with the certainty that she stood at the edge of something vast and significant—a truth not yet named but already unfolding.

In the silvered quiet of the observatory, surrounded by ancient stone and secrets, Akira felt the weight of history pressing against her not as burden but as presence. Her soul was indeed a vessel—not empty and waiting to be filled, but already carrying echoes of those who had come before. Not yet fully understood, but undeniably hers.



​Prologue 2: Elsewhere in Steel Territory

The aromas of roasted game and spiced wine curled through Hearthstone Hall, but Sinmi tasted only the copper tang of resolve. He sat stiffly beside his father, the great Elder King Zandro Thalorin, while Arydin Steel—the Grand Chieftain himself—laughed at some half-forgotten tale of border negotiations and narrow victories. The sound echoed through the stone hall, polished and ancestral, a hollow celebration.

Sinmi’s hand hovered over his goblet. He did not drink.

He stood.

The scrape of his chair against granite sliced through the conversation like a blade. All talk ceased. Every head turned.

Arydin’s gaze locked on him first—eyes sharp, unreadable. The warmth from moments before vanished. Zandro merely raised a brow, though Sinmi saw the flick of tension ripple down his father’s jaw.

“Grand Chieftain Arydin,” Sinmi began, voice steady despite the blood roaring in his ears. “Elder King Zandro. I come before you with formal intent.”

A silence bloomed across the table. Even the servants paused, as if the fire itself held its breath.

Arydin steepled his fingers beneath his chin, the slightest softening of his stance the only concession to the change in tone.

“Speak, Sinmi,” Arydin said. His voice was quiet, but absolute. “Your tone suggests no trivial matter. You have no enemies here. Speak freely.”

Sinmi drew in a slow, measured breath—the kind warriors took before stepping into battle.

The fabric of his vest strained against his chest with the motion, tension radiating through every muscle. He had rehearsed this moment a hundred times. In thought. In dreams.

But here—beneath their gaze, beneath the weight of legacy itself—it felt altogether different.

“I know the path laid before me,” he said, voice low but unwavering. “I know the bond arranged for the sake of alliances, for the good of the realm.”

He paused. Let them hear the truth gathering behind his words.

“But it is not the bond I seek to choose.”

A breath.

“I, Sinmi Thalorin, firstborn of the Elder King, formally declare my intent to claim Akira Steel as my lifemate. Not for duty. Not for politics. But because without her, I would stand as steel with no flame to temper it. Without her, I am a shell of a man.”

Silence fell in the hall—thick, reverent, and absolute.

Sinmi stood before them—unarmored, for the first time in his life—not by blade, but by choice.

He let the words settle—an arrow fired straight into legacy itself.

Sinmi reached for his goblet and took a long, steady swig.

Arydin’s head tilted, a flicker of something like amusement breaking across his features. He rose slowly, silver-threaded robes catching firelight like tempered blades.

“This declaration honors both our houses,” he said, his voice low but resonant. “The Steel Clan would welcome such a union.”

He placed a hand on Sinmi’s shoulder—warm, firm, unshaking. “You’ve been as a son to me already. Let this bond make truth of what has always lived in our hearts.”

He gave a sudden, sharp laugh that echoed off the stone—and just as swiftly, fell silent.

When he spoke again, the words were weighted, shaped from experience.

“Hear me, youngling—never allow policy nor politics to rule your heart.

If ever I wondered how much you have grown, tonight I rest assured.”

“Yes... tonight is indeed a joyous day, for I have lived long enough to see you rise from youngling to man. Blessed am I. And blessed are you.”

He removed his hand, seized his goblet, and raised it toward Zandro in an unspoken toast before drinking deeply. When he lowered the cup, he motioned for a servant to refill it.

A flicker of relief danced in Sinmi’s eyes. Arydin’s approval washed through him—a balm earned, a burden briefly lifted.

But as he turned to meet Zandro’s gaze, the warmth in his chest cooled.

Zandro remained seated, his goblet untouched, his expression carved in stone. When he finally spoke, each syllable landed like a chisel.

“Does she return your affection?”

Sinmi faltered. Just for a breath. “We share a bond.”

Zandro’s eyes narrowed—not cruel, but cold in the way of ancient judgment. “You were raised as kin. As siblings.”

Arydin interjected, “Not by blood.”

“But by familiarity. By shared rites and rhythms,” Zandro replied, unmoved. “Does she see you as a brother, Sinmi? Or something more?”

Sinmi’s spine stiffened. “She knows how I feel.”

“That was not my question.”

The words hit like stone against rib. Sinmi’s grip tightened on the back of his chair. The room watched, silent and ravenous.

“I have not spoken the full extent of my intentions to her,” he said finally.

