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For the dreamers who survived reality

by building better worlds in their minds,

and for those who always knew

fantasy wasn’t an escape,

but home.
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READING GUIDANCE


This novel is intended for adults and contains darker themes some readers may find unsettling or disturbing. Please consider your mental health before diving into this story.

This is by no means an exhaustive list, nor is it arranged in any particular order:

Adult language, crude humor, attempted suicide, suicidal ideation, death, consensual sexual content (MF and MM pairings), sexual assault, graphic violence and gore, DID, memories of substance abuse and addiction, blood/bleeding, body horror, and emotional or physical manipulation and abuse.
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GUIDE & SUMMARY


The Bargain of Dragons begins a week after the conclusion of The Shadows of Stars following Cinderax’s offer of the druid gift to Serenna, Jassyn, Lykor, Vesryn, and Fenn.

A brief summary of relevant main events is included in the first two chapters.

Refreshers and minor details about the characters and the known magic systems can be found within the next few pages.

ESSENCE

The elves’ magical source of power, thought to be drawn from the stars. Talents are innate and cannot be learned BUT they can be siphoned/stolen/distributed. Abilities can only be strengthened by augmenting the same talents together.

Well - The individual source where magic is drawn from. Wells can be expanded by continual use of magic. Strength is determined by the number of abilities, not the size of the Well. Magic depletes with use and must be regenerated by meditating (easier under starlight for most).

Portaling - Rifts can be opened only to known locations unless a bond is shared with another. “Portal jumping” is a way to discover new locations but can only occur from horizon to horizon/observable distances.

Telepathy - Mind-to-mind communication. Those without telepathy can still communicate so long as the person with the talent maintains the connection. Jassyn has discovered that telepathy is used in coercion and can strip another of their will/dictate their actions. Appears as near-invisible threads of magic.

Rending - Shadow magic that can either restrain a body, inflict perceived pain or actual pain, or totally obliterate.

Mending - Healing power that appears as red threads of light. Cannot be used on the caster.

Shielding - Violet crystalline wards that can serve as protective barriers on objects or a person. Can be made invisible by inverting a weave of illumination with it.

Force - The caster can use weights of objects or the earth’s gravity to push and pull. Appears as blue light.

Illumination - The user can create a variety of colorful lights or distribute a portion of their magical reserves to another in order to restore power. “Sunfire” is a destructive tier of this ability.

Illusion - The ability to project realistic images. Appears as turquoise light.

WRAITH ABILITIES

Warping - Can teleport from one location to another as long as the destination in view is visible and unobstructed.

Venom - Their fangs have paralytic qualities.

Cloaking - Can conceal and obscure themselves in shadows.

Wraith with Essence talents may lose some of their wraith abilities or physical features.

SHAMAN/ELEMENTAL ABILITIES

Fire, Water, Lightning, Wind, and Earth

Those with shaman blood can only manipulate the elements present, they cannot conjure.

BOND ABILITIES VIA ESSENCE

Both accepted and manifested bonds (that are not fully accepted) have access to each other’s emotions and locations. Either member of the bond can “shut” themselves out from the other to block their emotions. The bond only completely disappears from either party’s perception if either member is tethered (gold touching their skin).

Telepathic communication - bond must be accepted for mind-to-mind contact. Otherwise, the telepathy talent must be used.

Talent and power sharing - bond must be accepted and both parties must be in close vicinity to access each other’s talents/power reserves.

DRUID ABILITIES

Dragonsight - enhanced eyesight, pupils morph into a vertical slit

Elemental powers - druids can summon the element of the dragon they’ve received the gift from

Shifting - druids can shift into wings, dragonsight, and scales

PROMINENT CHARACTERS

Serenna (Sir-REN-nah) Vallende (Val-LEND-e) - an elven-blooded and former princess of Allaenar.

Shares a bond with Prince Vesryn that spontaneously manifested but is not fully accepted. Also shares an accepted bond with Fenn. (These bonds are individual and do not overlap).

Essence abilities: rending, shielding, mending, and illumination. In The Chains of Fate, her portaling talent was stolen by Lykor and she freely gave her force talent to Fenn. She has begun the physical transformation into a wraith and has red-ringed eyes and elongated fingers. No known wraith abilities.

Has access to elemental (shaman) power.

Jassyn (JAS-sin) Raellyn (Rae-ELL-in) - elven-blooded and former mender and researcher at Centarya, now wanted by the capital with his half cousin Vesryn.

Formed a bond with Vesryn near the end of The Chains of Fate.

Previously forced into servitude for sixty years to increase the elven population and has over 165 known offspring

Essence abilities: mending, telepathy, shielding, illusion, and illumination.

Has access to elemental power.

Lykor (Lie-CORE) - wraith leader whose consciousness split from Aesar’s (Vesryn’s twin) at the hands of King Galaeryn during experiments with Essence.

Essence abilities: shielding, rending, portaling, force, and mending. (Aesar’s innate talents were stripped away and not returned).

Wraith abilities: warping and some measure of venom. Lost ability to cloak after stealing the mending talent from a captured ranger in The Chains of Fate.

Vesryn (VEZ-rin) Falkyn (FALL-kin) - arch elf (has access to all eight talents) and exiled prince of Alari. Leads the rangers (dracovae riders). Shares a manifested but not fully accepted bond with Serenna and and accepted/created bond with Jassyn.

Fenn (FEN) - A wraith, Kal’s son, one of Lykor’s lieutenants and bonded to Serenna. Has the force and portaling abilities, given by Serenna.

MINOR CHARACTERS

Kaedryn (KAY-drin) - The druid leader of Asharyn. Appears as a full wraith with silver hair (as do the other druids in Asharyn) but also has access to Cinderax’s gift of fire. Uses Essence abilities via a Starshard.

Cinderax (SIN-der-axe) - An Emberhart dragon hatchling, The Warden of Fire who was freed at the end of The Shadows of Stars via the destruction of a Heart of Stars. Has black scales and maroon wings.

Kal (CAL) - Fenn’s father and Lykor’s captain. Now appears as full arch-elf due to Lykor forcing talents on him in The Shadows of Stars.

Koln (COALN) - a wraith warrior (wears an eye patch) and Fenn’s partner.

Elashor (e-LASH-or) Vallende (Val-LEND-e) - Serenna and Ayla’s father and Alari’s General, arch elf. Last seen during a raid on the Ranger’s Station when King Galaeryn intervened and forced Jassyn and Vesryn to flee.

Velinya (Vel-LIN-ya) - Serenna’s elven-blooded friend from Vaelyn who is now partially a wraith. They were reunited in The Shadows of Stars.

Magister Thalaesyn (THAL-Aye-Sin) - Arch elf. Former mender and researcher at Centarya, Jassyn’s former mentor. Re-bonded to Maraelyn (Mara).

Queen Maraelyn (Ma-REL-in) - Goes by Mara. Vesryn and Aesar’s mother who is re-bonded to Magister Thalaesyn, half sister is Jassyn’s mother.

Flight Captain Zaeryn (Zare-IN) - Vesryn’s second in command of the rangers.

King Galaeryn (ga-LARE-rin) Falkyn (FALL-kin) - Elven king of Alari, Vesryn’s sire. Has been siphoning Essence from elves/half-elves to augment his power.

(Queen) Ayla (EYE-la) Vallende - The commander of Centarya, half niece to Jassyn, half sister to Serenna. Married to King Galaeryn.

Lady Farine (Fa-REEN) Vallende - Elashor’s mother and one of Jassyn’s former contract holders.

Saundyl (SAWN-dil) Serenna’s full brother, a prince who stayed behind in Vaelyn instead of attending the academy at Centarya. They learned in The Shadows of Stars that his wife and infant son were taken by Elashor. Saundyl has both Essence and elemental power and is leading a fleet across the Cerulean Sea in search of more dragons.

Nelya (NEL-ya) - Jassyn’s former peer and research associate at Centarya. Joined forces with Lykor’s wraith with a rebel ring of magus from Centarya.

Taryn (TARE-in) - Fenn’s sister who joined forces with the elves. Has been granted some measure of Essence abilities and appears part-elf part-wraith. Last seen fleeing from Lykor’s fortress in The Shadows of Stars.

RACES

Aelfyn (ALE-fin) - The elves’ ancestors.

Elves - Ruling race. Subjugated humans and interbred with them to create the elven-blooded.

Elven-blooded - Those with any amount of elf blood mixed with human blood.

Humans - Natives of the mortal shores, provide resources to Alari. Now mustered into an army. Last known location was Lykor’s fortress.

Wraith - Elves who have been stripped of their Essence abilities. Their physical transformation is a spectrum coordinating with how many talents they lose or gain. Full wraith appear with dark indigo skin and black hair (silver hair if they’re from Asharyn).

Druids - A race who was thought to be extinct during the Great War with the Aelfyn a thousand years ago. A population was discovered in Asharyn. This group appears as wraith (no Essence abilities) but they have numerous Starshards which allow them to channel Essence via the gems. They can shift into partial dragons (scales, wings, dragonsight).

Druid curses on the Aelfyn (elves) theorized by Jassyn in The Aspect of Essence.

1. Stripped elves of their immortality.

2. Initiated a sterility curse that took a thousand years to go into effect. Pure-blooded elves can no longer reproduce together.

3. Gold negates all access to Essence if the metal is touching skin.

Shamans - Ancient line of humans who had access to elemental power (fire, water, earth, wind, lightning). Those who are descents have begun to manifest their powers to varying degrees. Their bloodlines have been heavily curated by the elves over the past few centuries.

PLACES

Centarya (Sen-TAR-e-ah) - The elven-blooded military academy floating island.

Alari (a-LAR-e) - Elven realm.

Kyansari (KEY-an-sar-e) - Elven capital.

Frostvault Keep - Lykor’s haven with the wraith, a dormant volcano thought to be an ancient druid capital.

Ranger Station - stables where the dracovae riders under Prince Vesryn are based out of in the plains of northern Alari. Taken over by Elashor and King Galaeryn in The Shadows of Stars.

Druid Jungle - a pocket of jungle deep in the Hibernal Wastes, thought to be an ancient druid city. Was used as a shelter from the king’s forces in The Shadows of Stars.

HUMAN REALMS

Southern realm - Allaenar (Al-LAE-nar) Capital - Vaelyn (Vey-LIN), Serenna’s former home

Northern realm - Nydoraen (Nye-DOR-ain)

Eastern realm - Halaema (Ha-LAE-ma)

Western realm - Dosythe (Do-SITHE)

CREATURES

Dragons

Emberharts - fire

Tidecrashers - water/ice

Stormstrikes - lightning

Bramblemaws - earth

Zephyrfangs - air

Dracovae - Flying beasts cared for by the rangers. They appear as half eagle (a raptor’s head, feathery chest, and wings) and half lizard (scaled back and tail). Several times larger than standard horses.

Naru- Vesryn’s dracovae

Trella- Aesar’s dracovae

Vulpintera - Small flying animals with a fox-like face and body and leathery wings.

Aiko- Lykor’s tame vulpintera.

OBJECTS

Heart of Stars - An Aelfyn relic that was used in The Aspect of Essence to reveal which talents each Essence-wielder has access to. Ignites with the colors of specific talents when touched by those with Essence.

Serenna heard the voice of two different dragons when handling the Heart of Stars. Five total Hearts are to be the key to freeing the dragons.

One Heart of Stars was stolen by Ayla in the battle at Lykor’s fortress in The Shadows of Stars and another relic was destroyed when freeing Cinderax.

Starshards - ancient Aelfyn relics, appearing as crystal gems. They allow access and amplify Essence-wielding abilities, though their deeper nature remains unknown. The Bargain of Dragons delves further into their mystery.


CHAPTER 1
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SERENNA



Serenna sprinted across the Splitfang’s upper plateau, breath ragged as the canyon rim rushed into view. Morning heat shimmered on the horizon, dust scattering beneath her boots.

Legs burning, arms driving, she raced against her shadow. The wind dragged at her leathers, but she didn’t slow. If she failed to catch the sky and the canyon’s stone teeth tore her apart, no one could say she’d flinched. It wasn’t the drop she defied, but her own doubt—daring to trust the fire in her chest.

So she ran, chasing the brink where ground fell away, fleeing the voice still whispering that she didn’t belong in the sky. At the line where the desert split open, Serenna coiled her legs and hurled herself into the abyss.

The moment her boots left the stone, she reached for the flame flickering behind her ribs. It surged to meet her, igniting with the force of becoming.

For a breathless moment she hung suspended. Silence rushed in, the canyon waiting below, her heart spinning in the pause between flight and falling. And in that fragile space where she drifted, the fire in her chest roared.

Wings tore free from her spine, punching through the slits in her armor. Unfurling like sails, their maroon membranes snapped taut in the wind. From the high bend near her shoulders, a claw jutted from each wing with three hooked talons flexing as if to seize the sky.

The canyon opened its jaws as she plunged.

Serenna’s shoulders screamed with strain as wind pummeled her from every side. She twisted, angling her spine, fighting the spin.

Her fall slowed…

Then turned to a rise.

Her wings caught the air, strokes falling into rhythm as flight took hold. Breath returned as the canyon dropped away and the sky bore her upward for the first time.

A week ago, Cinderax’s fire had torn her world asunder. Serenna remembered it with searing clarity—his roar, heat blooming up her spine, that breathless instant the blaze unmade everything she’d been and forged something new.

They’d all stepped willingly into the fire, accepting the dragon’s boon. Not only her, Fenn, Vesryn, Jassyn, and Lykor, but all those they’d portaled from their haven in the jungle—the magus, Lykor’s warriors, Vesryn’s rangers, and those caught between elf and wraith forms—had entered Asharyn’s refuge and emerged as druids.

While Kaedryn’s people had been druids by blood, Serenna’s had been remade by flame and vow. Cinderax had charged them not only to survive a broken world, but to restore it. To mend what power had fractured and tip the scales back toward balance.

And now the dragon’s gift kindled in her chest, thrumming like a second heartbeat next to her own. Training to fly in the days since had been swift and merciless. Her body bore the toll in every aching muscle, every bruised rib. Cinderax’s boon had changed them all, but hadn’t prepared them for what lay ahead.

Wings alone didn’t make her worthy. She still plummeted more than she flew. And even now, crossing the canyon felt like a victory stolen by luck. Especially when warriors such as Lykor’s wraith and Vesryn’s rangers soared the sky as if born to it.

Serenna’s gaze drifted south, toward the hazed expanse where the Dreadspire Range shimmered in the distance. Soon, she and Jassyn would lead the druids beyond those peaks and into the Crackling Maw. With their connection to the earth, they’d bend storms aside and seek the place where a dragon—Skylash—lay chained.

Serenna’s wings gave a betraying twitch, unease lancing through her at the thought. Still, Kaedryn’s people bowed to her with reverence—devotion she hadn’t earned. Whispers bloomed like weeds through Asharyn as they called her a child of earth and starlight, as if the magic in her veins made her sacred.

But every day she struggled to fly. And every day they delayed for training, the king’s reach only grew. She didn’t know if her brother had crossed the Cerulean Sea yet with the capital’s fleet, or if ships had already landed on the druids’ shores.

No time remained to squander. Galaeryn’s forces might already be hunting these realms for the elemental dragons. Only by breaking Skylash’s chains could they hope to find the other three—if the Stormstrike, Warden of Lightning herself, remembered where they fell.

As she climbed higher, Serenna didn’t dwell on what came next if Skylash didn’t know. The world snapped into sharper focus, dragonsight carving clarity from shadow and distance. A second eyelid slid across her gaze—a druid’s adaptation, delicate enough to preserve vision yet strong enough to blunt the wind’s bite.

Below, the Splitfang Canyon spread in molten splendor—red cliffs streaked with gold, jagged stones rising from the floor, a silver trickle of river glinting in the sun. Above, the sky unraveled in rippling currents made visible through her shaman blood, her connection to the earth.

Wraith dove and flew through the chasm, warping into shadows mid-flight as they slipped between stone spires spearing from the ground. Ahead of them, a squad of Kaedryn’s druids plunged through a broken arch, trails of flame spiraling from their wings as they led training drills.

The canyon itself had become a gauntlet, the air alive with heat, motion, and magic.

Stationed on the cliffs, those with both shaman blood and Essence—the children of earth and starlight—bent the wind into whirling blades, forcing the fliers to veer. Bursts of power shimmered, punches of force knocking wings off course.

Those in the air struck back, channeling their new druid flame, whipping fire toward the cliffs as they dodged and wove through the carved path, every maneuver a race against time.

Breathless and weightless, Serenna soared above. Her wings adjusted by instinct, carrying her with a balance she’d only begun to trust. She’d paid for this flight in bruises and grit—in days of crashing, choking on sand, dragging herself to the healers with shredded pride, every muscle frayed.

But now the air held steady.

A pulse of proximity sparked through the bond. Not Fenn, who she sensed flying with the wraith below, but from higher above.

Vesryn.

Perched on Naru, he circled over the plains as rangers assembled atop their dracovae, opening portals south to scout the outer mountain range of the Crackling Maw.

Between the dracovae wheeling overhead, Serenna glimpsed a flash of obsidian scales and maroon wings. No larger than a fox, Cinderax, the Emberhart hatchling of fire, streaked through a portal, leading the charge as if hope itself burned in his wake.

“Nice wings, Princess,” Vesryn murmured, telepathically coiling around her mind. “Took you long enough to stop eating sand.”

Serenna scoffed, scowling at his silhouette as he coasted lazy circles on Naru. “Must be nice,” she fired back, “lounging up there like a glorified saddle ornament.”

His snort echoed through her mind. “Keep talking like that, you harpy, and I’ll come down there just to silence you properly.”

“As if your wings could ever keep up with your mouth.”

There was a pause, then maddening laughter. “You wouldn’t last five minutes before begging this mouth to never stop.”

Stars, even his thoughts were smug. Heat pricked Serenna’s cheeks, and she nearly climbed the sky to roast him on principle. But the threat of charring Naru’s feathers stopped her.

“I still haven’t forgiven you, by the way,” Vesryn added, too casually, “for knocking me out of the air with that punch of wind and calling it ‘training.’”

“You deserved it.” She’d only done it because he’d singed the tip of her braid, too busy flaunting his new fire to notice where it landed.

“Did I?” His voice curved slyly. “Either way, the view from the ground proved exquisite. Flat on my back, watching you descend like a storm.” He let the words linger before adding, “Next time, if you ask nicely, I’ll stay down longer.”

“Better let Naru keep flying for you,” Serenna snapped, the talons on her wing tips clacking. “It’s safer up there.”

Vesryn’s chuckle softened into words, slipping through her mind like wind through feathers. “I always knew you were meant to claim the sky.”

Serenna’s breath snagged where his warmth curled behind her ribs. For a heartbeat she drifted, unsure whether flight or his affection held her aloft.

Then Naru banked into a portal, and Vesryn vanished with the other rangers.

Tender moments hardly lingered in their world, but the feeling he left behind still burned. She longed to continue rising into the vision he held of her—someone who effortlessly claimed the skies rather than falling into the dunes.

That first attempt had been anything but graceful, sand hardly a merciful landing beneath a ruthless sun, grit scraping her throat as she’d tumbled down the slope. A wretched gust had slammed her sideways the instant her wings caught lift, hurling her spinning to the ground.

Fenn had been with her that time, cackling as he landed beside her—obnoxious when he hauled her up—until she’d snarled, snatched at his power in their shared Well, and blasted him with a volley of force.

Serenna lost count of how many drafts she’d failed to catch after that. But now with the currents steady beneath her wings, her mind slid forward to what came next.

Tomorrow, she and the prince would fly north to scout a Bramblemaw den, once the nesting ground of an earthen dragon. Kaedryn had spoken of Starshards buried in its roots, and Serenna would meet with the druid leader that afternoon to learn more.

With a jolt, she realized the canyon’s far ledge rushed to meet her.

Focus narrowing, Serenna slowed her wingbeats, dipping into a glide. At the last instant she flared the membranes, air ripping taut across the leather. Her boots struck stone and skidded, momentum jolting through her legs, arms flung wide for balance as she sprinted forward.

Her breath hitched, but she didn’t fall. Every muscle trembled with strain as she folded her wings, stillness settling slowly back into her body. Triumph bloomed, though it had been cultivated by more than her own endurance.

Every night, Jassyn and the rebel magus from Centarya had mended the new fliers, weaving strength from exhaustion. With Vesryn, she’d trained muscles she hadn’t known existed, while Fenn had pushed and prodded her in the sky until her wings buckled midair and the world spun sideways.

A gust tore across the ledge.

As if summoned, Fenn landed beside her with a muted thud, wings rustling as they tucked behind him. Onyx scales shimmered along his arms, sinking back into skin as he met her gaze. His crimson eyes still burned, pupils narrowed to the vertical slits of dragonsight.

He tilted his head, the corner of his mouth lifting in that slow, predatory curve Serenna knew too well—the one that always came before he said something meant to disarm. Or something ridiculous enough to make her want to both laugh and throttle him at once.

He’d be insufferable about this.

“You’ve finally spanned the canyon,” Fenn said, all but purring with pride and far too much satisfaction.

Of course he’d stationed himself to watch, waiting to see if she would crash or cross. Pursing her lips, Serenna folded her arms. “You almost sound disappointed that you didn’t get to scoop me out of the dirt.”

Fenn prowled into her orbit, circling with a grin that bared just enough fang to promise trouble. The faint tang of smoke clung to him, as if fire had followed him down from the sky.

“Disappointed?” His voice dipped low. “Well, who doesn’t enjoy a gallant rescue?”

Serenna rolled her eyes but didn’t move when he reached for her wing. His fingers skimmed the claw at its tip, tapping lightly. Her talons twitched in reflex, then snapped toward him with a clack, alive with impulse, as though the beastblood in her veins sought to claim him first.

Fenn’s own wing talons stirred in answer, scraping the air toward hers in a way that felt anything but innocent. He leaned in, close enough that she felt the warmth of his breath behind the tease. “And I was prepared to scorch every stone from cliff to river to reach you if you fell.”

Serenna huffed a laugh, though she couldn’t deny he’d already warped her from the jaws of the canyon often enough to call it routine.

Fenn straightened. “Stretch them out.”

Serenna obeyed, flaring her wings wide. Every muscle gnashed in protest, a sharp pull raking down her spine. Fenn slipped a palm through the slit in her leathers, stitched for her wings. Calloused fingers traced the contours at the joint, gliding over skin still flushed from exertion.

“Stronger,” he murmured.

She already felt it with wingbeats that no longer faltered, each flight no longer ending with her bleeding in the sand. But hearing it from him—feeling the pride braided into the word—loosened the insecurities she’d held tight.

“I just don’t want to be the one slowing us down in the Maw,” she admitted quietly. Her gaze slid to the canyon floor, where wraith flew like shadows, twisting around waves of heat. “I only wish we had more time.”

Fenn stepped into her line of sight, lifting her chin to tilt her face toward his. “You’re not behind. Some of our people can hardly stay upright with their wings out.”

Serenna held his gaze. He saw her as she was—sweat-slick, trembling, still burning—and called it strength. Where she tallied bruises, he counted victories. Some days she wanted to believe him, to breathe in the steadiness he offered. But that belief wasn’t coming any easier, not when the cost of failure would be shared by all.

Serenna leaned back a fraction, shifting the weight of his touch without breaking the moment. “I don’t need coddling,” she mumbled, tucking her wings back in.

Fenn’s grin only sharpened. “Are you certain? My offer still stands.” He nodded toward the dunes in the distance. “I could warp you to a summit again and let you glide down. Very dignified.”

Biting back a smile, Serenna shook her head. “I’m done gliding. You’ve already ferried me to the ground too many times.”

Fenn shrugged, all false innocence. “Half my squadron flew like that the first few times. Fluttered down like leaflings—with more grace than your first attempt, if memory serves.”

Serenna snapped a wing out, aiming to clip the back of his head. With a bark of laughter, he warped away before the blow landed, the movement infuriatingly quicker than hers.

Bristling, she spun to face him, but her wings lagged behind, the heavy membranes tilting her sideways as she struggled to fold them. Fenn reappeared in a blur, catching her as she stumbled before snatching the base of her neck beneath her braid.

Serenna shoved at him, flames flaring under her skin, spitting from her fists. But Fenn’s mouth crashed against hers in a rush of heat. Instead of burning him, the fire blazing through her veins consumed the last of her defiance, leaving no room for resistance.

Fangs scraped and caught her lower lip, first a tease, then a bite of pressure that dragged out a gasp. Hunger seared up Serenna’s spine, her beastblood roaring at the claim. Breath and pulse tangling, the world shrank to the press of him, the bond humming where they touched.

Serenna gripped his armor and hauled him closer. Her wing talons twitched, reflexive and wanting as they lunged forward, hooking into his with a possessive click. Fenn’s own locked instantly with hers, the jolt of contact shuddering across her shoulders.

“I heard Kaedryn’s druids say that talon locking in public is indecent,” he murmured against her lips, voice rough with delight. “Something about base instincts, beastblood, and scandalous mating flights.”

Breathless and undone, Serenna smothered a laugh against his mouth.

Seizing the opening like an invitation, Fenn growled into her throat, his tongue sliding past her lips. He tangled a claw in her braid, anchoring her waist with the other, as if his body alone could cage the blaze igniting in her veins.

Pulse pounding reckless and fast, Serenna’s knees wavered. Kaedryn’s warning flickered through her mind—that druid blood burned hot, untamed, unpredictable, the beastblood as dangerous as dragons themselves until time tempered it.

“You’ll have to pry our wings apart,” she gasped.

“Not a chance.” Fenn chuckled, lips grazing her jaw. “Your talons made the knot. Your talons undo it.”

She should’ve pulled away, remembered the drills waiting below, the meetings stacked tight, the hours carved thin with training. But caught in the heat of his embrace, the want in her ribs no longer whispered, but prowled. Serenna hovered at the edge of restraint, sinking into his touch.

With a defeated sigh because the world wouldn’t wait, Serenna turned inward and called the flame to fold. Unwilling to release, her talons clamped tighter against Fenn’s, like they had a mind of their own.

Magic unspooled from the hum in her chest, wings vanishing beneath her armor, claws slipping free from his. Serenna exhaled and stepped back, brushing stray strands of hair from her face.

Fenn’s eyes glowed as they trailed over her, as though she were a star streaking bright through the sky instead of sand-smeared and flushed from flight. Serenna battled the urge to drag him down into the baked earth, to combust in the blaze that look ignited.

Clearing her throat, she nodded toward the canyon’s depths, where the thrum of drills and rising magic signaled another round already underway.

“I should get down there,” she said. “My shift starts soon. And after that, I’ll barely have time to scrub this dust away before Kaedryn expects me with the guildmasters.”

Fenn chuckled. “My father put my squadron on the skirmish roster next—you’ll get your chance to knock me out of the sky.”

“Don’t tempt me,” Serenna muttered. “You’ve been unbearable since you yanked me out of bed before sunrise.”

His mouth curved, more wolf than wraith. “I do fly best with your fury at my back. Though your princeling swears he endures it more often.”

Wings vibrating, he turned toward the rim. Serenna caught his wrist, realization cutting through the exhaustion of training. He and Vesryn had been appearing at her side too often, despite how busy they’d all been.

“You and Vesryn did something.”

Piercings catching the sun, Fenn raised a brow.

“You talked,” she pressed. “Or made a schedule.”

“Schedule might be too generous a word,” he mumbled.

“You’re alternating who shows up in my chambers.” Her voice sharpened. “Behind my back.”

Fenn rolled a lip ring between his fangs. “Your princeling suggested it would be…wise. To ensure you weren’t alone.”

Serenna crossed her arms. “So you’re taking turns staking your claim?”

“Not like that.” Fenn lifted his claws, his grin cut short. “We agreed we shouldn’t take chances. Not while we’re still learning Kaedryn’s people. You and Jassyn are their symbols now—their walking proof that the world is shifting.”

“Speaking of Jassyn,” she said, staying cool on the surface. “Are you spending the night in his chambers when you’re not in mine?”

“I offered.” Fenn’s smirk returned, wicked and unrepentant. “But Lykor threatened that I’d be picking my fangs out of the dirt if I got too close.”

Serenna tossed her hands, too tired to summon more irritation. “Figures.” She turned toward the ledge, eyes narrowing against the sun’s gleam on canyon stone.

Fenn stepped beside her, his wing bumping her shoulder. “You want to dive?”

Bolstered by her flight across the canyon, fortified by the wind still singing in her chest, Serenna shifted back into her wings.

“I want to race,” she said, daring him now.

“I hope you stretched.” His fangs flashed at the challenge. “Pride cramps are vicious.”

Serenna could sense Fenn was about to warp, cheat his way to the sky before she even leapt. So she snatched him by the collar. Curling her fingers in the hair bound at his neck, she yanked his mouth down to hers.

“So does that mean you’re going to be in my chambers tonight?” Serenna whispered through the bond, her lips crashing against his.

“You’ll have to wait and see,” Fenn murmured, tugging her closer.

Retaliating, Serenna bit his lower lip, sharp enough to make him curse, but not enough to make him stop. And then, still locked in the kiss, his arm cinched around her waist. Taking one step forward, he dropped them both into the open air, dragging her with him as they plunged.
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Lykor stalked across the Splitfang’s plateau, sand grinding into his molars. Heat pricked beneath his leathers, the damp cloth tied at his forehead already drying out. Useless as relief.

Above, the sun hammered too bright for this early hour, like it meant to char them before the day even drew breath. He squinted into the glare and yanked at the strip of fabric plastered to his skull.

“If you’d stop fixating on it,” Aesar murmured in their mind, dry as the wind. “You wouldn’t be so uncomfortable.”

Lykor scowled as Aesar slid out of their thoughts and flickered into step beside him, a heat shimmer given form. An irritation no one else could see.

“OR, BETTER YET,” Lykor growled back silently, “I COULD SHAVE OFF THIS RIDICULOUS HAIR YOU INSIST ON KEEPING AND WEAR SCALES ON MY SCORCHING SKULL.”

“We are not arguing about this again.” Aesar rolled his eyes skyward. “I let you have everything else you want—even the battles you pretend not to care about.”

Right. Because Lykor’s favorite pastime happened to be dictating war plans, browbeating Kaedryn’s guildmasters, and cinching command around his own neck like a noose. Every decision another leash. But cutting his hair for practical comfort? Too far, stars forbid.

Dispatching orders to surrounding wraith, Kal stood at the rim of the canyon, orchestrating the morning’s formations like the sky would collapse if one flight veered wrong.

Kal had shed every trace of wraith the moment Lykor had shoved Essence talents back down his throat in the druid jungle—returned to polished symmetry and luminous skin, an arch elf carved back into perfection. He hadn’t relinquished the wraith piercings, but his golden hair now hung twisted in ceremonial braids, the full spectrum of his power radiating in steady waves that lifted the hairs on Lykor’s arms whenever he drew too close.

Not that he made a habit of it.

Along with Mara and Thalaesyn, Kal had been one of the few Lykor had handpicked to bear the magic he’d plundered from Vaelyn’s shores. That night from weeks ago still clawed through his memory—armor shattering under his shadows, Trella ripping ships apart while he leeched enemy Wells dry, every stolen talent searing through his veins. He’d barely bled that power back out before it incinerated him, fracturing abilities into shards to be distributed among his people—half the wraith carrying the edge of Essence now.

“Where the fuck is Fenn?” Lykor barked across the cracked earth, reaching the captain in a few pounding strides.

He halted short of the illusion Kal was weaving, a scrawled web of names and flight paths glowing turquoise in the air between them. Lykor barely glanced at the training roster. But Aesar thumbed his chin and paced in his periphery, parsing every note through Lykor’s unwilling eyes.

Kal didn’t look up. Of course he didn’t. Why bother acknowledging his presence in the flesh when Aesar’s mind was close enough for him to slip into instead. A sliver of telepathy unfurled as Kal skimmed past Lykor’s mind, pouring his thoughts straight into Aesar’s.

Typical.

It wasn’t even a fresh insult, just another layer of erosion. Some bitter part of Lykor tallied every slight, each one a spark against dry tinder. Kal’s indifference struck flame in his throat—nothing to do with the druids’ so-called beastblood. Everything to do with rage.

Baring his fangs, Lykor hurled a streak of shadows straight into Kal’s meticulous illusion. The threads of Essence shattered on contact—names, maps, and orders scattering like flung embers.

That cracked Kal’s composure. He rounded on Lykor as the luminous fragments vanished into the air.

Aesar threw up his hands. “Very mature.”

Kal tugged at one of his brow piercings, polished restraint settling back into place as if Lykor’s rage were a weather pattern he’d already charted. “A good morning to you too, Lykor.”

“I asked you a question, Captain.” Shadows wreathed Lykor’s fists, his snarl spitting the word like a curse.

“Fenn’s moving his squad into position for another flight trial,” Kal finally answered, waving his hand toward the far rim of the canyon.

Lykor squinted across the half-mile chasm to where a knot of wraith whooped and bellowed, flinging whips of fire with reckless abandon, forcing one another to warp or burst skyward in a flurry of wings. One flare veered too close to a female, but she grinned and twisted into it, scales flashing to absorb the blow.

They looked less like warriors and more like wraithlings drunk on their druid power, sparring with the frenzy of beasts who’d already tasted blood, ravenous for more. Discipline burned away by survival. As if destruction had become the point.

He’d built a fucking army of arsonists with wings. And now he stood ready to gamble the one life he couldn’t afford to lose on their chaos.

Lykor’s scowl deepened, jaw ticking. “You’re telling me Fenn is the one in charge of that mess?”

Kal smirked, blue eyes glinting like seaglass. “Interesting complaint from the one who shoved a command at him.”

Trella shrieked overhead, the sound needling through Lykor’s skull—a reminder that this detour had already made him late. Above, the dracovae wheeled restlessly, wings blotting the sun.

He’d missed the portals Vesryn’s rangers had taken into the Dreadspire Range, scouting the path to where Skylash lay chained in the Maw. Every wasted minute let Galaeryn’s fleet creep closer. Every ship another blade aimed to gut the last dragons before Lykor could reach them first.

And here?

Here, his most seasoned warriors flung fire in a carnival of chaos, arrogant youth mistaking raw power for readiness. No formation. No control. And if Fenn couldn’t keep a squad in line during drills, how in every scorching star was he meant to lead when the storm truly broke?

A brittle edge inside Lykor began to crack. They weren’t ready for the war creeping toward them. And neither was he, no matter how often he snarled otherwise.

He could summon flame with Cinderax’s gift, but he couldn’t lift himself into the sky.

Lykor shoved the thought away, smothered it under layers he never let himself touch. He wasn’t broken. That was the lie. The shield. And if he whispered it often enough into the hollow behind his ribs, maybe someday the echo would die.

“There should be more ceremony,” Kal said, yanking Lykor out of his thoughts. “Not for my son’s sake. For theirs.”

Lykor’s gaze cut to Aesar, still poised beside him, silent but nodding. Of course he’d told Kal what Lykor intended. Always the scheming diplomat.

“Ceremony?” Lykor growled, flinging out a hand across the canyon. “For that rabble? Fenn’s the oaf least likely to set himself on fire. He gets the rank. That’s the ceremony.”

“They’re practicing,” Kal clipped, sharper now. “Stars forbid they train with anything other than brooding stares and grim silence.”

“We’re preparing for war,” Lykor bit back. “If they can’t hold formation without turning it into theater, then why the fuck should I trust them to survive the real thing?”

“Life is more than the next battle, Lykor.” Kal shook his head. “You’ve never known what living looks like.” He exhaled that long-suffering calm, and Lykor’s hands twitched to crack his nose off his face.

“You’ve already decided to give Fenn this task,” Aesar murmured beside him. “If you won’t see it through, I will. But it’ll mean more coming from you—they need to believe you’ll trust them with more than fury.”

Of all the people to hand more responsibility, it had to be Kal’s son. Training and trials meant nothing. The real question was whether Fenn could bear something more than a squad—and whether Lykor could delegate without choking on regret. If he misjudged, if Fenn faltered, Jassyn would bleed for it.

Swearing under his breath, Lykor rolled his shoulders as if motion alone could dislodge the ache from his bones. It didn’t. The tension gnawed between them, refusing to fade.

“Fine,” Lykor snapped, jabbing a finger into Kal’s chest. “But you’re reorganizing his squad.”

“Would’ve been done five minutes ago,” Kal muttered, shoving him off, “if theatrics weren’t part of your morning routine.” With a flick of his fingers, turquoise light spiraled, ranks and names scribbling back into place.

Lykor ground his fangs. He should’ve demanded discipline over spectacle. Instead, he turned toward the canyon’s edge and plunged his awareness inward.

Pressure built behind his sternum, air cinching tight as space compressed on itself. Heat vanished. Sound dimmed. Ribs contracting with the strain, he folded himself into darkness and warped.

Lykor reappeared across the canyon, stone cracking under his landing as dust billowed outward. The wraith froze mid-skirmish—claws still wreathed with fire, laughter strangled short.

He stalked through their ranks, his presence alone parting the warriors. Wings twitched and eyes flared as they shuffled back.

Gaze fixed on Fenn, Lykor didn’t look at them. The lieutenant hadn’t been a gangly youth in years, though Lykor still saw him that way. A part of him braced for Fenn’s foolishness, the slip of arrogance that would prove him unready.

But it never came.

Lykor reached into his pocket, cool metal biting his palm as he halted in front of Fenn. All eyes tracked him as he thrust his hand forward.

He hadn’t prepared a grand speech like Kal wanted. Ceremony was for those with time to pretend. Lykor didn’t believe in symbols, but if this farce bought Jassyn even a sliver of protection, then fine. Let the title speak louder than the sentiment.