Zandro’s response was smooth, practiced—honed across centuries of diplomacy.

“Then before I bless this union, I must be certain her heart mirrors your own. Fully. Freely. Without question.”

He set down his goblet. The motion was gentle, but final.

Zandro pressed on, smooth and inexorable. “I did not negotiate your betrothal to spite you, contrary to what you may believe.”

There was no anger in his voice. Only something heavier. Something final.

Zandro reached for his knife and fork with the poised ease of a man who had ruled longer than some kingdoms had existed. He sliced into a succulent tûrlevîn thigh with surgical precision, inspecting the morsel before placing it in his mouth. His eyes closed briefly—not in indulgence, but in silent, calculating patience. When he spoke again, his voice was smooth, but weighted like a blade laid gently across Sinmi’s neck.

"Had I known what you harbored in your heart," he said, voice devoid of censure but colder for its restraint, "the agreement would never have been sealed."

He set down his utensils with deliberate care, the quiet clink sounding louder than a shout.

"I will not risk a war on the back of one-sided affection," Zandro continued, his silver gaze narrowing. "Nor will I be the one to shackle Akira to a bond she does not return."

The steel in his voice sharpened further.

"I will not approve this union unless her feelings mirror yours.

Fully.

Freely.

Without question."

He let the words hang heavy in the charged silence before delivering the final blow—measured, inescapable.

"And if they do not..."

He paused—just long enough to let the weight settle in Sinmi’s chest.

"You will yield.

You will step aside.

And you will honor her choice—without hesitation.

Without protest.

Without pride."

The words hung in the air, each syllable a stone dropped into the still waters of the Hearthstone Hall.

“I suggest,” Zandro continued,

“that you find the time to clarify your intentions—with the one you intend to share your life with.”

There was no cruelty in the words.

Only truth.

The heavy doors to the hall burst open with a bang that made several servants jump. Chu Thalorin tumbled in, followed by a harried-looking servant. His formal robes were askew, his silver hair windblown as if he'd run—or flown—to arrive.

"Apologies for my lateness!" Chu announced, loud enough to echo. "I was detained by the most fascinating encounter with a merchant selling what he claimed were authentic Silver Dragon scales. Obvious fakes, of course, but the craftsmanship was—" He stopped mid-sentence, finally registering the tension in the room. "Did I interrupt something? Please tell me I interrupted something boring. Treaties are so dreadfully dull."

The spell of confrontation broke. Several nervous laughs rippled through the gathering. Sinmi had never been more grateful for his brother's chaotic timing.

"Nothing of consequence," Zandro said smoothly. "We were discussing family matters."

"Oh," Chu's eyes darted between Sinmi and their father, reading the situation with the sharp intelligence he often disguised beneath frivolity. "Well, in that case, I'm doubly sorry to have missed it. Family matters are my favorite kind of matters."

With a theatrical sigh, he dropped into the seat beside Zandro and grabbed a plate, as if food might shield him from whatever storm he had walked into.

“Well, thûzrak,” Chu drawled, “Did someone die, or did we just run out of Uncle Arydin’s favorite wine?”

He snatched a honeyed pastry from a nearby tray, waving it like a peace flag.

“I’m morally obligated to ignore all catastrophes until breakfast,” he added, chewing with theatrical solemnity.

No one laughed. Except Arydin—one short bark of sound, sharp enough to crack the silence.

Zandro’s face didn’t move.

Arydin exhaled slowly, lifting his chalice to his lips and taking a long, deliberate drink before motioning for a server to refill it.

Chu raised a brow.

“Well, at least it’s not the wine," he mused, watching the dark liquid pour into Arydin’s cup.

Arydin turned his gaze on Chu, and the room dropped a few degrees.

His expression was blank, but his stare was chilling—silent, piercing, devoid of humor.

Chu ducked his head, suddenly very interested in his plate, shoveling food into his mouth as if it were his only means of survival.

“Tough crowd,” he muttered under his breath.

Sinmi drew in a slow breath before exhaling sharply.

"May I be excused?" he asked, his voice controlled but laced with frustration.

Arydin didn’t respond immediately. Instead, he turned to Zandro, making the smallest motion with his fingers—a silent indication that Sinmi could leave.

Zandro raised one finger, halting him. “Does Veyra know?”

The question cut clean through the room—freezing Sinmi mid-motion, his spine going rigid.

Sinmi’s jaw tightened.

"No, she is unaware," he said, voice clipped.

Zandro sighed, rubbing his temples as if warding off an impending headache.

"You are excused."

Sinmi didn’t wait. He turned and strode out, shoulders taut with barely checked emotion.

Chu watched his brother go, tilting his head as if inspecting a wounded beast.

A sharp smack landed on the back of his head.

“Mind your plate,” Zandro muttered, settling back into his chair. “And chew with your mouth closed.”

Chu grumbled, but obeyed—wisely, silently.
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Part 2
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Sinmi stalked through the outer courtyard, each footstep landing with enough force to crack the ancient stones beneath. Guards averted their eyes as he passed, recognizing the particular set of his shoulders that preceded violence. The night air hit his face, cool against the flush of humiliation still burning under his skin. He didn't stop at the compound's edge. Didn't pause to consider. He simply walked until the shadows of the pine forest swallowed him, then tilted his head back and let the transformation tear through him.

The change came like wildfire in dry brush. His skin prickled, then burned, as bones lengthened and reformed. The sound of his formal robes ripping filled his ears before the roar of blood and magic drowned everything else. He fell forward onto hands that were no longer hands, his spine extending, vertebrae cracking into new positions. The pain was cleansing—a physical manifestation of the rage coiling through him. He welcomed it.

Sinmi's dragon form burst upward through the canopy, silver scales catching moonlight as his wings unfurled with a sound like thunder. He launched himself skyward, each powerful downstroke carrying him higher, away from stone halls and political constraints, away from his father's cold assessment and his own exposed weakness.

The wind screamed past him as he climbed, thin air burning in lungs now built for fire rather than breath. He broke through the cloud layer, moisture condensing on his scales, then banking sharply east toward the mountain peaks. His wings sliced through night air with precision born from countless hours of training. Below, the landscape shrank to miniature—the Steel Temple complex a collection of glowing dots, the forests dark patches against silver-washed plains.

He roared, the sound echoing across valleys and returning to him seconds later. Let them hear. Let them know. Let his father understand the depths of what he'd dismissed so casually.

Sinmi tucked his wings and dove, gravity pulling him toward earth at terrifying speed. The rush filled his mind, drowning thought in pure sensation. Seconds before impact with the forest canopy, he snapped his wings open, the force of arrested momentum straining muscle and tendon. He shot forward, parallel to the ground, close enough to flatten tall grass beneath the pressure wave of his passing.

He climbed again, higher still, where the air thinned and stars hung close enough to touch. Then spun, a corkscrew maneuver no ordinary dragon could execute, his body twisting through complex patterns that pushed the limits of physical possibility. The movements grew more violent, more erratic. No longer the controlled demonstration of skill but something wild and desperate—an attempt to outfly the doubts chasing him through the night sky.

In the midst of a particularly brutal turn, a memory surfaced—Akira at sixteen, watching him train from the practice ground's edge. Her face serious as she studied his forms, then breaking into rare, unguarded delight when he executed a perfect sequence. "Again," she'd called, her voice carrying across the yard. Not praise but demand, as if she knew he was capable of more than even he believed. And he'd done it again, better, because she asked.

The memory cut through his rage like cold water. Sinmi's wings faltered mid-beat, and he lost altitude in a stomach-dropping lurch before regaining control.

Enough. This solved nothing.

He descended gradually, scanning the landscape for a suitable landing site. The eastern forest edge offered a clearing large enough to accommodate his dragon form—far from the Temple compound but not so distant he couldn't return quickly if needed. He spiraled down, landing with controlled force that sent small animals scattering from underbrush.

The transformation back was slower, more painful. His body resisted the change, preferring the simpler emotions and instincts of dragon form to the complex tangle of human feeling waiting for him. Muscle and bone contracted, scales melding back into skin, wings collapsing into shoulder blades with grinding pressure. When the change completed, he fell forward onto hands and knees in the dirt, naked and sweating despite the night's chill.

Sinmi remained there, breath coming in harsh gasps, forehead pressed against the earth. Fatigue rolled through him in waves, the aftermath of transformation and emotional excess. He'd pushed himself too far, too fast. His limbs trembled with exhaustion.

"Fool," he muttered to himself, the word half-lost against the ground.

More memories rose, unbidden. Akira at dawn practice, hair tied back, concentration evident in the precise line of her mouth. Akira laughing with Chu, head thrown back to expose the elegant curve of her throat. Akira during the spring festival, fingers sticky with honey-bread, refusing his offer of a napkin with mock haughtiness that made him want to kiss the sweetness from her lips.

Akira watching him when she thought he wouldn't notice, her eyes carrying a weight he'd never seen directed at anyone else.

But was that enough? Was that love, or simply the familiarity of shared history?

Sinmi rolled onto his back, staring up at stars partially obscured by branches. Zandro's questions had exposed the hollow center of his certainty. What proof did he have that Akira returned his feelings? That she saw him as anything other than the brother-figure he'd been for most of her life?