Lykor uncurled his fist, revealing twin earrings. Not the standard loops and studs designating wraith rank, but silver bands set with lacquered obsidian—scales shed by Cinderax.

He forced the words past his teeth. “You’re promoted. To Skyclaw Captain of the Emberguard.”

Fenn blinked, eyes blazing with a sudden glow. His wings rustled once, then folded. He didn’t look at the others, only stared at Lykor. Disbelieving. Like this mattered to him.

He held himself in wraith stillness, the claws at his wing tips curling tight, trembling before he straightened to attention. The others watched in silence as Fenn reached forward and claimed the earrings from Lykor’s palm.

“A captain?” he asked. His eyes flicked toward his father across the chasm.

“It’s a new post.” Lykor grunted, studying the druids gliding through the ravine below. “Outside the chain of command. You’ll have the details tonight.”

A snort brushed his mind. “Very catchy,” Aesar drawled. “Rolls right off the snarl.”

“THOUGHT HE’D APPRECIATE THE FLAIR,” Lykor muttered.

Above them, Trella circled and shrieked again, wings slicing the air with clear impatience.

“You should fasten them,” Fenn said, tugging his hair back from the points of his ears. “I don’t know where they belong. Not for a title that hasn’t been worn before.”

Lykor flicked his wrist. Two threads of rending punched clean through the cartilage above Fenn’s highest piercings.

Fenn didn’t blink. He slid the earrings in, blood welling around the obsidian scales that swung against his skin.

Aesar murmured something in approval as Lykor sealed the wounds with a braid of mending.

From the canyon floor below, a horn blared—another drill. The wraith on the plateau surged to the rim as one, bursts of flame igniting around their talons.

Jaw tight, Lykor waved them off. One by one they hurled themselves from the ledge, wings trailing fire as they dove.

Pride sparked, then irritation smothered it. Apparently these half-feral soldiers could snap into formation when duty demanded it. Fall into rhythm. Into trust. Into flight.

He never would.

“That doesn’t mean you have to stay isolated,” Aesar said. “Not unless you keep choosing to.”

Lykor ignored him, eyes narrowing on Trella as she banked against the sun.

“ARE YOU SURE ABOUT THIS?” he growled, scowling up at the dracovae wheeling above him. “I CAN’T EVEN COMMUNICATE WITH YOUR BEAST.”

“I had her trained before I manifested telepathy. You’ll survive.”

“SHE’S TEMPERAMENTAL.”

Aesar rolled his eyes. “Then you already have something in common.”

Lykor’s teeth clicked shut as he swallowed the curses crawling up his throat. He didn’t want to ride. Didn’t want to be carried. But worse than shame was being left behind while the others soared—unable to guard the one he couldn’t lose. So he’d borrow Trella’s wings and rise another way.

Even if it flayed his pride.

Lykor yanked at the flame in his chest, dragging the shift into his limbs as dragonsight sharpened his eyes. Scales shimmered down his arms, locking into place. Drawing one final breath, he fixed on the pale speck of Trella in the sky, and warped.
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The landing should have been cleaner.

Lykor reappeared from the warp too high, overshooting Trella in the sky by twenty spans. A rogue wind shear hurled him sideways into a spiral, the earth yanking him down.

But Trella caught him.

He slammed into the saddle flat on his back, pain detonating in a jolt that ripped the breath from his lungs.

Tucked back into their mind, Aesar snorted. Then—uninvited—he slipped through their limbs, hauling them upright on the leather ridge with a precision Lykor didn’t possess. Fastening straps. Tucking heels. Rebalancing weight.

“I WAS GETTING TO IT,” Lykor muttered, wincing.

“Obviously.”

Aesar chuckled, patting Trella’s feathered neck as he crooned something nonsensical to her. Trella trilled in response, wings sweeping wide.

Aesar had been restless all week, starved for wind, for open sky. Flying the dracovae ranked among the few indulgences Lykor let pass unchallenged. Letting him lead here cost nothing—except the illusion of control.

But being in the sky this way carried no triumph. Not when flight came stolen, borrowed on another’s strength.

With Aesar steady and neither of them fighting for dominance, Lykor rolled their shoulders and snatched at their Well, tearing open a portal to the south. Aesar had flown to the rangers’ scouting line a few days prior, close enough to glimpse the mountains of the Dreadspire Range.

Trella sliced through the rift in a single wingbeat. On the other side, the desert gave way to stone, the horizon rupturing in black peaks leading into the Crackling Maw.

The instant they broke through, a telepathic link slammed into place. Lykor flinched as the breach tore through his skull, jaw locking to brace against the violation he could never dislodge.

Another presence slid into his thoughts, his defenses long since stripped. The king had seen to that, leaving his mind carved open for command.

“I’ll handle it,” Aesar said, already moving to intercept.

“IT’S FINE,” Lykor ground out. “I DON’T WANT TO FUCK AROUND RELAYING MESSAGES. JUST LET YOUR BROTHER TALK TO US BOTH.”

“As you wish,” Aesar murmured, retreating.

“You’re late,” came Vesryn’s voice, bludgeoning straight into their thoughts. No finesse. No tact. Just brute mental force. Knicking down the door where Kal would’ve slipped sideways, bypassing Lykor completely to whisper straight to Aesar.

Lykor turned, glaring as the prince descended in a wide arc on Naru. The dracovae’s scales reflected the sun like volcanic glass, feathered wings cutting against the vast blue. Fully shifted in his druid form, Vesryn leaned low in the saddle as Naru banked.

“YOU’RE AWARE I HAVE OTHER RESPONSIBILITIES ASIDE FROM GALLIVANTING AROUND THE REALMS,” Lykor replied flatly.

“But here you are,” Vesryn drawled, “brooding a mile up while we begin the first perimeter sweep.”

“AND EVEN AT THIS HEIGHT,” Lykor shot back, “I’M STILL NOT SPARED YOUR FLAPPING TONGUE.”

“Then fly faster.”

Lykor gritted his fangs as Aesar shifted forward on Trella before he could add more. Trella surged forward, her body heaving with each wingbeat. She slid into formation beside Naru, their strokes rolling in tandem, shadows sweeping across the broken earth below.

Lykor squinted against the sun as the prince angled toward Zaeryn, his flight captain. She rode a steady current at the head of the rangers’ formation, her chestnut dracovae cutting clean lines through the sky. Vesryn dipped Naru lower to join her, folding into the flight of riders stitched across the horizon.

Tugging at the pulse behind his eyes, Lykor sharpened his dragonsight, catching the shimmer where the mountains split the sky. The Dreadspire Range ruptured from the earth in jagged splinters, peaks clawing skyward until the far eastern ridges broke apart and spilled into the ocean.

They’d been scouting out of the desert for days, portal jumping forward with every dawn, charting lands on Kaedryn’s maps—centuries outdated by the scars of the Great War. And now at last, the edge of the Crackling Maw loomed, lightning fissuring above the peaks. Somewhere beyond those storm-cracked fangs, Skylash waited, bound in her crystal chains.

Or so Cinderax claimed.

They weren’t here to breach her prison today. Not until their forces could fly without falling. Not until someone strong enough could hold the sky—and its lightning—back.

Lykor refused to dwell on whose wings would bear that burden.

Something darted past Trella’s flank, a flicker in the corner of Lykor’s vision. She trilled low, long neck curling to glance behind.

Lykor stiffened and turned with her—just in time to see a shape drop onto her croup, wings folding, eyes gleaming.

Cinderax.

The dragon shook out his scales and padded closer, each step winding in a sinuous coil. He fixed Lykor with a look so brazen it might’ve been ancestral judgment—if judgment came in pint-sized flames.

Narrowing his gaze, Lykor asked, “Any insight about what we’ll face ahead?”

The wind shifted, hitching Trella’s left pinion. She raked the draft, feathers flaring to scrape the sky. The saddle lurched and Aesar corrected their weight—continuing to exchange thoughts with Vesryn—but the twist shot pain down Lykor’s spine to his knees.

He glared over his shoulder at the dragon. “And sit somewhere else. I’m not dislocating my back to speak with a pocket-sized lizard.”

Cinderax’s eyes pinned to slits. Then he puffed his chest and opened his jaws.

Lykor had a heartbeat to react before the fire hit.

Scales rippled across his skin as flames slammed his side, the heat blistering enough it would have peeled ordinary flesh. The blast glanced off the armored plating, but his leathers hissed, reeking of charred hide.

Snarling, he reached back and snatched Cinderax by the frills on his neck.

“If you scorch another set of my armor,” Lykor growled, dragging the little bastard up by the scruff, “I’ll dice you into ribbons and feed your entrails to Trella. Don’t think she’d refuse.”

Cinderax flailed—claws slashing, wings flapping, fangs snapping with all the fury his tiny body could muster. Hissing croaks spilled from his throat. Might’ve been a proper roar. If he weren’t so fucking small.

Lykor hauled the writhing beast forward and dumped him onto Trella’s withers.

The whelp sprawled in a tangle of wings and limbs, then righted himself, coiling atop her spine like nothing had happened.

“Your tantrums are tedious,” Cinderax rumbled into Lykor’s mind, licking one claw with reptilian disdain.

Lykor’s fingers tightened around the saddle. Another druid gift—hearing dragons when they allowed it. Too often, in his opinion. One voice in his head proved intrusion enough.

“I heard that,” Aesar clipped, still focused on steering the dracovae beneath them.

Ahead, Vesryn and Naru carved a line toward the highest ridges. Beyond the Dreadspire’s reach, the world blackened into a wall of clouds chained to the sky, veined in endless lightning.

Cinderax blinked slowly as Lykor refocused on him. Maroon eyes, the color of his wings, carried the depth of an elder wyrm trapped in a whelp’s body.

To Lykor, he was still the stars’ cruelest joke. A hatchling. But the memories festering in that skull were useful fragments of an older age, and the right questions could unseal that vault.

When he’d asked why Serenna heard a dragon’s voice before receiving the boon, Cinderax sifted through his ancestral knowledge and claimed the Heart of Stars had bridged her mind—not to him, but to another.

“What do we need to know about what’s ahead?” Lykor pressed again.

“Skylash is beyond those peaks,” Cinderax said, releasing a lazy puff of smoke. “And as noble as your steeds are, they won’t survive two wingbeats in the Crackling Maw.”

That meant Trella couldn’t fly into the storm.

Which meant neither could he.

“Because of the lightning?” he asked, though he already knew.

“Precisely.” Cinderax cocked his head, eyes glowing with amusement. “You’ll need your children of earth and starlight to bend the skies and guide the path—which Kaedryn already told you.”

Lykor scoffed. They barely had thirty among their number who’d manifested the earthen powers—some of the academy’s former initiates turned wraith by the king, and a handful of Jassyn’s rebel magus. Fewer still could direct it with purpose, let alone twist a storm to their will.

“Fine,” he muttered as Trella caught a thermal, climbing higher. “And once Skylash is free, her lightning will be ours to wield?”

“It doesn’t work like that.” Cinderax vented steam from his nostrils. “Your greed runs as deep as your Aelfyn forebears’. Ever reaching. Ever frothing for every boon.”

“I don’t want power,” Lykor growled. “I want the advantage. There’s a difference.” Then flatter, he concluded, “So scalebound—druids or whatever the fuck you want to call us—can only harness one element.”

“And only if the Warden of the line deems you worthy,” Cinderax said with a chuff. “Dragons don’t share. Some of us don’t take kindly to drifters—those who leap from boon to boon. You harness one gift. One element. And you’re already claimed by fire.”

Lykor’s lip curled. Fitting that he was shackled to a temperamental cretin like Cinderax. A sharper insult itched on his tongue—about offending real dragons—but he swallowed it. No sense provoking the lizard while he was actually coughing up something useful.

Ahead, the rangers strung their line across the terrain. Trella skimmed the sweep’s outer rim, high enough for Lykor to watch the scouts, yet low enough to feel the mountain gusts batter her wings. Below, warriors dropped from their dracovae like plunging seabirds, wings flaring as their mounts wheeled above.

The mountains cracked open into the Maw, the sky fevered with a hunger coiled to erupt. Rimmed in black stone, the earth lay gutted from horizon to horizon, a black lake sunken at its center. Above the water, storm-swollen clouds writhed, spewing lightning in serrated convulsions.

None among the rangers could bend the elements like Jassyn or Serenna. At best, they could shield with Essence. The only question was for how long.

“We’re training as fast as we can,” Lykor said. “But it isn’t enough. You can’t speak to Skylash through the Heart? Find where she’s bound?”

“If the relic remains silent for Serenna after all your forcing, it won’t answer for me,” Cinderax replied. “Skylash’s mind might lie too deep in the dream-sleep to catch the echo of any voice.”

“So we fly through that storm blind.” Lykor grunted. “And hope to stumble over her before the lightning kills someone?”

“Well,” the dragon said, the word landing heavier than his usual barbs, “not you. But yes—everyone else.”

Lykor tensed in the saddle. Maroon eyes flicked toward him, unblinking. Too knowing. He ground his fangs, hating that this insufferable little beast knew the truth.

Frills settling along his spine, Cinderax’s tone shifted, uncharacteristically solemn. “If there were a way, I’d see you fly on your own wings.”

Lykor didn’t look at him. Just stared ahead at the rangers soaring, jaw locked until the hinge throbbed. “Keep your pity.”

“You’ve mistaken motion for meaning,” Cinderax said. “You hate the thought of being left behind because you think if you’re flying—if you’re in the sky with them—you’ll keep them from falling.”

Lykor’s fists clenched, the truth driving home like a splinter. Not only the part about being grounded. But the certainty of who’d be flying headfirst into the storm.

Jassyn.

And not being there to watch his back burned most of all.

A surge of Essence flared across the peaks, snapping Lykor’s gaze to the fractured edge of the range. Spans ahead, Zaeryn’s formation clipped the storm’s teeth. Still astride her dracovae, she rode point, the pair of them haloed in a bright shield.

The storm’s edge flickered. Gleaming too fast.

Lightning split the sky.

The blast scythed sideways. A jagged streak of violet fury slammed through Zaeryn’s shield, colliding with the dracovae. No thunder followed. The beast shrieked as its wings convulsed, fire burning feathers as it veered too late to dodge.

Ripped free of the saddle, Zaeryn tumbled through open air. Her wings thrashed, catching nothing as the earth dragged her faster.

For one suspended moment, it seemed the peaks might shred her and the beast both.

But then Vesryn dove, dropping from Naru’s back like an arrow loosed, wings tucked tight.

Knees tightening, Aesar coiled, poised to steer Trella after Vesryn’s dive toward Zaeryn. Lykor wrenched back control before they could.

Zaeryn would survive. Crawl out of the wreckage as if it were a challenge. Fate liked to flirt with her, never fuck her proper.

Like during the king’s raid on the Ranger Station—where Zaeryn had been torn open. And who had crouched beside her in the jungle after that to keep her breathing?

Jassyn.

“You’re remarkably fixated for someone who swears he doesn’t care,” Aesar said coolly.

“DON’T.”

“You haven’t looked him in the eyes all week. And you’re the one who nearly kissed—”

Lykor slammed the door on Aesar’s voice, a vicious snap like jamming a blade into bone. His throat closed as he stared into the storm, willing it to devour the memory whole.

But it didn’t.

Jassyn’s words from before they’d freed Cinderax resurfaced in his mind—unguarded and devastating. I need you.

Lykor didn’t want to remember that voice, soft and sure under Asharyn’s lake in the tunnel’s dark. But it haunted him now, like it always did.

His gaze cut back to the peaks, where the rangers raced through the sky, their dracovae stark against the convulsing clouds. He didn’t need to look closer to know Vesryn had played the hero, swooping in to catch Zaeryn.

Lykor’s eyes dropped lower, drawn to Zaeryn’s mount spiraling in a wounded arc. One wing dragged flame like a comet’s tail, the beast shearing sideways in a frantic struggle. Fire chewed through pinions as it clawed for the sky, the storm writhing above.

Cinderax chuffed. A challenge. “Will you let the beast burn?”

Lykor’s jaw locked. The dracovae didn’t deserve this. Loyal. Obedient. Bred to follow, now yanked into another’s recklessness. A casualty of incompetence, not war.

Next time, he hoped lightning would skin Zaeryn from the sky instead. He wouldn’t mourn.

Lykor blew out a sigh as Aesar adjusted their weight. Cinderax crouched low along Trella’s spine, claws hooking into the saddle’s harness. Trella dipped hard, wings folding tight as she sliced downward.

Air rushed past Lykor’s ears as he reached for the ember burning steady beneath his ribs. He lifted a hand toward the dracovae flailing below and pulled.

Flames tore free from its feathers like a serpent ripped from the marrow of the sun. Fire lashed wide as he flung it past the Dreadspire’s peaks, hurling it into the Maw.

For a heartbeat, a strange stillness rippled across the sky. Even this far from the threshold, static crawled under Lykor’s skin, lifting hairs, building pressure in his bones.

Above the broken ridge, sparks gathered, braiding into light. Then lightning twisted from the clouds, wild and veering, bent on pursuit. Drawn to the flame Lykor had cast into the Maw like a lure. Chasing. Hunting.

Lightning collided with fire in an eruption of violet and gold, cleaving the sky in a searing spray of sparks.

As the impact dissipated, Zaeryn’s dracovae caught a current. Barely. Trailing smoke, it banked low, gliding earthward. Scorched, but alive.

Cinderax rumbled an approval before launching from Trella’s back. He glided toward Vesryn, who’d already made it to the ground with Zaeryn.

Lykor didn’t watch the dracovae’s rescue. He studied his hand instead. Flame coiled around his fingers. Proof. Purpose. A weapon.

The lightning hadn’t struck the fire at random. It had followed the flame. Pursued it like prey. He’d bent the Maw’s fury from the sky. Turned it aside.

Maybe he couldn’t fly to Skylash on his own with the others. But he could still protect them.

An echo stirred in his mind. I need you.

Lykor exhaled through his nose and crushed the flame in his fist. The ember snarled in his ribs, but he forced it down. Shoved the fire back into the cavity in his chest where all dangerous feelings belonged.

Some things were safer caged.


CHAPTER 4
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LYKOR



Lykor shadowed Jassyn, masking the impulse as unscheduled perimeter security—guarding their most important asset.

At least, that was the lie he sold himself. That following at a distance wasn’t about knowing where Jassyn went after the night soured into something indecent. The moons bled silver across the sleeping city, and Jassyn, of all people, shouldn’t have been wandering Asharyn’s streets alone.

Lykor had only learned of it through Fenn’s newest assignment—organizing a protective detail. That evening, the newly promoted captain had handpicked a fresh squad of wraith with some measure of Essence talents, specifically telepathy. Discreet enough to report on their charges. Loyal enough not to question the order.

They watched Serenna too. A necessity rather than surveillance. Precaution.

Once, Lykor might’ve called it meddling. But now it proved Fenn could think ahead, and that Lykor didn’t have to grind every burden to ash alone.

Fuck, at this rate, he’d have to promote him again.

The alert had impaled his mind the instant Jassyn had slipped from the palace, carrying with it the nauseating reminder that Aesar had fallen asleep in Kal’s bed. Surfacing from sleep with a muttered curse, Lykor had gently eased a purring Aiko from his chest before wrenching himself free from Kal and informing the sentry that he’d handle this one personally.

The streets lay empty under a scattering of stars as Jassyn’s silhouette cut through the city with irritating precision. Subtle as a beacon. He even nodded to a druid sentinel, as if this midnight stroll was perfectly normal.

Lykor’s jaw ticked as he trailed behind, fire sparking at the thought that Jassyn might be meeting someone. And if it happened to be Zaeryn, casting those honeyed glances at Jassyn again, he’d pluck her eyes from her skull and return them in a chalice.

FOCUS.

Jassyn veered off the main street, angling toward the lake, where reeds hissed in the wind. Where privacy beckoned, every step reeking of purpose.

Lykor told himself it didn’t matter. If Jassyn sought solace elsewhere, that was his right. His choice.

They hadn’t avoided each other entirely, no matter what Aesar thought. Jassyn had drowned himself in attending councils with the druids and training their shamans with a ferocity that bordered on desperation. Discipline as deflection. And Lykor had kept his distance because silence was easier than conversation.

Ahead, Jassyn broke into a jog, boots scraping gravel at the lake’s edge, picking up speed like he meant to outrun the night itself.

Lykor didn’t sprint after him, warping short bursts along the curve of the lake instead.

Jassyn angled toward sandstone spires jutting into the night sky that marked the city’s outskirts, the desert unraveling beyond. And then—of course—he began to climb.

Lykor exhaled through his teeth as Jassyn disappeared into a narrow cleft spiraling up the cliff. The staircase scored from ancient stone wound toward a ledge perched above the lake.

Lykor kept to a spire’s shadow, waiting until Jassyn emerged again—high above, a lone figure carved from starlight on the ridge.

He counted five heartbeats. Then warped.

His boots scuffed too loudly in the stillness as he reappeared behind Jassyn. Ahead, Jassyn stood with shoulders knotted, his curls thrashing in the wind. His wings appeared and flared wide, then snapped shut, pinioned tight to his body.

Half-veiled in shadow, Lykor lingered and watched.

Jassyn didn’t turn, the claws on his wing tips flexing then clenching. Below, the city’s lake sprawled, light from the moons rippling silver across its surface. Leather membranes quivering, Jassyn edged toward the brink, where the rock sheared away into a drop that should’ve made a newer flier balk. Heights meant to steal breath, not train wings.

Lykor read the tension in every rigid line of Jassyn’s stance—each stiff breath chased by a tremor, a resolve pretending at courage. He knew that posture, the way Jassyn always approached ledges like they might crumble beneath him.

Jassyn swayed, knees buckling as he pitched forward.

Lykor didn’t hesitate.

He warped, seized Jassyn’s leathers between the wings, and yanked him back.

Jassyn gasped as Lykor spun him away from the drop, skidding for purchase.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Lykor snarled—the first words he’d spoken to Jassyn in days. Fear flashed but rage trampled it, breaking free before Lykor could contain it.

He shoved Jassyn hard in the shoulder, and Jassyn staggered, boots scraping stone. Without thinking, Lykor’s claw locked in Jassyn’s leathers.

“You were going to jump,” he growled, talons sinking into the armor. “And I haven’t even seen you fly.”

Jassyn’s eyes widened, then narrowed. Amber pinned to molten slits, the draconic gleam of beastblood rearing to the challenge. He knocked Lykor’s arm aside. “What are you doing up here?”

“What am I—” Lykor cut himself off, fury burning his tongue. “You left without telling anyone. If you’d fallen, no one would’ve known.”

“But you followed,” Jassyn clipped, nostrils flaring.

Lykor ground his fangs, breath crowding his chest. He wouldn’t admit that he’d assigned cloaked wraith to shadow Jassyn’s movements. Jassyn would hate him for it. Probably rightfully so.

But stars, if he hadn’t seen him on that ledge…

“Have you even glided from a dune?” Lykor snapped, deflecting. He already knew Jassyn hadn’t, pathetic proof of how closely he’d kept watch. “Better to eat sand than shatter yourself on stone.”

Jassyn flinched, eyes shifting back into pools of amber. He stepped away, out of reach.

“I’ve been trying,” he mumbled, wings quivering as he avoided Lykor’s stare.

Lykor hadn’t meant to strike a nerve. His fingers twitched with the urge to steady him, a wretched reach he had no right to crave. He strangled the impulse instead, crushing it into a fist.

“It’s the height,” Jassyn murmured, gaze fixed over Lykor’s shoulder on the lake below. “I don’t know if I can do it.”

“You’re not even fully shifted,” Lykor said, folding his arms tight across his chest so his hands couldn’t betray him. “The druids insist you should start with the complete transformation to fly. Instincts aligning with bone. Or whatever nonsense they chant to sound like wisdom.”

“I know,” Jassyn admitted. “It’s just…” His breath shuddered, caught on the edge of the words. “When I’m fully shifted, it feels wrong. Like I don’t fit in my own skin.”

He turned his palm, and fire leapt to life. Lykor stilled as the glow struck the scar he’d carved into Jassyn’s face, loathing the brand he’d seared across cheek and brow.

“The beastblood…” Shoulders dropping, Jassyn sighed as scales rippled down his arm, fire reflecting off the plated obsidian. “It feels like something wild shoves me away while it takes the reins. And the part in control would tear through anyone. Because it doesn’t fear.”

Color burned Jassyn’s cheeks beneath the fractured starlight. His eyes snagged on Lykor’s before slipping away. “And I’m scared of how much I want that. The way it drowns my thoughts.”

The fire died as Jassyn’s scales withdrew. “It’s just another escape,” he whispered, eyes distant past the ridge. “Another way not to sit in my own head. Different edge. Same fall.”

Lykor’s throat cinched tight, his voice failing because he had nothing to offer. The beastblood didn’t blur him with the frenzy Jassyn spoke of. It brought stillness. Precision.

Cinderax had nearly choked on smoke laughing when Lykor dared to ask about it. He’d claimed Lykor didn’t need a dragon’s gift to be dangerous. He only needed half a reason, with rage already etched into his marrow.

Jassyn idly traced the stitching of his bracers—the pair Lykor had thrust at him after trading his gauntlet in Asharyn’s market. He hadn’t expected Jassyn to keep them, much less wear them until the leather had shaped itself to his skin. But seeing them snug on Jassyn’s wrists sparked a quiet, unwelcome satisfaction.

“You know,” Lykor said at last, grasping at anything to pull them back from this silent ledge. “You didn’t have to choose the highest stars-forsaken cliff in the city.”

Jassyn huffed a breath. “But if I can’t jump here, I won’t be able to anywhere. And if I fell…” He nodded toward the lake. “Not the worst place to land.”

Lykor meant for the tension to shift, to break. But the air only stretched taut as Jassyn’s gaze drifted back to him. Lingering too long.

“I haven’t seen you fly either,” Jassyn said suddenly. Pointedly. His wings flared a fraction before clamping tight again.

“You won’t,” Lykor said. Too fast.

He’d shadowed Jassyn for days, blind to the fact that the watched had been watching back. Now the fracture in his armor lay bare, and Jassyn drove it wider.

“Why not?” He tilted his head, curls spilling across his eyes. “You’re not afraid of the sky. You warp like the ground’s a suggestion. I’ve seen you on Trella. So what’s stopping you?”

The intensity in Jassyn’s gaze scorched away every deflection.

“I have…” Lykor began, feeling like he owed Jassyn something. “A limitation.”

Jassyn frowned, and Lykor could almost hear the questions scraping for shape.

“A limitation,” he echoed slowly. “Like an injury?”

“No.” The word snapped between them. “A defect.”

The claws on Jassyn’s wings twitched, and Lykor’s breath rasped sharp in his ribs. He could warp off the cliff. Or portal away. Slam the door shut before Jassyn forced the conversation open.

But some traitorous part of him refused to retreat and held Jassyn’s stare as he waited for the strike.

“I told you why I can’t fly,” Jassyn pressed. “Will you tell me why I’ve never seen you try?”

Lykor clenched his jaw. “I don’t want you to see me like that.”

“Like what?”

“Less.”

The word rang like iron hammered wrong, the echo sharper than the sound itself. He’d survived imprisonment. The king’s torture. But this—naming what Galaeryn had mangled, what no magic could mend—split deeper than muscle and bone.

“It’s your spine, isn’t it?” Jassyn asked, quiet as an incision.

Lykor swallowed, throat seared dry.

Jassyn inched closer, measured now. “Can you not shift because of it?”

“It’s worse than that,” Lykor grated. “I can shift. But I can’t fly like the rest of you.”

His focus dropped to the claw that mocked him with every heartbeat—a relic of Galaeryn’s cruelty, a wraith’s limb never to return to elven flesh.

“The king saw to it,” he muttered. “Unintended. But it lasted.”

Jassyn’s wings rustled in a rasp of leather, silence lingering long enough to sting before he whispered, “Can you show me?”

The question landed too soft, too close to gentleness, a healer reaching for a wound. And gentleness was the one thing Lykor couldn’t stomach. He barked a rough laugh, sharp enough to flay the sympathy before it rooted.

“Why?” he growled, lip curling. “So you can watch me crumple like a failed experiment and—”

Jassyn moved before Lykor finished, pupils slicing to vertical slits. Like a knife ripped free from its sheath, he sundered the space with a single stride. Before Lykor could blink, Jassyn seized his tunic and yanked him forward.

Chest to chest, the heat of Jassyn struck harder than the grip. Lykor froze, but everything inside him ignited. His heart hammered a mutinous rhythm, battering his ribs with a want he’d sooner smother than confess.

Jassyn had never pushed back. Not like this. Not with iron in his fist, violence trembling in his arm, wing talons clicking as they clenched and unclenched.

The scent of him—those stars-cursed orange blossoms, now edged with something half-feral like the desert sun—flooded Lykor’s senses. Every muscle tensed as their breath clashed in the narrow space, until only the treacherous urge to lean closer burned through him.

“If you think I’d do that to you,” Jassyn hissed, “then you don’t know me at all.”

Even with Jassyn’s fingers knotted in his tunic, it was the gentlest accusation Lykor had ever heard. But it still punched like a lance between his ribs.

“There’s nothing that can be done,” he ground out. “Cinderax said he can’t—”

“Cinderax isn’t one of the realm’s best healers,” Jassyn snapped, each word a lash, fury striking too fast to dodge.

“But you are, aren’t you?” Lykor spat, yet the venom soured to bitterness even as it left his mouth. “The bleeding heart with steady hands. Always reaching. Always fixing. Pretending you’re not just as fucking broken.”

He hadn’t meant to say it, but of course he went for the wound anyway.

That was all it took.

Rage detonated in Jassyn’s eyes. Then he shoved.

Driven across the cliff, Lykor staggered as Jassyn drove him backward. His spine jolted as he rammed into a spire, teeth clicking shut. Air ripped from his lungs as the claws of Jassyn’s wings slammed into the rock beside his head, talons gouging deep.

Pinning him.

Stone at his back, Jassyn’s wings and body caging him, heat roared through Lykor’s chest. Every muscle coiled to strike, but each breath betrayed him, aching for the hold he didn’t dare break.

Teeth bared, scales erupted down Jassyn’s throat and arms. His wings flared wider. Dominating. Towering. He looked more dragon than elf, fury snarling through him.

Lykor should’ve thrown him off. Reminded Jassyn who the real beast was.

He didn’t.

Shame burned. Hunger flared hotter. The weight. The grip. It split him open.

Worse still, he hoped Jassyn wouldn’t let go.

Jassyn’s eyes flashed, fist tightening in Lykor’s tunic, breath scorching his cheek. Close enough that every heartbeat collided, the air between them seething with heat and fury. For a moment, Lykor couldn’t tell if the tremor came from Jassyn’s fist or his own chest.

Blood thundered in his veins, but he stood still, waiting for Jassyn’s next move. As the silence stretched, the waiting turned unbearable. He wanted to see what Jassyn would do. If the beastblood would take over. So Lykor targeted the bruise. Pressed where it hurt.

“And what, exactly, does ‘one of the realm’s best healers’ think can be done?” His voice cut low, every word honed to a point. “You know magic can’t mend the injuries already engraved into my spine. But here you are, believing you can.”

There. He’d said it. Now the truth had teeth, every one of them sinking deep.

Lykor dropped his gaze, unwilling to let Jassyn read what still lived in it. The phantom twinge of the golden stakes had never faded where the metal had once been driven. Jassyn had seen the scars, walked the wreckage of his mind. He knew.

Behind him, talons scraped stone. When Lykor glanced up, Jassyn blinked, round-eyed and dazed, as if he’d surfaced from drowning and his lungs hadn’t remembered how to work. His wings twitched, then vanished. Scales receded. And his face…

Rage drained, leaving only remorse behind.

Lykor hated that look most of all.

“I–I’m sorry,” Jassyn stammered, staggering away. Hands bracing on his knees, his breath came in bursts. “That’s why I don’t stay fully shifted. I can’t always control what I’ll do. If I’ll overreact. Or hurt someone.”

“You didn’t hurt me,” Lykor said, regret gnawing at his ribs because Jassyn took the blame for a fire he’d lit himself.

Without thinking, Lykor stepped forward. His hand lifted, almost bridging the space between them. He’d never flinch from whatever Jassyn became when the beastblood rose. It wasn’t monstrous to him, but something honest. Unmasked.

Yet Lykor buried the truth before it left his tongue, the way he always did. Better Jassyn think him unmovable than glimpse the fracture inside. Instead, he curled his hand into a fist, reaching for the druids’ neat little assurances—a framework Jassyn could cling to. And perhaps he needed something rational to blunt the edge of what had almost broken loose.

“Kaedryn’s people learn to master it,” Lykor said. “Unlike us, they come into power young and temper instinct through discipline. They insist that when the magic settles, the emotions will too.”

Jassyn just stood there watching him. Lykor waited for the rebuttal, for the challenge.

It never came.

“I’ve seen the scars on your spine,” Jassyn said.

Lykor’s pulse scraped his throat. The words weren’t an attack, merely surgical. Of course Jassyn would circle back to the one thing Lykor had given him. The truth.

Jassyn stepped closer. “But I haven’t gotten to look further. Will you let me decide if it’s beyond repair?”

He waited with that infuriating patience, as if Lykor’s fire had already burned to ash. It made him want to punch a boulder. Or throw himself off the cliff.

Instead Lykor reached for the hem of his tunic.

Fine. He’d do it. If this was what it took to make Jassyn understand that it wasn’t some wound begging for healing. It was fact. Damage wrought to permanence.

Let him look. Let that be the end of it.

Lykor stripped his tunic off in a single motion, exposing his scars to the stars. The night breeze hit his back, biting against skin stretched taut over ruin.

He didn’t lift his eyes as Jassyn drifted behind him, but he felt the stir in the air, the stillness settling thick as smoke. He sensed the gaze honed by study. Assessment. Diagnosis. As if he were a puzzle missing a piece, not a broken body.

“Your wings?” Jassyn asked quietly.

Lykor’s jaw locked. He didn’t want to stand like some sacrificial beast at the altar of false hope. But with Jassyn behind him, every scar revealed, he’d let the evidence speak for itself.

Reaching inward, Lykor gripped the ember in his chest. The shift came in bursts. Wings erupted like swords wrenched from rusted scabbards. They unfurled with all the violence of something forged for the sky yet condemned to crawl.

Technically whole.

Functionally wrecked.

The left wing sagged like a severed sail, membrane trembling near the ground. The right fared only slightly better, but still quivered from the effort, the claw at the apex twitching in protest.

Breath hissing through his teeth, Lykor bowed beneath the weight. He couldn’t fold them. Could scarcely move them, let alone wrest flight from a twisted spine.

His fingers curled into fists, bracing for the mockery. Every muscle tensed as Jassyn stepped closer behind him, as if expecting fingers to trail his spine, flicking each golden spike in turn.

As Galaeryn once had. Lykor still felt that echo sometimes, rattling through his bones.

“I’ve tried everything,” he growled, voice threatening to break. “So did Aesar. Building strength won’t make a difference.” His gaze dragged toward the lake below. “I’m done chasing hope.”

Jassyn stepped closer still. So close his breath brushed Lykor’s shoulder. “May I?”

The single request made Lykor twitch, but he gave the barest nod. “It won’t matter,” he muttered—more to himself—as Essence flared from Jassyn’s hands.

The first touch made him flinch. Not because it hurt, but because it didn’t.

Jassyn’s palms closed on the ruined joint, at the crooked lattice of bone, the broken anchor where wings should have risen. His fingers were steady as he lifted, cradling the burden with impossible care.

Lykor fixed his stare on a crack in the stone beneath his boots while Essence threaded under his skin like a second pulse. Jassyn didn’t recoil as he mapped every fault line in silence.

“You say you can’t be healed,” Jassyn finally murmured. “But healing isn’t the first step.”

“Spare me the riddles,” Lykor snapped, turning his head.

Wrapped in his assessment now, Jassyn didn’t seem to hear him as he crossed to Lykor’s other side and drew the second wing open just as gently as before. The membranes twitched grotesquely, and Lykor swallowed the bitterness rising in his throat.

Jassyn lowered the span in a patient arc, guiding the wing back into place until the weight settled without a jolt. Then he stepped in front of Lykor, face unreadable.

“I have an idea,” he said, eyes locked with Lykor’s, shining in the glow of the moons. “But I already know you won’t like it.”

Lykor’s breath came shallow as he stood there—wings ruined, everything exposed—watching a male who should’ve turned away but didn’t.

Jassyn held his gaze, mercilessly steady.

“If you’ll trust me, you’ll fly.”


CHAPTER 5
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SERENNA



Flying astride Naru with Vesryn behind her, Serenna stared down at the sun-bleached desert sprawled thousands of feet below. Carved open by wind and time, crevices split the ground like gaping wounds, the earth bleeding hues of copper and sunburnt stone.

Naru’s wings drummed the air in rhythmic thumps as he carried them over a wind-scoured bluff. Her legs ached from hours in the saddle, but the true torment burned at her back. Heat from Vesryn’s thighs bled through her armor, the crowding measure of him a claim she felt in her pulse.

Serenna tightened her grip on Naru’s saddle, anything to keep her hands from betraying her. She drank in the cool air and forced her gaze to the desert uncoiling below, the distraction as thin as gauze.

Somewhere beneath the scorched crust lay the ancient Bramblemaw den that Kaedryn had urged them to scout. Only when Serenna pushed had the druid leader confessed the truth—that none of her people would dare approach. Centuries ago during the Great War, a Bramblemaw’s scalebound had twisted the dragon’s nesting ground into a tomb, sealing Aelfyn alive in the earth.

So while the rangers and druids scouted deeper into the Crackling Maw and others continued training, Serenna found herself paired with the prince, agreeing—perhaps too quickly—to explore the depths with him.