The possibility that he'd misread everything—that the connection he felt existed only in his imagination—sent pain lancing through his chest sharper than any physical wound. He'd been so consumed with his own desire, his own certainty, that he'd never stopped to question whether she felt the same.

"By the Scales," he whispered to the uncaring sky. "What if she doesn't want me?"

The question hung in the night air, giving voice to the fear he'd refused to acknowledge until now. His fist connected with the ground beside him, the impact leaving a small crater in the forest floor. Dirt and crushed vegetation clung to his knuckles as he pulled his hand back.

What then? If he approached her with his heart laid bare, only to be gently refused? Could he bear to remain in her life, to watch her eventually choose another? The thought made his stomach turn.

And yet, the alternative—never knowing, never asking—seemed equally unbearable.

Sinmi pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes, as if he could physically block the cascade of doubt flooding his mind. His body ached from the double transformation, his spirit from the weight of uncertainty. For the first time since childhood, he felt truly lost—caught between duty and desire, between certainty and fear, between the man he was raised to be and the one he wanted to become.

He lowered his hands and stared up at the fragments of night sky visible through the canopy. Somewhere in that same sky, under those same stars, Akira existed—perhaps still at the feast, perhaps wondering at his absence. The thought of her grounded him, pulling him back from the edge of despair.

Whatever came next, he would face it. For her. For himself. For the truth they both deserved.

"You know," Chu's voice cut through the stillness, "there are more dignified ways to commune with nature than lying naked in the dirt."

Sinmi didn't bother opening his eyes. He'd sensed his brother's approach minutes ago—the particular rhythm of his footsteps, the subtle disturbance in the air that accompanied him everywhere. "Go away, Chu."

"And miss this magnificent display of elder brother vulnerability? Never." Chu's boots appeared in Sinmi's peripheral vision as he plopped down beside him, close enough to talk but far enough to dodge a potential strike. He tossed a bundle onto Sinmi's chest. "Brought you clothes. You're welcome."

Sinmi grudgingly sat up, shaking dirt from his hair. The bundle contained a simple tunic and pants—practical rather than formal. He pulled them on with efficient movements, dignity long abandoned between brothers.

"How did you find me?" he asked, though he already knew the answer.

Chu gestured vaguely at the sky. "You're not exactly subtle when you're upset. Pretty sure they heard your roaring in the Bronze territories." He picked up a twig and began stripping bark from it. "Besides, you always come here when father gets under your skin."

Sinmi grunted, neither confirming nor denying. He finished dressing and leaned back against a tree trunk, suddenly aware of how drained he felt. The double transformation had depleted him more than he'd realized.

"So," Chu continued, tossing the naked twig aside, "that was quite the spectacle back there. Declaring your intentions for Akira without actually telling Akira first." He whistled low. "Bold strategy."

"I followed tradition."

"Ah yes, tradition. Father's favorite mistress." Chu's tone remained light, but his eyes held unusual sharpness. "How's that working out for you?"

Sinmi's jaw tightened. "What do you want, Chu? If you came to mock me, get on with it."

"Mock you? Me?" Chu pressed a hand to his chest in exaggerated innocence. "I would never mock a man who just had his heart and pride publicly filleted by our beloved father." His expression softened fractionally. "I came to check on you. Contrary to popular belief, I do occasionally care about things."

The simple admission deflated some of Sinmi's defensiveness. He exhaled slowly, tension easing from his shoulders. "It was a miscalculation."

"Spectacular miscalculation," Chu agreed cheerfully. "Legendary, even. They'll write songs about it. 'The Ballad of Sinmi's Poorly Timed Declaration.' I'll commission it myself."

Despite everything, Sinmi felt the corner of his mouth twitch upward. "You're insufferable."

"Part of my charm." Chu settled more comfortably against a neighboring tree. "So. Akira. You're actually going through with this?"

The question landed more gently than Zandro's interrogation, but it carried similar weight. Sinmi stared into the darkness between trees, organizing his thoughts.

"Yes," he finally said. The simple answer felt more honest than any elaborate justification.

Chu nodded, unsurprised. "You've wanted her for years. I was beginning to think you'd never act on it."

Sinmi's head snapped toward his brother. "What do you mean?"

"Please." Chu rolled his eyes. "You think I haven't noticed how you look at her? How you always position yourself to keep her in sight? How you find excuses to touch her arm, her shoulder?" He shook his head. "The only person who might not know is Akira herself."

Heat crawled up Sinmi's neck. "Am I that transparent?"

"Only to those of us blessed with actual observational skills." Chu picked up another twig, this one thicker, and began balancing it on one finger. "Father knows too, by the way. That's why he cornered you tonight. He's been anticipating this move for months."

The revelation settled like a stone in Sinmi's stomach. "Then why the objection? If he saw it coming—"

"Because he's Zandro Thalorin, Elder King and Master of Emotional Manipulation." Chu's voice shifted into a perfect imitation of their father's authoritative tone. "'A king must consider all angles before acting. Patience reveals weaknesses that haste conceals.'" He dropped the impersonation with a snort. "He wanted to see how you'd react under pressure."

"And I failed his test."

"Did you? You didn't back down." Chu tossed the stick away. "You just didn't have the answer he wanted."

They sat in silence for a moment, the forest sounds filling the space between them—rustling leaves, distant animal calls, the soft whisper of wind through branches.

"Do you think she feels the same?" Sinmi finally asked, the question emerging quieter than he intended.

Chu studied him with uncharacteristic seriousness. "I think Akira feels many things she doesn't express. She was raised to contain, not reveal." He paused, choosing his next words carefully. "But I've seen how she watches when you train. How she keeps your letters. How she defends you when others criticize."

"That could be family loyalty."

"Could be," Chu agreed. "Or it could be something else." He leaned forward. "Here's what I know about Akira that you might not: she fears being controlled more than anything. Every decision in her life has been made by others—where she lives, what she studies, who she speaks to. The path laid out for her is clear and inflexible."

Sinmi frowned. "I would never control her."

"Wouldn't you?" Chu's question held no accusation, just quiet challenge. "You've planned this union without consulting her. Decided it was right without asking what she wants."

The observation struck with uncomfortable precision. Sinmi ran a hand through his hair, dislodging more dirt. "I thought—I assumed she would—" He stopped, the justification hollow even to his own ears.

"Love isn't about assumptions," Chu said, surprising Sinmi with the insight. "It's about choice. Free, uncoerced choice."

"When did you become so wise about matters of the heart?" Sinmi asked, deflecting from the uncomfortable truth his brother had exposed.

Chu grinned. "I've had significantly more experience with women than you, brother. Quality and quantity."

"That's not the same as love."

"No," Chu agreed, unexpectedly serious again. "It's not. Which is how I recognize the difference." He held Sinmi's gaze. "What you feel for Akira—it's not just desire or familiarity or political convenience. I've watched you with her for years. The way you look at her is how father used to look at mother, before—" He stopped abruptly, the rare reference to their mother hanging between them.

Sinmi swallowed against the sudden tightness in his throat. "I love her," he admitted, the words both terrifying and freeing. "Not as a sister or a clanmate or a political match. I love her for who she is—stubborn, brilliant, fierce." His voice dropped lower. "I love her in ways I can't fully explain, even to myself."

Chu rolled his shoulders, tone dry. “Placing true love aside for a moment—you’re forgetting someone. Someone with a last name and a contract.”

Sinmi didn’t respond, but his silence said enough.

“This path,” Chu went on, “would void your betrothal. That alone would cause ripples. Even for us. Bronze alliances don’t break cleanly.”

“Veyra,” Sinmi muttered, jaw tightening.

Chu nodded once. “Lady Veyra Zinthra. Scholar. Strategist. Daughter of Magistrate Halion Zinthra. Practically a Bronze Dragon princess.”

“I know who she is,” Sinmi bit off. The bitterness in his voice was impossible to miss.

“She’s everything Father wants in a political match,” Chu said. “Flawless heritage. Sharp mind. Fucks like a ledger sheet, probably.”

That earned a twitch of Sinmi’s lip—almost a smile.

“She sees me as an extension of our alliance,” he said quietly. “Not as a man. She talks about obligation... about our ‘unification’”—he lifted his fingers in sharp air quotes—“like it’s already law. She’s never once mentioned joy. Or choice.”

“Oof.” Chu gave a low whistle. “Starspawn. Romantic. Bet she’s got a detailed mating schedule drafted and signed in triplicate.”

The laugh that escaped Sinmi wasn’t loud, but it was real.

“But Father approved her because she’s safe,” he said, voice darkening. “Clean. Bronze law and Elven tradition align. No waves. No questions. Just another piece of legacy locked in place.”

Chu’s tone softened. “And then there’s Akira.”

Sinmi didn’t answer. His thoughts were already slipping toward firelit memories and the wild, unscripted way Akira moved through life. The way she saw him. Not as a prince. Not as a pawn. Just... him.

"Well, then." Chu clapped his hands on his thighs. "You're thoroughly vrakked."

The crude Sûrdrak curse startled a laugh from Sinmi. "Your eloquence is unmatched."