Kaedryn’s counsel had been maddeningly sparse, little more than a warning that the tomb would yield only to ‘starlight.’ But she believed a cache of Starshards lay entombed alongside the Aelfyn’s bones. The relics could channel Essence talents and act as reservoirs of magic for those without. That alone made the gems an advantage.

Vesryn’s hands clamped around Serenna’s waist, the only warning before Naru banked into the wind. The prince leaned with her, but the tilt slid their hips together, making it impossible to pretend she didn’t feel every inch of him.

His mouth brushed the point of her ear, breath hot enough to chase a shiver down her spine. Serenna knew exactly what he was doing. The careful adjustments. The guiding touches. Yet his fingers lingered as though they’d forgotten the ruse.

The prince was nowhere near as subtle as he thought.

She turned, meaning to glance back—or glare, really—but the look faltered when their eyes locked. A smirk tugged at his mouth, wholly unrepentant.

Vesryn’s irises gleamed like cut jade, draconic pupils glittering in the sun. Wind tugged at his bound hair, loose strands trailing silver behind them.

Even in a partial shift—dragonsight flaring, scales glinting across her arms—the beastblood surged close enough to scatter Serenna’s focus. Her senses sharpened to something savage, thoughts of the task ahead dulling beneath the burn.

Every innocent touch scorched through her, every careless graze detonating under her ribs. Each moment tipped toward abandon, toward losing control.

The press of Vesryn’s weight against her hips, the brush of his breath at her ear, stoked something molten—heat that had nothing to do with the sun above or the desert below. Worse, the bond only magnified where their skin met, turning contact into a spark.

Vesryn’s grip stayed on her hips after she turned away. His breath hitched when she eased back, just enough to draw friction between them. Enough to feign ignorance while she leaned into the space that throbbed with invitation.

This performance of restraint dangled by a thread, desire straining to break loose into something feral.

Serenna dragged air into her lungs and wrenched her gaze forward, anchoring her thoughts to what lay ahead. A line of dead trees stretched across the horizon, their withered spines long since turned to stone.

Cinderax told them that lush jungles had once claimed these lands, wild and alive with color. A thousand years ago. A memory of a memory, before the desert claimed the plains below.

But he had refused to speak further, hissing something dismissive about the Bramblemaws—earthen dragons who tunneled in stone and soil instead of claiming the skies. But beneath the scorn, Serenna had heard the unspoken fear.

Whatever had happened still prowled his memories.

Beyond the shattered expanse, the skeleton of the forest rose, petrified trees clawing skyward toward an unforgiving sun. Serenna squinted as a pattern emerged, the spiral of trees coiling too precisely, rings tightening inward.

The work of a matriarch Bramblemaw, Cinderax had begrudgingly revealed—upheaving the land around her den, sculpting root and stone into a living labyrinth. At its heart, a sunken hollow opened, vast enough to swallow three dracovae whole.

Once, the earth had cradled a dragon’s clutch. Now it served as a grave.

Vesryn rocked behind her.

Again.

And Naru’s wingbeats swaying them together in the saddle weren’t to blame. Not when the prince’s body leaned this hard into hers.

Heat raced up Serenna’s spine, as ravenous as flame devouring dry grass.

Vesryn’s voice curled at her ear, low and amused. “Nervous? Or just trying not to melt into me?”

Unhurried, his hand drifted after the words. Spreading over her stomach, his fingers sank into leather, measuring how much resistance she still clung to.

Serenna gritted her teeth and stared ahead, but desire already simmered, hers a twin flame mirroring his.

The prince’s hand slid lower, trailing with intent she could no longer call accidental. Recklessness pounded through her pulse, a hunger fed by him, but matched by her.

“Vesryn,” Serenna hissed, the warning unheeded as he skimmed the band of her trousers.

Her breath quickened, and she arched into him before she could stop herself, body yielding even as her mind scrambled to catch up.

“We can’t do this on Naru,” she managed. Barely.

Vesryn chuckled against her neck. His palm hovered just shy of her center, taunting with a promise of touch she already ached for. “If Naru had any idea what we’re capable of up here, he’d dump us in the sand and fly straight back to Asharyn.”

“He’s not blind,” Serenna retorted.

Yet the dracovae’s wings never faltered, beats steady and sure, loyal and oblivious to the storm brewing on his back.

“Maybe not blind,” Vesryn whispered, mouth lingering at her neck, “but only I will watch you break.”

He drove against her, and Serenna pushed back, hips grinding until his breath shuddered at her ear. Her pulse thundered low, body already tipping toward the edge, the fall so close she could feel the drop.

His hand dipped lower, cupping the heat between her thighs. The pressure knocked a shameless whimper from her lungs. No longer holding back, Serenna rocked against him, chasing the friction that had haunted every mile of sky.

“It wouldn’t take much,” he said. “Just this…” His palm shifted, rolling slowly with the heel. “One more push and you’d come undone.”

Thoughts disintegrating, the saddle creaked as Serenna’s hips pursued his touch. Everything else—the druids, the looming war, her two tangled bonds, finding Skylash—collapsed.

To nothing but this.

“What about you?” she gasped, jolting into him. “Planning to spend the rest of the day with your leathers sticking to you?”

“I’d suffer for hours if it meant hearing you come apart,” Vesryn said, grip roughening, hunting the tremor in her thighs.

Serenna’s breath snagged as his teeth traced her earlobe.

“But if you’re that concerned about me,” he murmured, voice darkening, “I’m sure the moment will present itself…later. Preferably when we’re not midair.”

“Right,” she said, breathless. “Nothing sparks the mood like a tomb.”

“We’ll see.” Vesryn leaned into her back. “I’d rather make a sacred ruin out of you.”

His palm became ruthless, working her with just enough pressure to keep her hovering. She trembled, close, but not quite falling. Serenna’s restraint fractured, splintering in pursuit of more.

“Unlike you,” she breathed, curling her fingers over his, driving the touch deeper. “I don’t get off on being teased.”

Vesryn swore, and through the bond, Serenna felt him chasing his own peak, hips grinding against her in rhythm with the drag of his hand. His breath hitched with every roll, drawing out the torment, clinging to the precipice without surrendering to the plunge.

A current of heat ripped through her, urgent and feral. The horizon blurred, sky and trees collapsing as the relentless pressure wound her tighter with every stroke. The bond surged, doubling sensation until Serenna couldn’t tell whose desire burned hottest, two blazes braided into one fire.

Naru glided above the petrified forest, wings carving the breeze, but even the wind couldn’t cool the heat rising under her skin. Not with Vesryn’s rhythm pinning her deeper into the saddle. Not with his exhales breaking ragged at her neck, each motion a plea for mercy.

The world held its breath and she forgot her own, lost to the ache that wound her tighter. Every pass of his fingers stripped another layer of control, until there was nothing left but fire begging to rage.

Serenna ground into his hand, pursuing the edge as if the world had tilted and left her nowhere to land. A groan tore from the prince, more tortured this time, his thrusts shuddering through them both.

“You’re the one who said you like suffering,” Serenna gasped, sensing the jolt of his arousal. “You’re not supposed to be this close to breaking.”

Vesryn’s laugh was wrecked, breathless against her neck as he drove into her again. “This is me suffering.”

Merciless, his hand never faltered. Each stroke starved himself to drag her closer to the crest, his restraint bleeding back through the bond until it set her alight.

“Stars,” he hissed. “You have no idea what you’re doing to me.”

But she did with every roll of his hips, a surrender veiled in denial. And still he didn’t stop.

Serenna’s mind had already left the saddle. Only her legs clung, trembling on the brink.

When the break came, it tore from her in a ragged gasp. Her spine arched as Vesryn’s hand clamped firm at her center, the pressure searing until it branded. The horizon tilted. Light shattered white across her vision. A cry ripped from her lungs, caught on the wind.

Vesryn wrapped her in his arms, teeth pressed to her shoulder.

When the tremor in her legs quieted, Serenna felt the shape of his smirk at her neck, followed by the soft, dangerous drag of his lips like he hadn’t just pulled her apart midair.

“Are you ready to jump?” he asked, voice gone hoarse, but body still hard against her while she lay boneless in his arms.

Breath stuttering in her lungs, Serenna slumped back into him. Of course he wouldn’t give her time to breathe. She should’ve known.

He’d once leapt from Naru’s back without the gift of flight, reckless and laughing, trusting the dracovae to catch him.

But now they both had wings. And this time, they would soar together.
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Leaping from Naru’s back, Serenna wheeled in a downward arc, wings slicing the wind as she glided toward the petrified grove. The drop punched her gut, but she tipped her wings, forcing her flight steady. Below, the den gaped wide, rimmed by trees long dead, each one a gnarled sentinel locked in stone.

Overhead, Vesryn banked into one last loop. Essence rippled through the air as he flicked a hand, opening a portal in the sky. Naru trilled and tossed his head, vanishing through the rift back to Asharyn. They’d return the same way after they explored the depths below. At least, that was the plan.

Serenna flared her wings as the earth surged closer, snagging the sky to slow her descent. Her boots skimmed ground, legs jarring through rough strides before she skidded to a halt in a spray of dust.

A smile tugged at her lips. Compared to her first graceless crash, which Fenn would never let her forget, this almost felt elegant.

Vesryn touched down beside her with barely a whisper, practiced and infuriating. He stretched as if the flight had been effortless, wings fanning wide just to ruffle her hair. “Didn’t even scuff my boots.”

Serenna rolled her eyes, abandoning dragonsight as scales sank back into her skin. Her wings slid cleanly through the slits in her leathers before vanishing. Smoother now, though she still tensed, remembering the day it took to learn how to pull them through without splitting half her armor.

Instead of shifting, Vesryn drew a Starshard from his leathers. Serenna flinched when he flicked it into the air. The claw at one of his wing tips snatched the gem from its arc, deft enough to prickle her skin.

The opposite claw clacked its talons, then lunged, yanking Vesryn’s hair until he winced. Serenna bit back a laugh as he slapped it aside with a muttered curse.

“You could just dispel your wings,” she said.

“And you could keep yours out,” he shot back. “Builds strength. Besides, the claws only turn fidgety when they’re bored.”

Serenna raised her brows. “Kaedryn says males who keep them out are compensating for something.”

Wings twitching, Vesryn scowled at her. “Kaedryn says a lot of things.”

“Right,” Serenna said, turning toward the crater’s edge, where the hollow sloped into a shadowed tunnel. Where Aelfyn bones lingered beneath the earth, denied a pyre that should’ve lifted their souls to the stars.

She wasn’t sure she believed in the restless dead. But the air stilled as if the stone itself held its breath in remembrance.

“Speaking of Kaedryn,” Vesryn said suddenly, his tone too casual while the bond hummed with uncertainty. “She helped me craft something.”

Serenna dragged her gaze from the den as he went on, fingers working at his armor. “And before you panic—it’s inert. Kaedryn confirmed it.”

From a hidden pocket, he drew his second Starshard. No longer a bare gem, it rested in a necklace of braided silver, the metal winding close to clasp the jewel at its heart. The facets shimmered, veins gleaming with the defiance of stars exiled from the sky.

Palm up, Vesryn offered it, his wings locking close to his spine. “It’s for you.”

“Me?” A rebuke stalled on Serenna’s tongue, awe and unease colliding with the memory of the gem’s unbridled power. She blinked, staring at the necklace before meeting his eyes. “It’s…beautiful. But wouldn’t it make more sense to give it to someone without Essence?”

“Maybe.” Vesryn shrugged, glancing at the claw still clutching the other shard. “But you helped collect both. I’d rather you have it.”

Of course he would. It was the kind of gesture he specialized in—thoughtful in his own way, but just dangerous enough to make her hesitate.

Serenna stared at the necklace, recalling the terrible screech it would release when it discharged power. “And it won’t…activate on its own?”

“No. And I found a way to focus to use the shards silently too.” Vesryn’s voice softened, fingers tightening against the necklace. “It’s not bound to anyone—or anything—now. This one came from that ice golem in the Wastes. I can attune it to you. If you want it.”

Serenna’s breath drew shallow. The chain wasn’t around her neck yet, but already she felt its weight at her throat—an Aelfyn relic, half-understood and deadly. Through the bond came his silent insistence, protectiveness threaded with something sharper, like the shard could shield her if he couldn’t.

Shoving away her fear, Serenna nodded. The gem might be dangerous, but it also held power. And she was done flinching from it.

Vesryn offered his other palm. “I’ll need your hand.”

Steadying herself, Serenna slid her fingers into his. Essence stirred beneath her skin where they touched, rising to meet his magic.

“This feels familiar,” she murmured when shadows curled around her wrist with intimate certainty, recalling the moment he’d broken her finger.

Vesryn’s smile tugged crooked as he set the Starshard in her palm.

Serenna didn’t feel the rending—only the gem’s cool weight, warmth blooming as shadows split her skin and blood welled bright around the shard. Her hand clenched against the crystal on reflex. But the pain never came. Not with Vesryn smirking, stealing it through the bond before she could ever feel its bite. Just like always.

A soft flare of light bloomed from the Starshard’s core as a hum stirred beneath her skin, slipping through marrow with quiet insistence. Almost like hunger. The sensation curled into the root of her Well and the shard tugged once, as if claiming her, before settling against her pulse.

“I’ve already filled its reservoir with Essence,” Vesryn said, his thumb brushing her palm as he cast a tendril of mending to close the cut. “You can draw from what’s stored before you’ll need to use your own. Even siphon power that’s thrown at you—like the druids did to us. But that’s nothing compared to what else it can unlock.”

Serenna tore her gaze from the gem back to him. “What do you mean?”

A triumphant gleam lit Vesryn’s expression. “You can access all eight talents.”

Serenna’s eyes widened. She hadn’t considered why Kaedryn—technically a wraith who didn’t even have Essence—could wield abilities she’d never possessed through the shard. This was more than a gift. “All of them?”

Vesryn plucked the gem from her hand, wiped it clean on his leathers, then fastened the chain gently around the back of her neck. “Like an arch elf.”

The Starshard settled against her collarbone, cool and deceptively light, humming gently into her skin.

Serenna adjusted the clasp, fingers lingering to trace the crystal edge. “These Starshards…” Her voice faltered as she searched his face. “You were right. There’s more to them than I thought. But it won’t activate unless I…?”

“It answers to you now,” Vesryn said. “It’s just a pretty gem until you draw from it.”

He glanced at the shard pinched in his claw. As his wings vanished, the crystal slipped free. He swiped it out of the air and pocketed it in one seamless motion.

Serenna’s hand tightened around her own shard before she let go. It hadn’t flared again, but she could still feel the thrum of power, coiled and waiting.

Vesryn tipped his chin toward the hollow below and angled for the crater’s rim. “Let’s see how well the druids locked the dead inside.”

Her stomach turned, but she didn’t correct him. They hadn’t locked dead Aelfyn beneath the earth at all.

They’d buried the living.


CHAPTER 7
[image: ]
SERENNA



Silence pressed closer as Serenna edged toward a descent that curled in perfect rings like a fossilized bloom. At the hollow’s center, an arched tunnel sagged inward, its mouth choked with dirt.

A pulse of Essence stirred. She caught Vesryn’s eyes as a portal unfurled beside him, the other end spiraling open at the base of the crater.

He shrugged. “Saves us the glide down.”

The sun vanished as they stepped through the rift, drowned by the bowl of earth. Vesryn brushed his hand across the tunnel’s sealed entrance, disturbing centuries of stillness as layers of soil flaked and fell away.

Something glimmered beneath.

Gold.

Using Essence to force their way forward was out of the question now—magic would only unravel against the metal. If Kaedryn had known about this, then why arm them with advice that could never work?

Serenna cast her awareness outward and streamers of air sparked behind her eyes. She motioned Vesryn aside and coaxed the wind into a gust. A sweep of her hand sent grit shearing from the archway in ragged sheets, dust billowing away under her control.

When the air settled, the fallen earth no longer masked what it had buried. A barrier gleamed, a door wrought of solid gold.

Vesryn’s eyes narrowed. “I guess that explains why the Aelfyn never walked back out.”

“And if gold laces the entire den…” Serenna drew an uneasy breath. “Then they couldn’t portal free either.”

Vesryn extended a palm, a sphere of flame hissing to life. “No better time to see how hot our fire burns.”

Serenna mirrored him, drawing heat from her chest until it coiled down her arm. They backed away from the tunnel to the far curve of the crater. Together, they shoved their hands forward and struck the plate of gold.

Twin gouts of fire speared across the hollow, colliding midair. Heat ripped up Serenna’s spine, her lungs locking under the pressure. Wings tore through her leathers as she poured more strength into the blaze. At the tips, claws flexed and spat fire on their own, stoking the inferno as if they’d been waiting to burn.

The conflagration swelled, magnified.

Vesryn’s laugh erupted wildly as he shifted into wings. “Didn’t know the claws did that.” Fire streamed from the talons, feeding the molten river already burning between them.

The gold began to glow. The surface bowed, shimmered, seemed ready to yield.

Then stilled.

The barrier held, glimmering with a false surrender that mocked them. Heat simmered back in waves, and Serenna gritted her teeth and drove harder, arms trembling as fire rolled from her palms.

As if her flames knew before she did, the stream wavered and guttered, collapsing into smoke.

Beside her, Vesryn’s talons sputtered, fire scattering thin and useless. What had begun as a joined inferno died against the impenetrable door.

“That’s humbling,” Vesryn mumbled. Talons twitched toward his ear and he smacked the claw aside with a curse before dispelling his wings entirely.

The door could be breached—Serenna was sure of it—but not like this. The thought of retreating, of returning to Asharyn with nothing but failure clenched in her hands, scalded her pride. But Kaedryn’s cryptic advice echoed through her mind again.

If Essence could unlock the path, Serenna knew of nothing more ruinous than sunfire, the destructive tier of illumination. But she hadn’t forgotten what it had cost the prince to wield it at Cinderax’s prison. How close the blaze had come to incinerating them all.

“What about sunfire?” Serenna asked hesitantly. “Maybe the Aelfyn couldn’t summon it without burning themselves away. But we have the druid gift now—Kaedryn’s scales protected her when you channeled it before.”

Reckless light flared in Vesryn’s eyes, dimming almost at once. “Essence will just unravel against gold.”

“What if sunfire doesn’t need to touch it?” Serenna pressed. “Fire burns what it strikes, but we felt sunfire’s scorch just standing near when we freed Cinderax. If it truly carries the power of the sun, shouldn’t it be able to melt the gold?”

Vesryn went still. Then a half grin returned, sharp with dare. “Do you want to summon it with me?”

Her throat tightened. “I…”

She still didn’t trust the magic. The sunfire hadn’t only seared flesh—it had raged through Vesryn, nearly disintegrating his body into raw starlight.

But Serenna didn’t retreat as he moved behind her, the press of his chest to her back quickening her pulse. His hand brushed hers, threading their fingers together.

“Follow my lead,” he whispered at her ear, raising her arm with his. “Channel illumination outward. We’ll shape it together.”

“What if the sunfire flares out of control again?” she asked as he angled them toward the golden seal. “In the chamber with Cinderax—”

“I won’t unleash it the same way,” Vesryn said, sparking Essence between their palms. Then softer, his breath caressing her cheek, he added, “Not with you. I know exactly what I’m holding.”

His words should’ve steadied her, yet Serenna’s heartbeat skipped—snared between the peril of sunfire and the certainty warming his voice. She shut her eyes, chasing focus, but it slid away. He was too close, pressed along her spine. Reckless and rising, her magic clawed toward his, begging to ignite.

Desperate for control, she turned inward, syncing to the steady thrum of Essence pulsing from his Well. Each time Vesryn twisted more into illumination, she matched him, a resonance swelling as they gathered power.

If they’d been fully bonded—like she was with Fenn—she wouldn’t have had to strain to read the shape of his magic as he honed it sharper, stronger. She could’ve followed the pattern as if it were her own. Because it would have been. Instead, she bent her illumination to echo his, leaning into trust.

“Want to make it interesting?” he asked, lifting their joined hands higher, guiding the stream of light that wound around them like liquid starlight. “See if you can keep up?”

Serenna glanced over her shoulder, half dismayed, half disbelieving, though she already knew better than to expect restraint from him. “Is this the best time?”

“A little competition helps me focus,” he said, perfectly serious before the grin ruined it.

Her mouth twitched despite herself, but she faced forward again. Narrowing her attention on the golden seal, Serenna curled her fingers tighter around Vesryn’s. She tracked the flow of his magic as it whirled around them—the way he bent the current, honing illumination until it burned hotter, brighter.

She angled her own light to follow, tentative at first. The strands met, twined, and wove together.

Then she delved deeper, gathering more power.

For a heartbeat the illumination rebelled, threatening to splinter apart as she pushed.

Serenna threw open the floodgates and plunged fully into her Well. Illumination flared beyond its limits, rising into a higher blaze.

Her breath tore loose in a gasp as Essence ruptured.

Heat slammed into her, burning brighter than if the sun itself flooded her veins. Scales rippled up her arms, plating beneath her leathers to shield against what they’d unleashed.

Sunfire burst from their palms in twin currents, twisting into a single beam—a spear of radiance so focused it seared the air like metal ripped from a forge.

Vesryn’s forearm flashed with the same mirrored sheen. Scaled and braced, his limb locked to hers, his body an unyielding pillar at her spine.

Serenna’s strand held steady while Vesryn’s burned hotter, wild at the edges. His magic wavered, the braid stuttering into raw illumination before he dragged it back into sunfire.

A low growl broke from his throat. “Not a word,” he muttered.

Serenna didn’t hide her grin. “I thought I was the one who had to keep up?”

He exhaled sharply through his nose. “Don’t let it get to your head.”

Vesryn drove their power forward. Sunfire streamed across the hollow, a flare held just shy of impact—close enough to blister the air, to whisper against the gold without striking. A sheen shuddered across the seal as if something buried within had drawn breath.

A pulse of pressure radiated from the prince, and Serenna followed—reaching, delving deeper. Pushing for more. Her breath caught as something shifted, not only in the strength of her magic, but through the bond. A fierce pride swelled—his pride of her—fused with a warmth so steady it felt like devotion set alight, igniting fire in her power.

Vesryn’s free hand closed at her waist, anchoring her as his voice brushed her ear. “Don’t hold back.”

Serenna let go, falling into the current of their power, her light twining with his—shaped by trust, guided by a steadiness that fear couldn’t touch.

Heat burst through the golden barrier, flushing bright. The surface rippled, then split, weeping molten ribbons that bled into the earth.

Serenna squinted through the shimmer as the runoff streamed into ancient channels carved into the basin, spirals of stone long buried by time. The grooves drew the gold in elegant arcs, carrying it away from the tunnel.

By the time they released their power, Serenna trembled from the toll of channeling Essence while holding her shift steady. Scales receding, her breath came quick as Vesryn lowered their hands, her veins still humming as if the sunfire hadn’t fully left.

They stepped toward the open tunnel together. Nothing remained but an arch of smooth stone streaked with fossilized roots, the last traces of heat fading into the surrounding earth.

“Hopefully we find something inside,” Vesryn said, igniting a few orbs of illumination. “Since the druids went to all this trouble.” He swept a hand toward the darkness. “Want the honors?”

Serenna eyed the depths as silence and cool air spilled out. “Not really,” she mumbled.

But she stepped forward anyway.
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Jassyn left Asharyn through Fenn’s portal and stepped into a camp clinging to a broken ledge of the Dreadspire Range. Static snapped through the air, peeling away the desert’s heat in a crackling rush. Canvas whipped and iron pins rattled as a gale tore through the tents, a breath exhaled from the Crackling Maw itself.

To one side, Centarya’s former initiates—wraith Vesryn’s rangers had corralled from the wilds—stood braced against the breeze. Some, now awakened to shaman power, twisted the windy currents, but it wasn’t quite controlled.

Fenn, who’d shadowed Jassyn all morning, fell into step and sealed the portal shut with a flick of his claw. Glancing sideways at him, Jassyn didn’t need to ask who’d sent him to follow.

Lykor, most likely. Quiet control, a care he’d never admit.

Jassyn hadn’t shared the real reason for coming to this training ground high in the mountains. He told himself he needed to practice channeling lightning before the hunt for Skylash.

But the truth prickled up his arms, raising every hair.

It was about flying. Or the attempt, since he hadn’t dared the night before.

Not far. Just enough to see if he could stomach the height, if the air would catch beneath his wings.

And if he fell… Well, Fenn could warp him back to safety before his body broke on the rocks. But even that fallback felt flimsy this close to the cliff’s edge.

Fenn’s eyes flicked skyward, toward Cinderax gliding over the nearest peaks with wraith and Kaedryn’s druids. “Zaeryn and her scouts returned an hour ago from charting the strike threshold,” he said. “She asked if you’d join the forward advance tomorrow. As a mender. Just in case.”

Jassyn studied the area beyond the Dreadspire Range where lightning ripped across the sky. No thunder followed as the light tore itself apart, fractured and directionless.

Like his thoughts.

Like the beastblood pacing under his skin.

Jassyn shook his head. “No, after Vesryn returns from the north, we’ll portal to the jungle with Lykor.”

Fenn stared at him, thumbing the edge of a dragonscale earring. Jassyn had spoken only vaguely of the agreement with Lykor to return across the Wastes. He hadn’t explained what his plan entailed—or why he’d need Fenn’s help—but Fenn had agreed without question.

The silence between them stretched, expectant.

“So,” Fenn drawled, “should I tell Zaeryn her favorite mender is sending a backup in his place?”

Jassyn frowned. “I…could ask Magister Thalaesyn to send a few healers with the rangers instead.”

With a nod, Fenn glanced toward a pair of wraith Jassyn hadn’t noticed trailing them until now. When he tapped his temple, one warrior responded, and a shimmer of telepathy unfurled between them.

“I’ll have your order relayed to Thalaesyn and inform Zaeryn she’s free to proceed,” Fenn said, turning back.

Jassyn opened his mouth, ready to argue that it wasn’t an order, but then closed it. Somehow, whenever Fenn was around, he became the mouthpiece for everyone’s questions, leaving Jassyn to keep answering and deciding.

He couldn’t say exactly when it had begun, only that it had been this week. At first it made sense. He and Serenna had the most experience wielding elements, so of course they helped guide the others with the gift.

But lately, it had spread beyond training. Vesryn and Kaedryn had drawn him into their councils, pressing for his opinion on where to scout and who to send. The questions kept multiplying. And the worst part was that every faction began deferring to him as if he’d volunteered for command. But he didn’t remember stepping forward.

Jassyn bit back a sigh and kept walking. No sense tugging at threads that only knotted tighter.

“Once the princeling’s rangers finish charting the threshold,” Fenn continued, outlining every spoke of the camp’s wheel as though Jassyn had asked, “those with your earth magics will start flying closer.”

Jassyn gave a distracted nod, his gaze snagging on a scorched ring of stone where druids, wraith, and elven-blooded circled a fire that writhed without fuel. Fully shifted, the warriors drove it higher, feeding the blaze with flames searing from their palms.

“And the wraith who received the talents Lykor…acquired from Vaelyn’s shores have been training with your magus,” Fenn reported, igniting a coil of fire and twining it lazily through his talons. “No one’s been idle in preparing for the Maw.”

Except for me.

If everyone else was ready for the storm, Jassyn couldn’t stand outside of it. But before he asked them to follow, he had to confront it. Serenna had already flown across the Splitfang with a confidence that made his stomach twist—wings cutting the air, making it all look effortless.

Faces blurred as they passed scattered groups in training, yet Jassyn felt their eyes clinging to him.

He tried not to wonder how many among them might carry his blood, assuming former initiates hailing from Alari did. Maybe that’s why he’d never asked the names of those from Centarya, unable to bear matching faces to contracts.

So Jassyn kept his gaze forward. But their stares burned into his back as he strode toward the cliff. Toward whatever waited with open jaws.

The stormfront loomed in the distance, a wall of black sky. Clouds boiled in place, endlessly churning but never advancing beyond the peaks. Lightning pulsed at its heart, the static ringing deep.

He would have to fly into that, and the truth curdled uncomfortably in his gut. The height terrified him nearly as much as what might take wing if the shift took hold.

Yet the pull scraped at his chest anyway, louder each time he resisted. The feral hunger of beastblood promising relief if he would only surrender.

Still shaken from the cliff last night with Lykor, he hadn’t shifted today. Not after fury had seized him and the snarl in his throat hadn’t felt like his own.

But Lykor hadn’t flinched.

Jassyn still didn’t know what had startled him more—that he’d shoved Lykor, or that Lykor had simply absorbed it. Some dark part of him had risen, savoring that awful tilt of power. But when it had receded, it left him hollow with the memory of how close he’d come to losing control.

Just beyond the reach of the camp, a lone figure stood at the cliff’s edge. Arms folded across his armor, unmoving as the stone beneath him, hair a dark tangle whipped by the gale.

Lykor.

He scowled at the peaks leading into the Maw, into that storm tearing the sky apart. Then, as if he’d followed a shift in the air, he looked straight at Jassyn.

Their eyes locked across the outcrop, distance and everything unsaid humming between them.

Jassyn’s breath stalled in his throat.

Magnetic and inescapable, Lykor’s gaze snared him like a current. For a heartbeat, Jassyn forgot Fenn at his side. He didn’t hear the report, only felt the weight of that unblinking stare as the world fell away.

Jassyn stepped toward Lykor, murmuring a quiet, “Excuse me,” to Fenn. Over his shoulder, he added, almost tentatively, “The flight trials—have those from Centarya assist with Kal’s drills again tomorrow.”

He thought that must’ve been what Fenn was asking about.

It wasn’t meant to be a command, but Fenn inclined his head. His gaze flicked toward Lykor, then snapped away. Without a word, he pivoted toward the ledge and shifted, wings unfurling like maroon sails. He warped and was airborne. And in another jump, he vanished.

The wind engulfed Jassyn as he closed the distance to Lykor. Cold nipped his cheeks, stripping away the last trace of desert warmth.

At the cliff’s edge, where the gusts bit sharpest and the Maw loomed beyond, Lykor stood motionless, tracking Jassyn’s approach.

Jassyn doubted he had any reason to be here, save the one he’d never confess. Close enough to observe without interfering. Far enough to pretend he wasn’t watching at all.

Jassyn halted next to him, caught between speaking and letting silence pool. Lightning peeled across the horizon, jagged fractures splitting the sky. The storm seemed to hold its breath as though waiting for one of them to break the quiet.

He let the moment stretch, but under Lykor’s unrelenting gaze the words broke loose before he meant them to.

“I was thinking,” Jassyn blurted, “I should probably get a better feel for the lightning before we start searching for Skylash.”

He shifted his weight, the impulse thinning into hesitation. He’d meant to fly. Maybe. But this was faster. Sensible, even. And Kaedryn would likely be waiting to ambush him about the stormfront the moment he returned to Asharyn.

“Do you think we could portal beyond the peaks?” He gestured south, seizing the excuse to look away. “Closer to the threshold?”

Lykor turned to face him fully, and the horizon seemed to roll beneath Jassyn’s feet. While taller, Jassyn didn’t feel it now. Not when they stood so close the wind itself couldn’t slip between them.

“We?” Lykor echoed.

“Well, I can’t portal,” Jassyn began, heart thudding hard against his ribs. “I thought I might fly, but if you’re here…”

A frayed laugh slipped free, taut with nerves he hadn’t invited. He should’ve asked Fenn. Instead, he’d spent the morning bracing for flight only to find that this—standing before Lykor—was its own kind of freefall.

Lykor didn’t answer. Didn’t blink.

Words kept tumbling from Jassyn anyway. “I didn’t—” He broke off, raking a hand through his curls, the wind’s restlessness caught beneath his skin.

Lykor followed the motion, gaze dipping to the scar on Jassyn’s cheek before returning to collide with his eyes.

“Never mind.” Jassyn cleared his throat and angled slightly toward the camp. The rest hovered unsaid—he didn’t want to go without Lykor. But the words refused to cross the space between them. “If you’re busy, I’ll ask one of the rangers to take me instead.”

Lykor’s eyes burned through him until there was nowhere left to hide.

“Like Zaeryn?” he asked, the question low and dark.

Jassyn blinked. “Zaeryn?” The name felt dragged from nowhere, though Fenn had mentioned her earlier. “I could ask. But I’m not even sure if she has the portaling talent…”

He faltered as Lykor’s eyes flashed, certain he’d said something wrong.

Lykor rolled his shoulders, voice nearly a growl. “Did you want to go now?”

Jassyn hesitated, glancing back toward the sprawl of activity, all motion and purpose. Preparations would continue without him. Out here with Lykor, no voices pressed for decisions or orders.

Their eyes caught again. The silence asked nothing, and for the first time all morning, Jassyn let himself breathe. He started to nod, and Lykor opened the portal before he finished, as though he already knew what Jassyn hadn’t dared to say.

And together, they stepped closer toward the storm.


CHAPTER 9
[image: ]
SERENNA



Serenna slipped into the tunnel ahead of the prince. The air shifted at once, growing colder and heavier, closing around her ribs as the passage narrowed into petrified root and darkened stone.

She reached out with her senses, but nothing stirred. No hidden vein of water or pulse of life thrummed in the earth. The stillness slid beneath her skin, lifting the fine hairs along her arms, until it felt like the stone itself was listening.

The tunnel sloped downward, dragging them farther underground. Gold streaked the walls in endless threads, thin as spider silk, gleaming against Vesryn’s orbs of light.

“Cinderax said Bramblemaws shape their dens like mazes,” Serenna whispered, her voice trespassing into the silence. “If the Starshards are buried farther below…”

“Something must have lured them down,” Vesryn finished. “And they couldn’t portal out.”

Uneasy at the thought of being hauled deeper into a snare, her shoulders tightened. She sparked a globe of illumination and left it hovering behind them.

The prince arched a brow.

Serenna forced a shrug. “Just in case we need to find our way back.”

The silence thickened as they walked, clinging as close as a shroud. By the time the tunnel forked, the weight pressed against her throat.

To the right, the path stretched smooth and dark, vanishing into shadow. To the left, broken slabs wedged into a barricade, sealing with purpose.

Serenna didn’t bother glancing at Vesryn, already knowing which direction would tempt him.

She stepped to the left and braced her palm against the wall of splintered stone. Channeling Essence, she cast out a thin stream, lacing power through the seams. It slipped along the cracks but met no resistance, no gold to unravel against. Only dead weight, heaped to bury the passage.

“How do you want to open it?” she asked quietly when the prince moved to her side. “You could shove the rocks with force.”

“You could shove the rocks with force,” he echoed, gaze flicking to the Starshard at her throat. “You can access that talent now.” His mouth twisted, scowl fixed on the stone instead of her. “Or perhaps I should say again.”

Serenna’s fingers closed around the gem. The crystal pulsed faintly, its eerie familiarity unsettling, making her chest hum. Vesryn had placed this gift of power into her hands—just as she’d once offered her force talent to Fenn at a frozen waterfall beneath the moons.

Mirroring the way Kaedryn had taught Vesryn to draw on his shard, Serenna closed her eyes and reached through the gem. Essence ignited and a single facet flared in her mind—the force talent, honed for impact. She traced its edge, unsealed its shape, and power surged through her like a disused muscle sparking back to life.

Serenna inhaled a grounding breath and lifted her palms. Blue light coiled between them before lancing forward.

The burst struck. The air shivered, dust pluming around her boots as a tremor crawled through the tunnel. A groan rumbled, cavernous, like the mountain exhaling after holding its breath too long. One slab shifted.

Bracing her stance, she pressed harder, hauling Essence through the shard. Grinding loose, the stones obeyed, hovering in heavy arcs. She wrestled them outward, dragging collapse into order until, at last, the barricade broke open.

The stones stacked where her fingers directed, fitting along the tunnel’s edge as though they’d never fallen. The final slab dropped into place with a resonant thud that carried down the passage. Silence followed, thick as the dark that tried to erase even the memory of their light.

Glancing back at the tunnel’s fork, Serenna anchored a globe of illumination while Vesryn sent his spheres whirling ahead. Their radiance faltered, barely piercing the way forward.

Each footfall rang too loud, lost inside a hush older than stone. The walls pressed close until even her breath felt intrusive.

Vesryn’s hand shot out, seizing her arm just as a glimmer flared ahead. Serenna froze, every sense straining. Even her shadow recoiled, bracing for an impact her body already feared.

Turquoise light shimmered low in the dark. Too steady to be anything but Essence, though it moved unlike any illusion she’d seen before.

The light wavered like a burning turquoise flame, collapsing and reforming, unable to hold its shape. Then it lunged, snapping forward in the space of a breath.

A figure burst from the false light, looming before them.

Serenna’s heart bolted. With a screech, she lurched to flee, but Vesryn’s hand clamped tighter, preventing her retreat.

“It isn’t real,” Vesryn hissed under his breath, his grip like iron on her arm.

Blurred around the edges, the body flickered in and out of focus—an illusion of flesh draped in remembrance of skin, suspended somewhere between past and present.

An Aelfyn female. Or the shadow of one.

At first, her face seemed young and timeless. But as the figure turned, her features fractured. Subtle at first, then all at once.

Eyes hollowed to voids, glinting like ice trapped in crystal. Her mouth opened, and words scraped out, bone grating against stone. “Ascension was promised,” she rasped. “But the stars turned their gaze.”

Then she shattered. Light burst apart, scattering in jagged arcs across the walls.

And from the fragments…more rose.

Turquoise halos seeped from the stone as dozens of Aelfyn shimmered into view. Warped and distorted, some hovered in the air or sagged in collapse, their bodies bent at impossible angles. A few stood too still, statues in the dark, while others wavered—snared in time’s unbroken loop.

Faces blurred, eyes dead yet burning. Some fixed on Serenna, the rest turned to Vesryn. Mouths stretched in silent screams. But the voices came in a broken chant—layered, clawing, each whisper raking through her skull until even the stone seemed to speak.

“We bore the fire of suns, but it guttered in gold.
The Starpath was sealed. Denied.
We reached for the light, but the way stayed dark.
Buried us beneath roots. Left us to rot.
Ascension…revoked.
The stars never answered—
—never answered—
—never answered our call.”



Serenna turned, half stumbled—still caught in Vesryn’s grip—and gasped as he flung out a hand. A burst of Essence flared down the tunnel. Shadows braided with light as he lashed the radiance outward to chase back the dark. The apparitions disintegrated, dissolving like smoke.

Stone gleamed bare in the wake of the light, and Vesryn’s hold tensed against her.

Corpses.

Scores of them, embalmed by time. Flesh shriveled to bark, roots winding up limbs, claiming what skin no longer held. Empty sockets seemed to stare, locked forever in terror of their final moments.

One corpse clutched a Starshard, fingers fused around the crystal. Another had been half consumed by the tunnel itself, its mouth forced open around a root that jutted through teeth like a spike.

The walls carried evidence of their struggle—blood dried in narrow rivulets, grooves clawed into rock, nails torn free. A body slumped beside the markings, fingers ground to knuckles, stilled mid-scrape.

Others had simply died reaching, hands raised toward a sky offering freedom too far above.

Serenna’s lungs locked. For an instant she thought she felt something in the earth spreading across her skin, rooting her in place.

Beside her, Vesryn’s breath came shallow and uneven. “Still holding them,” he whispered, gaze fixed on a corpse gripping a Starshard.

Drawn by quiet reflex, Serenna’s fingers found the gem at her throat, unable to believe that those here had trusted the magic of starlight to carry them home. Perhaps once that faith had held power. But not in this prison.

She knew the Aelfyn hadn’t all been innocent. They’d hunted dragons in their hunger for magic, paving the path the king still walked.

But this… She wasn’t sure justice lived in a tomb devoid of hope. Or if anyone deserved to die grasping for a light that was forever out of reach.

Vesryn’s hold eased down her arm, fingers threading tightly into hers.

Behind them, the air exhaled. Serenna tensed, but no illusion followed as a final whisper curled through the stone.

“Starlight should have opened the path. But ascension was denied. Why does it still burn?”



Serenna turned toward Vesryn as the words dissolved, her pulse stammering against her throat. “Do you think the illusions were tied to the Starshards? Are they still active?”

“There’s no clear record of what they could do,” Vesryn said, fingers flexing around hers. “We only have the scraps Kaedryn’s ancestors passed down. But these…” His jaw drew tight as his gaze swept over the corpses and the gems they clutched like brittle stars. “I have to believe they’re inert now without a life force—or something else—to anchor them.”

A breath slipped free from Serenna’s lungs, ragged but more steady than before. Relief drifted through her, enough to let her loosen her grip on the prince’s hand and stand straighter.

Until Vesryn spoke again.

“We should gather the shards,” he said, voice even but too quiet. “There may be more chambers below.”

The silence pressed close once more, heavier than before. And Serenna feared that somewhere, deeper in the earth, more dead were still waiting to be answered.


CHAPTER 10
[image: ]
JASSYN



Jassyn stepped out of Lykor’s portal and onto a ledge deep in the Dreadspire Range. The air seethed with menace, static threading through his curls.

Beyond the precipice, peaks rippled outward, surrounding the hollow bowl of the Crackling Maw. Each cliff rose sharper and higher, stones frozen in waves, straining toward the storm’s open jaws.

When the rift winked shut, Jassyn’s gut registered the drop before his mind. Altitude clawed at him, cold fingers raking his ribs. Lightning veined the sky in silence, each strike pulsing in time with his heart.

Nausea surged, but he clenched his jaw and forced himself onward. One step. Then another toward Lykor’s next portal, as if moving faster might keep fear from catching up.

They crossed ridge after ridge, each void spilling them onto narrower stone, footing fraying beneath their boots, the air thinning until breath itself cut. Lightning drew nearer with every leap, no longer watching from above but prowling just beyond.

Out of the corner of his eye, Jassyn felt Lykor tracking the way his steps staggered. He didn’t speak or try to explain because words would’ve split open the bitter truth.

So he let silence stretch. Somehow being seen like this was worse than naming the weakness. Yet with a clarity that left no refuge, Jassyn knew that if he fell, Lykor would catch him. And the thought peeled him open in ways the drop never could.

The next rift carried them onto a ledge that sheared into emptiness. Below lay a vast lake, a mirror to the storm. Like a starless night, its dark surface swallowed light—the Blackreach, he’d heard the rangers name it.

“Is this close enough?” Lykor asked, boots grinding against stone. “We should be near the threshold.”

The threshold. That invisible edge where lightning chose to lash down, hunting from the sky. Jassyn had seen what flying too close could cost—he’d mended the scorch marks branded into Zaeryn’s dracovae.

He exhaled and nodded, arms crossing tight as if pressure alone could cage the tremor in his ribs. Wind shrieked across the peaks as the sky fractured with lightning, every soundless flash skittering Jassyn’s pulse. The horizon spun, but he locked his gaze on the storm, studying how the lightning coiled and writhed yet didn’t strike.

But his focus slipped sideways.

Lykor stood too close.

Close enough that pine and leather drifted through the wind, scorched cedar curling through the cold. Whatever lived between restraint and ruin sank into Jassyn’s senses, breathing against his skin.

Jassyn wrenched his attention back toward the flickering veil of storm. Steadying his palm, he extended his hand and awareness outward, and reached.

A single bolt of lightning snapped down from the clouds. In the breath between heartbeats, Jassyn caught it.

Sparks coiled through his fingers, arcing across his skin in static threads. He twisted his wrists, spooling the charge between his palms. The energy shifted before every surge. Yet something in the frenzy tugged at him wrong, a rhythm just out of reach.

“There’s a…pattern,” Jassyn said slowly, winding the charge tighter. “The lightning feels…honed. Like it’s searching for something.”

Violet light caught in Lykor’s eyes. “Like offensive magic?”

“Maybe,” Jassyn said with a nod, turning his palms outward and letting the charge go. The lightning hissed, spiraling upward as it vanished into the clouds.

His hairs lifted, a shiver tracing along his spine as the air bent with purpose. Too much purpose. As if not belonging to the storm alone, but the mountains themselves.

Scanning the range around the Blackreach, one peak rose above the rest. Taller and broader than others, its summit leveled flat, black stone flashing with every strike. Clouds funneled and churned around that single point, pressure boiling to burst.

And from that wound, the lightning bled.

Not from the sky, but upward from the mountain—intermittent bolts arcing into the clouds to clash with the rest.

Jassyn felt Lykor’s gaze flick over him again, a knife skimming skin, measuring the way he braced against the drop. Their eyes caught. Heat surged up Jassyn’s spine, and he ripped his focus back to the clouds.

“That summit,” he said, pointing across the lake. “Where the lightning’s…emerging. That could somehow be the origin point.”

Lykor’s attention shifted to the storm’s pulse. A frown carved across his face as he lifted his hand and summoned a flame. Just a flicker—barely enough to light a torch—but he flung it skyward.

The storm paused.

And then clouds convulsed.

Lightning veered sideways, drawn to the fire like a predator scenting blood. Flame and light collided in a shriek of sparks, the charge devouring the blaze in a blinding rupture.

“Yesterday, lightning chased fire just like that,” Lykor said, turning fully to Jassyn. “It could be our advantage. Everyone carries Cinderax’s flame. The druids—all of us—could shield you and Serenna when you lead the shamans here. You don’t have to face the storm alone.”

Jassyn blinked, air catching in his throat. He hadn’t asked for the responsibility. But worse, he hadn’t refused it. Terror settled where pride should’ve lived—terror that others were willing to follow someone who didn’t even trust himself to fly.

But storms didn’t pause for fear. And neither could he.

They were running out of time. If Galaeryn’s forces found Skylash first, Jassyn’s people wouldn’t only be late—they would stand powerless before a chained dragon, its fury shackled to the king’s will.

Wind stung his eyes as he squinted into the distance, tracking another flash of light spiraling skyward from the summit. He could feel it now, a current tugging from deep below.

If the storm had a heart, it beat inside that mountain.

“Can we get closer to that peak?” Jassyn asked quietly, though he knew it meant crossing the threshold. “If lightning strikes close, I can redirect it.”

Calculation burned behind Lykor’s eyes as he studied the slopes, sparks discharging upward into the coiled clouds. His jaw tightened, the look he leveled on Jassyn carrying more threat than the storm.

Whatever lurked in the Maw, Jassyn knew Lykor wouldn’t let it touch him.

“If you sense anything wrong,” Lykor growled, opening a portal across the lake, “we’re gone.”

Jassyn nodded and stepped through the rift onto a narrow slab of stone, so high the clouds no longer loomed but pressed in from every side. The instant his boots scraped rock, the wind came alive, slamming into him like the mountain exhaled.

Breath hitching, he braced a hand against the cliff wall beside him, clinging to something solid against the drop gaping below. Before Jassyn steadied himself, a thrum jolted through him, tension building in the teeth of the world as the Maw stirred.

Around them, the clouds began to roil.

The storm turned its gaze as Lykor’s portal sealed shut.

Toward the flare of Essence.

Jassyn should’ve known. He reached for the charge igniting the air.

Lykor must’ve sensed it too—fire gouted from a fist as he slammed a shield around them.

Too late. The storm had already broken loose.

Clouds split with veins of violet, sparks gathering until lightning screamed down in a funnel. Jassyn caught the first bolt and Lykor redirected the next with a blast of fire, but the third came too fast. It ripped through Lykor’s shield in a blinding burst.

Another slammed into the ledge.

Stone erupted. The shockwave hurled Jassyn sideways into jagged rock. His breath tore loose as the hold he had on the elements shattered.

A crack split the ledge. The world tilted.

Feet slipping, Jassyn lost sight of Lykor. He clawed for purchase, but the cliff face peeled away, pitching him into the void.

Wings tore free on instinct as he fell. Another bolt of lightning seared past, nearly grazing his shoulder. But all thoughts fled as the drop opened. Bottomless through the clouds.

The wind struck like a blow to the chest. His wings flared as he tumbled, but caught no air. The sky spun—static roaring in his ears, air too thin to breathe.

Down blurred.

Up twisted.

Panic surged.

And for one suspended moment Jassyn didn’t know if he was falling. Or if there was no ground left to fall to.

Then a hand seized his arm. The world snapped sideways—light, motion, thought—before darkness claimed him.

He existed nowhere.

Everywhere.

Yanked into a warp.

Reappearing, Jassyn’s boots crashed onto stone. The impact jarred up his legs, rattling his knees. He staggered upright—barely—before his back slammed into a cliff wall. Pain flared through his ribs as his wings slapped against rock, grit scoring the membranes.

Lightning hunted, chasing the flare of Essence whirling around Lykor.

No place to dodge. No time to run.

“Let it go!” Jassyn gasped, voice torn ragged.

He flung his hand up, reaching for the bolt, but caught only wind and static. The current slipped from his grip, focus scattering as his breath burned.

Too late.

Even as Lykor released his power, the storm had already claimed the ledge. Clouds split wide with veins of violet, the air ringing metallic as sparks gathered in a frenzy.

Jassyn’s lungs seized as he failed to snatch the charge again. He hadn’t settled from falling. Couldn’t corral his focus. Bile crawled up his throat, every heartbeat racing as though it might be the last.

Time thinned.

The world narrowed as Lykor turned toward him and shifted. His eyes burned, pupils slicing to draconic slits. Scales rippled down his neck and arms, catching each flash of light as they darkened to obsidian. His wings flared partway, like sails without wind. The ruin of them didn’t just tear something in Jassyn’s chest—it shredded him.

Lykor surged forward, stepping between Jassyn and the sky.

Jassyn didn’t think. His wing talons were already reaching, stretching toward Lykor’s. Their claws collided and locked—seamless, instinctive. The soft click nearly vanished into the wind, but Jassyn felt it like thunder in his chest.

“Lykor—” he gasped, throat closing, the moment breaking faster than his words.

Lykor slammed their joined talons back against the stone, chest driving Jassyn hard into the cliff. His ruined wings arched forward, forming a wall around them. A shield.

The storm inhaled. The sky drew taut, breath suspended.

And then lightning struck.


CHAPTER 11
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SERENNA



Serenna now understood why Cinderax had refused to join them underground.

Time slipped unmeasured beneath the earth’s depths, vanishing into the dark. The den carried no stench of damp decay, only a faint metallic whisper that prickled her skin—like the breath of something once alive, lingering long past its time.

The satchel Vesryn had brought sagged heavier with every chamber they cleared. Thirty Starshards gathered, and still they pressed on.

Ten shards ago, the path had begun to spiral. The floor tilted inward as fossilized roots streaked with gold arched overhead and coiled down the walls.

Serenna spoke low as Vesryn walked beside her, unwilling to disturb the hush. “Do you think we should go back?”

Silence stretched so long she thought he hadn’t heard. His globes of illumination whirled ahead, catching on a glint of metal at the next curve.

“One more chamber,” he said at last, distracted, already hurrying forward.

Legs growing heavy, Serenna exhaled a weary sigh and adjusted the Starshard at her throat. It wasn’t the first time she’d asked. Or the second.

His answer never changed, as if time no longer counted in the dark. For him, it was always the next shard, the next hidden chamber, spoken with the quiet conviction that some ancient truth waited just one step deeper. That one more discovery might unveil what the Aelfyn had failed to reach.

Serenna wasn’t so easily lured. She didn’t need illusions to see the hollow-eyed corpses. They lived behind her eyes now, their whispers still scraping her skull. None had stirred since that first chamber, yet she felt the surrounding stone watching.

Vesryn’s voice broke suddenly against the walls. “What do you make of what the Aelfyn said? About the Starpath? Ascension?”

Serenna blinked, suppressing a shiver. He’d asked before, but something in his tone had shifted, less curiosity this time. The bond carried the same edge, telling her that he wasn’t only chasing answers, but brushing against something he already knew.

“Maybe it was a plea,” she said carefully. “Or a warning. Or maybe they were driven mad.”

“It sounded like they were denied something they expected.”

Serenna scoffed, tugging at the gem at her throat. “Power, probably. Or something they thought was theirs by right.”

Vesryn glanced sidelong, the glow catching the jade in his eyes.

Serenna didn’t say anything further. The gleam in his gaze unfocused as the globes of light swept ahead, shadows lengthening across the tunnel. His pace quickened as the path widened before them, chasing a revelation the stone had buried for a reason.

“Unable to ascend,” Vesryn murmured, still fixated. “They tried to flee through the Starpath—whatever that is—but their magic failed.”

“There’s gold laced through everything,” Serenna said, waving a hand toward the roots and walls. “Maybe that’s when they realized the druids had cursed their magic.”

Vesryn shrugged. “What if they weren’t trying to escape the curse…but reaching for something else entirely?”

Irritation spiked—that he could wander into speculation when the dark seemed to crawl against her skin. Serenna opened her mouth to say it was time to return to Asharyn, but the words withered in her throat.

The tunnel fell away into a hollow descending into shadow, the ceiling vaulting beyond their light. The walls swept outward, a vast chamber unfurling in every direction.

“Do you think there’s anything at the bottom?” Vesryn asked.

Stillness pressed against Serenna’s ears until it seemed the cavern was listening. Her ribs cinched with every breath as she squinted into the void.

“I have a feeling we’re about to find out,” she mumbled.

With a flick of his wrist, Vesryn cast his illumination downward, light catching on gold carved into the chamber. The orbs drifted almost out of sight before striking packed earth far below.

Essence spiraled from his hand, threading through open air where no gold ran. The metal barred escape to the surface, but not movement within its bounds.

A portal tore wide beside them, its twin gaping on the basin’s floor. Serenna lingered at the tunnel’s lip before following him through.

Her boots scraped earth, landing in the cavity. The basin rose in symmetry, walls curved like a ribcage without a heart.

A dragon’s secluded nest, or the remnant of one. That was her first thought, though no shells remained. Still, she felt something massive had once curled here.

Serenna stood motionless, pulse hammering in her ears. No tunnels branched outward. No way forward or back. Only the walls pressing closer.

“I don’t think the Aelfyn made it this far,” she whispered, her voice almost smothered by the weight of earth.

Vesryn gave a faint nod as the rift collapsed behind them. He drifted to one of the sloped walls, tilting his head as he studied the metallic seams spidering upward.

“I wonder if the gold began here,” he murmured. “Maybe that Bramblemaw—or the druids, whoever—drew the veins up from the earth. If such a thing is possible.”

Serenna held her breath, but the den didn’t stir as the first chamber had.

Until the prince ran his hand over a band of gold.

A low hum bled through the walls. Fossilized roots flared brighter, like coals fanned to life.

He jerked his arm back.

Too late.

Soil erupted around them, a trap sprung. Golden tendrils burst in a blur of petrified bark.

They lashed past Serenna’s shoulders, ignoring her completely. Not like in the druid jungle, when every vine had marked her as prey the moment the prince had claimed the Heart.

The roots struck low, snaring Vesryn’s ankles. They raced up his waist, yanking him backward toward an earthen wall.

He shouted as his spine slammed against it, shadows bursting around him—only to shatter the instant they touched the surrounding gold.

“Vesryn!”

Dropping to one knee, Serenna drove her palm to the dirt, grasping desperately. She’d spoken to roots before, felt their rage pound like a drumbeat in her bones.

But this time, nothing stirred.

She scraped deeper for a pulse, but the earth gave nothing back. The roots were too old, calcified to stone.

Dead. Beyond her reach.

And Essence would be even more useless. Sunfire whispered at the edges of her thoughts, but—too volatile to summon alone—Serenna shoved it away.

Only fire remained, the ember burning in her chest begging for release. Deep down, she knew it couldn’t sear the golden veins, but she refused to stand idle. Instinct dragged her hands forward, flames surging to her palms.

The roots climbed higher, binding Vesryn’s torso, locking his arms. The wall behind him trembled, a low groan rumbling through the cavern.

Serenna’s breath hitched when the earth began to fracture. Debris rained down as fissures raced outward, seams widening as the den shuddered awake as if it intended to swallow him whole. Vesryn’s eyes caught hers as the whispers began, rising from everywhere and nowhere.

“Starborn child, of traitors’ seed,
The debt remains. Your blood must bleed.
Ours to claim, for balance torn—
Ascension ends in root and scorn.”



The echo folded in until the chamber rang with a single voice. The chant looped and layered, rage swelling with every repetition. A rite fulfilling itself, punishing Vesryn for sharing the pure blood of his ancestors. Claiming him to repay a debt, barring him from the stars.

The cracks behind him widened, gold-laced roots dragging him into the depths.

Serenna’s heart caught high in her throat as fire flared in her palms. Even as the flames gathered, she knew it would be futile. Their first assault on the den had already proved as much.

Perhaps a grown Emberhart or a druid tempered by years of discipline could have scorched through it. But she was neither, and needed another way.

Vesryn thrashed against the earth. Or tried to. Every pulse of Essence he summoned disintegrated, devoured by the same gold that had silenced the Aelfyn before him.

“Serenna—” His voice cracked, raw with panic. Not for himself. For her. And that was worse.

The fire sputtered from her hands as her breath locked tight. Her wings tore free, scales cascading in plates to shield her skin. She stepped forward, eyes locked on Vesryn.

Lifting her trembling hands, she summoned an orb of illumination between her palms.

“Shift!” Serenna shrieked as the earth consumed him inch by inch, his shoulders vanishing into the wall.

The prince’s pupils slashed into slits as scales erupted in an obsidian rush. Wings didn’t form—he was pinned too tightly—but the rest of him glinted with an iridescent sheen, refracting her light.

Serenna’s heart battered her chest as she stared at the quivering glow. She worried it would slip beyond her control and destroy them both.

No more hesitation.

Vesryn had hurled her into danger, driving her past fear until she’d learned to stand without faltering. He’d prepared her. Now it was her time to prove it.

Serenna plunged past the shape of her doubts, heaving open the floodgates of her Well. Essence slammed through her like a storm surging against stone.

The orb in her hands bloomed whiter.

Then detonated.

A cataclysm of sunfire burst from her palms. Essence cracked across the floor in silver veins, raced through her ribs, clawed up her spine. Heat thundered outward, warping breath, scalding earth. Vesryn’s shouts dissolved beneath the roar in her ears.

Serenna’s awareness of the chamber wavered, nearly lost as white-gold radiance overwhelmed her sight. She blinked hard, but Vesryn’s silhouette was already dimming, drowned in the tidal shimmer fountaining from her hands. Her chest clenched, refusing to let the earth claim him.

She gathered the sunfire, but the blaze turned inward before she could hurl it, tearing through her first. She no longer stood in the eye of the eruption.

She became it.

Searing pulses scorched across her vision until even shadow fractured. The world shattered into shards of silver, white, and blue. Yet a cradle of celestial light opened behind her eyes as an ancient spiral of stars unfurled, both memory and place at once.

A home, stirring an ache of belonging so fierce it nearly broke her.

The same galaxy Vesryn had once shown her on a quiet night on Centarya, the waterfall rushing around them as he spoke of the Aelfyn. And now, in the space between heartbeats, she felt it calling.

Destiny.

Body burning, mind unraveling, the chamber fell away. Serenna tilted toward it, pulled like a planet into orbit. Even her name slipped loose as the light devoured everything but the constellations in her mind.

She reached for the stars.

And something reached back.

Power without a name seared through her, unmaking and rewriting—starlight molding her into something else.

Distantly, she felt her knees buckle as Essence bled from every pore. She broke open, magic cascading like a flood. Her mind unmoored, drifting beyond the weight of flesh.

Not death, but an inevitable becoming.

And something waited beyond, whispering promises.

“You are not whole.
But you could be again.
Ascend the Starpath. Return to us.”



The blaze drowned everything, yet faint beneath it, a voice broke.

Vesryn. Far away. Calling her back.

She couldn’t see him. Only starlight remained. But through the brilliance, she felt him—the shape of his arms locked tight around her, heat bleeding through her scales, their bodies pressed together. Their bond thrummed taut and urgent as he reached deep through her, wrenching on her Well.

The sunfire resisted even that, ravenous as it raged, desperate to finish what it had begun. Ascension, just as the illusions had whispered.

The spiral behind her eyes spun faster, constellations wheeling into impossible longing. As if the galaxy had drawn breath, pulling her closer with the inhale.

She didn’t want to go, but the stars didn’t care what she wanted.

Essence ignited through her marrow as she unraveled at the edges. And somewhere in that rupture, a part of her screamed.

She no longer knew what she was—star or shadow, vessel or void. A shattering soul, caught in the gravity between collapse and return.

She rose from herself. Hovered in a suspended heartbeat, drifting like mist from scorched earth. Yet even in that breathless ascent, the shape of Vesryn’s arms held her below.

Something broke deep in the blaze, a fracture hardening into defiance. She refused to shatter in this den as the Aelfyn had, their last breaths spent clawing toward starlight.

Her place wasn’t in a spiral of stars. The voices there weren’t the one calling her name. Her place was here, in the now. With the people she loved—the ones she bled for, burned for.

Essence ripped sideways, siphoned in a violent rush as coolness pressed against the burning scales at her chest.

Serenna gasped, eyes flying open as her awareness slammed back into her body. Her lungs seized as power unspooled inside her, drawn into the Starshard Vesryn pressed to her sternum.

Forged to cradle what mortals could not, the gem swallowed the sunfire. Heat collapsed in her veins until her Well drained completely, magic folding inward like a star gone cold.

Serenna’s vision blinked between light and darkness, phantom constellations whirling behind her eyes. Steam curled from her skin, heat bleeding where scales receded as she shifted. She bore no wounds, yet every fiber rang with the memory of that other sky.

Her gaze found Vesryn at last—alive, unscathed. Behind him, the earthen walls that had tried to claim him stood blackened, flaking char. Fossilized roots lingered only as scorched impressions, the gold melted into molten streams.

And yet, even as the smoke thinned, an ache remained of what she’d nearly touched. A place etched in stars, an echo resonating with invitation.

Vesryn’s brow furrowed as he drew the Starshard away from her chest, then gathered her close. Steady, though his hands shook.

Serenna sagged into him, winding her arms around his neck, clinging to the only solid thing left. Her magic had nearly pulled her elsewhere, drawn upward toward whatever waited beyond. But he’d anchored her from falling into the stars.

The prince’s fingers drifted to her face, trembling as they cradled her. His eyes searched hers, and his voice—once ragged with panic—came as a whisper. “You saw it, didn’t you?”

Serenna swallowed hard, throat raw from screams she didn’t remember. “Why didn’t you say something before?”

“I wasn’t sure what it was,” he said, the bond humming with unease. “Or if I imagined it when we freed Cinderax. The overload of power… I–I thought I was dying. But after watching those illusions of the Aelfyn, and now you…” He trailed off, gaze lifting to the cavern weeping gold. “I think I understand more now. But not enough.”

For a moment, silence hung around them before Vesryn released an unsteady sigh.

“I think I know why the king’s been plundering Essence and amassing power,” he said softly.

Serenna stilled as his voice went distant, the last glimmer of starlight fading from behind her eyes.

“I think…he’s going to try what the Aelfyn in this den failed to do. What nearly claimed us when the sunfire broke loose.”

His breath caught, and Serenna sensed the first tremor of real fear slipping past his guard.

“I think the king means to ascend,” Vesryn rasped. “And reign with the might of the stars themselves. If he succeeds…no power in this world could rise to defy him. Every realm will kneel.”


CHAPTER 12
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JASSYN



Pinned to the cliff with Lykor’s wings locked against his, Jassyn barely had time to blink before lightning screamed down.

The blinding charge slammed into Lykor’s back, and he grunted as his scales devoured the strike. The bolt writhed across his wings like a living vein torn from the sky then vanished, the storm hissing into silence as the current dissolved against him.

Hair spilled across Lykor’s eyes as his chest heaved against Jassyn’s, but he didn’t move. The wind calmed. Only the grind of his wing talons, locking tighter around Jassyn’s, broke the quiet.

Smoke rose from Lykor’s shoulders, the scent of scorched leather thick in the air. He hadn’t flinched, wings flared to take another strike—as if the Maw would have to unmake him, piece by piece, to break through.

Breath shallow, Jassyn’s wings twitched, every nerve shuddering with an aftershock the air no longer carried. Panic scraped his ribs, yet beneath it, something more dangerous stirred.

Their eyes met—Lykor’s faintly glowing—and the pull snapped taut.

He couldn’t look away.

Beastblood coiled, feral and restless, urging him to reach. Each heartbeat pushed him closer, as if nearness itself meant he had the right to claim the one who’d protected him.

Jassyn swallowed hard, choking back the darker current that beckoned him to drown the terror. Forge it into fire. Blur fear into desire. Trembling into ache. But he stopped himself, because all he’d ever learned of touch was how easily it could destroy.

And perhaps the bitter truth was admitting that he longed for someone he wasn’t sure he could trust himself to hold. Not when beastblood distorted everything, confusing desire with care. Not when his scars remembered possession as pain, not closeness. And not when Lykor—carrying just as many wounds—was the one he feared he might break, even by wanting too much.

The storm folded back into the sky, but Jassyn’s body hadn’t stilled. He’d forced the beastblood down, yet his pulse raced, breath catching ragged, muscles twitching as though lightning cracked in his veins.

His awareness slipped from Lykor to the height gaping open around them. The vastness struck all at once. The ledge beneath him no longer felt like ground at all—only a strip of stone hung in the sky, nothing below but the endless fall.

Jassyn’s balance swayed. With a gasp, his wings vanished. He couldn’t bear the stretch of membrane, the threat of lift. Not when the thought of flight made his stomach clench.

He lurched sideways out of Lykor’s gravity, the motion too desperate to mask as anything but fear. Wings and scales retreating, Lykor stepped away and let him go.

Stone grated beneath Jassyn’s boots as he stumbled. His legs buckled, his knees crashing against rock.

The sky reeled, tugging like a riptide. He squeezed his eyes shut, gasping on air that vanished as fast as he found it.

Hands closed on his shoulders—firm, burning with strength.

“Jassyn.” Lykor’s voice struck through the wind. “Breathe. Look at me.”

He couldn’t. The world spun too fast behind his closed eyes, the gale shrieking through his ribs.

Jassyn felt Lykor drop beside him. Steady hands cupped his face, cradling him as if he might break. A touch that didn’t command, didn’t push, didn’t make him flinch.

“Breathe,” Lykor said again, quieter this time. “You’re here. You’re not falling.”

“I can’t—” Jassyn shook his head, the plunge clawing at the back of his eyes. “We’re too high. I can’t— Stars, you could’ve been killed. Why didn’t you warp?”

His voice broke. Unable to open his eyes, he clung to Lykor’s wrists like they were the only solid thing left.

“I’m sorry,” Jassyn whispered. The words tumbled out, one fear bleeding into the next. “I should’ve stopped the lightning. Should’ve known Essence would call it.”

He’d never be able to stand beside Lykor and face the storm. Always a burden to shield.

“What’s wrong with me?” Jassyn choked out. “I’m never going to fly.”

“You will,” Lykor said, his voice forged in conviction, not comfort. “You’re the strongest person I know.”

Jassyn shook his head, a disbelieving laugh scraping loose, sharp as a sob. But Lykor didn’t relent.

“Shift your eyes to dragonsight,” he urged. “They’re made for this. For distance. For sky. So are you.”

Clenching his jaw, Jassyn trembled as beastblood slid hot through his veins, restless and aching to rise.

It didn’t feel like strength. Not when every heartbeat thrashed, sharpening his emotions until they cut. Panic flared into aggression, care twisted into possession, hunger wore the mask of need. He hated it—hated how even desire turned dangerous in its grasp.

Control had always been fragile, slipping like sand. Lost to Stardust. To fear. To the hands that had once stripped him bare of choice.

Now the shift threatened to take that from him too, and he wasn’t sure who he’d be if he let it rise. Because beastblood didn’t just blur—it rewrote everything. Even the way he looked at Lykor.

Jassyn’s voice frayed to a whisper. “What if I lose control?”

“You don’t have to control anything,” Lykor murmured. His thumbs brushed Jassyn’s cheeks, lingering to trace the scar. “Trust me. I won’t let you fall.”

Jassyn’s breath caught as relief shuddered through him—that Lykor hadn’t demanded he master fear and fly. He only held steady, promising that Jassyn wouldn’t be lost to the drop.

Lightning split the sky, searing white behind Jassyn’s closed lids. When his lashes fluttered open, Lykor’s face sharpened into focus. His eyes burned softly, wind-tossed hair falling across a brow furrowed with concern.

Bracing himself, Jassyn exhaled and reached for the flame in his chest. The flicker came behind his eyes, pressure kindling until dragonsight snapped into place.

The sky stopped spinning, the plunge below no longer threatening to devour him.

The horizon settled into what it had always been. Just distance. Something he could measure, not fear. The storm above unraveled into currents, the weight of height loosening its grip on his chest. Fragile clarity, thin as glass, but it held.

Lykor stayed there beside him, cupping his face like he might shatter if he let go.

Jassyn inhaled, deeper this time.

The air held.

And so did he.

Before he could stop himself, he leaned in, just enough for their foreheads to touch. He shouldn’t have, but Lykor didn’t recoil. The press became an anchor, steadying him when the world threatened to spin.

And Jassyn found he wasn’t ready to lose the grounding weight of Lykor’s hands, the shelter of closeness. But the moment couldn’t stretch forever.

He eased back on his heels, and Lykor’s palms slipped away. The cool wind rushed in where warmth had been, the space between them suddenly feeling wider than the fall.

Something deeper than his balance shifted—trust, quiet but jarring. He shouldn’t crave this closeness, not while still trembling on his knees, the cliff gaping beside them like a second sky.

And yet the want crept in, fierce and unshakable. Lykor had seen him breathless and fractured time and time again, but hadn’t turned away. He’d only moved closer.

That was the truth Jassyn couldn’t outrun. That he didn’t just trust Lykor—he hungered for more. The ache didn’t vanish when the beastblood cooled.

It stayed.

Jassyn didn’t mean to keep staring as he caught his breath. But he did. Lykor’s mouth parted as if to speak, then closed again, jaw clenched, biting back whatever he’d been about to say.

Jassyn had seen that look before. In the tunnel, before they’d freed Cinderax. When silence had pressed too close and Lykor had leaned in.

Jassyn had frozen then, though not from fear. Not quite. From the weight of wanting. And Lykor had read the hesitation, had retreated without bitterness or demand.

Now, again, Lykor was close, still kneeling within reach. Jassyn’s hands twitched to bridge the gap, but they stayed knotted tight against his legs.

He caught the mirrored longing in Lykor’s eyes—glowing softly right before they dimmed, gaze slipping away. A retreat so careful it seemed like gentleness, yet Jassyn felt the sting of it like a bruise.

Maybe it was better this way. If they crossed that line, something in him might splinter. Easier to pretend neither of them were ready, when the truth was that he’d always be too full of caution and broken scars.

And guilt rose for what he left unanswered. Lykor had never pushed. He’d only opened the door, guarding the threshold between them as surely as he guarded the cliff’s edge. Waiting.

Even if Jassyn never reached back, he knew Lykor would still stand there—holding the line between terror and sky, between hesitation and claiming—until Jassyn chose to cross it.


CHAPTER 13
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SERENNA



The sun bled gold and rust over Asharyn’s skyline, spilling long shadows across Serenna’s balcony. In the palace gardens below, the turquoise fountains shimmered with the dying light, each surface flashing like a burning mirror set in stone.

She drew a brush through the damp weight of her hair, bristles snagging on knots the bathing pools hadn’t coaxed free. The water had washed the Bramblemaw’s den from her skin, but not the tremor from her nerves.

Serenna’s gaze slid back into her chamber, to the table where her Starshard lay. For a breath, she thought it pulsed.

She stared too long.

Long enough to remember when the stars had opened like a thousand eyes, every one of them watching her burn. And how Vesryn’s shard had siphoned the raging sunfire from her veins before the sky could claim her.

The Starshard should’ve unsettled her even more after that. Yet it had saved her too. Now every glance carried the question of whether it would be her salvation again. Or her ruin.

She couldn’t pretend her hand wouldn’t tremble when she next touched the gem, haunted by the Aelfyn who’d died clutching their shards, reaching for the stars and finding only void.

So when a shadow unfurled across her balcony—too sudden, too close—it was as if the phantoms from the tomb had followed her back. All defenses forgotten, Serenna’s scream ripped loose. The brush clattered to the floor as she stumbled back, spine striking a sandstone pillar.

Massive wings flared across the balcony, blotting the dusk. No time to run. No time to—

A chuckle spilled around her.

Serenna clutched her throat, eyes wide as the shadows peeled back, resolving into Fenn.

“Didn’t expect you to bleat like a pocket goat, she-elf.” His fangs flashed, eyes glowing as he stepped in close to crowd her. “Should I knock next time?”

Serenna scowled and shoved at his chest. Or tried to. His body—unfairly solid—took the push without budging.

“You didn’t spend the day in a cursed tomb with dead illusions shrieking at you!” Serenna snapped, words cracking. She winced, teeth clicking shut, breath too fast to slow.

Fenn’s smirk vanished, his voice dipping lower, cautious. “Are you alright? I didn’t mean to—”

“I’m fine.” Straightening, Serenna squared her shoulders, as if posture alone could conjure composure. “I just didn’t sense you until you were already on me.” She cleared her throat, pushing forward. “How was your day, Captain?”

That, at least, landed.

Fenn’s lips curved, and the bond nearly purred for him, as if the new title were a scratch under the chin.

“I’d say productive.” His wings rustled once before vanishing. The scaled sheen of his arms slipped back into deep indigo as he shifted back into skin. “I accompanied Jassyn to the Maw. Would’ve flown in with him, but Lykor took over.”

“They…” Serenna blinked. “They went into the Maw?”

Fenn nodded. “They returned not long before you and the princeling.”

A knot cinched low in her gut, sharp enough to steal her breath. She hadn’t even wielded lightning yet, let alone channeled it the way Vesryn said Jassyn had. The earth bent so easily for him while she still carried the scorch of sunfire in her veins, unable to shake nearly burning to cinders in the tomb. If he was already flying ahead, then she was falling behind.

The thought had barely formed before Fenn closed the distance, scattering it.

“And now,” he said, voice velvet and heat, “I’ve ended up exactly where I wanted to be.”

His fang grazed the ring at his lip, pulling her gaze to his mouth, to the gleam tucked in his grin.

“Reporting for duty, of course,” he murmured, threading a claw through her damp hair, as if the brush she’d dropped had simply handed the task to him. “And it’s Skyclaw Captain of the Emberguard,” he drawled, sliding fully behind her.

Serenna huffed a laugh as she eased back into his chest. “Lykor outdid himself, but I’m not saying all that. And besides…” She tilted her head to catch his eyes, finding the flicker behind his smirk. “Pretty sure I outrank you, Captain. You’re the one stationed at my door.”

Fenn’s growl reverberated against her ear like a promise. “Then what orders does my she-elf have?”

Serenna shivered as his fingers glided from her hair, trailing down the curve of her neck. His talons slowed, lingering where he’d sink his fangs—if she asked again.

His thumbs pressed in slow, coaxing circles, unwinding the tension she’d carried since the den. Serenna’s breath loosened as her body sank into his touch.

Then Fenn’s palms slid lower, kneading her back in unhurried strokes. She bit down on her lower lip, swallowing the moan that threatened to rise. The sound would only widen his smirk.