"It's a gift." Chu's smile turned genuine. "For what it's worth, I think you should tell Akira. Not with formal declarations or clan politics. Just... tell her. The worst she can do is reject you."

"That's precisely what I fear."

"Better to know than to wonder." Chu rose to his feet, brushing dirt from his pants. "And if she does reject you, I promise to find you the most beautiful, accommodating companions to ease your broken heart." He extended a hand. "Starting with those twins from the Pleasure House."

Sinmi took the offered hand and pulled himself up, muscles protesting the movement. "Your solution to heartache is courtesans?"

"My solution to everything is courtesans," Chu corrected with a wink. "But in this case, I don't think you'll need them." He squeezed Sinmi's shoulder once, the gesture conveying more genuine support than his words. "She'd be a fool not to want you. And Akira is many things, but never a fool."

The simple vote of confidence eased something tight in Sinmi's chest. He nodded once, not trusting himself to speak.

Chu jerked his head toward the distant lights of the compound. "Come on. If we hurry back, we might catch the end of the feast. I heard they're serving that blackberry dessert you pretend not to like."

They started walking, side by side, their strides automatically adjusting to match each other's pace—a habit formed through years of hunting together. The silence between them was comfortable now, stripped of the defensive tension that had marked their initial encounter.

As they neared the edge of the forest, Chu spoke again, his voice uncharacteristically soft. "Whatever happens with Akira—whether she returns your feelings or not—you won't face it alone. That's what brothers are for."

Sinmi didn't reply with words. Instead, he clasped Chu's shoulder briefly, the gesture carrying all he couldn't say aloud. They continued toward the lights of home, two silhouettes moving in perfect synchronization through the darkness.
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​Chapter 1: The Weight of Waking
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Chu dangled one leg over the edge of the Sîl'tarym Tower window, teeth sinking into the purple flesh of a sun-ripened plum. Juice ran down his chin as he watched the dawn crawl across the valley, painting the distant peaks in bloodied gold. Nothing better than quiet mornings before the world demanded his attention—before his father's disappointment could find him, before Sinmi's brooding infected the air. Just him, breakfast, and the perfect fucking view that made the climb to his chambers worth every cursed step.

He tossed the pit, tracking its arc as it plummeted toward the gardens below. Some poor gardener would curse the mysterious rain of fruit pits. Again. He grinned, reaching for another plum from the bowl balanced on the stone ledge beside him.

"One more, then I'll actually start the day," he promised the rising sun, his voice rasping with sleep. "Make that council meeting slightly less insufferable."

The quiet was its own kind of music—the shuffle of distant servants, the calls of steel-beaked ravens circling the western towers. This high up, the world felt manageable. Simple.

His teeth broke the skin of the second plum when he caught it—movement on the eastern road. Not the usual merchant caravans or temple supplicants. This was organized. Deliberate. Banners catching morning light, the unmistakable bronze gleam of elite guards.

Bronze. Not Steel. Not Red. Not Elven.

Bronze Dragon Clan.

The plum dropped from Chu's suddenly slack fingers, plummeting toward the garden below. His body lurched forward, stomach swooping as he leaned out too far, straining to confirm what his eyes insisted was true.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck." The words punched out of him as he recognized the Stonewardens' crest. Lady Veyra's personal guard. Which meant—

The stone beneath his ass shifted. His center of gravity betrayed him. For one heart-stopping moment, Chu felt himself sliding forward, the yawning drop below opening its jaws to greet him. His hands slapped against the window frame, fingers scrambling for purchase as his body pivoted dangerously.

His shoulder wrenched as he caught himself, muscles screaming in protest. Sweat broke across his brow, the sudden surge of panic leaving his mouth dry.

"Thûzrak!" The curse tore from his throat as he hauled himself back, tumbling onto his chamber floor in an undignified heap. Pain shot through his elbow where it connected with stone, sharp enough to bring tears to his eyes.

Chu lay there for three ragged breaths, heart hammering against his ribs like it wanted escape. Then reality crashed back.

Veyra. Here. Now.

"Fuck, she's early. She's weeks early." He scrambled to his feet, sticky fingers leaving purple smears on the stone. "Sinmi needs to know."

He grabbed a shirt from the floor, sniffed it once, and yanked it over his head. No time for proper clothes. No time for anything. He shoved his feet into boots, not bothering with the laces, and bolted for the door.

The spiral staircase challenged his half-laced footwear. He took the steps three at a time, shoulder slamming into the curved wall as he skidded around the tight bends. His feet tangled twice, sending him lurching against the stone, scraping skin from his palms.

He burst into the main corridor, startling a servant carrying a stack of fresh linens.

"Lord Chu!" The woman barely had time to register alarm before Chu barreled past, clipping her shoulder and sending sheets billowing to the floor like failed snowfall.