“I doubt Lykor had this level of hands-on attention in mind when he formed the personal guard for Jassyn and me,” she managed, voice catching as another knot surrendered.

Claws slipping away, Fenn chuckled as he circled to face her. “Is it really that obvious?”

“You’re not exactly subtle.” Serenna rolled her shoulders before crossing her arms. “If it’s not you trailing me, it’s your sisters. I can’t so much as bathe without one of you jumping out of a shadow with a report.”

“File my fangs,” Fenn muttered. “I’ll have to reassign them. Should’ve known they’d gossip.”

“Speaking of…” Serenna’s voice thinned. “Did they tell you that Koln approached me in the corridor this morning?”

She’d nearly forgotten about that encounter, though something about it still lingered. Fenn’s partner had approached her and that was hardly her fault.

Fenn stilled, wariness rippling through the bond. “What did he want with you?”

Serenna shrugged, drawing it out. “He asked if I wanted to join him. At the Oasis.”

“Did he now?” Fenn’s irises flared, a flicker of confusion breaking through the fire. “That doesn’t sound like him.”

“He thought you might…appreciate the both of us,” she said, aiming for nonchalance and failing to land it clean. “At–at the same time.”

Koln had been blunt but polite, and he’d made it clear he had no interest in her. She remembered the way he’d said it, flat and unapologetic, drawing his line. I fuck Fenn. Fenn fucks you. Just don’t expect me to mingle with you. Simple.

Fenn snorted. “Of course he did. Still trying to pay off that debt from his first night in Asharyn, when he nearly got himself castrated and I had to drag him out of it.”

Serenna raised her brows. “Do I even want to know?”

Leaning back on the bannister, Fenn chuckled darkly. “He got drunk on nectared wine, stripped, and waded straight into the druids’ sacred pool.” He tipped his chin to the gardens below, waters shimmering in the last dregs of sunlight. “You know, the one with the floating mistpetal blooms? The druids get twitchy if anyone so much as sniffs one. Koln ate half a dozen. I had to intervene before the servants got creative with the gardening shears.”

“He…” Serenna stared, shaking her head.

Before she could respond, Fenn’s palms slid to her waist, settling at the flare of her hips. The bond between them stirred, attuned and curious, curling against her desire like smoke hunting for a way in.

Heat rose in her cheeks. She hadn’t meant to let Koln’s offer linger in her thoughts. But it had, heating something low. Not for herself. And certainly not for Koln—his foolishness only made her scoff. But for Fenn.

Unfiltered as it was, Koln’s invitation hadn’t been a dare or a trap, but a rough sort of grace—a way to make room for what she and Fenn had, even if it meant sharing the bed. Some reckless part of her sparked at that, until guilt jolted her back. She hadn’t even unraveled the tangle with Vesryn, and already her mind was weaving more knots.

Fenn’s talons flexed against her, teasing the line between claim and caress. “Are you still in your fertile days?” His grin curved wickedly. “Or have the moons turned? Tell me we’re finally free to be reckless without compromising the integrity of your womb.”

The forwardness caught her off guard, pulse leaping beneath her skin like it wanted to answer him first. She should’ve expected it by now. Wraith humor always straddled that knife-edge between clinical and obscene, and Fenn never veiled what he meant.

She knew the timing, a few days of risk twice a year. The rest left her free to act without consequence.

“Yes, the moons have turned,” Serenna mimicked, rolling her eyes—too flustered to play coy, unable to pretend his question hadn’t already sent desire climbing.

For a heartbeat, Fenn’s gaze dropped to her mouth, his breath catching, discipline held by the thinnest strand. She knew exactly where it would snap if she plucked.

“We still have some time before dinner,” Serenna murmured, sliding her palm up the hard plane of his chest.

His pupils slashed to wild, vertical slits. Fenn opened his mouth, but she interrupted.

“Only there’s one small issue.” Serenna walked her fingers up the centerline of his armor. “This is surely out of line.” Her mouth curved as she lifted her eyes through her lashes. “Since you’re on duty and all.”

Fenn snarled. And then he broke.

He snatched her jaw, restraint shattering under the rupture of need. His mouth crashed into hers, all heat and hunger and molten intent.

Serenna’s body answered before thought could, fingers locking in his hair in a grip that claimed him without needing a word.

Fenn kissed her like he fought—unyielding as steel, relentless as fire. Each drag of his mouth burned her breath away, leaving her aching for more. His fangs traced her lip, a perilous graze that threatened skin without breaking. Serenna gasped, his tongue chasing the sound like it belonged to him.

Lips tingling, she drew back to breathlessly ask, “Is this part of your evening patrol, or are you breaking protocol?”

“Consider this fieldwork,” Fenn growled, grin sharpening to a feral edge as his palms traced her body. “Perimeter inspection—very thorough.”

Serenna’s laugh spilled free as she tugged him toward her bedchamber. They barely left the balcony before three sharp knocks cracked against the suite door.

The sound split her open like lightning. Serenna froze, stomach plunging. She already knew.

Fenn caught the way her expression faltered. With a wry shrug, he slipped free of her grip before warping across the sitting room. In a blink, he reappeared at the entryway, swinging the door open.

Spine stiff, Serenna hurried to the center of the chamber. Vesryn stood on the other side, jaw locked, shoulders tight as he glared at Fenn.

Obscuring the prince’s view, Fenn braced an arm lazily against the doorframe, talons idly scoring the wood. Like she hadn’t been about to drag him into her sheets.

Like she hadn’t come undone with Vesryn on Naru’s back that morning.

Vesryn shifted just enough to look past Fenn, gaze locking with hers.

Shame flared beneath Serenna’s skin. The bond betrayed her with threads of want still cooling from Fenn’s touch—too late to smother, too raw to bury. Vesryn would feel it as surely as his own pulse, whether she willed it or not.

“I…wanted to see if you were ready for dinner,” Vesryn said, voice measured and tight, ignoring Fenn entirely. “But if you’re in the middle of something, I’ll—”

“I won’t say no to an appetizer,” Fenn cut in, smooth as smoke, tossing her a wink.

The blood drained from Serenna’s face as words deserting her. Fenn struck flint to kindling, and she couldn’t tell yet if the fire would burn them all at once.

Vesryn didn’t move, but his fingers curled in slowly, knuckles whitening. “I’ll see you two on the terrace.” A breath flared from his nostrils. “Or I won’t.”

He turned on his heel, stalking down the hall.

Chest tight, Serenna stayed rooted as Fenn leaned out of the room, calling after him. “Where do you think you’re going, princeling?”

Vesryn didn’t slow. “Since you two clearly have other plans for the evening,” he clipped, not looking back, “I’ll leave you to them.”

Fenn warped, then reappeared back in the sitting room with Vesryn caught fast in his grip. The bond spiked with the prince’s fury as he staggered free, spinning on Fenn with a snarl.

Fenn flicked his wrist and a pulse of force slammed the door shut. Serenna flinched as the latch clicked, sealing them in. Gaze leveling on her and Vesryn, Fenn folded his arms and planted himself in front of the doorway.

“Didn’t say Serenna had to be the only course,” he drawled, eyes raking over Vesryn with a look that lingered too long to be polite.

Serenna winced. “Fenn,” she warned, before Vesryn’s temper could ignite. “We should go. Jassyn and Lykor are probably—”

“No.”

Fenn’s word split the air cleanly, cutting her short.

His gaze slid between her and the prince, steady and unflinching. “From where I’m standing, neither of you has the spine to name what you want.”

Serenna shifted under the weight of the accusation even though he hadn’t raised his voice.

“You both care,” Fenn went on. “But that’s not rare. Plenty of people feel the spark. What matters is what you do when the fire bites back.”

His eyes locked on Vesryn. A muscle jumped in the prince’s jaw as he squared his shoulders, but he said nothing.

“And right now?” Fenn continued, gaze swinging back to her. “You’re both bolting in opposite directions.”

Serenna hesitantly met Vesryn’s eyes, an unspoken ache rising between them. She meant to say something—she was the one who’d tangled them all—but the moment slipped, and they both looked away as silence sank in its teeth.

“That’s not love,” Fenn said softly. “That’s fear hiding behind a closed jaw, waiting for someone else to speak first.”

He let the words fall like a blade, daring either of them to reach for it.

Serenna opened her mouth—to smooth, to pivot, to lay down some diplomatic balm that might blunt Vesryn’s sharp edges and buy her air.

Fenn lifted a claw. “Don’t,” he said, already reading the shape of what she reached for. “You’re leaning away again. Don’t make it easy for him to leave before either of you says what you want.”

Vesryn’s eyes flashed. “You think you know what I’m feeling?”

Fenn didn’t rise to the challenge. “I’m asking you to say it,” he said, gaze steady. “To her.”

“I don’t need to play whatever game this is,” Vesryn hissed. “I know how it ends. I lose.”

“That’s not true,” Serenna cut in. She stepped closer, carefully, like the floor might crack beneath her. “Fenn’s right. We haven’t spoken of this. Not together.”

Vesryn’s shoulders dropped, the motion defeated. “I was never going to make you choose between us,” he said quietly.

Jaw tight, he faltered, and Serenna sensed him warring to restrain the truth.

“I drove you to him in the first place,” Vesryn said at last, his voice splintering.

He faced Fenn fully, his expression shattered. “I hate that it’s you,” he rasped. “I hate how easily you make her laugh. How you saw what she needed before I did, and you gave it without hesitation. Like I wasn’t even trying.” A breath staggered from him, shallow and shaking. “But I was. I’ve always been trying. I’ve just never figured out how to reach for something without fucking it up.”

He looked back at Serenna, hurt wavering in his eyes. “You finding something with him doesn’t make me want you less. It never did. Maybe the bond is what brought us together, but I don’t want a future written by fate.”

His eyes flicked toward Fenn, a glance that admitted what had been built without him, even if it stung. When he looked back, the words scraped bare.

“What you have with him—you chose that. I want the same chance. Not because the stars aligned us together, but because you’d want to be with me too.”

The confession struck like a missed stair in the dark. Serenna stepped forward, claiming the ground he no longer guarded.

“And you can live with it?” Her whisper cut across the silence. “When I’m with Fenn? If I let myself want both of you? Is that even fair?”

“I’ve already lived with it,” Vesryn growled. “You’re with him. He’s with Koln. And you think I can’t handle the same?”

“I’m not asking either of you to decide tonight,” Fenn said gently, like someone who’d walked through a similar fire and hadn’t been burned. “But I’m not letting either of you torch this because you can’t say aloud what’s been smoldering between you.” He met Vesryn’s gaze, without heat or challenge, and shrugged. “You matter to her. That’s reason enough for me.”

Vesryn’s jaw flexed. “It should be obvious I’m not interested in you.”

The corner of Fenn’s mouth twitched. Serenna knew a quip was itching there, but he sheathed it with a smirk.

The quiet that followed throbbed with hesitation, crowding her chest as their attention turned to her.

“You both matter to me,” Serenna said, her voice steadier than she felt. “I know I won’t do this perfectly. But I want more—with both of you. And I won’t wound either of you with silence again.”

Her eyes found Vesryn’s, meeting the longing etched across his face, the ache of someone still learning how to open without breaking. “And you’re right. I want what’s between us to be something we claim together. Not because the bond intertwined us. I want you, and I don’t want to lose what we still have.”

Then she turned to Fenn, who held space without pressing. “I don’t want to lose what we’ve built either. Maybe I’ve been afraid to name it, but I’ll fight for this. For both of you.” Her throat tightened, but she forced the words free. “I know it won’t be easy. And I know what it costs you—both of you—to stand here and want me anyway. That’s not something I’ll ever take lightly.”

Serenna knew it wasn’t a resolution, but it was the first unshaken truth laid between them. And no one looked away.

Fenn exhaled theatrically, raking his talons through his hair, mouth tipping back into a curve. “Well,” he drawled, “no one’s storming off. I’ll count that as progress. Dinner, then?” He tilted his head, eyeing the prince. “Or is anyone else in the mood for something a little less…formal?”

Serenna blurted a laugh as Vesryn made a strangled sound—half growl, half sigh. His jaw worked, a retort winding up before stalling in a defeated grunt.

Fenn just grinned, sauntering toward the door. “Let’s go. I’d bet a fang Jassyn and Lykor came back from the Maw with something that’ll need a few sips of nectar to pry loose.” He didn’t look back, already halfway down the corridor.

“This is going to be…trying,” Vesryn muttered.

Yet his hand still found hers, fingers curling tight with a squeeze that promised he meant to stay. And she held on.


CHAPTER 14
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LYKOR



The memory of lightning still echoed in Lykor’s shoulders, though his scales had taken the worst of the charge. When they’d returned to Asharyn, Jassyn’s mending had driven out the scorch, but his hands had lingered for long enough that Lykor almost believed something else might spark there.

Almost.

Then Jassyn had pulled away. And the absence haunted him more than the storm—even a day later.

Lykor shoved the thought aside, matching Jassyn’s stride through the druid jungle. The heavy air clung like the memory of their first encounter beneath this canopy. He hadn’t questioned Jassyn’s choice to heal him here instead of in Asharyn—something about needing the earth’s energy.

The glade where their people had camped a week ago lay eerily still—ash-circled fire pits sinking into moss, the bones of a temporary home already devoured by the jungle’s slow hunger.

Lykor decided he could stomach vines and damp air again if it meant soaring the sky. Even if circling back to this grove nudged them closer to the king’s armies in the mortal realms. He accepted the risk, but the delay in the search for Skylash still chafed—a bitterness honed by the fact that it was for his sake.

Footfalls landed close behind. Intruding. Unwanted.

Miraculously, he’d held his tongue when Vesryn and Fenn followed through the portals that he’d opened back across the Wastes. But now—with their shadows dogging his heels and the mending looming like an execution block—his neck prickled, as if it already sensed the axe in their eyes.

“I agreed to healing,” Lykor muttered, keeping pace at Jassyn’s side as the canopy pressed darker overhead. He shot a scowl over his shoulder at the pair following. “Not an entourage.”

“I need Vesryn’s shadows,” Jassyn said, parting a tangle of vines with a wave of his hand.

His voice was too level, too measured with the kind of calm that only meant something beneath wasn’t. Lykor’s eyes cut to him, already not liking the sound of it, and trusting the prince’s involvement even less.

“Let me do the rending,” Vesryn called from behind. “I’d be faster.”

“In the way a butcher is faster than a surgeon,” Aesar mumbled in Lykor’s head.

Lykor rolled his eyes, ignoring them both. His glance snagged on Fenn, shouldering his druid flight leathers—though Lykor had never asked him to bring his gear from Asharyn. Fenn’s fangs flashed in a smile that promised nothing good.

“That doesn’t explain the captain’s presence,” Lykor grumbled.

“Pain management?” Jassyn offered, his voice pitched higher with the question.

Lykor stopped cold, glare sharp enough to peel bark. “I don’t think so.”

“It’s only fair,” Vesryn shot back, jabbing a thumb at Fenn as they all halted. “You made me endure his fangs, remember?”

“I don’t need venom,” Lykor bit out.

“You say that now,” Fenn said, idly twisting one of the obsidian scales dangling from his ear. “I’ll be gentle. Well, that is, depending where you let me bite.”

Lykor bared his own fangs, the snarl already rumbling.

Jassyn pinched the bridge of his nose, looking ready to bleed patience instead of Essence before he silently lifted his hands. Turquoise light fountained, spinning into form. Of twisted shoulders. A ruined spine. Scar-laced nerves writhing with phantom pain.

Lykor stiffened as the illusion floated between them. Every injury etched mercilessly clean. Every mutilation mapped in perfect clarity.

“I need you unfeeling for this,” Jassyn said softly. “Temporarily paralyzed.” He motioned toward the vertebrae and tendons. “I’ll channel Vesryn’s rending through the bond, deconstruct everything, then rebuild.” He didn’t quite meet Lykor’s eyes. “The venom is better than…the alternative.”

Every muscle braced. Coercion. Masking pain the same way Jassyn had with the prince, when he’d knit tattered legs after the druids’ flayers.

So this was what Jassyn’s vagueness had been circling—the sidelong glances when he thought Lykor wasn’t looking, the half explanations, the detour into the jungle. The truth kept quiet because Jassyn scorching well knew Lykor would’ve refused to participate.

Clenching his teeth, Lykor bit down the impulse to portal back to the desert. Too late for cowardice dressed as second thoughts.

Instead, he growled, “You could’ve just led with ‘spinal detonation.’” The words came out harsher than he meant—gallows humor honed sharp against himself, even as the sight of bone unraveling wrenched the breath from his lungs.

Expecting some snide reassurance, Lykor glanced at Aesar, who’d materialized outside of their skull. But Aesar’s attention had locked on the illusion. He drifted around it, studying muscles peeling in layers, realigning vertebrae, nerves unspooling before reknitting. The sequence cycled again.

Ruin rehearsed. Repair promised. Neither convincing.

Lykor gestured at the hovering dissection. “And you’ve done this before?”

“Not…exactly,” Jassyn admitted, tugging at the strap on one of his bracers. “I’ve been conferring with Magister Thalaesyn—since you didn’t want anyone else joining us. I would’ve preferred a circle of magus, but you left me no choice. I know I can do it.”

Lykor caught the exasperated edge in his tone. It stung more than it should have, but he shoved it aside with a grunt. “Reassuring.”

Aesar flapped a hand at him. “Just agree so we can get this over with.”

Fine. He’d get to the part where he regretted everything.

Lykor turned, surveying the place where he’d stopped. The hollowed trees that had once served as infirmaries loomed in the dappled sun.

He kicked at a gnarled root. “So, what? I lie here in the dirt?”

Jassyn shook his head, dispelling the illusion with a flick of his fingers. “We’ll do this inside.” He approached the central tree and stepped through its living threshold, motioning for them to follow.

Lykor lingered after Fenn and Vesryn vanished, the weight of what lay ahead creeping close.

“WHAT DO YOU THINK?” he asked Aesar, who had appeared beside him.

“I think his methods are sound. And if Thalaesyn agrees…” Aesar tilted his head, studying him. “This won’t be the worst thing you’ve endured.”

Lykor scowled. “THAT’S NOT EXACTLY COMFORTING.”

“Don’t act like you’re looking for comfort,” Aesar volleyed back, voice smooth as a blade sliding into its sheath. “You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t trust him.”

“I’M ONLY ASKING BECAUSE IF THIS GOES WRONG…” Lykor trailed off, claw clenching at his side, every knuckle cracking. “IT’S NOT JUST MY BACK THAT BREAKS.”

“It’s worth the risk,” Aesar murmured. His eyes met Lykor’s, shining steady. “And like you, I’d rather gamble on flight than rot on the ground. We were never built to survive by crawling.”

Apparently that settled the matter. Aesar didn’t wait for an answer before dissolving like mist, his presence curling back into the quiet recesses of their mind.

Lykor exhaled, the sound thin as a last reprieve, then rolled his neck and stepped into the tree.

Vesryn waited by the curve of the trunk, unusually still, as Fenn settled Lykor’s flight armor on the ground. Jassyn knelt at the chamber’s center, palm pressed to the tree’s polished floor. Essence whirled around him, and globes of illumination spiraled upward, casting the trunk in a dim glow.

Lykor didn’t feel the next surge of power, but he saw it ripple through the earth. Roots writhed in first, dragging in the scent of loam. Vines spilled from high in the trunk, veiling the chamber in green. Moss spread thick across the floor, damp and breathing, until the space itself seemed alive.

The tendrils rose and fused, shaping into a low structure of woven root. The tilt was too familiar. A platform meant to bear a body.

Lykor’s breath went cold, his chest snared in old memory.

Jassyn looked up. And in his eyes Lykor saw it, the worry and concern at what he’d created. The echo of an altar, not stone but living earth and root.

“I tried to make it different,” Jassyn said softly as he rose. “Is this…okay?”

Lykor’s heart jammed in his throat. No one had ever asked him that, and the gentleness scraped deeper than his oldest scars.

He said nothing. Instead, his gaze slid past Jassyn—to Vesryn, lounging with one leg propped against the trunk, and to Fenn, eyes burning with far too much enthusiasm.

Something bristled back into place. A sharper edge. One he could control.

“I don’t want them here,” Lykor growled. “Spectating like that.”

Jassyn’s voice didn’t rise, but steel threaded through it. “Vesryn. Out.”

The prince rolled his eyes but pushed off the tree. “Fine. But if you start fumbling with my shadows, I’m coming back in to help.”

Muttering under his breath, he slipped through the swaying curtain of vines that had descended to obscure the entrance.

Fenn made no move to follow. “You might want to get comfortable,” he said, sweeping a claw toward the platform.

Lykor’s lip curled, but Jassyn moved between them before the snarl could rise, his hand landing on Lykor’s arm.

Instinct reared. Muscles coiled. The contact wasn’t unwelcome. Not from Jassyn. Only…strange. To be steadied, not subdued. A creeping familiarity stirred, like a beast recalling it needn’t bare its teeth at every touch.

“I asked him to give you just enough venom to hold you on the brink,” Jassyn said gently. “To keep your body still but your mind aware. But if you feel anything while I’m working…” His fingers tightened, heat pressing into Lykor’s arm. “You have to tell me so he can give another dose.”

“And if I can’t speak?” Lykor mumbled, the bite draining from his voice.

He already knew the answer, but balked anyway, unsettled by how little armor it left him to hide behind. His eyes flicked to the hand Jassyn still braced on his arm. He waged a silent war not to linger there, as if staring might turn the anchor into a shackle. When he finally tore his gaze upward, he found Jassyn watching him.

“Then I’ll reach for you telepathically,” Jassyn said. “If you’ll permit it.”

Lykor’s nod was little more than a jerk of his chin.

“Venom settles differently in everyone,” Fenn mused, idly spinning a ring in his brow. “When I bit Jassyn, he went all breathy and silent. The princeling just got louder. You?” His fangs flashed, quick and sharp. “Half the odds you’ll keep your dignity. Half you won’t.”

Lykor scowled. “If I act like the prince did—”

“If you do,” Jassyn cut in, “no one else will be here to witness it.”

Breath leaked in a slow hiss between Lykor’s teeth. He didn’t look at Jassyn. Didn’t glance at Fenn. As if sheer refusal to meet their eyes might conjure distance where none existed.

Lykor did the only thing left to him. He yanked his tunic over his head and threw it aside. Spine taut, shoulders squared in defiance, he crossed the hollow and pushed himself up onto the waiting platform like a condemned man stepping up to the noose.

“Just get it over with,” he ground out, perched on the edge as moss-veiled vines creaked beneath his legs.

“You might want to lie back,” Fenn offered, sauntering over.

“No.”

Jassyn lifted his hands, and the earth obeyed. Vines stirred behind Lykor, braiding into a cradle that caught his spine and braced his weight.

Staring ahead, Lykor dug his fingers into the roots weaving around him, every muscle coiled to the verge of rupture as Fenn leaned in close. Heat radiated off him, but a shiver chased it, raising the hairs along Lykor’s skin before the bite ever came.

He didn’t breathe as Fenn’s fangs breached the slope of his neck—a clean puncture, stinging faintly. Pressure spread like a second heartbeat, pulsing from the base of his throat.

Lykor didn’t flinch or blink. But somewhere deep, he recoiled, fighting the primal urge to rip free.

Fenn withdrew as the venom slid in, cold and silken. Painless. A velvet numbness unfurled through his chest, fanning outward until thought and flesh dissolved into a haze.

Lykor’s eyelids fought the drift. His heart slowed, every beat heavy as stone.

Through the fog, he caught Jassyn’s low voice. “I’ll touch your mind if I need you,” he murmured to Fenn. “Keep Vesryn busy. But don’t let him wander far.”

“Quality bonding time. Got it.” Fenn’s voice curled with amusement, his footsteps already fading.

With a twist of his wrist, Jassyn drew on the earth. The foliage from earlier wove a cocoon of living green that sealed the chamber, drowning it in twilight.

Suspended upright in root and moss, Lykor realized this must be what execution felt like—not in the strike, but in the waiting. The silence before the blade.

Breath shallow, his limbs hung heavy, as if draped in sodden cloth. Still, he forced his eyes open, blinking against the blur that gathered like water over drowning eyes.

Jassyn turned toward him, a halo of Essence whirling around his hands. “How do you feel?”

Tongue like lead, Lykor swallowed thickly, Jassyn’s voice the only thing mooring him to breath and bone. “Like I’ve been turned to stone,” he slurred, the words dragging slow. His gaze slid to where Fenn had vanished from the tree. “Can’t fathom why that lot bites each other to feel this way on purpose.”

Jassyn’s mouth twitched, but he didn’t comment. “Once I begin,” he said as shadows laced between his fingers, twisting with strands of crimson mending light, “I can’t stop until it’s finished. If you need it, I’ll have Fenn send you the rest of the way under.”

Lykor managed a nod, though it felt more like the thought of one than true motion.

“I’ll be with you through every breath,” Jassyn said. “If anything surfaces—whether it’s pain or the past pressing in—tell me.” His voice caught, barely, but steadied again as his eyes held Lykor’s. “I won’t let you vanish in the dark.”

Heat stung behind Lykor’s eyes, and he dragged in air through his nose, fighting the urge to look away. It sounded like a promise, and worse, like one he almost wanted to believe. Pride snapped its fangs, begging him to snarl, but his chest betrayed him, burning with how deep the vow struck.

“When I’m finished,” Jassyn continued, “your spine will bear your wings. Without pain or lingering scars. I’ll rebuild strength where you need it to fly.”

Fly. The word snagged in his thoughts. Flight meant more than wings. It meant tearing loose from the king’s chains, hammered cruel and permanent into his bones.

“And if you do this wrong?” The question slipped out before Lykor could stop it, hoarse and vulnerable.

Jassyn didn’t flinch. “I won’t.”

Lykor exhaled something that tasted too much like surrender. He could carry agony. Every pain had shaped him, scar by scar. What threatened him now rose from the ache of wanting, a wound he had no armor for.

Jassyn didn’t know it, but he wasn’t only rebuilding a spine. He was risking something far more ruinous in giving Lykor the shape of hope.

“I’m ready,” he said at last, the words raw and yielding.

“I’ll turn you over with the plants now,” Jassyn murmured, lowering his palms to the living platform.

Lykor closed his eyes. “If I say anything stupid…”

“I’ll purge it from my mind.”

He tried to scowl, but it faltered, lost beneath the quiet unraveling. He’d been flayed by magic. Broken. Tortured. But never undone like this. This was exposure without violence, tenderness he had no shield against.

And somehow, it unmade him in ways pain never could.


CHAPTER 15
[image: ]
JASSYN



The vines obeyed Jassyn’s will, folding around Lykor’s prone form like a cradle meant for ruin. Face down, he lay still as Jassyn gathered his hair and tied it aside, baring the length of his spine.

Jassyn slipped raw Essence beneath skin, assessing without tearing, mapping the fractures time had buried—calcified pain, old injuries sealed wrong, nerves twisted by strain. Every scar whispered a story of endurance, but Jassyn didn’t intend to heal them. He meant to undo them.

He drew in a slow breath and reached into Vesryn’s side of their Well. Shadows spilled from his fingers, curling above Lykor’s back, held at the ready. He’d never wielded rending before, but he shaped it as precisely as he did mending—convinced the difference lay only in the ability itself. Stitching or severing.

But when Jassyn steered the first wisps of shadows into the flesh of Lykor’s shoulders, he nearly flinched. Rending sliced deep with surgical sharpness, blood surging in a dark rush.

Hauling on Vesryn’s force talent without thought, Jassyn funneled Essence into a siphon of blue light. The garnet-black spill lifted from Lykor’s back, held aloft before it could sink into the moss. The sphere swelled above them, rippling as it fed along the thread of power he kept taut.

Jassyn worked shadows like scalpels, peeling back layers of skin and muscle. Each tendon parted with a wet snap, and ligaments followed, severed one by one with rending’s strike.

His eyes darted to the side of Lykor’s face, watching for a flinch, a twitch, any sign of pain, but Lykor lay utterly still while Jassyn’s fingers shook.

Now exposed, the vertebrae lay warped and misaligned. Between the shoulder blades, the faint indent of the king’s golden stakes still scarred the ridge of spine. For a moment, Jassyn’s breath caught. Then he braced himself and cracked the first bone.

It crumbled beneath his shadows. Jassyn exhaled through his teeth as he summoned each fragment upward, holding them aloft in a beam of illumination. He turned them, examined the ruin, and began weaving lattices into the cavity left behind—rebuilding the spine bone by bone into the shape it was meant to hold.

And then he began again.

Fragment by fragment, he reforged the marrow, weaving the lattice from the center outward. Nerves knit next, filaments spinning into fragile webs. The bones followed slowly as Jassyn fractured and reset them, restoring what the king had mutilated, one vertebra at a time.

“I can’t feel anything.”

The words came soft, slurred.

Jassyn glanced toward Lykor’s face, resting against the moss. “That’s the idea,” he murmured. “But if you do, you need to tell me.”

“You said the venom wouldn’t addle my mind.”

“I never said that,” Jassyn said, refocusing on the shadows and mending light coiling around his hands. “Fenn said the effects could go either way.”

Lykor huffed. “Feels like anything could flap off my tongue right now.”

The corner of Jassyn’s mouth nearly lifted. “Then I’ll assume it’s just the venom talking.”

Lykor snorted. “And if it’s not?”

Startled by the near laugh, Jassyn looked back at him, pulse quickening at the sound.

“Speaking of Fenn,” Lykor mumbled. “What do you think of him?” The words spilled free, as though they’d been waiting behind his teeth.

“I…like him,” Jassyn ventured, unsure where the question led. He bent his attention back beneath his palms, fingers steadying the healing weave.

“He smiles too much,” Lykor muttered instead of answering. “Makes me want to knock it off his face.”

Even though Lykor couldn’t see it, Jassyn bit back a smile of his own. “That’s part of his charm. He’s carefree enough to mean it.” And maybe that was why Fenn’s ease needled Lykor, because he carried none of their scars.

Jassyn pressed on, sealing bone, stitching muscle, coaxing nerves back into line. His breath grew ragged with effort, shadows quivering faintly with the strain. Blessedly, when he released Vesryn’s rending, the prince didn’t barrel into his thoughts or barge his way back into the tree. The worst of the healing was nearly over, hanging just beyond his grasp.

Lykor had gone quiet, the venom haze no longer spilling words but thickening in the silence between them. When he finally spoke, his voice rasped against it.

“And are you…” He began, then cleared his throat. “I mean, is someone like Fenn…”

The question drifted unfinished. Jassyn stilled, wishing he could see Lykor’s whole face—whether his expression came cloaked in caution, cracked by nerves, or already steeped in regret.

“If that’s the venom talking…” Jassyn said softly, offering him a way out.

“Would you choose someone like Fenn?” Lykor pressed instead, voice dipping lower.

Jassyn blinked, the words brushing against something long buried, memories he hadn’t unearthed in decades.

Lykor’s next words tumbled out in a slurred rush. “I know you didn’t get the choice before. But…I mean—was there ever someone you wanted? You don’t have to answer. I just…wondered.”

Jassyn drew in a slow breath, stabilizing the net of mending. And himself.

“There was someone I wanted,” he said at last. It was the first time he’d said it aloud, and the admission scraped in his throat. “Before the contracts. Before I understood what I was to the realm.” Crimson light curled as he reknitted muscle over Lykor’s spine. “She was the daughter of a councilwoman—one of the last pure-bloods born.”

Jassyn worked deliberately, keeping every motion precise as he stitched together the severed tendons.

“She didn’t look at me like the other elves. To her, I wasn’t just a half-breed curiosity.” He paused, voice thinning. “Or so I thought.”

Lykor didn’t speak, but Jassyn felt the weight of his silence, the stillness of him listening.

“She made me believe that I was wanted,” Jassyn said softly. “That even if I wasn’t a pure-blood, I might still have a place in their world.”

His magic wavered, a thread looping the same ligament twice before he realized he’d been tracing memory instead of bone. Lykor twitched beneath his palms, and Jassyn gritted his teeth, forcing the lattice steady again.

“But one day her family left the capital without warning. Returned to their estates. I waited. Told myself stories. Any excuse for the absence.”

Hands beginning to tremble, Jassyn curled them into fists as if pressure alone might choke off the ache clawing up his throat.

“My mother was the one who told me.” An exhale rushed out of him as he shook his head. “That was the only time I’ve ever seen her proud. She said the councilwoman’s daughter had conceived. That I’d fulfilled my purpose. And only then did I understand what I’d been to her. To everyone.”

Lykor’s breath grew shallow, as if anything louder might shatter what Jassyn had just laid bare.

“That was the only time I thought I’d chosen someone,” Jassyn said with a bitter laugh. “Turns out I never did. Everyone after that just stopped pretending to care first.”

With a tremor in his fingers, he reached outward, calling the blood back from where it hovered. The globes sank into torn vessels, coursing through sinew, stitching lifeforce along each thread. At last, he knotted the final weave of mending, sealing flesh and leaving behind the unbroken line of Lykor’s spine.

His gaze dropped to the unblemished skin, fingers drifting along the healed ridge of bone. Spine and shoulders realigned. Not even a scar remained to mark the previous wounds.

“I’m going to purge the venom now,” Jassyn murmured, bracing one hand against Lykor’s back and the other against the tangle of plants holding him, sinking into the earth’s pulse.

He hadn’t needed the earth to mend after all, but he’d kept the energy waiting—held as a reserve for what Essence couldn’t touch. Now he opened himself to that thrum, letting the power flood him.

Green light bloomed from his fingertips as he reached deeper, drawing from the surrounding life. Leaves curled and moss blackened as the energy surged toward him in waves. The plants didn’t scream, but they shriveled as though their roots remembered suffering. Jassyn spun that stolen breath of life into Lykor’s veins, scouring away every trace of the venom.

When the glow finally dimmed from his hands, he withdrew. Lykor stirred, pushing himself up with a slow effort. His limbs trembled as he swung his legs over the edge of the platform, clutching the withered vines to steady himself.

“And now?” Lykor asked. “If you ever wanted to choose again…would it still be someone like her?”

Jassyn didn’t answer at once, his focus drawn to the blackened moss between his boots.

“I mean…” Lykor’s voice softened, cautious. “Would it be another female?”

“I don’t know,” Jassyn said as he settled to sit beside Lykor on the platform. For a heartbeat he nearly swallowed the truth, but then he admitted quietly, “Even before that…shape or gender never mattered to me.”

His gaze fell to a single vine that had survived between them. Curled at the edges, but alive. Jassyn reached for it gently, casting out the last sliver of green light gathered in his fingertips. Leaves unfurled along the stem, fragile but defiant, a small restoration of what he’d taken.

“But if I choose again…” His voice wavered. “It would be someone who sees me. Not my bloodline.”

He looked up, but Lykor was already turned away, his boot scraping at a root’s edge. Jassyn swallowed and let the silence rest for a moment before asking softly, “Do you want to shift into your wings?”

Lykor blinked, as though surfacing from some depth. Jassyn thought he still looked half-lost even as he rose and moved a few paces away. His eyes slipped shut, and Jassyn held his breath, idly tracing the stitched seam of a bracer.

Wings erupted from Lykor’s back in a sweeping arc. Joints locked true, membranes drew taut, every tendon flexing with strength. He turned, testing their span—folding closed, then flaring wide. At the tips, the talons clicked together, sharp as knives eager for use.

Lykor exhaled a ragged sigh, as if he’d been bracing for agony that never came. His brows slackened, the hard line between them breaking, though doubt still shadowed his eyes. Like the absence of pain might shatter if he trusted it too soon.

“I never thought I’d know what it feels like…” he murmured to himself, flexing a wing again, staring at the membrane, “to be without it.”

Jassyn’s chest cinched and he glanced away, unprepared for awe so unguarded. Cruel, that relief could ache deeper than suffering.

Dispelling his wings, Lykor returned to the platform, sitting back down beside Jassyn.

“I don’t know how to thank you,” he said, voice rough. His attention fell to the claw clenched in his lap. “But…might I ask for one more thing?”

Jassyn inclined his head, the heat from Lykor’s bare chest spilling across the space between them.

Hesitantly, Lykor lifted his fist. “Can you heal this too? Turn it back into…what it was before?”

Jassyn curled his hand over the claw, his fingers nearly lost against the strength of the limb. He traced the ridge of closed knuckles, coaxing them open without demand.

Lykor stiffened at once. Muscles locked, tendons tight beneath skin, a shiver rippling through his arm. He didn’t pull away, but the strain of holding still coiled through him like a snare set to spring.

Jassyn kept his grip firm enough to hold, but gentle enough to promise he wouldn’t force. For a breathless moment they hung in the suspended pause.

Then, with a shuddered exhale, Lykor’s shoulders dropped. Resistance drained away and his fingers uncurled one by one, slow and reluctant, until his palm lay open in Jassyn’s.

He knew this wasn’t just a wraith’s limb to Lykor—it was memory carved into flesh. Jassyn’s throat tightened, the truth pressing hard against his ribs. He could knit bone, stitch muscle, even cleanse venom from blood. But no craft of Essence or earth could unmake what had already been forged—he couldn’t reshape the claw into the hand it once was.

So instead, he wove their fingers together. Lykor tensed, starting to pull away.

“There’s nothing to fix,” Jassyn said quietly. His heart lurched even as he tightened his hold, heat filling every seam between their palms.

Lykor’s voice dropped to a growl. “Are you just saying that or—”

“If you truly wanted it, and if I had the power to, I would change it back,” Jassyn insisted. “But this”—he squeezed gently—“isn’t a flaw. It’s a mark of endurance. Proof that you survived.”

Lykor’s jaw tightened, though he held steady, eyes burning and searching. Slowly, his gaze dropped to their joined hands. His thumb brushed a hesitant path across Jassyn’s wrist, a lingering touch settling against the hum of his racing pulse.

When Lykor looked up again, his attention snagged on Jassyn’s mouth—hovering there for a breath too long—before he met his gaze.

Jassyn’s heart stumbled. He hadn’t known what he expected in those firelit depths, only that it wasn’t the tenderness burning so quietly there.

“You said you don’t care what shape people are,” Lykor murmured. “But if you wanted to choose…would it be someone like me?” A swallow tightened his throat, but he didn’t look away. “Because I want to kiss you,” he said softly. “But only if you’d want that too.”

Jassyn went still, a flush rising under his skin. The world didn’t stop, but his breath did, caught somewhere between his ribs.

No one had ever asked him before.

Lykor’s cheeks darkened as he glanced away. “I–I’ve been wanting to ask,” he added quickly. “But you can say no. I’d never take what you weren’t willing to give.”

Heat pricked behind Jassyn’s eyes. Because Lykor wasn’t assuming or demanding. And somehow that halting question felt more sacred than anything Jassyn had ever been offered.

He focused on the press of Lykor’s palm, the stillness that waited instead of took. And in the quiet between them, Jassyn realized he wanted to. Not because survival demanded he endure another performance.

Because this—at last—was a choice.

His.

And stars help him, Lykor began to unravel with such earnest sincerity that Jassyn fought back a smile. Words tumbled out of him in a rush, breaking loose like floodwater.

“I just—I thought maybe… But I understand if not. I don’t want to make anything worse. Or—”

But Jassyn wasn’t listening anymore as he stared at their clasped hands. For the first time in decades, the pause between heartbeats didn’t echo with emptiness.

“It doesn’t have to be now,” Lykor tried again, quieter this time. “Or ever. I—”

Jassyn’s pulse thundered as he slowly unwound their fingers. Lykor locked into a near-wraith stillness, a shadow of worry flickering across his face—perhaps fearing that he’d said too much, pressed too far.

But Jassyn only leaned in, reaching forward to cup his jaw.

And then he kissed him, soft and certain, like answering a question he’d never been allowed to ask—one the world had silenced, but his heart had kept waiting anyway.


CHAPTER 16
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LYKOR



It took Lykor longer than he’d ever admit to realize what was unfolding.

Jassyn’s mouth grazed his, light at first, before heat rushed everywhere. Fingers swept from Lykor’s jaw into his hair, the motion so sure it sundered the air from his lungs.

He blinked, half-dazed by the certainty of it, as if he’d taken a thunderbolt straight to the skull. Jassyn pressed in close, lips moving with a steadiness like this wasn’t their first kiss at all.

That confidence only made Lykor’s pulse stutter harder, unmade and helpless. He’d been the one to ask, yet now that the moment had become real—now that Jassyn had leaned in—he didn’t know how to meet it.

So he sat frozen, stunned and slack-jawed while Jassyn’s lips lingered on his.

When Jassyn finally drew back, breath unsteady, the small distance snapped something loose. Before thought could stop him, Lykor caught Jassyn by the nape and hauled him back to his mouth. Too fast—their teeth clicked, lips crashing together—but neither pulled away.

Jassyn’s fingers tightened in Lykor’s hair, a shiver sparking across his scalp. The kiss deepened with heat and friction—tongues tangling, teeth grazing, the taste of him wild as the kiss turned feral.

Chests heaving, they broke apart only long enough to draw air before crashing together again, fiercer this time, the kiss striking like the rebound of a storm.

Burning hotter than before. Hungrier.

Lykor answered breath for breath, pulse for pulse, fire catching behind his ribs until every part of him sparked awake. MORE. That was all he could think, unable to stop.

Not with Jassyn kissing him back.

Not with thunder pounding in his chest, lightning searing his veins, and something dangerously close to wonder burning away everything else.

Jassyn’s tongue swept into his mouth and the universe fractured. Lykor groaned. He meant it to be a growl, but Jassyn dragged something needier from him instead. And in that moment, he didn’t care how unguarded it sounded because Jassyn responded to the noise like he needed it. His breath shuddered against Lykor’s lips as if devouring him was the only way left to fill his lungs.

Releasing his hair, Jassyn’s hands slid lower, skimming the curve of Lykor’s throat, fingers drifting over skin still bared from healing.

Lykor’s fangs extended. He had no hope of recalling them even if he tried.

“I—” He attempted to speak, maybe to apologize—he wasn’t sure—but Jassyn’s mouth stole the words. Words dissolved, leaving only heat and heartbeat. So Lykor kissed back instead.

Jassyn didn’t avoid the sharpened canines, only pressed closer when Lykor caught his bottom lip between his teeth and tugged. The guttural sound that tore from Jassyn’s throat—wanting, reckless, and utterly raw—hit Lykor square in the chest, too wild a noise for anything he’d ever imagined.

Mouth turning ravenous, Jassyn launched forward, driving his hands against Lykor’s chest, shoving him down. The moss-covered platform caught his back with a muffled thud, the jolt punching the breath from his lungs.

Jassyn shifted as he crashed on top of him, straddling like a siege—knees bracketing Lykor’s hips, wings flaring wide, amber eyes slitted and wild. His palms struck Lykor’s shoulders, pinning him like prey.

Lykor’s pulse hammered, bludgeoning every thought from his skull until air itself deserted him. He’d never seen Jassyn like this—power and hunger and want made flesh.

Unleashed. Feral. Glorious.

Then Jassyn went still, blinking hard as if realization had just caught up to the motion. The heat in his eyes dimmed, clarity slicing in as a flicker of shame doused the fire.

“Stars,” he rasped, the haze of desire clearing from his face. “I–I didn’t mean to do that.”

Before Lykor could recover, Jassyn pulled away, the retreat quick as a heartbeat. Wings and scales vanished as he surged to his feet, stumbling over the vines in his haste to flee. His chest heaved as he stopped a few paces away, eyes wide and fixed on Lykor—still sprawled on his back, stunned.

Lykor couldn’t move, the ache of Jassyn’s absence throbbing through him like a second pulse. He could still feel the phantom press of his weight, the reckless intimacy of the claiming.

A slow breath escaped him. His mouth curved, testing a shape he’d never dared. He’d spent a lifetime keeping his defenses sharp enough to draw blood from anyone who tried to get close. But Jassyn had crossed the line as if it didn’t exist at all. And Lykor had let him.

He’d liked it.

Not just the chaos of the kiss, but the surrender. The exquisite shock of letting go. He’d spent years measuring every cost, never reaching for anything at all. Always the blade. Never the sheath.

Jassyn had seen him—the ruin, the rage, the wreckage—and hadn’t shied away. He’d dared to touch what others only feared to look at, and kissed Lykor like he wasn’t made of scars at all. A breath shuddered loose, trembling on the edge of peace, perilously close to something gentler than he’d ever let himself feel.

The silence stretched, real again. Lykor’s heart steadied as the world came back into focus. The taste of Jassyn still clung to his lips when he finally blinked and looked up.

Across the chamber, Jassyn stood motionless, fingers buried in his curls, gaze locked on the moss beneath his boots.

The air between them still hummed with what they’d done. Lykor pressed a palm to the cool vines and pushed upright. He rose slowly and stepped forward, careful not to crowd.

“You don’t have to run,” he said.

Cheeks flushed, Jassyn swallowed and glanced up, meeting Lykor’s eyes.

Lykor stepped closer and offered his hand. Just to hold. “If that happens again,” he said, voice rough with the confession, “I wouldn’t mind. But if it was too much, you don’t have to explain.”

For a moment, Jassyn hesitated. But then slipped his fingers into Lykor’s.

“It wasn’t the kiss,” he said softly, his thumb tracing a slow circle. “It’s the fear of losing myself to the beastblood—to that hunger. I just need to know it’s real, and not me losing control.”

Lykor tightened his grip. The strange thing was, he felt nothing dark prowling beneath his skin. No beastblood clawing at his chest, no pull of power—only the steady weight of Jassyn’s palm in his.

“Then take the time you need,” Lykor said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Jassyn’s lips curved, hardly a smile, but the start of one. “I don’t know what I’m doing,” he admitted, brushing a stray lock of hair from Lykor’s eyes. “But I want to learn. With you.”

Lykor’s chest nearly capsized. He wasn’t used to being wanted, not instead of Aesar. But Jassyn’s eyes held no confusion, no mistake. Only choice.

A part of him ached to answer it, to meet that choosing again with his own.

“I want to kiss you again,” Lykor said quietly, “but only if it’s not too soon.”

Jassyn didn’t answer right away. His gaze swept across Lykor’s face, as if measuring the fragile space between fear and want. Then, with that same steady certainty as before, he leaned in, hand sliding back through Lykor’s hair.

“On one condition,” Jassyn murmured, lips hovering a breath away. “Don’t ask when you already know the answer.”

And then he kissed him, without urgency this time. Enough to call it wanting. Enough to call it theirs, if only for this moment.

Letting himself feel, Lykor melted into it. One hand rose to cup Jassyn’s cheek, but he didn’t deepen the kiss. Didn’t push for more.

Their mouths parted, just enough to breathe. Jassyn didn’t retreat, his eyes searching Lykor’s. And in that stillness, where breath mingled and silence held, what they’d both chosen hovered between them.

Peace lasted exactly one heartbeat before the world came rushing back.

Jassyn jolted like a current had seized him. He stepped back, eyes snapping toward the tree’s sealed entrance.

“I—” he choked, dragging both hands down his face. “Scorching stars, I didn’t think to mute the bond.”

Lykor blinked, still recovering when Vesryn’s voice filtered through the vines—amused and utterly unrepentant.

“I’m coming in.” Shadows curled beneath the green curtain. “And if this is a bad time, consider it…noted.”

Jassyn’s shoulders sagged with an expelled sigh. With a twist of his hand, he parted the vines to reveal the prince.

Lykor glared as Vesryn strolled into the hollow. Uninvited. Unwanted.

The prince halted just inside the tree, gaze raking over the heat still clinging to Jassyn’s flushed cheeks before cutting to Lykor. Then, as if to confirm what he already suspected, his eyes flicked back to Jassyn’s tousled curls. The look lingered just long enough for his mouth to twitch, but whatever questions rose, he caged neatly behind a smirk.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt,” Vesryn said, tone bright enough to mock sincerity. He tossed a berry into the air and caught it on his tongue. “Though in my defense, it felt like the mending part was over.”

Jassyn composed himself faster than Lykor, though the tightening of his lips betrayed that he’d caught the barb. He wrinkled his nose at the violet stain darkening Vesryn’s fingertips—juice from the same berries he idly tossed in the air, almost certainly something questionable scavenged by Fenn.

Lykor seized the opening before the prince could pry, noting an absence.

“Where’s Fenn?” he demanded, gaze cutting to where the captain had arranged his armor. Forgoing the discarded tunic, he ignited a burst of force, whipping the flight leathers to his waiting claw.

As he buckled the pieces into place, Vesryn only shrugged, waving a hand toward the jungle. “Probably still talking to the wind. I left him by a tree.” Another berry vanished between his teeth. He tilted his head, eyes narrowing on Lykor. “Are you two…finished? Or does Jassyn need to add any final touches?”

With a snarl, Lykor warped across the hollow. Vesryn flinched as he materialized beside him, but Lykor didn’t slow. His shoulder clipped the prince’s, staggering him before he strode out beneath the tree’s arch, never once looking back.

He wasn’t fleeing, only peeling himself away before Vesryn could sour the moment further. Leaving Jassyn to face the prince alone hadn’t been deliberate. Or an act of cowardice. He simply needed air to douse what still smoldered inside his chest.

The jungle’s breath pressed close, thick with damp moss and humidity that dripped from fronds. The nerves on his back crawled, but it wasn’t pain, only the void where it had crouched. Out of habit, he rolled his shoulders, waiting for the sharp pull.

Nothing came.

He’d learned to live around pain like a scar, and now the absence felt like a skin he didn’t know how to wear—too smooth to trust. Lykor nearly reached inward, just to see if Aesar felt it too. But instead of barging into Aesar’s mindspace, he stopped himself.

This stillness, this strange peace, belonged to him. Or rather, the hands that had given it.

Lykor released a slow exhale before reaching for the flame in his chest, plunging into the shift.

In a rush of heat, wings flared from the slits in his armor, membranes snapping taut. Just like before, his spine didn’t scream and no joints buckled in protest. His throat tightened as every motion flowed smooth. Seamless. Painless.

Shoving the feeling down, he folded his wings with a soft rustle and angled toward the jungle. The new weight tugged at his shoulders, tilting his balance. His body adjusted, muscle and instinct finding their rhythm until his stride steadied.

He barely made it twenty aimless paces before spotting Fenn, trussed to a tree. Shadows coiled around the captain’s limbs, writhing around his jaw, clamping his mouth shut.

For once, Lykor grudgingly thought Vesryn had the right idea.

He sighed, muttered a curse at his own mercy, and flicked his wrist, slicing through the bindings with a sliver of rending.

Fenn straightened with a chuckle and rubbed his throat, his grin already returning—amused as though the whole ordeal had been a private joke. His gaze swept over Lykor, irises flaring.

“So Jassyn’s magics worked,” he said, stepping closer. “Care for a first flight?” He reached for one of Lykor’s wing claws—too curious for his own safety.

With a low growl, Lykor dispelled his wings before the touch could land. Lip curling, he glanced up at the canopy. “Yes, let me just launch myself through a mile of jungle and find out whether it’s my wings or the branches that snap first.”

Fenn’s fangs flashed. “So that’s a yes?”

Lykor didn’t bother answering. A rustle behind them hauled his attention back toward the tree. Steps clipped, Jassyn burst through the vines, mouth pressed tight. Grinning like a jackal, Vesryn trailed on his heels, already gnawing at whatever answer he wanted next.

Lykor turned away before the questions could curdle into conversation. He reached for his Well, ready to spin a portal back to Asharyn and leave this mess behind. If they were done fucking around, he was beyond ready to go.

The world shuddered.

A gust slammed into him, cold enough to feel stolen from the frozen peaks beyond this pocket of jungle. Moss stiffened beneath his boots as frost laced ferns in shivering spirals. In a blink, the air crystallized, all warmth gutted from the forest’s lungs.

Scales rippled up Lykor’s arms at the same moment as his wings tore free from his spine. Unsummoned. Reflex. But he wasn’t alone—the others had shifted too.

Before he could open the portal, the world convulsed again and a primal instinct he couldn’t control locked his body in place. A distant thudding rose above them, slow at first, then pounding.

Wingbeats.

The canopy shattered. The jungle bowed, the ground trembling with every echoing pulse. A shape ripped across the patch of sky, vast wings churning snow.

Lykor’s breath seized as a guttural sound invaded his mind. The words weren’t heard so much as felt, sliding between thoughts.

“Found you.”

He didn’t need to ask what had found them.

A dragon.


CHAPTER 17
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SERENNA



Not long after the others had portaled to the jungle, Serenna received a summons from Kaedryn—no reason given, only an insistence to meet beyond the city walls.

Now, wings taut against the rising thermals, Serenna flew a wide circle over Asharyn’s outskirts, heat shimmering off the dunes beyond. A pavilion had risen overnight where there’d been nothing but sand, its sailcloth canopy pulled tight beneath the desert sun.

A ring of druid warriors stood as sentinels around it, scaled bodies glinting in the light. Serenna’s wing claws clenched as she banked lower. What would it be this time?

Another test, no doubt. A demonstration of bending wind, drawing water from parched earth, coaxing roots from dust, or stealing summoned fire from another druid’s fist. Another quiet demand dressed as devotion. She’d worn that mantle all week—the dutiful child of earth and starlight, paraded as Kaedryn’s chosen.

Serenna folded her wings and dove, wind rushing past her face. At the last moment, she flared her wings wide, bleeding off speed before she touched down in a crouch, knees bending to take the shock.

No stumble. Thank the stars for the small mercy since the gathered druids were watching.

Dismissing her wings, Serenna straightened as Fenn’s sisters landed behind her, their descent as soundless as their shadows. Her guard for the day. And arguing with Fenn about their presence only steeled his resolve.

If he wanted to play Captain Skyclaw, then fine. She’d let him.

Brushing wind-tossed hair behind the tips of her ears, Serenna adjusted her leathers and recentered her Starshard at her throat. Her pulse steadied when Velinya emerged from the pavilion, hand lifted in greeting—a familiar face, at least, amid a gathering that already felt too ceremonial.

No longer wholly wraith, Velinya crossed the sand toward Serenna, honey-blonde curls fluttering behind her. Kal had restored a handful of her talents, distributed from the magic Lykor had stripped from the elves along Vaelyn’s shores. She’d taken to Kaedryn and Mara in recent days, standing in Serenna’s stead while Serenna honed her flight and helped Jassyn train those who carried the shaman gift.

Velinya’s grin flashed, ruby eyes bright. “Kaedryn and Cinderax are nearly finished with the preparations.”

“Preparations?” Serenna echoed, scanning the ring of druids, the first stir of dread tightening her gut. This suddenly didn’t feel like the typical exercise of displaying her earthen powers.

Fenn’s sisters took places near the tent, and Velinya gestured her in. Serenna drew a steadying breath and crossed between them into the shadow. She caught the fading lilt of her friend’s voice as she stayed behind, already making plans with the sisters to visit the Oasis that evening.

The sun’s glare eased as she passed beneath the canopy, cooler air pooling under the sail. Layered carpets spread across the sand in hues of ochre and rust, the woven fabrics forming a soft mosaic underfoot. Dust motes drifted through a column of dappled light, the hush deepening as her gaze followed its slant toward the center.

Silver hair flowed over Kaedryn’s shoulders as she stood in wraith stillness beside a ring of ten pedestals. Each rose from the sand, carved from quartz into the shape of dragon talons, curved upward to cradle an egg in the claw.

The shells shimmered in the canopy’s filtered light, a crystal casing imprisoning the true obsidian egg within. The Aelfyn’s magic still pulsed with the same star-forged stasis that had once bound Cinderax himself. Vesryn had shattered the dragon’s crystalline chains by channeling sunfire through the Heart of Stars, but the rest of the clutch had remained sealed in their eggs beneath the lake. Until now.

As Serenna studied the ring of eggs, Cinderax glided in under the canopy, wingbeats stirring the warm air. He swept once around the pedestals before landing beside Kaedryn’s feet, wings folding tight against his flanks. Two pairs of crimson eyes fixed on Serenna, smoldering softly.

“The clutch is ready,” Kaedryn said, beckoning her forward.

Serenna edged closer, the warmth of layered carpets bleeding through her boots. She opened her mouth to question their intent, but Cinderax’s voice rumbled through her mind first.

“We believe you may hold the power to wake them.”

“I…” Serenna glanced between Kaedryn and Cinderax. “I thought the other Heart of Stars we have was meant to free Skylash.”

Kaedryn inclined her head in agreement, resting a claw against one shell. “We believe there may be another path to break the Aelfyn’s starlight.” She traced a talon across the diamond-bright surface. “For all we know, this clutch may be the last of the Emberhart line—the bloodline wrought from pure flame. If they remain entombed, that fire will gutter out.” Her gaze lifted to Cinderax. “So we take the risk.”

Serenna swallowed, her throat as dry as sun-baked stone. “What…risk exactly?”

Cinderax’s clear eyelids swept over his irises. “Your sunfire,” he said, “may be enough to fracture the crystal casting—to wake the embers still dreaming.”

A coil of dread leaped to strangle Serenna’s ribs. “I can’t,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I barely controlled it. And if Vesryn hadn’t pulled me back—”

She stopped, the memory still haunting her. Yesterday, Essence had nearly incinerated her—intent on reducing her to ash and forging a star from the wreckage of her bones.

Straightening her spine, Serenna swallowed the unease clawing at her throat and steadied her voice. “It would be safer to wait for the prince to return from the jungle.” She drew a breath that refused to settle. “He has the most experience with sunfire.”

Kaedryn stepped closer, fingers brushing the chain at Serenna’s throat where the Starshard caught and fractured the light. “You can channel your starlight through this,” she murmured, tapping the gem. “Focus and direct it.”

Serenna looked down at the shard, its weight suddenly alarming. Her gaze lifted to the matching crystal nestled against Kaedryn’s claw. “Why can’t you use yours?”

Kaedryn sighed, tracing the delicate filigree of her setting. “I haven’t been able to summon this sunfire through mine.” Her lips tightened, eyes dropping to the carpet. “Or perhaps what you possess is stronger, born of something deeper in your Aelfyn blood.”

Serenna reached for an excuse she didn’t have. It wasn’t failure she feared, but the storm of her own magic breaking loose—devouring not only her, but everyone near enough to believe she could wield it.

“There might be another way,” she said, though her mind spun blank. “Or maybe Vesryn could…”

Kaedryn’s eyes flared, and Serenna’s voice faltered.

“Vesryn carries starlight, but not restraint,” Kaedryn clipped. “He’d scorch us all again. But you…” Her gaze gentled. “You were born to restore the balance, child of earth and starlight.”

Serenna bit back the urge to argue that Vesryn had controlled it, that he’d guided her hand to channel the magic before entering the Bramblemaw den. But the protest died behind her teeth, swallowed by the quiet conviction in Kaedryn’s tone.

They wanted her.

Why couldn’t they wait? Just a few hours, until the prince returned. She’d still play the part they wanted. But with Vesryn beside her, she might feel steadier, more certain that the magic wouldn’t consume her whole.

“What if I harm the eggs?” Serenna asked softly, the question scraping out.

“We will begin with one,” Cinderax said, solemn but sure. “We’ve accepted the cost of hope—the potential sacrifice. We haven’t come to this lightly. If we do nothing, my clutchmates will never see the sky.”

Serenna chewed her lip, another question rising to buy more time. “If the Heart freed you, why not the others? They were in the same chamber.”

His wings shifted, dappled light sliding over the maroon membranes. “When Vesryn wielded sunfire through the Heart, every facet blazed with power. Each could have carried that magic outward—threads that might have broken the chains on every egg. But he focused it toward me alone. By the time I understood what he’d done, the relic had already shattered.”

Serenna didn’t move, her breath dragging heavy through her chest. She didn’t want to do this. Not without the prince to pull her back if she began tilting toward that spiral of stars again. The memory still burned behind her eyes, the Aelfyn whispers echoing that she already belonged to them.

The Starshard at her throat thrummed, pulsing like a second heartbeat—as if it had known her longer than a day. Serenna clutched the gem, her voice thinning as she looked at Kaedryn.

“Will you drain my Well with your shard?” she asked, fear raw in her voice. “If something goes wrong?”

Kaedryn nodded. No judgment kindled in her eyes, only that quiet and terrible belief that left nowhere to hide. The cruelest kind.

Serenna’s fingertips tingled as Essence writhed beneath her skin, a promise of power strong enough to shatter the crystal.

Or to silence the life waiting inside.

She looked past the sailcloth snapping in the wind, over the wide, bare desert to where the horizon trembled in waves of heat. Somewhere, the king’s forces were already carving their path—across the sea, or through these realms.

Her brother could be standing at the bow of a ship, watching these shores rise from the waves. And here she stood with war already on the wind, knowing that even a clutch of dragons couldn’t delay the fall of darkness. No matter how many wings they summoned.

For a single breath, the world held still. This wasn’t about proving her strength or surviving the sunfire that had nearly unmade her. She was here to restore the balance her Aelfyn ancestors had stolen and kindle life back into dragons long denied it.

The fear didn’t pass, but she stepped closer to the pedestals anyway, drawn to the nearest egg cradled in talons of rose-hued stone. Cinderax’s unblinking gaze followed her, a furnace banked within his eyes.

“Do you care which I begin with?” Serenna asked softly.

He tilted his head toward one egg, then another, before prowling close, the sweep of his tail whispering across the rugs.

“No,” he said at last, coiling beside her ankles. “And you aren’t choosing one to die,” he added, as if hearing the hesitation behind her words. “You’re choosing one to free.”

Serenna exhaled slowly and reached for the egg, the cool crystal meeting her palm. She caught Kaedryn’s gaze, and the druid leader inclined her head, stepping to her side. That nearness steadied her, a silent promise that someone would stop her if the sunfire raged wild.

Serenna drew on the flame in her chest, scales rippling across her skin to shield herself. Closing her eyes, she let every doubt fall away and fixed her focus on the shell resting under her hand.

Delving through her Starshard, Serenna plunged into her Well and hauled illumination upward with a shudder that rattled her ribs. The gem ignited against her collarbone, beating in tandem with her heart, pulse for pulse.

Power swelled behind her sternum, pressure mounting, impatient to break. She shaped it, guiding the torrent instead of yielding to it. Essence raced down her arm, crowning her fingertips in a burst of blinding brilliance.

The egg drank in the stream of light. Illumination bent around the crystal in a living halo, refracting in narrow bands of silver and white until the shell lay wrapped in a radiant shroud.

But it wasn’t sunfire yet.

Serenna reached deeper, recalling Vesryn’s fingers twined with hers—his steadiness, his control. This time, she eased the floodgates open herself, coaxing rather than unleashing the storm.

Magic still surged, roaring through her gem. Stars flecked her vision as the flare built faster than her body could channel. Her lungs locked, straining to contain the nova blazing through her like a sun.

The air vibrated with power. Her spine arched as warmth licked beneath her skin. Every nerve shrieked alive, threatening to incinerate her from within.

Serenna staggered, knees buckling before she caught herself. Sunfire tore through her veins as if it already knew the way, no longer asking permission to burn.

For a single, devastating heartbeat she feared it was true—that she’d released the dam and lost the right to steer what raged through. Essence spiraled out of balance as the line blurred between controlling the sunfire and becoming it. Heat clawed up her throat, her vision tunneling to a starlit void.

Gritting her teeth, Serenna refused to let panic sweep her away. She anchored herself to the fragile shape sealed beneath her palm. Her breath rasped, sweat slipping down her spine as she reached for stillness. The sunfire narrowed, its flow aligning to her direction while Essence coursed through the faceted channels.

Fine as spun thread, a crack whispered through the crystal. Another fissure branched deeper, sunfire bleeding toward the obsidian core. The glow wavered, perilously bright. Too bright. Panic jolted through her that she’d pushed too far, that the sunfire would turn the egg to ash.

Serenna tore her hand back an instant before the crystal ruptured. It shattered like a dying star. Light flared outward. Fragments scattered across the rugs, glinting like shards of a rising dawn.

And there, cradled in the heart of the pedestal, an obsidian shell steamed.

Whole.

Serenna’s breath caught, a tremor shuddering through her. A stunned laugh escaped—disbelief tangled with relief, a sliver of wonder unfurling that the egg hadn’t cracked open.

Her hands still trembled as she released Essence, the light fading. She turned to Kaedryn and Cinderax, seeking confirmation that the hatchling inside was truly unharmed.

A rush of air brushed her calves as Cinderax flapped his wings and rose, hovering above the pedestal. Fire streamed from his maw, coiling in a measured arc around the egg, a benediction wrought in heat and flame.

“The ember is strong,” he said, pride roughening the rumble in his words.

Heart still racing, Serenna stood buoyed by the belief the dragon would endure.

Cinderax settled beside her again, his warmth radiating close. Serenna turned to the next egg. She drew a breath and reached back into her Well, Essence answering in a rush.

She moved from pedestal to pedestal, each step a quiet reckoning as she shattered the crystalline shells. Through the Starshard, sunfire spilled from her palm in woven strands, ribbons spun like moons and stars. Gone was the reckless torrent that had nearly torn her apart. This was different—no longer a flood to survive, but a stream she could guide.

One by one, the casings gave way. Each time, the air seemed to hold its breath with her.

Yet beneath the awe, fear still lingered—silver-tongued whispers of collapse and crowns, of stars and surrender. Of ascension.

The voices pressed close, but Serenna anchored herself before they could take hold. Each time, she steadied her magic and slowed the current, turning her focus back to the fragile life curled beneath her palm.

By the time she reached the final egg, her limbs shook. The last of her sunfire flickered at her fingertips, her Well thinned to a dwindling pool. The Starshard no longer blazed at her throat but pulsed faintly, its reservoir as spent as she was.

Still, Serenna lifted her hand. One final filament of Essence answered, unspooling as her palm met the shell. Sunfire seeped into the crystal casing. For a heartbeat, the magic wove through the facets as it had before.

Then a fracture lanced across the surface.

Too deep. Too fast.

Light burst outward. Serenna yanked her hand back, the Starshard flaring once before it went dark.

The crystal shattered, fragments scattering across the rugs. Her pulse slammed through her ribs, each beat a warning.

As the glow dimmed and the sunfire faded, a new crack split through the egg itself. Jagged and snaking toward the base, it crawled deeper through the shell.

Another crack snapped through the air, brittle as bone breaking. Serenna flinched as if she’d been struck. Silence fell, heavy as ash, crushing what hope remained.

She hadn’t freed this hatchling. She’d destroyed its only protection.


CHAPTER 18
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Rain hissed through the canopy, froze into sleet, and then thickened to snow as frost raced over bark and frond. Lykor’s skull still rang from the dragon’s voice, each breath a flurry that scraped his throat.

Jassyn stood closest to him, wings drawn tight, eyes lifted to the whitening sky. The jungle heaved as the canopy split open, vines snapping, branches bowing beneath the sudden weight of wingbeats. Even Vesryn and Fenn had gone still, the same rigid stance gripping them all.

A roar tore through the jungle, deep as mountains grinding, the shock punching through Lykor’s chest. Light fractured above as wings swept past, trailing frost like smoke. The air shuddered under the dragon’s passage—a shape too vast to map, too real for legend, too immense for reason.

The bellow struck again, but inside Lykor’s head this time, a blow that sent frost splintering behind his eyes. Words surfaced, cold as tidewater dragging him under.

“Ah… I’ve found you, yes, by ice, by rain.
The Emberhart flame burns again.
Even the tyrant did not see this. No, not you.
Not the crack where fate slipped scalebound through.
He stole my secrets. But one I kept.
Mine alone. The Tidecrasher’s gift slept.
He overrode my name. My breath. My spine.
But not the sea. No… That stays mine.”



Lykor stiffened as Aesar’s presence slid into the shared space of their mind, peering warily through Lykor’s eyes.

“The king has claimed one,” Aesar whispered, voice echoing like wind in a tomb.

“BUT IS GALAERYN CONTROLLING IT?”

“I don’t know.”

That uncertainty chilled Lykor more than the cold. The next roar ruptured the sky itself, as if the world tried to claw free of the sound.

Instinct screamed to flee, but impulse rooted Lykor to the earth. He needed to see what kind of power the king had unleashed, what dragon could bend the rain and sea. A Tidecrasher, Cinderax had called them—those dragons who ruled both flood and frost.

The canopy buckled. Branches cracked like ribs as the dragon crashed through the treetops, each impact flinging shards of ice into the air. The ground heaved, snow spiraling in the wake of its descent. Lykor staggered as tremors rolled through root and stone, the world itself bowing to make room.

This was no molten brat like Cinderax. No fire-swaddled whelp. This was a dragon. A real one.

The beast rose like a mountain, neck arched through the treetops. Frost seethed along its hide, obsidian scales gleaming like wet stone. Ragged wings marbled with glacial blue were tucked against its sides, wide enough to drown the clearing in shadow if they unfurled.

“Him, not ‘it,’” Aesar murmured, sensing what Lykor did through their scalebound gift.

The beast watched the group with clouded eyes, an inner lid dragging slowly across them. Behind that glassy veil shimmered a buried geometry, cold and crystalline.

Lykor’s lungs locked. Not a draconic pupil—a pattern. Familiar.

Aesar tensed. “The Heart of Stars.”

This wasn’t a beast but a weapon, a terror collared by the king. Yet the dragon didn’t feel mindless, not with those words—a will thrashing against its leash.

And perhaps that was worse. Because something alive and aware looked back through those crystal-shackled eyes.

The dragon leaned lower, neck snaking toward them. Lykor braced for the strike that never came. The dragon’s gaze roved over them, curious rather than predatory.

Steam coiled from his snout, breath melting the frost crushed beneath his webbed claws. Fins flared along his jaw and skull, thin as ice sheets, edges rimed in snow.

No one spoke. They all stood transfixed, caught in the creature’s gravity.

The dragon chuffed a slow, seismic exhale. Then his voice poured into Lykor’s thoughts again, cold and immense as the sea.

“Ah… Fires flicker deep in your veins.
Tell me, who is the unbound Emberhart that dared ignite your flame?”



“Cinderax,” Vesryn said—too quickly.

The dragon’s head whipped toward the prince, flinging snow from the leathery spines of his mane. His jaws slammed together with a crack like thunder, the impact blasting frost from the ground.

“You will not address me, star-forged whelp!
Were it not forbidden by the tyrant’s hand,
I’d crack your spine to splinters and salt your bones with sand.”



A surge of alarm lashed through Lykor’s mind—Aesar’s warning. “We need to be careful. He might be reporting back to the king.”

Lykor’s fingers curled at his sides as he stepped forward, voice dropping low. “Galaeryn. He freed you, only to leash you?”

The dragon’s gaze latched onto him, words hissing with venom. “Do I look ‘freed’ to you?”

“We freed Cinderax,” Jassyn said, his voice steady despite the tension shivering through his wings beneath that stare.

“Cinderax…” The name rolled like surf, the dragon disregarding Vesryn as though he hadn’t spoken at all. “So he’s the Emberhart Warden. And he’s nothing but kindling.”

Lykor’s jaw clenched. The judgment stung, too close to words he’d already thrown himself. Because he didn’t want kindling. He wanted an inferno—a dragon to match the ruin, a beast that could turn the tide.

Like this one before him.

“Perhaps we could free you too,” Jassyn offered, quieter now.

“Free me?”

Jassyn drew breath to answer, but the dragon’s reply hit first, slamming through Lykor’s skull.

“You think freedom is simple? Like your fire? A gift, passed from palm to palm? Unbind one dragon, and you crown yourselves saviors of the rest?”

Like a continent cracking beneath a frozen sea, a sound rumbled from his chest as frost seethed from his fangs.

“These chains do not break. Not while the leash still bites my throat.” He tilted his head skyward, through the gash his landing had torn in the canopy. “But if I could be freed…”

The dragon’s crystalline gaze returned to them. “Death is all I’d ask for.”

Aesar flinched, and the echo ran through Lykor. This wasn’t a plea for freedom, nor even revenge, only that weary mercy found in the wish to stop existing beneath another’s will.

Lykor wondered what would’ve been left of him if Jassyn hadn’t destroyed the king’s coercion on his mind. Maybe he’d be begging for silence too.

Then, softer than Lykor had ever heard him, Jassyn broke the quiet. “Do you have a name?”

The dragon blinked slowly, as if remembering.

“Rimeclaw.”

The name landed without grandeur. Above them, the canopy groaned, a vine sheathed in ice tearing loose and crashing down.

“Why are you here?” Fenn asked.

“And not freezing or drowning us,” Aesar murmured.

Rimeclaw’s gaze clouded, distant and haunted. A long breath fogged the air, frost creeping across everyone’s boots. “I smelled a lake and thought I could rest where no stars scream.”

The surrender seized Lykor’s chest. Too familiar, the same quiet despair that had once chained him in the prisons, when death had seemed the only mercy left.

“You’re bound by a Heart of Stars, aren’t you?” Lykor asked, voice rough. “That’s what’s…controlling you.”

The emptiness in Rimeclaw’s voice said more than any nod could. “‘Aid the mortals. Melt their path.’ That was the command. So I bend the snow. I break the storm. Not by will. Not by want.”

Webbed talons flexed, scraping frozen fronds. Rimeclaw’s gaze drifted toward the jungle’s heart, where the lake lay veiled behind the trees.

“But the mortals trail behind,” he rumbled. “Slow on their brittle legs. I can wait. I can sleep. He won’t yank the leash. Not yet.”

Lykor stiffened. His gaze met Vesryn’s as a cold understanding bled from Aesar’s thoughts into his own. This dragon was the vanguard, leading Galaeryn’s ground forces across the Wastes.

Aesar’s words drifted into Lykor’s awareness. “They’ll overrun us in Asharyn with the kind of magic that reshapes outcomes.”

“I’ll scout,” Vesryn said, wings unfurling, scales still plated down his arms. “See what we’re up against.”

The prince kept his tone light, though a muscle ticked in his jaw. Lykor heard the restraint beneath it, the measured calm of someone holding steady so others wouldn’t fear the approaching storm.

“You’ll need someone to cloak you, princeling,” Fenn said, wings flaring wide.

Vesryn’s mouth thinned, but he gave a curt nod. Without another word, they launched upward, wings shearing through the cold until they vanished into the jagged wound torn through the canopy.

Lykor exhaled as he turned back to the dragon, breath fogging in the frost-laden air. If Rimeclaw was speaking freely, Lykor couldn’t afford to waste the chance.

“And stars help us if he decides we’ve overstayed our welcome,” Aesar mumbled.

“You say the king holds your leash,” Lykor said quietly. “Why not end us? Why speak to us at all?”

Rimeclaw’s frilled spines lifted, then shuddered, ice flaking from his shoulders. “Speech was not forbidden. He thinks me a beast and knows nothing of the pact the scalebound keep.”

His eyes, pale like diamonds in light, swept over them with a weariness that had outlived grief. “And it has been longer than memory since a voice answered back. Those who could… Gone, before the chains bit deep. My scalebound. My offspring. My mate.”

As silence settled, Lykor’s gaze flicked to Jassyn, the clawed tips of his wings curling inward. What stirred in Lykor’s chest blurred between kinship and dread, pity’s edge cutting both ways.

Then—almost like an afterthought—Rimeclaw added, “Once, I gave a poem of the Wardens to a young draka of earth and starlight. She never spoke, but I think she heard. Perhaps I only dreamed it.”