"Sorry!" he called over his shoulder, not slowing. "Tell Lazira I'll replace them!"

The corridor opened to the grand hall. Too many witnesses. Too many questions. He veered left, diving into the servants' passage—narrower, dimmer, but direct. His shoulder clipped the low doorframe, sending fresh pain through already abused flesh.

The kitchen was a mistake. Morning meal preparations were in full swing, the air thick with steam and shouting. Chu slid across the polished floor, boots finding zero purchase on the slick stone. His hip connected with a workbable, sending a basket of pastries flying.

"Lord Chu!" The head cook's bellow could have shattered glass. "Not again!"

"Important business!" Chu snatched a pastry mid-air, shoving it into his mouth as he ducked under a swinging pot. "Matter of state security!"

A ladle missed his head by inches. He grinned through a mouthful of crumbs, snagging a handful of berries from another table as he spun past. Juice burst between his fingers, adding to the sticky mess already decorating his chin and shirt.

The far door beckoned. Freedom. Almost—

Someone thrust a mop into his path. Chu's feet went airborne as he slipped, his body twisting in desperate self-preservation. He landed hard on one shoulder, sliding across the wet floor like a failed ice dancer, directly into a stack of empty barrels.

The crash echoed like thunder. Pain bloomed across his back and shoulders as he found himself tangled in wooden debris. Through the haze, he heard the cook's creative cursing, mixing common tongue with phrases that would make even hardened soldiers blush.

Chu extracted himself from the wreckage, offering a dazzling, apologetic smile that fooled exactly no one. "I'll pay for... whatever this was," he promised, backing toward the door. "Put it on father's tab."

He escaped before the ladle could find its mark, the cook's threats fading as he sprinted down the library corridor. Here, at least, silence reigned. Scholars with their noses buried in ancient texts barely looked up as he barreled past, though one older man tutted disapprovingly at the trail of berry juice marking Chu's passage.

Three more corridors. Two more near-collisions. One breathless apology to Anari as he nearly upended her ceremonial incense burner. By the time he reached the strategy room, his lungs burned and fresh sweat had plastered his shirt to his back.

He didn't knock. Didn't announce himself. Just threw the door open hard enough to slam it against the stone wall, the impact sending maps fluttering across the great table.

Sinmi looked up sharply from where he stood, fingers frozen over the strategic markers representing clan territories. Two junior guards flanked him, hands immediately dropping to their weapons at the sudden intrusion.

"Veyra," Chu gasped, bent double, hands braced on his knees. The name emerged ragged between desperate gulps of air. "Veyra Zinthra. Here. Approaching the eastern gate."

His brother's face didn't change—not to most observers. But Chu saw it: the infinitesimal tightening around Sinmi's eyes, the slight flare of his nostrils, the way his fingers stilled completely over the Bronze Dragon marker on the map.

Sinmi straightened, turning to the guards with perfect composure. "Leave us."

They hesitated only a moment before bowing and exiting, closing the door behind them with careful precision.

Chu straightened, wiping berry juice from his chin with the back of his hand. It left another purple streak across his face.

"She's early," he said unnecessarily, still fighting to regulate his breathing. "Weeks early. Full procession. Bronze guard. The whole vrakking display."

Sinmi's gaze tracked slowly back to the map, to the markers showing clan positions, to the politics that had just rearranged themselves while they slept.

"How far?" he asked, voice perfectly controlled.

"Eastern gate. Thirty minutes. Maybe less." Chu dragged his sticky hand through his silver hair, leaving it standing at odd angles. "Just enough time to put on your best 'I definitely want to marry this woman' face."

Sinmi's jaw ticked once—the only outward sign of the storm Chu knew was brewing beneath that steel exterior.

"Father knows?"

"He will soon." Chu said, finally catching his breath. 

Sinmi nodded once, gathering the stray maps with mechanical precision. When he looked up, his eyes had already shifted—cooler, more distant, the vulnerable brother from last night's forest confession locked away beneath layers of duty and control.

"Clean yourself up," he said, gaze flicking over Chu's disheveled state. "You look like you murdered a berry patch."

Chu grinned, the expression sharp and tinged with something darker than humor. "And miss the grand arrival? Not a chance." He spread his arms wide. "Besides, I think purple suits me."

Chu clutched his chest dramatically. "The death of you, brother. This betrothal will be the death of you—and by extension, me." 

His shoulders sank, as he tilted his head back to stare at the vaulted ceiling.

“It has barely been a fortnight,” he said, voice even but tired. 

One hand rose to his brow, fingers pressing into his temple. 

“And she returns.”