Lykor’s jaw went tight. Earth and starlight. Of all the cursed phrases. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” he growled under his breath.

Jassyn shot him a questioning look, but Lykor waved it off—along with the memory of Serenna’s absurd claim that the Heart had spoken to her.

Rimeclaw blinked and frost began to thaw, weeping from his flanks. “I long to join my kin in the endless skies,” he confessed, softer now. “But even that fate was denied me.” His head lowered, crystalline eyes catching the fractured light above. “Would you two grant that release, the mercy that ends this binding?”

The question fell like a stone into still water, despair rippling through Lykor’s ribs. In Rimeclaw’s voice, death sounded more like atonement than escape—penance for a life he could no longer bear. And Lykor wondered when mercy had learned to feel this cold.

“No.”

The word wasn’t loud, but it sliced clean through the air. Jassyn stepped forward. “We could help you. Find a way where your will could be your own again.”

Rimeclaw’s eyes flashed. “You assume there will be a will left to free.” A low rumble rolled through his throat. “One of us is already hollowed to the marrow. The tyrant fetters her mind in madness and rot—sealed somewhere deep in the earth, where no light dares follow.”

Lykor’s gut clenched as if the ground had dropped away beneath him. Two dragons bent to Galaeryn’s command.

While they had only a hatchling.

Barely fledged.

“Do you think Skylash is already his?” Aesar asked.

Lykor shook his head, more denial than certainty. “WE WON’T KNOW UNTIL WE SEARCH THE MAW. IF WE’RE NOT ALREADY TOO LATE.”

“We shattered the Heart binding Cinderax,” Jassyn continued, attention fixed on the dragon. “We could do the same for you.”

“We’ve no way of tearing a relic from the king,” Lykor muttered, doubtful the words were low enough for Jassyn alone. “And how do we trust Rimeclaw won’t lead Galaeryn straight to our people?”

Jassyn’s jaw tightened. “It’s not about trust. It’s about doing what’s right.”

Scowling now, Lykor turned fully to him, no longer caring to keep his voice low. “And what if death is right for him?” His words roughened, bitterness scraping up through his throat like rust. “What if enduring this”—he gestured toward the dragon—“this endless puppetry is worse?”

He leaned closer, unblinking, his stare a knife pressed to the truth. “You never thought about ending it? Before they finished grinding your will to dust?”

Regret struck the moment the words left him.

Heat seared across Jassyn’s face, his pupils constricting to draconic slits. When they fixed on Lykor, the amber flared hot enough to burn.

“You think I wanted to live through that?” he hissed. “I swallowed poisons just to stay numb while they defiled me. Then smiled when they did.” His wing talons clacked, words spilling between clenched teeth. “Don’t act like suffering makes you unique. Some of us just learned how to survive differently.”

“Enough.” Rimeclaw’s chuff thundered through the clearing, a sound halfway between breath and avalanche. “Right. Wrong. You speak as if the world still bothers to choose between them.” He stamped a claw, snow pluming outward in a halo. “I grow weary of this.”

His massive bulk swung wide as he turned toward the trees, each trudging step blackening the moss beneath his talons. His sinuous, fin-crested tail followed, dragging through the ferns.

“To the lake I go.
I’ll wait beneath the surface.
When he calls, I’ll rise.
But until then…
Let the waters pretend I died.”




CHAPTER 19
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Lykor watched Rimeclaw prowl away through the jungle, each heavy step pressing deep into the earth. Wood gone brittle from frost, trees groaned as the dragon moved, bark splintering.

Beside him, Jassyn said nothing, but the glance they exchanged struck like a flash of heat in the wintry air—a silent reprimand carrying more than words. Lykor could still feel the scorch of the question he’d hurled, that cruel demand about why Jassyn hadn’t chosen an ending of his own.

Whatever had passed between them hadn’t settled. Jassyn stood with wings braced, but his pupils relaxed back to round. Anger banked, not extinguished. Rain gathered in his curls, sliding along the sharp plane of his jaw.

Lykor didn’t expect forgiveness. Wouldn’t ask for it, even though some part of him still burned in its absence. Yet beneath the heat of their clash a colder feeling stirred, a painful knowing.

Maybe Jassyn didn’t see it yet, still tangled in mercy’s snare, mistaking compassion for salvation. But Lykor already knew what was at stake and the question wasn’t about mercy at all.

If they let Rimeclaw vanish now, they’d lose an edge. The kind forged in ice, not flame.

Letting the world fall away, he turned inward and slipped into the quiet space shared with Aesar. Pacing through his library, Aesar’s boots echoed through vaulted silence. He didn’t look up when Lykor appeared, simply halted mid-stride, the weight of understanding passing between them.

“It makes sense to try,” he said, meeting Lykor’s thought halfway. “We’re of one mind on this.” He flicked a hand toward the double doors, a gesture of consent and dismissal in one. “Focus on the dragon.”

The hush of the inner world dissolved as the jungle’s rain rushed back in, Rimeclaw’s massive form fading between the trees.

“You want to free him,” Lykor muttered. “Fine. But I’m not letting him vanish while there’s still an advantage buried under all that ruin—something he withheld from the king.”

Jassyn brushed damp curls from his lashes, eyes bright in the frosty mist as he met Lykor’s stare. He exhaled through his nose, the sound hovering between annoyance and reluctant acceptance. “If he withheld it from the king, what makes you think he’ll hand it to you?”

Lykor grunted, knowing Jassyn wouldn’t agree if he fully voiced the reason aloud. “Because I can offer him what Galaeryn never would.”

He flexed his wings, shaking water from the membranes as he studied the path Rimeclaw’s bulk had cleared through the jungle. “Could use someone watching my back,” he said, glancing at Jassyn. “If you’re ready to fly.”

A muscle feathered in Jassyn’s jaw before he dipped his head, pupils narrowing to slits for flight.

With a stroke so forceful it cracked, Lykor drove the air downward as the ground fell away. The cold snagged under his wings like a blow, spinning him half-sideways before he righted, muscles locking hard against the drag. The jungle tilted beneath him, white and green blurring past as he angled for Rimeclaw’s trail.

Jassyn followed close, a rush of heat at his side, wings snapping wide with more grace but equal force. Their wingbeats skimmed only a few paces above the ground as they swept under the frozen canopy, ducking low branches and threading between trunks split by ice.

For a breath, awe flickered at the flight. No warping. No borrowed power from Trella. Just muscle, air, and will.

Refusing the pull of wonder, Lykor pressed faster. And for once, the body that usually betrayed him didn’t falter.

He glanced across the narrow space to Jassyn—face set, teeth gritted, but holding steady—and that was enough. There was no time to dwell on the ache beneath gratitude, not with Rimeclaw stalking toward the lake like a storm rolling through the jungle.

Rain hissed down in glinting strands, steaming in the dragon’s wake. Lykor rose, wings shearing the damp air. He arced, then dove, drifting just above the dragon’s spine, each scaled ridge a blade of ice.

Angling into the beast’s path, Lykor dropped hard, frost and underbrush splintering beneath his boots.

Jassyn landed beside him, wings folding with a leathery whisk. Together, they stepped in front of Rimeclaw, barely shadows before a titan.

Rimeclaw halted, talons sinking into brittle loam, frost misting from his breath.

“I’ll make a bargain with you, dragon,” Lykor called up to the beast.

Beside him, Jassyn tensed. Rimeclaw’s crystalline eyes narrowed, cold light refracting from within.

“If we reclaim the Heart that binds you, you’ll have a choice—freedom…or the eternal sleep you crave.”

The words left him colder than the rain. He’d meant them as mercy, but they sounded like a sentence. Lykor didn’t look at Jassyn, but he felt the wordless judgment at his shoulder.

“If that’s truly what you want,” Lykor said more quietly, “I’ll see it done.”

Rimeclaw’s gaze lingered, unblinking. Then steam rolled from his nostrils, curling through the frost between them. “Do it now,” he growled. “End me before the tyrant turns my breath against the world.”

Lykor knew he should end the beast. End the threat. End the ache gnawing in his chest. But with Jassyn steady beside him, a colder conviction took root in his lungs.

Not yet.

Maybe he was a fool for it, but he wanted to believe the dragon could remember how to live once unbound.

“The bargain stands when this is over,” Lykor said at last. “Then you’ll have your choice.”

Rimeclaw’s gaze flared, fractures rippling through the frozen glass of his eyes. “Then speak your demand, whelp.”

Lykor unfurled his wings. The maroon membranes caught the dim light between branches, veined like stained glass hammered from blood and fire. The claws at the peaks clenched as if bracing for what he dared to ask.

“Your gift,” Lykor said. “The Tidecrasher’s boon.”

A rumble cracked through Rimeclaw’s chest, wind hissing through his fangs.

“You would cast aside the Emberhart flame?
Spit on fire’s crown,
To beg the sea for something drowned?”



“I know what I’m surrendering,” Lykor said. No druid could bear two elements. “But if Cinderax is half as wise as he claims—with all that ancient memory caged in his skull—he’ll understand I’m not scorning his gift. This is necessity. Strategy.”

He stepped closer as Rimeclaw lowered his head, whether in curiosity or threat, he couldn’t tell. “Hundreds already burn with his flame. But none wield what you carry—the silence of water, the strength of frost.”

Rimeclaw’s stare sharpened, but the ice at his claws began to melt. His words coiled, venomous and low. “Why do you think you’re worthy to bear the sea?”

Lykor met the dragon without flinching. “Because I know what it means to have my mind chained—to serve Galaeryn’s will with no choice of my own.” His jaw tightened as an ache settled through his wings, but he held firm. His glance cut briefly to Jassyn. “I was freed, but I’ve never stopped defying him. Even if your fight is over—if we shatter your chains—mine isn’t. When we face him in the coming days, I’ll carry your legacy. If you’ll let it rise with me.”

For a heartbeat, the world seemed to narrow to frost and breath.

His.

The dragon’s.

And the perilous silence between.

Patience steeped behind Rimeclaw’s eyes as his gaze climbed from Lykor’s wings to his face, as if measuring what kind of creature dared to ask. Something ancient flickered in that crystalline stare. Doubt, perhaps. Or the first ripple of belief, stirring beneath silt and time.

Jassyn stepped forward, not quite interrupting, but breaking the stillness. “Lykor isn’t abandoning fire for the sake of it,” he said softly, though each word rang with conviction. “He’s choosing what the world needs. Balance.” He lifted a hand, and a flame flared above his palm. Rain slicked his skin, but the fire held, burning stubbornly against the cold. “Doesn’t the earth deserve that?”

For a moment, Lykor forgot the dragon. The sight of Jassyn standing there—defending a choice he didn’t believe in—pierced straight through his guard. As the flame flickered, Jassyn’s eyes found his, and gratitude flared through the cracks in Lykor’s ribs before he could tamp it down.

Rimeclaw exhaled, snowfall billowing between them.

Lykor waited. The offer had been made. The price already set.

When the dragon spoke again, his words no longer carried the bite of frost.

“I would not mourn that tyrant’s fall,
Nor would some who answered his call.
Promised riches, but wrapped in chains—
Their whelps, their lines, their legacies wane.”



He paused, steam rising in silvery tendrils.

“The mortals behind me march in dread.
Not out of faith, but fear instead.
If you would bear my boon, then wield it for them—
Change their course before my wrath is loosed again.”



A chill traced down Lykor’s spine as he folded his wings shut. “How are we supposed to help them? We’ve already been overwhelmed by their numbers once,” he said bitterly, recalling the fall of his keep. “Why tell us this? Of those who would turn against the king?”

Rimeclaw stared through the frosted trees. “Because I cannot fight him as I am. But those who follow me are few—conduits of earth and stars sent ahead to clear the way for the human army. The tyrant cages what they cherish most. Twist that thread, and their loyalty will fray.”

“Their children,” Jassyn murmured, barely louder than the falling rain. He turned toward Lykor, water slipping from his curls. “Remember what Serenna’s brother said in Vaelyn? Elashor took children from those with shaman blood to force compliance—Saundyl’s son among them.”

Lykor’s jaw tightened as the memory of the beach crashed through him—the roar of plundered Essence too vast to contain, the corrupting pull of wanting more. And Jassyn—always Jassyn—dragging him back from the brink.

He tried to look away, but those amber eyes snared him. Unguarded. Unrelenting. Seeing too much.

Lykor forced himself to return his attention to Rimeclaw. “And if they attack us on sight? If we even manage to cut their leash, what then? What keeps them from sinking their teeth into the hand that freed them?”

“I cannot say,” Rimeclaw rumbled, frost swirling through the trees like retreating surf. “Freedom is a sky I’ll never see. But you ask what comes after? Once the tyrant bends my will, I’ll move as he commands. I’ll freeze the seas and drown every vale.”

He paused, breath steaming in great plumes. “Until someone grants me silence instead.”

Lykor met his gaze. “I stand by what I said. When this is over, I’ll see it done.”

Rimeclaw growled. “Then tread carefully. The sea remembers what fire devours.” His talons flexed, frost cracking beneath them. “My regrets run deep. But if some fragment of my legacy must endure…then let it serve. Let my boon matter. Through you.”

Lykor inclined his head.

Rimeclaw drew a breath so vast it seemed to hollow the air itself. The jungle bent with it—ferns shivering, branches groaning beneath the pull.

Then, at last, the dragon exhaled a salt-laced mist. The vapor rolled toward Lykor, engulfing him whole.

Pressure rose through him like a tide rearing back.

Still for a heartbeat.

Then ruthless in its claiming.

He staggered as power surged through his lungs, rushed along his spine, and sank into the space where fire burned.

The flame guttered, swallowed by the hush. A drowning so calm it felt like an embrace.

Lykor’s wings twitched, the maroon of Cinderax’s gift bleeding into azure until the leathery membranes shimmered like sea glass, a glacial blue. His breath shuddered as Rimeclaw’s power settled, not fire this time, but flood.

He lifted a hand, instinct guiding the motion. From his palm, a thin stream of water rose and coiled into ice. Lykor stared, not surprised that the water obeyed, but by how natural it felt. As if some buried silence had stirred, waiting all this time beneath his rage.

Rimeclaw watched with the calm of something too ancient to read while Lykor let the ice melt between his fingers.

“I’ll wait in the lake,” he murmured, his words a soft thought. “Until he calls.”

The dragon shifted, the scales on his massive body creaking. With each step forward, frost ebbed away. Rain continued to fall, beading across his flanks.

But before a veil of mist and moss obscured him, he glanced back. “The next tide rises soon. Make certain you do not drown beneath it.”


CHAPTER 20
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Jassyn watched Rimeclaw disappear into the pale frost rising through the trees. The quiet barely had time to settle before Lykor’s voice broke it.

“You don’t agree.”

Jassyn sighed, dragging a hand down his rain-slick face, fatigue sinking deep. “Maybe you offered Rimeclaw something noble by giving him a choice. It was…” He hesitated, studying the severe lines of Lykor’s expression. “It was what he wanted.”

It was exactly the kind of peace Lykor gave everyone but himself. He offered endings so others wouldn’t have to suffer them. Jassyn wanted him to reach for something of his own first—to rest without armor. To stop bleeding for the world as if that were the only way he was allowed to exist.

Jassyn almost let the quiet close over them, but the question burned too bright to ignore. He let it rise because he needed to know.

“Did you even want his gift?” he ventured. “Or did you ask because it was strategic?”

Lykor’s jaw tightened, wings rustling before folding back tight.

“If I’d been thinking only of strategy,” he said, voice flat, “I would’ve cut him down—eliminated the risk before he could lead the king to us or twist his power against our people.” He shook his head, the tension in his shoulders easing. “Foolish not to. But I wanted him to have another chance.” His gaze dropped to the rain pooling at their feet. “The way you freed me.”

Jassyn glanced away, the base of his wings itching against his soaked leathers. “Maybe it was hard for me to agree with,” he said quietly, blinking away rain from his lashes. “But I understand.”

“I don’t want to kill him,” Lykor murmured.

His eyes flared faintly as he extended his claw. Water gathered in his palm, rippling once before hardening into ice—a dagger, its edge catching the light.

“But people like us don’t get the luxury to want,” he said, turning the weapon over in his claw. “Not while we’re surviving.”

He let the dagger fall. It struck the ground and shattered, ice scattering across the roots.

“But surviving should be more than enduring,” Jassyn insisted. “It’s choosing what to live for too.”

He cast his awareness toward the earth and reached for the broken shards. The pieces trembled, then lifted, hovering above his palm in the rain. But he didn’t shape them into another blade.

Instead, he drew beauty from the wreckage.

Lykor silently watched as a blossom unfurled above Jassyn’s hand—frost-petaled and fragile, more suggestion than symmetry.

Jassyn held it a moment longer before letting it melt, water slipping between his fingers. Some things weren’t meant to last, but that didn’t make them less worthy of choosing.

“Then maybe…” Lykor trailed off. “If we’re still standing at the end. Maybe that’s when we get to choose.”

Lykor’s gaze found Jassyn’s and lingered, tracing the lines of his face before dropping to his mouth. Jassyn’s chest cinched with a heated ache, the quiet tragedy that Lykor didn’t believe he was allowed to want anything unless it served something else.

Jassyn nearly said it aloud, that he didn’t want Lykor to crush a future before it could bloom. Instead, he reached out. A single touch, fingers grazing the edge of Lykor’s claw.

Lykor didn’t pull away, though a twitch betrayed the urge. For a breath they simply stood as rain fell between them, restraint trembling like a held note.

Then Lykor exhaled and stepped back, tucking the moment away before it could become anything more. He flexed his wings, flinging water from the marbled blue.

“Do you sense where the prince and Fenn wandered off to?” he asked, voice rough again, already sliding back into duty. “We should find them before they provoke those following Rimeclaw.”

Jassyn nodded, delving inward until the bond tugged faintly east. He turned toward the shredded canopy, where light bled through the tear Rimeclaw had carved.

Lykor’s gaze lingered on the place where the flower of ice had melted before finding Jassyn’s again. He tipped his head toward the torn treetops. “Think you’re up for a second flight?”

Jassyn’s pulse kicked against his throat. “We barely left the ground last time.” The words rasped before he swallowed. “I’m not sure that counts as flying.”

He could’ve sworn Lykor bit back a smirk. “Then let’s see if you’re ready to.”

Without another word, Lykor broke into a run, scales plating his arms. His wings snapped wide, the membranes cracking through the rain like thunder.

Sensing both the dare and the invitation, Jassyn shifted fully as he followed—boots slipping in the mud, heartbeat pounding against his ribs. Wings pumped with each stride as he gathered speed, until at last he leapt into the updraft.

For one breath he floated between falling and flying. Then the sky caught him, wind slamming beneath his wings as he rose through the gap in the canopy.

A rush of winter air tore past Jassyn’s face as he cleared the treetops with Lykor, the world blurring in green and white. His stomach clenched as mountains rose around the pocket of jungle, pale and snowy through the mist. A stubborn shard of fear still whispered that he’d plunge, that the sky would reject him and the earth would yank him down.

But Lykor had been right.

When he shifted into dragonsight, the world bent and the horizon unfurled.

Depth lost its menace.

The drop became distance.

And the sickness of height settled as his balance found the wind. The ground no longer waited to devour him as it shrank away, drifting harmlessly below.

For one fierce heartbeat, wonder eclipsed fear.

Then the beastblood stirred.

It seethed in his veins, louder with every wingbeat, sharpened by the clarity of his altered sight. Almost ravenous for a direction. Or a target.

And with each draft of sky, control thinned, some primal urge coiling through him.

Let go, it seemed to whisper.

As he followed the bond toward the prince, Jassyn’s gaze strayed to Lykor skimming the air beside him—all power and precision, born to command the sky as they soared above the jungle.

The sight ignited something feral beneath his ribs. Locking his jaw, Jassyn forced the wildness down. He’d surrendered to hunger after healing Lykor, nearly losing himself.

Not again.

He exhaled, reaching for what he could control. The air thickened at his call, pressure bending until the currents softened, reshaping to gently cradle their descent.

Jassyn slowed above a snarl of treetops where the bond’s pull flared brightest, a living sea of green stretching unbroken below.

He beat his wings hard, body tilting upright as he fought to hover. Each stroke shuddered through his shoulders, boots dangling above the canopy. Muscles burned, but he held—barely—and glanced toward Lykor.

Arching a brow, Lykor only waited.

Right. Fenn and Vesryn had probably clawed their way through like animals. But he and Lykor didn’t have to.

Jassyn reached for the trees, sinking into the pulse of the earth. With a whisper of intent, he coaxed the branches apart, the foliage folding back like a living gate.

They dropped through the opening and a broad bough caught them high above the forest floor. Jassyn’s boots hit moss slick with rain, and the branch dipped under his weight, pitching him forward.

Before gravity could claim him, a hand snagged his arm. Lykor released him when he steadied, as if the gesture had meant nothing at all.

Jassyn let go of the earth and the jungle sealed overhead, leaves rustling shut. Before he could locate the prince, the world around them blurred.

He flinched as a veil settled over him—mist without weight, shadows without Essence. Fenn’s cloaking, he realized, drawn tight like an invisible net around them all.

Further along the branch, he spotted Vesryn and Fenn crouched low on their heels, wings folded, attention pinned to the ground. The prince raised a finger to his lips, then pointed toward the clearing.

Jassyn followed his gaze and stilled as the scene unfolded below.

A soldier stoked a fire while another drew a blade across a whetstone. Others conversed as they stirred pots, pitched tents, and moved with a practiced ease—the rhythm of survival so ordinary it might have belonged to any camp.

As they worked, Essence shimmered around the clearing. But the hum of the earth also thrummed in Jassyn’s chest as the warriors coaxed flames higher and repelled water from gear.

From a distance, they could’ve passed for content. Obedience polished into loyalty.

As he watched, he noticed that this unfamiliar force bore no traces of Centarya or Kyansari. These soldiers were from somewhere else, though—judging by the way they wielded both Essence and earth—they were elven-blooded shamans like him.

Jassyn exhaled slowly, breath shuddering out of his lungs, unsettled by the calm. That could’ve been him down there, if fate had cleaved differently. If the realm had chained him a little longer. He could see himself among them—mending minor aches from the road, pouring tea from a kettle, casting his compliance toward someone else’s war.

Rimeclaw’s voice haunted him still. That the king’s armies weren’t bound by devotion, but by the fear of losing what they loved.

Their families.

That was the thread to fray. They had to get this right.

The prince’s telepathic link coiled through Jassyn’s thoughts, a ripple through water. A heartbeat later, he sensed Fenn’s and Lykor’s minds braided into the connection.

“We counted more than fifty down there,” Vesryn said. His wings twitched behind him, the clawed tips catching on a branch above.

“More scout their perimeter,” Fenn added.

Lykor stood with arms crossed, glaring at the gathering below. “Their armor fits and their blades are capital forged. This isn’t like the half-starved human force that overran my fortress.” His jaw tightened. “This is a unit. Trained. Specialized. And it only confirms what Rimeclaw told us. Galaeryn’s forces are marching from the east in addition to those sailing from the west. If we’re not careful, Asharyn will become a cage. Especially if the dragon is forced to lead the armies straight to us.”

Vesryn frowned, whether at Lykor’s uncharacteristically long speech or the sight of his altered wings, Jassyn couldn’t tell. The prince’s gaze slid from the blue membranes to Jassyn, but he didn’t comment before asking, “Do you think the four of us can handle them? We could take someone prisoner, question them, or—”

“We’re not rushing down there,” Jassyn cut in, halting the idea before Vesryn could act on it. “According to Rimeclaw, these soldiers might be swayed to our cause. If we can help them.”

“Or they’ll follow us long enough to report back to the king,” Lykor countered, his voice flint edged in Jassyn’s mind. “We’d be fools to trust anyone whose loyalty turns at a better offer.”

Jassyn’s pulse ticked faster. “Not all loyalties are chosen,” he argued. “Maybe some of those here have no choice like Saundyl. Obedience doesn’t mean allegiance. And silence”—his gaze dropped again to the quiet campfire below—“doesn’t mean consent.”

Lykor’s lips drew tight. “We don’t have the means to offer them what they want.”

“We might,” Jassyn said. “If we learn more. It might be worth the risk to add fifty to our number. We barely have two dozen in Asharyn who’ve manifested control over the earth.”

“And none of them are prepared for war,” Lykor mumbled.

“I can go down,” Vesryn offered. “An elven face might win favor.”

Fenn snorted softly. “That pretty princeling face of yours is wanted by your capital.” He flicked the point of Vesryn’s ear. “Or did you forget they want you mounted?”

Vesryn scowled, edging away from him on the branch.

Fenn’s grin widened. “Your head on a pike, obviously.”

“Discuss your pikes later,” Lykor growled. “I’ll grab their leader.”

Jassyn followed Lykor’s stare to a tall figure at the heart of the camp, standing haloed in Essence. A male, seemingly young, though difficult to tell when elven blood blunted age. Dark curls heavy with rain brushed his shoulders, and a shadow of a beard traced the cut of his jaw—rare for one of mixed lineage.

The male lifted a hand as he spoke to a female beside him. A flame slithered from the campfire and wrapped around his palm, obedient as a charmed serpent.

“How do you know he’s the leader?” Vesryn demanded.

Lykor rolled his eyes. “Because everyone else is orbiting him. And that female next to him—the one with the auburn braid who hasn’t stopped glaring at everyone? Likely his second.”

The male’s head lifted, gaze sweeping the canopy with too much precision to be coincidence. As if their invisibility didn’t exist. For a heartbeat, his eyes met Jassyn’s through the veil of leaves.

A shiver traced Jassyn’s spine. “I think—” he began, but the branch beneath his boots shuddered.

Not from any wind.

The earth pulsed and Jassyn didn’t have time to warn the others before the jungle struck.

Vines exploded upward, hissing like drawn blades. The tree pitched as leaves shredded, the forest erupting from below. Limbs speared through the canopy, moving with the intention of hunters, not the madness of the wild.

Jassyn twisted aside as a vine cracked past his cheek, the air slicing against his jaw. He flung out his hands, halting a lunging branch before it could knock Vesryn from their perch.

Shouts rose from the clearing as figures scattered. But the way they moved into formation said everything.

They’d known.

Essence sparked at the same time as the elements surged. Flames sprang from campfires, snatched by scores of waiting hands to be hurled skyward. One blast arced toward them, but the bolt of fire collided with Lykor’s answering spear of ice. The clash cracked the air, bursting into shards of steam and frost.

Another whip of fire screamed past Jassyn’s face, igniting the leaves beside him until Fenn yanked the embers to smoke with a curse.

“I think they know we’re up here!” Fenn shouted, his invisibility disintegrating as he warped aside just before a vine tore through the space where his head had been.

“Brilliant observation,” Vesryn snapped. He braced against the tree and punched a volley of shadows down. The strike cleaved through a wall of rending rising from the warriors below. “Next you’ll tell us that fire burns.”

Essence roared as a column of force erupted from the jungle floor, a whirlwind of pressure driving straight for their perch.

Lykor met it head-on. Shadows sheared through the magic, ribbons of power scattering like ash.

Vesryn struck next, darkness whipping from his fist. Soldiers dropped to the ground one after another, wrapped in rending, bound before their cries even formed. He turned to the next group, darkness constricting, then moved to seize another.

Jassyn’s jaw locked as the scene fractured below—splintering, unraveling, slipping apart beneath them. Then the world seemed to blink. A flash of knowing ignited behind his eyes, the shape of consequence arriving too vividly.

He saw what would happen. Vesryn’s shadows tipping toward destruction. Lykor’s retaliation freezing bodies where they fought. Fenn’s fire leaping, flaring, burning. Steel drawn in answer. The jungle writhing.

A potential alliance lost in a handful of heartbeats. Not because either side was wrong, but because those with him would turn defense into slaughter.

If only he could touch every mind as effortlessly as the king—silence the chaos with a single thought, bend the moment until all of them listened.

The temptation glimmered up from some dark corner of him, a treacherous bloom of power unfurling like a dark whisper. He crushed the impulse before it could take root.

If he gave in to that—if those below ever sensed it—he’d never have the chance to prove they weren’t the enemy.

He had to stop this before either side claimed the first life.

The thought sliced through his indecision. If the world was going to burn, let him at least burn reaching.

There wasn’t time to explain. Not with havoc running wild, Essence and earth tearing loose. Vesryn wouldn’t listen. And Lykor… Lykor would only escalate.

Jassyn hesitated for half a breath, every instinct rioting. It wasn’t death he feared, but what would follow if he let this war speak for them first.

Lykor had said maybe they would get to choose—if they were still standing at the end. But what if choosing was what kept them standing at all?

So Jassyn tucked his wings tight and leapt. He wasn’t convinced the king’s army would listen, but someone had to reach first.

Before the killing began.


CHAPTER 21
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SERENNA



“I–I didn’t mean to.” Serenna’s voice splintered like the egg her sunfire had just cracked.

She turned to Cinderax at her feet, chest drawn tight around the question she feared to voice. “Is there a way to fix it?” The words rasped out raw as she searched his glowing eyes for any solution, any flicker of forgiveness.

Kaedryn stood motionless, claws pressed to her heart. Unblinking, her stare clung to the fractured shell, just as powerless to intervene.

Serenna’s throat burned as she swallowed, chasing steadiness that unraveled between each breath. The egg lay dull in the tent’s veiled light, her failure carved in obsidian, gleaming accusation.

“Can we mend the shell?” she whispered, each word heavier than the last. “I thought I was careful. I…”

I killed it.

The truth hollowed her as the world waited for her to admit it aloud. The silence thickened, pressing against her ribs until she could hear nothing but her own pulse thudding in her ears.

Then a different sound stirred, soft as silk skimming over stone. Serenna flinched as another fissure branched across the shell as the egg tilted slightly on its pedestal.

Eyes wide, breath held, Serenna watched the crack trace the curve like a fingertip skimming glass. Brittle flakes of shell loosened and fell, and from within, a glow kindled—alive, like flame coaxed from coals.

Then came a trill, sharp and small. A single, astonished chirp.

Serenna gasped. Not a dirge of death, but a breath of birth. Hatching. She’d believed her sunfire could only destroy, yet the light inside the egg burned as soft as forgiveness.

Kaedryn moved first, scales dissolving as she shifted back to skin. She rushed forward, lifted the egg from its pedestal, and knelt. Folding a rug aside, she set it into the sand, her fingers lingering briefly before retreating.

Beyond the pavilion, the dunes rippled with heat. Even the wind seemed to hold its breath with Serenna, waiting.

The egg bucked as the hatchling fought—claws striking in staccato rhythm, fangs scraping against the shell.

Cinderax stepped forward and exhaled a thin spiral of fire, circling the egg in slow, concentric rings. Heat gathered close, darkening the sand with a halo of warmth.

The sounds shifted from faint, tentative clicks into frantic scrabbling. Impatient claws battered against the shell holding the dragon captive. A high trill sounded, followed by wet cracks and tremulous croaks, each muffled sound spilling into the next.

Heart pounding, Serenna dropped to her knees beside Kaedryn, eyes fixed on the hatchling’s battle to break free. Warmth from the sand bled through her leathers, but she scarcely felt it. The world had narrowed to sound—the scrape of raking claws, the rasp of breath within as pieces of the shell fell away one by one.

Serenna’s own breath hitched as the egg shuddered, then split again. A thin hiss of steam rose when a single claw punched through the damp membrane—slick and black, talons curved like crescent moons. It scraped at the air, trembled, then hooked the jagged edge.

Another fracture veined sideways and the upper curve of the egg peeled back. Coiled and glistening in the cradle of confinement, the dragon stirred. She, Serenna realized, though she couldn’t have said how she knew.

Slightly smaller than Cinderax, a translucent veil clung to her tucked wings, scales black as coal. Her chest fluttered in shallow breaths, each rise like a wavering ember catching its first glow.

Alive.

Eyes squeezed shut, the hatchling lifted her head, shaking with the effort.

Cinderax leaned close, his breath stirring the hatchling’s leathery frills. “She will sing storms of fire.”

The dragon’s eyelids peeled open like petals unfurling to light. A transparent membrane swept across the narrow crimson slit, revealing the sharp, glinting edge of newborn sight.

Then she sneezed, a wisp of smoke spiraling from her snout.

Serenna’s hand flew to her mouth as laughter broke loose, caught between a sob and awe. Heat pricked behind her eyes, blurring the dragon before her—this flame-born creature, the most delicate wonder she’d ever beheld.

Kaedryn leaned back on her heels, chuckling softly. For the next hour they watched as the hatchling clawed her way into the world.

Serenna’s fingers itched to pry the shell apart, to ease the hatchling’s emergence. But Cinderax hissed, insisting that the struggle was sacred, that the rite to life forged strength in the body and fire in the bones.

And so they waited as the egg fractured, agonizingly slow, each crack seeming minutes apart. Until, at last, the dragon spilled onto the warm sand in a tangle of damp wings and trembling limbs. Her ribs heaved in quick, uneven breaths, eyes clenched shut.

Cinderax nudged her gently with his snout.

The hatchling answered with a defiant clack of razor-sharp fangs. She wobbled upright onto four legs, wings sagging at her sides as she fought for balance.

“She’ll be a menace,” Cinderax said, pride curling through the words.

Eyes smoldering like flame, he looked up at Serenna. “The naming rights belong to the flamebearers of the clutch—those who kindled life. But as there are no remaining kin…” His words faltered, a dying cinder of loss. “That duty falls to us.”

Serenna blinked, the air fleeing from her lungs. Her attention darted to Kaedryn. “You–you want me to name her?”

Kaedryn nodded, eyes softened by quiet certainty. “She wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t shattered the Aelfyn’s starlight chains.”

Serenna had scarcely begun to believe the hatchling would survive, and already they asked her to name it. That privilege belonged to lineages—to legends—not to someone who’d nearly unmade the very flame entrusted to her now.

Adjusting on her knees, Serenna turned back to the dragon wobbling on unsteady legs. She searched for a name worthy of the ages—for a creature who would outlive them all, carrying within her a primal fire and the power to forge the world that would endure after they were gone.

The slick black sheen of the hatchling’s scales was already transforming. The supple surface tightened and darkened until every plate gleamed like armor wrought from night itself.

“Vasharax,” Serenna whispered at last. “She who rises from sacred flame.”

A faint smile curved Kaedryn’s lips as the name settled between them.

Nostrils flaring, the hatchling lifted her head toward Serenna. Ruby irises caught the light, pinning briefly.

“Does she approve?” Serenna asked.

“She’s a hatchling,” Cinderax replied dryly, his tail sweeping around him. “She comprehends little beyond hunger and flame.” He chuffed at Vasharax, whose tiny claws flexed against the sand. “But she’ll grow into the name.”

Kaedryn rose and beckoned toward the pavilion’s edge. Velinya approached with a pool of flame cupped between her palms.

“I’ve already spoken to Lykor,” Kaedryn said. “He’s agreed that his wraith—those not bound for the war front—will aid in the hatchlings’ care.” She gently placed one of the remaining eggs into Velinya’s waiting hands. “A new guild is forming, devoted entirely to their survival.”

When Velinya departed, Kaedryn turned once more to Serenna, her voice softening to reverence. “And the guildmasters have agreed you will lead it. As the First Keeper of the Cradle Flame.”

Serenna’s lips parted, but no words came. The title echoed through her, the responsibility heavier than any crown. Before she could stammer about how honored—or how unready—she felt, Kaedryn continued.

“I’ll help with the framework, of course,” she promised. “But this…this can be a bridge between our peoples. A united way forward. And I understand you already bear other duties. Velinya and Mara have agreed to serve as your voice when you’re pulled elsewhere.”

Speech caught in Serenna’s throat. Her heart swelled, brimming with a quiet, staggering wonder. That they would trust her with this…

“My siblings will need firm guidance,” Cinderax rumbled low, steam curling from his nostrils. “They will truly be hatchlings in every sense—ruled by base instinct until they mature.” He flicked his tail as Vasharax nipped it, lip lifting around his fangs. “I will teach them the memory of fire.”

His molten eyes narrowed, amusement simmering beneath the glow. “And before you voice it—though I’ve no doubt Lykor will—I know I do not tower over Vasharax. But I, at least, carry the mind of my line.”

Serenna’s smile broke free as Vasharax chirped an indignant croak and flopped back into the warmed sand. The little dragon’s eyes fluttered shut, chest rising in a slowing rhythm.

As they moved Vasharax and the remaining eggs to the hatchery prepared in a salt cave beyond Asharyn’s outskirts, the air trembled with promise. In the hush that followed, something beyond awe stirred within Serenna—the first ignition of a new age, a fire meant to burn the future forward.


CHAPTER 22
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JASSYN



The jungle blurred around Jassyn as he dove between whipping vines, each wingbeat flinging mist and shredding leaves behind him. Rain slashed through the canopy, hammering until the leathery membranes hung heavy with water. He tucked one wing to slip through a gap, spreading the other wide to balance, skimming a branch hard enough to peel its bark.

Reaching out with his awareness, he tore the forest open. Vines and leaves parted in a breathless rush, wind carving across his face as he dropped into the clearing. His boots slammed into the mud, the jolt knifing through him as he landed before the male who held a fistful of fire, standing at the axis of it all.

Blades turned in unison, a ring of steel glinting with lethal intent. Essence surged like stormwater breaching a dam. Fire coiled after it, flaring bright from every side. Power rippled through the air, taut as wire, thrumming and ready to snap.

Jassyn raised his palms slowly in a silent plea for restraint.

The leader’s eyes—hazel ringed in gold—widened as they flicked over Jassyn’s wings, catching on the glint of dragonsight still burning in his gaze.

Jassyn blinked, dispelling the draconic pupils before they could rattle this elven-blooded male further.