He shook his head slightly. A heavy, measured sigh followed—

"She certainly didn’t waste any time," he said, finding his breath again.

"No," Sinmi agreed, voice low, tinged with a gravity that belied his brother’s flippancy. "No, she didn’t."

Sinmi's expression remained impassive, but Chu knew better.

"Perhaps her father grows impatient," Sinmi said, his voice betraying none of the discomfort Chu knew he must be feeling. “Or perhaps she simply wishes to familiarize herself with what she believes will soon be her second home."

Chu snorted. "More likely she's here to pressure you into setting a date for the announcement. The Bronze Clan has been pushing for months."

"I'm aware." Two simple words, but laden with meaning.

"You can't delay forever, you know. Eventually, political necessity will demand action."

"I'm aware of that as well.”

"It doesn't change the fact that I have no desire to bind myself to Lady Veyra or the Bronze Clan."

"Because your heart belongs to—"

Sinmi's sharp glance cut him off.

"Don't."

Chu raised his hands in surrender. 

"Fine, fine. The unspoken remains unspoken. But it doesn't change the reality of our situation."

Sinmi placed each strategic marker back in perfect alignment, fingers never betraying the storm brewing beneath his skin. The Bronze Dragon token felt unnaturally cold against his fingertips—as if the metal itself carried Veyra's calculating presence. He positioned it precisely at the edge of Steel territory, where it now sat like an accusation. Chu watched his brother's methodical movements, recognizing the ritual for what it was: control through order, emotion channeled into precision.

"Say something," Chu pressed, wiping more berry juice from his chin with his sleeve. "Anything. Curse. Throw something. Have a human reaction."

"What would you have me say?" Sinmi's voice remained measured, each word placed with the same care as the markers on the map. "Lady Veyra has arrived earlier than expected. We will adjust accordingly."

Chu snorted, dropping into a chair and propping his sticky boots on the edge of the strategy table. "Yes, how inconvenient that your future wife has arrived just when you've decided to pursue someone else. Someone who happens to be the daughter of the Steel Dragon Chieftain. Someone we were raised alongside. Minor complication."

Sinmi's eyes flicked to Chu's boots, a hairline fracture appearing in his composure. "Remove your feet from the table."

"That's what concerns you right now? My boots?" Chu didn't move, instead reaching for an apple from the fruit bowl. He bit into it with deliberate noisiness. "Not the fact that Bronze Clan's most eligible strategist has shown up weeks ahead of schedule? With a full honor guard? After you just made your declaration about Akira to Father?"

The muscle in Sinmi's jaw jumped once. His fingers curled around the edge of the table, knuckles whitening almost imperceptibly before he released his grip and straightened to his full height.

"The timing is not coincidental," he admitted. "Veyra would not alter arrangements without purpose."

"Exactly." Chu pointed the half-eaten apple at his brother. "Someone told her. Someone with ears in Hearthstone Hall heard your little declaration last night and sent a raven straight to Bronze territory."

"Father would not—"

"Of course not Father. But someone in his circle. Someone who stands to benefit from strengthening Bronze ties." Chu swung his boots off the table and leaned forward, suddenly serious. "The question is: why the rush? Why not let you stew in it? Why the immediate show of force?"

Sinmi began pacing, three steps one way, three steps back, the only outward sign of his agitation. "She's claiming territory."

"She's claiming you."

The words hung between them, heavy with implications neither brother needed spelled out. Sinmi paused at the window, looking toward the eastern road where Bronze banners would soon appear over the ridge.

"I made a commitment," he said quietly.

"To a political arrangement. Not to her." Chu stood, crossing to his brother's side. "And let's be honest—she made a commitment to a power structure, not to you."

Sinmi's shoulders tightened, then forcibly relaxed. 

Chu leaned against the window frame, studying his brother's profile. "You don't love her. You don't even like her. And after your bold declaration to Father last night, everyone will know exactly where your heart lies."

"Lower your voice."

"Why? Afraid someone might overhear that the perfect heir has feelings?" Chu's tone sharpened. "Afraid someone might realize you're actually a man beneath all that duty?"

Sinmi turned, eyes flashing with rare anger. "This isn't about what I want."

"It should be."

"Easy for you to say." Sinmi's voice dropped lower, edged with something raw. "You don't bear the weight of the Elder King's expectations. You don't carry the future of two bloodlines."

Chu switched tactics, dropping his voice into the deeper register of their father's authoritative tone: "'A true king must sacrifice personal desire for the greater good.'" He straightened his posture, mimicking Zandro's regal bearing. "'Love is a luxury afforded to second sons and common folk.'"

The impression was so accurate that Sinmi's lips twitched despite himself. "That's not amusing."
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