Lykor warped down beside him, shadows trailing like smoke. A heartbeat later Fenn appeared, materializing with the prince in tow.

The jungle fell still. Vines hung motionless and even the drops of rain seemed to be listening.

“We didn’t come to fight,” Jassyn said, dispelling his wings. He met the leader’s gaze, nearly his height, steady in the slow cascade of water. “We’ve already spoken with Rimeclaw, the dragon leading you, and—”

“Rimeclaw?” The male’s brow creased. “That beast has a name?”

“He does.” Jassyn kept his voice level, offering more. “He speaks to those who can hear him. Like us. The scalebound. Druids.”

A curse fractured across the clearing. The female Lykor had marked as second-in-command twisted on her knees, Essence crackling as she hacked her magic against the shadows Vesryn still had binding her limbs.

“You know who they are!” she hissed through her teeth. “Prince Vesryn and the others. General Elashor said traitors are worth more breathing.”

The leader’s gaze snapped to the prince, then swept over the others behind Jassyn—quick, assessing, measuring threat. Fire wreathed his fists, and when his eyes returned to Jassyn, calculation had replaced caution.

“I know your face too,” he said, voice gone flat. “Jassyn. Another traitor to the crown.”

Heat spiked up Jassyn’s spine, instinct flaring against what this stranger presumed. “I won’t answer for choosing freedom over servitude.”

Fury seethed through his chest, hungry to guard the fragments he’d clawed from the wreckage. He wasn’t theirs anymore—no longer bound to the capital, no longer ruled by their collars.

But before the beastblood reacted and he said anything else, Lykor stepped ahead of him, voice dripping menace.

“Enough pleasantries,” he growled, wings rustling. Shadows roiled around his frame like thunderheads on the verge of breaking. “I could raze this little war band to rubble without blinking.” He prowled closer to the leader, eyes burning. “So shut up and let him speak. Test us, and die on your knees.”

Jassyn held still as the threat hung in the rain. He allowed the silence to stretch until it spoke for him, letting Lykor become the sharper threat and draw every gaze. A shield daring the force to strike him first, just to give Jassyn the space to be heard.

The leader straightened, dispelling the flame as he folded his arms. “Release my people,” he said coolly. A test, not a request. “And maybe then, we’ll listen.”

Lykor didn’t move. Neither did Vesryn, who still held half the camp shackled in shadows.

Jassyn turned, eyes meeting Lykor’s first, imploring restraint before moving to Vesryn’s. A wordless look that didn’t ask but told.

Somehow, that was enough, though he hadn’t truly believed it would be.

Vesryn exhaled through his nose and the darkness slipped away—unraveling from bound limbs, releasing those on the forest floor.

The leader glanced over his shoulder as his companions rose. The female with the auburn braid stalked to his side, her scowl cutting across the glade. Essence shimmered faintly around her. Contained, but only just.

They outnumbered Jassyn’s small group over tenfold. Yet despite being trained, armored, and disciplined, fear clung to them like the rain on their steel. He caught the subtle recoil, the way their hands shook, Essence flickering as fingers hovered near weapons.

A girl, scarcely more than a child, drifted closer to a female who might’ve been her mother. A young male kept glancing toward the trees—maybe watching for Rimeclaw, or perhaps plotting a way to flee.

This was no army hungry for blood, only one bracing against what might lay ahead.

“You already know me and Vesryn,” Jassyn said, then gestured to the others. “Fenn. And Lykor.”

Silence followed the last name. A few soldiers exchanged uneasy glances while the female with the braid only sneered. The leader’s expression hardened as his gaze slid over them, thumb grazing the stubble along his jaw.

“Strange company,” he murmured. “A wraith. Exiled princes. Lykor…caught between.” Hazel eyes, sharp and searching, returned to Jassyn and lingered just long enough to make him want to look away. “And a half-breed whose bloodline helped build the king’s empire.”

Jassyn held still, though something inside him flinched. Even here—realms away—his face remained a seal of the elves’ dominion. Not a person, but a lineage. An unwanted symbol of everything he’d fought to escape.

When the leader spoke again, the edge in his words honed to precision. “And now you call yourselves druids, cloaked in ancient magic once spoken of only in treasonous whispers.”

The female cut in, flicking her braid back over her shoulder. “Do you realize the bounty on you? How much we’ll be rewarded for turning all of you in?”

Lykor bared his fangs. “Try it.” His wings flared, talons clacking together as though already measuring where to strike.

Frost cracked the ground below his boots and a flail of ice coalesced in his claw, shadows threading through the spiked heads. Before he could move, Jassyn laid a hand on his arm.

Lykor’s nostrils flared, muscles tense beneath his skin, but he held.

“I believe we might be able to help each other,” Jassyn said, letting the words fall like an offering rather than a threat.

Arms folded tight across her chest, the female’s glare didn’t waver. “I don’t like this, Daeryn,” she muttered. “You know the punishments—what that dragon will do. If we don’t hand them over and word gets out, they’ll strip our Essence. And our lives won’t be the only ones they take.”

Around her, others tensed. Glances sparked through the ranks, murmurs rippling beneath the rain, the air thick with what none dared to voice any louder.

Vesryn arched a brow. “By all means. Let’s see whose head buys the most favor.” He scoffed. “But we all know the truth. The only victor is the one wearing the crown.”

He swept a hand toward the clearing, voice turning cool. “I’ve never seen anything like this. A force trained with both Essence and earth?” His gaze narrowed as it passed over the group. “The capital and council kept knowledge of shaman power from me—even when I commanded Centarya.”

Daeryn met the words with silence, his face composed but not untouched. Jassyn recognized that emptiness—he’d worn it himself too many times to count. A defiant kind of survival, the sort that stilled breath and drilled the body to obedience until even feeling looked like it had vanished.

Something crawled out of the shadows of Jassyn’s memory, but he shoved it back down. He didn’t want to acknowledge the truth of its teeth. Whatever thread bound them didn’t need naming.

“I grew up in Kyansari,” Daeryn said at last. “Always knew I was bound for Centarya. Every half-breed is. But the earth woke…unexpectedly in me.”

He lifted a hand, and the rain answered. Droplets drew toward his palm, threading into a slender stream that coiled once around his wrist before hardening to ice. “The details as to why don’t matter,” he murmured, “but I froze a fountain in my mother’s courtyard when I was twelve.”

His mouth twisted as he closed his fist, crushing the ice to shards. “So they sent me north instead of to Centarya. A hidden place no one is permitted to speak of. For people like us—who could wield both.”

Jassyn frowned. A hidden place for those like him and Serenna. They’d been spared only because no one had known. Because their powers hadn’t manifested where others could see.

Daeryn glanced at the female beside him. “We were taken one by one. From estates in Alari. From the human realms. From our families.” His eyes shifted to Fenn. “All those ‘deaths’ and disappearances they blamed on wraith attacks?” He released a bitter laugh. “That was the cover. Creating chaos while General Elashor’s forces smuggled us out.”

“Tell him, Daeryn,” the female snapped as she whirled to face him, fury barely leashed. “Tell him who he is. Tell our people why you’re risking their lives. Why you hesitate to send him back to the capital in chains like you would anyone else.”

Jassyn blinked. The name struck harder this time, piercing through layers he’d packed like armor. Daeryn.

The way Daeryn stood—balanced on the edge of confession, refusing to look away—made the air tighten in Jassyn’s lungs, every breath feeling borrowed.

“My mother was an elven highborn,” Daeryn said quietly. “A councilwoman’s daughter.”

The words meant nothing. But the way he said them did.

Jassyn shook his head before he could stop the motion, as if he’d be able to force the truth back into silence by sheer refusal.

It couldn’t be this. This wasn’t his burden to carry.

“And when I heard the rumors,” Daeryn said, eyes locked onto Jassyn. “When word spread that you and the prince had broken free and walked out of Centarya alive, unshackled…”

“Say it,” the female hissed, interrupting him. “If you won’t, I will. Our people deserve to know who you’re protecting.”

Daeryn’s jaw flexed, but his expression didn’t waver. “Enough, Bhreena.”

Jassyn’s breath caught on every rung in his ribs. He barely felt the rain sliding cold down his spine, the ache from flight, or the hum of surrounding magic—everything lost to the roar rising inside him.

He didn’t want this. The echo. The name. The years it stripped without consent. Not here. Not now. Not with every eye watching, weighing, waiting.

Daeryn stood with a courage Jassyn had never dared to reach for. Rain ticked against armor. The silence between them broke on his next breath.

“You’re my sire.”


CHAPTER 23
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JASSYN



Jassyn’s lips parted, but no sound came.

Daeryn watched him with eyes nearly an echo of his own, the proof made flesh. The same dark curl of hair. The angled line of cheek and jaw. A rangy frame already shadowed by an invisible weight Jassyn had never meant to pass on.

The likeness struck deep, twisting through him before thought could catch up.

He was supposed to stand without shaking. Steady the moment. Speak with clarity. Keep the fragile chance of alliance alive.

Not unravel the instant the past haunted and named him.

But he’d already begun to fray. The glade clenched around him like a fist, crushing the air from his lungs.

He’d known—from those family trees he and Vesryn had stolen from the Vallende estate—that others in Asharyn carried his blood. Scattered branches from the same corrupted root that none of them had chosen. Sired for their magic, their names plotted like coordinates on the capital’s map of power.

Yet none had sought him. And he hadn’t sought them. Safer that way. Easier to forget. Easier to deny.

But this male before him—spine straight, voice steady, daring to call him sire—cleaved through the walls Jassyn had built to keep the past contained.

Jassyn’s pulse pounded in his temples as the world narrowed and tilted. Even sound folded inward, swallowed by the tide breaking in his skull.

He didn’t move, limbs locking in that strange stillness that happened when instinct fled. When there was nothing left to reach for. No anger. No magic. Not even a lie. Only the hum of panic devouring him.

Where was that scorching beastblood now, when he needed its strength the most?

Someone moved beside him. Solid. Warm. Silent.

Lykor.

He didn’t touch Jassyn or speak, only stepped to his shoulder, a wall of heat and shadow anchoring him while the world threatened to spiral away.

Jassyn didn’t look at him, yet the nearness braced him, sealing the fault line inside him before it could fracture further. In the quiet of that stance, Jassyn heard everything Lykor didn’t say—he wouldn’t let him fall.

Jassyn exhaled, ragged and trembling. Still unsteady, but not breaking with Lykor holding the line beside him.

The rain had gone quiet, but only around the two of them. It continued to fall on the others, drumming against cloaks, dripping through hair, slicking the trees.

Jassyn sensed it then, the water bending around Lykor as if the weather knew better than to intrude. Of course Lykor had drawn on Rimeclaw’s gift to give him a breath, a space where he could stand without drowning.

But he felt their eyes upon him, hunting for weakness. He wouldn’t give them that opening. Not when the fragile thread of alliance—and the chance to sever Galaeryn’s hold on Daeryn’s people—might depend on it.

So Jassyn gathered all the ache, the grief, the shock, and buried it deep. He adjusted his bracers as he straightened, forging a spine of borrowed steel and the will to stand tall.

He’d come undone later. When the stares were gone. When breathing no longer scraped his chest raw. But not now.

With a stabilizing breath, Jassyn brought his awareness back to the clearing, focusing on Daeryn once more. The resemblance still burned, but this time he didn’t cower.

“You’re not following Galaeryn,” Jassyn said quietly, the words carrying understanding rather than blame. He cleared his throat, finding iron to bolster his voice. “You’re surviving him. Like us.”

Daeryn shifted his weight but didn’t look away.

The pause stretched. Long enough for the rain to measure the silence between them before Jassyn reached across it. “If you weren’t, you wouldn’t have stopped to hear what we had to say. You’re here—at the edge of the world, following a dragon—because you didn’t have a choice.”

His gaze swept the camp, catching the truth unmasked in expressionless faces and shoulders drawn straight. Obedience worn smooth by repetition. These weren’t soldiers answering a cause. They complied only to keep the next command from exacting its price in the blood of someone they loved.

“And what happens if we don’t follow orders?” Bhreena snapped—not at Jassyn, but at Daeryn. “You think the king won’t notice? For all we know, he sees through that dragon’s eyes just like his commands pour through General Elashor’s mouth.” Her voice cracked past anger, wavering with bitterness. “It wouldn’t be the first time they punished others in our place. And you know it won’t be the last, Daeryn.”

“I know.” A muscle ticked in Daeryn’s jaw. “But when Jassyn and the prince broke free—when someone like us fought back—it proved the crown’s control isn’t absolute.”

Jassyn turned toward Bhreena, giving her fury room to breathe in the heart of the conversation. “Rimeclaw didn’t give us names,” he said, acknowledging the storm she carried, “but he said the capital tore away those you love.” Bhreena scowled, but he didn’t stop. “And you’re not alone. Prince Saundyl said the same in Vaelyn—how they took his family to twist his compliance.”

Jassyn studied Daeryn’s forces. “I imagine it’s simpler for Galaeryn to tighten a noose than to waste power compelling every soldier beneath his banner.”

Somewhere to the left, a breath hitched. A girl dropped her gaze, fingers knotting in the sleeve of her cloak. Another slid an arm around her shoulders, as if holding each other were the only strength they had left.

“And I’d wager,” Jassyn said, meeting Daeryn’s eyes again, “most of you are only here because Galaeryn is holding a life you’d burn any realm to protect.”

Daeryn didn’t deny it. He shared a look with Bhreena before her nostrils flared and her head snapped toward Jassyn.

“For those of us from the mortal realms—not the capital—they took whoever couldn’t fight.” Her chin trembled, but her mouth drew taut, grief hardening into anger. “The elderly. The young. It didn’t matter. General Elashor marched them through our training rings like trophies. Swore we’d see them again—if we crossed these stars-cursed mountains and opened the western front. He never needed to say what happens if we fail.”

“They already showed us,” Daeryn said quietly. “The king portaled that dragon into our ranks and commanded it to freeze the weakest ten percent.” His eyes went distant, as if the scene replayed itself. “Their bodies shattered before we understood. Galaeryn culled us just to prove he could.” His attention cut to Bhreena. “To remind us that we’re all expendable. I know the risks.”

Her eyes narrowed, sliding toward Jassyn. The ground beneath her boots trembled as Essence gathered, shadows thickening around her heels. Half the soldiers moved with her, armor creaking, Essence and earth lurching at the ready.

A show of power. Fear, forged into defiance.

“Do you know what it costs to keep hoping?” Bhreena hissed. A flame leapt to her palm, drawn from the nearest fire. Her hand stayed steady, but her voice shook. “To believe we’ll see them again, just because General Elashor said we might?”

She swallowed hard. “My sister is six,” she whispered. “Still counts the stars with her fingers.” The flame sputtered in her grasp. “And I had to watch dead-eyed soldiers parade her with the rest. They didn’t even blink when she screamed for me.” Steam curled where the rain struck her skin. “I’m the only one with the power to protect her. And I don’t even know where she is.”

Bhreena closed half the distance between them, but Jassyn held his ground. He knew that fear, the helpless ache of being unable to stop it.

She squared her shoulders, still coiled for a fight. “Your presence—us speaking instead of handing you over—risks her life.”

Daeryn lifted a hand. “Bhreena.”

Her eyes, still bright with unshed violence, didn’t so much as glance his way. But the shadows around her feet stilled, the flame in her palm flickering low.

“The mountain prisons,” Lykor muttered, a curse buried in his breath. “That has to be the place.”

His voice roughened as he addressed Daeryn directly. “Where Galaeryn kept the wraith. There’s no way in or out except by portal. It’s impenetrable.”

Bhreena’s eyes thinned. “Why would he keep innocents there?”

“Why wouldn’t he?” Lykor growled. “He doesn’t waste cruelty, he perfects it. That place is a stars-forsaken vault he keeps alive just to hear echoes of screams. And you think he’ll simply offer freedom while there’s still blood left to spill on his growing map?”

Daeryn moved closer to Bhreena’s side. “But if we do what he demands—navigate the Wastes, find more dragons…”

Lykor barked a bitter laugh. “Galaeryn will use you until you bleed every drop. You’re not getting your people back. Not if he—”

Bhreena snarled and hurled the fireball without warning.

It never landed.

Jassyn shot his hand out, yanking the blaze mid-flight. It struck his palm with a hiss, heat slicing the rain before curling to smoke around his knuckles. Scales ripped up his arm, the shimmer of them cutting like molten glass.

His lip curled as the beastblood reared its head—furious, protective, feral. Power clawed at his ribs, a roar begging to be freed. It would be easy—too easy—to let the fire answer. To strike. To burn her to ash.

Lykor didn’t even blink. He held himself like a fortress as he had when lightning had carved its path down his spine, unyielding and utterly unmoved. As if fire itself weren’t worth acknowledgment.

Jassyn exhaled sharply through his nose. If Lykor could hold his silence, then Jassyn could drag his fury back into its cage. He drew in a breath, the air acrid with smoke, and wrestled back the surge of power before it answered for him—incinerating Bhreena on the spot.

The heat drained away, leaving only a tremor beneath his skin.

“Perhaps,” Jassyn said through his teeth, “we can find a way to help. If we work together, maybe we can retrieve your people from the prisons.”

“No.” Lykor’s answer was a low growl, final.

Their eyes locked, and Jassyn saw the war still burning there—alive in the restless twitch of Lykor’s wings, in the flex of their claws.

Lykor’s irises flared. “Returning is a death sentence.”

The last of Jassyn’s scales receded. He didn’t push, knowing even the mention of that place scraped too close to bone. He would never ask Lykor to descend back into that abyss again. He felt the line forming between them, but there were others who could go.

“Then why are we still talking?” Daeryn demanded, sharp now. “If we can’t free them, this ends here. You have nothing to offer us.”

Jassyn’s hands curled at his sides, the alliance slipping through his fingers. Only one promise could earn their trust, but to give it would mean speaking for lives that weren’t his to risk.

And even if he did, he wasn’t certain Asharyn could bear Daeryn’s numbers or survive the friction of so volatile a force. Or if he even had the right to offer these soldiers sanctuary at all.

But that was tomorrow’s fire.

He drew a breath. “We’ll go.”

Jassyn met Lykor’s eyes, an unspoken promise kindling between them—he wouldn’t drag Lykor back into that dark. He inclined his head to Vesryn and Fenn next, who both nodded, silent sentinels at his back.

“We don’t yet have the strength to topple Galaeryn,” Jassyn said, returning his attention to Daeryn. “But with your help we might just have enough hope to light the first spark.”

The quiet pooled like the rain before he spoke again. “I can’t offer certainty. Only a chance. We’ve endured the same tyranny and have been claimed by the same chains. We’ll bleed beside you to break them for others.”

Bhreena stepped closer before Daeryn could answer. “So you want us to stand against the king and risk everyone in those prisons to do it?”

Her words struck like a whip, but Jassyn didn’t retreat. He met her fury head-on. “You’ve seen that obedience buys you nothing.” His voice hardened. “Galaeryn has already murdered your own. What if the only way to save your families is to defy him? What if we stormed the prisons together and freed them?”

“I stand by what I said,” Lykor growled under his breath, wings rustling. “And we don’t have time for a rescue. Not for children. Elders. Those who’ve never held a blade. More mouths to feed. More lives we’ll be defending when Galaeryn comes for our heads.”

Jassyn folded his arms, angling toward him. He’d weathered Lykor’s storms before.

“You risked your life for a herd of goats,” he said quietly, low enough for only Lykor to hear. “So stop pretending you’re heartless and would let a child rot in those dungeons.”

Lykor’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing. Defiance flickered behind his eyes as he held Jassyn’s stare—long enough to make his irritation known—before scoffing and glancing away.

Jassyn waited until the echo of it faded, then found Daeryn still watching him. “We’re not offering salvation,” he admitted. “Only a chance to fight for what’s already yours.”

“Why would you help us?” Daeryn asked.

“Because Galaeryn is bringing war,” Jassyn answered. “But it doesn’t have to end in slaughter. Not if we can still choose and stop it before it begins.”

His gaze swept their ranks, reading the uncertainty etched into every face. “You’re not free. Not while the king harvests Essence from those like us. How many more must fall so he can chain every realm that breathes resistance?”

Bhreena lifted her chin. “And you want us to serve your cause on the fringe of the wilderness? We don’t even know what you truly are now, only that you’re wanted by those who hold power.”

“The dragons chose us,” Lykor said through his teeth, gesturing to the wings arched behind Vesryn, Fenn, and himself. “Rimeclaw withheld this gift from the king. Galaeryn doesn’t own everything. That’s our advantage.”

“Divided, we won’t survive,” Jassyn said, fortified by Lykor—proof there was a way forward, even for those who’d once stood opposed. “Fight with us, shoulder to shoulder, not shackled beneath the king’s heel.”

The soldiers shifted, boots grinding into the wet earth. Murmurs rippled through the clearing.

Bhreena’s voice rose above the others. “If this is another lie—”

“It’s not,” Daeryn interrupted firmly. “And even if it were, we’ve already lost nearly everything.”

He met Jassyn’s eyes. For a heartbeat, the soldier was gone—only the shadow of a bloodline Jassyn had tried to forget remained.

“We won’t fight for you,” Daeryn said. “Not yet. We’ve survived too long on broken promises. Bring our people back first. Then we’ll march beside you.”

Bhreena didn’t soften. Her fingers twitched like they itched to reach for more fire. Only when her Essence faded did Jassyn’s shoulders ease.

It wasn’t trust, but it held the fragile outline of what might grow into it. And that was already more than he’d dared hope for.


CHAPTER 24
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SERENNA



“Only the rarest cuts for the ravenous,” Fenn announced, brandishing a chunk of meat dripping with blood. “Our little fire queen’s first feast.”

From her seat beside Vasharax on the tiered steps above the canal, Serenna turned at his voice. She wrinkled her nose as the hatchling trilled—a low, throaty sound that could’ve been either approval or hunger. Probably both, since it was her first meal.

The dragon’s molten eyes tracked the meat’s sway, pupils narrowing to slits as if the whole world had shrunk to that single crimson mass.

“Don’t lose your fingers,” Serenna warned as Fenn crouched to Vasharax’s level, offering the heart like a royal tribute.

Orbs of druid fire hovered around Asharyn’s market. Behind him, floating lanterns skimmed low over the turquoise canal, their glow shimmering across mistpetals that drifted along the water like scattered stars.

Smoke coiled through the warm twilight from meat searing, herbs crackling, and sugar melting somewhere down the promenade. Laughter threaded through the haze, glancing off the sandstone.

Cushions had been arranged along the weathered steps leading to the water. Vasharax’s tail thudded against one as she lunged, snatching the strip from Fenn’s talons—fangs snapping just shy of skin.

Fenn chuckled and sprawled beside Serenna, stretching his legs down the steps.

Serenna sighed, grateful she’d already had dinner back at the palace. “Should I even ask what she’s eating?”

Vasharax braced herself, talons pinning the meat before she tore in. Sinew snapped from a savage shake, blood streaking her snout. She huffed through flared nostrils, then dove in again, ripping a piece loose.

“Sandspawn racer,” Fenn said, waving toward a spit where something enormous turned over the flames. “The Scourge of the Dunes. Brought it down myself.”

Serenna cast him a sideways look as he leaned back on his claws, smugness practically radiating.

“Oh, is that all?” she teased, knowing full well a story would follow. “No near-death brush with glory? Or was it carrion by the time you stumbled upon it?”

Fenn clutched his chest. “Carrion? She-elf, I have standards.”

Serenna rolled her eyes as a grin spread around his fangs.

“You would’ve screamed, by the way,” he went on. “Especially when a lizard the size of a sandstrider”—he nodded toward the hump-backed beasts drinking along the canal—“burst out of the ground. Spits just as far, too. My squad spent the entire week baiting one in the canyons with fermented palm fruit. When we finally lured it out today, the fiend doubled back and slimed us—same stuff the druids bottle for their desert-visions.” Spinning a ring in his ear, he chuckled. “I warped fast and it missed me, but some of the others were flying halfway across the plains on a spirit quest before we caught them.”

Vasharax released another croaking chirp, claws sinking back into the heart as she tore at it, steam curling from her talons.

“You managed all of that in the few hours since you returned from the jungle?” Serenna asked, raising her brows.

Fenn shrugged. “Had some free time. Seemed like Jassyn and your princeling had the arrival of Daeryn’s people handled. Pretty sure Lykor was glowering somewhere in the thick of it while they settled everyone in. Figured I’d make myself useful and help the druids hunt something fit for a celebration.”

Serenna’s gaze swept the square, where the city’s hum rose around them. Vesryn’s rangers, Kaedryn’s druids, Lykor’s wraith, Centarya’s magus, and the newcomers—Daeryn and his warriors—all gathered for the evening festivities, though distance still lingered between them.

She hadn’t been surprised to learn that Jassyn’s healing in the jungle had worked. But the hollow-eyed soldiers returning with him and the revelation of Rimeclaw had come as a shock.

Now, music drifted around the market—flutes, drums, and palms striking rhythm—threaded through with low conversation. A celebration for Vasharax’s hatching and the arrival of more children of earth and starlight.

Wraith and druid children warped between merchant carts and the sandstriders resting on folded limbs, chasing one another beneath the floating firelight.

It sounded like joy as laughter spilled across the stones. Maybe it was. But Serenna still sensed unease as she studied the tension coiling through Daeryn’s shoulders and the wary glances his second-in-command Bhreena cast toward the druids, as though they expected the city to turn its spears on them before dawn.

Trust would have to be built from both sides. But if this small force could break free from the king’s clutches, it gave Serenna hope that her brother might find a way out too.

Having finished devouring the heart, Vasharax licked her talons clean, then nosed at the sand where blood had pooled, chuffing for any last traces.

A whistle cut through the noise behind them. Serenna turned to see Koln weaving through the gathering, long hair swaying with his swagger, his eye patch flashing in the firelight.

“I’ve secured a cluster of those spinebenders you asked about,” he called to Fenn, raising a potted plant in one claw while balancing three heaping plates of food on the other arm.

Barely giving Fenn enough time to shift aside, the broad-shouldered wraith dropped onto a cushion beside him and set everything down with a thump.

Serenna blinked at the plant. The cactus bulged in lush, swollen segments—smooth and tapering to blunt points where beads of clear sap glimmered along each seam. Their shape left little to the imagination. Brazenly indecent and obscenely suggestive, the green stalks nearly compelled her to look away yet dared her to stare at the same time.

“Already de-spined too,” Fenn noted, nodding in approval at the absence of thorns.

“Are you two taking up decorative gardening?” Serenna asked sarcastically. “That thing looks like it should be behind a closed door, not paraded around in a glazed pot.”

Face splitting into a mischievous grin, Koln tipped his chin toward a druid lounging on the tailgate of a wagon, plucking a tune on a lute. “The merchant didn’t believe me when I said the spinebender does more than soothe sand chafing. Their name for it was dull—something like ‘sunsalve.’ Anyway,” he continued, adjusting his eye patch, “he stopped me before I could demonstrate the more creative applications Fenn and I discovered.”

Fenn snorted. “You’re already banned from the palace gardens. Drop your trousers in the market next and they’ll exile you before the moons rise.”

Koln elbowed him and raised one claw to tick off his talons. “Cures sand rash and cools sunburn—which the druids do admit. But it also aids with…loneliness, if one’s only companionship happens to be self-provided with a calloused palm.”

Serenna groaned, pressing a hand to her face. “That’s indecently specific.”

A low noise rumbled from Vasharax’s throat as she prowled closer to inspect Koln’s latest scandal in plant form.

Fenn bumped Serenna’s shoulder. “Fortunately, some of us don’t have to go scavenging for desert sap to find smoother company.”

Serenna pursed her lips as Koln reached for the cactus, scraping a talon into a divot where a thorn had been. A droplet of clear liquid welled, catching the firelight before he smeared it between thumb and forefinger. “If you’ve got an eager partner, apply a little to wherever’s getting the attention. Or to your own favored equipment. Doesn’t matter. Warms on contact, makes you slicker than a greased eel, and—”

Serenna cleared her throat, sharp enough to cut him off. “And why, precisely, did you bring that phallic monstrosity over here?”

Fenn didn’t miss a beat. “Not ‘phallic monstrosity’—spinebender,” he corrected, rolling a lip ring between his fangs. “It’s medicinal and recreational. Truly the most versatile plant in the desert.”

“Whatever,” Serenna huffed, catching movement out of the corner of her eye.

Vasharax lowered onto her haunches, tail flicking in a slow, deliberate sweep. Serenna lunged forward and snatched the dragon before she could pounce on the plant. Vasharax hissed an indignant croak, talons pricking skin deep enough to draw a wince before Serenna shifted into scales, plating her arms for protection.

Fenn was already cackling. “And we didn’t name it spinebender for nothing, she-elf. Koln had me braced against a palm tree seeing stars before he even lined up. Walked crooked the rest of the night.”

Serenna couldn’t decide whether to splutter or gape. “I thought what happened at the Oasis stayed at the Oasis!”

In her arms, Vasharax mimicked her outrage with a piercing shriek. A puff of smoke curled from her snout, sharp with the scent of bloody meat.

Fenn circled his tongue around the point of a fang. “Can’t say you weren’t invited.”

Koln barked a laugh and reached for one of the plates he’d brought. “Relax. This plant isn’t for us.” He nudged the pot with the toe of his boot. “Figured it’s about time someone helped Lykor unclench. We’re just providing the supplies.”

Serenna’s jaw went slack, her gaze sweeping the plaza until it caught on Lykor. Or rather Aesar, judging by the way Kal’s arm was slung around his shoulders. The pair drank nectared wine from copper mugs, shaking with laughter as Vesryn gestured wildly through a story.

She turned back to Fenn and Koln, horror and intrigue warring behind the question she wasn’t sure she wanted answered.

Fenn caught the look and grinned wider, tipping his chin toward the far side of the canal.

It wasn’t the roasted dune lizard his eyes had landed on, but Jassyn—seated near a fire, half wreathed in its glow. Zaeryn had claimed a cushion beside him, her silver braid brushing his shoulder as she leaned in close. Around them, a dozen others had scattered across the steps, orbiting the quiet gravity at their center.

Jassyn glanced up now and then, polite but remote, nudging at his food as though it could distract him from the circle closing in. He looked like he’d rather slip into the canal than endure more attention.

Serenna narrowed her eyes at the obscene little plant glistening with sap. “What exactly happened in the jungle?” she asked slowly. “And why are you implying that thing is meant for Jassyn and Lykor?”

Fenn swiped a fig from one of Koln’s plates. “Let’s just say your princeling caught some sensations through the bond and muttered something about frisky bond feedback before rushing off to investigate.” His fangs flashed in amusement. “I’m just assuming something…delightfully feral happened based on how disheveled they were. Koln and I figured we’d give them something to—ah—assist.”

Across the plaza, Aesar turned his head slightly and Serenna saw the flash of something darker slip through. Jaw locking, Lykor surfaced for a heartbeat, scowling at the group lingering around Jassyn. Then Aesar blinked, rolled his eyes—clearly irritated with Lykor—and turned back to Vesryn and Kal.

Serenna shifted Vasharax in her arms. “And you’re simply going to hand that cactus to Lykor with the same explanation you just gave me?”

Koln choked on a mouthful of spiced flatbread, coughing until Fenn thumped him between the shoulders, more amused than helpful.

“Oh, fuck no,” he wheezed between breaths. “Survival’s one of my few hobbies. Fenn will sneak it into Jassyn’s chambers and leave it on a nightstand. He’ll drop subtle hints—”

“Because Fenn is the perfect candidate for discretion,” Serenna said dryly.

“And Jassyn can draw his own conclusions,” Fenn finished proudly.

As Serenna shook her head, a druid flamedancer spun fire at the end of their staff. Arcs of heat flared across the canal, glinting off the water and drawing her gaze to the lower tier. Bhreena had settled there on a patch of sandstone with a plate, pointedly alone.

Serenna leaned forward. Her eyes snagged on the white mistpetals scattered across Bhreena’s meal, heart lurching as Bhreena turned one between her fingers.

Serenna rose so quickly that Vasharax hissed in protest, talons hooking into her tunic. “I need to tell her how to drink the nectar,” she said in a rush as Bhreena inspected the blossom.

Fenn snorted. “Or we can stay up here and wager on which druid will keel over first when she eats the petals.”

“You know they’re not supposed to be eaten!” Serenna scolded, hoisting Vasharax more securely.

“It’s not as if the druids bothered with instructions,” Koln grumbled. “They just glare at you like you’ve desecrated a sacred garden.”

Serenna didn’t reply. She was already descending the steps, boots carefully landing in the worn grooves.

She didn’t want to revisit the last time she’d let her guard down, when she’d reached out and had been left standing alone. That particular memory—Ayla, surrounded by laughing peers in Centarya’s courtyards—could stay buried where it belonged. In the past.

Still, Bhreena’s solitude struck a familiar chord, the two of them long estranged from the realms that had once claimed them. Maybe she’d be different.

A tug at her neck drew Serenna from her thoughts. She glanced down to find Vasharax gnawing on the Starshard, chain caught between her tiny fangs. Serenna pried her jewel free from the hatchling’s maw. Vasharax growled, scales shivering where the gem’s glow brushed them as though the light offended her. Serenna tucked the shard deeper beneath her leathers, out of sight.

Fenn and Koln’s laughter faded as she reached the lowest tier, replaced by the soft wash of water against stone. Turned away from the revelry, Bhreena sat at the canal’s edge in the light of the floating lanterns.

“The mistpetals,” Serenna said as she approached. “There’s a bulb of nectar at the base.”

Brows drawing close, Bhreena turned the flower over, her auburn hair half loosened from a braid, glinting copper where the light caught it. Freckles dusted olive skin, scattered across the bridge of her nose. Her gaze lifted, unreadable dark eyes flicking between Serenna and the hatchling.

“You’re supposed to twist it off and sip,” Serenna added, sitting on a step a few paces away so as not to fully intrude. She glanced around—noticing no onlookers, thankfully—yet still lowered her voice. “The druids act like any other way offends the stars. I’ve never had the nerve to ask why.”

Bhreena pried the clear bulb free and cast the flower into the canal. It drifted between lanterns, dipping once before being swept downstream. “A lot of ceremony around here,” she muttered.

Vasharax craned her neck toward the meat on Bhreena’s plate, nostrils flaring with a chuff. Bhreena’s eyes followed the motion—curious, maybe—then targeted the glint of scales plating Serenna’s arm against the hatchling’s claws.

“You became one of those druids too?”

“Hardly a week ago.” Serenna adjusted Vasharax’s restless weight. “Our arrival to Asharyn was…a little more violent. But once the druids realized that some of us could channel the powers of the earth, they welcomed us.” She hesitated, attempting to study Bhreena without making it obvious. “I heard you command the elements as well.”

“Never made me feel worth more,” Bhreena clipped before sipping the nectar and setting the translucent bulb aside.

“I thought being elven-blooded made me different,” Serenna said quietly. “Until I was conscripted to Centarya.”

Bhreena let out a humorless sound. “The lie they fed our kind—half a drop of elf blood and you’re nobler than humans by default.” Her attention darted to the sentinels posted at the bridge, then to the flamedancers spinning through ribbons of fire. “But when the crown needs soldiers, the line they drew between us vanishes fast.”

“I know,” Serenna said softly. “I was taken from the southern realm.” She wasn’t sure whether the words would push Bhreena deeper behind her walls.

Bhreena picked at a strip of meat, not really eating. “Western realm,” she said at last. “My line tended the forests of Dosythe for generations. Then the king ordered the harvest for his ships, and suddenly our stewardship meant destroying the groves ourselves.”

Serenna’s stomach turned from the same rot beneath different soil. Vaelyn’s white shores had been devoured by shipyards, the bay choked with docks, the sea swarmed with sails.

She’d heard fragments from the prince about Daeryn’s force—about their families—and beneath Bhreena’s quiet defiance she felt a kinship carved by more than mere circumstance.

“My brother remained behind when I was conscripted,” Serenna murmured. “I thought it was because he was next in line, but now I wonder if Elashor already knew his elemental power had awakened. The last time I saw Saundyl, he could command the sea. By now he’s probably sailed.” Her voice thinned to a whisper. “He doesn’t feel like he has a choice but to obey either. Elashor took his family too.”

Bhreena’s chewing slowed. Then, almost grudgingly, she answered, “Doesn’t matter what power you have when someone else’s throat is under the blade.” Her gaze drifted down the canal. “You really think we’ll see them again?”

Serenna hesitated. She wanted to promise, but truth demanded honest words. “All of our factions are meeting tomorrow,” she said instead. “We’ll decide together how to move against the king.” She met Bhreena’s eyes, firelight flickering across the unreadable umber. “If Jassyn said we’ll help, he meant it.”

Bhreena studied her a moment longer before giving a single nod.

Serenna assumed Bhreena would only believe it when proof stood before her. Yet the door between them felt cracked open. If only slightly.

Bhreena’s attention landed on Vasharax curled in Serenna’s lap. “That dragon isn’t like the one we followed. Rimeclaw.” Her eyes narrowed, scrutinizing the hatchling. “He had fins instead of leathery spines. And webbed claws, like something from the sea.”

It wasn’t really a question, but Serenna caught it like one. “Cinderax said each elemental type appears different. Stormstrikes and Zephyrfangs—lightning and wind—are built for speed and don’t have forelegs at all. Bramblemaws, the earthen dragons, are low-bodied and thick-limbed compared to the others.”

Bhreena’s fingers tightened around her plate. “I didn’t think dragons were anything more than old stories. And certainly not something I’d ever see.”

Serenna watched a shadow cross Bhreena’s face before she ventured, “Were you there when Rimeclaw was found?”

Bhreena shook her head. “I only heard about it. My company was stationed at a fortress in the Wastes. We received word that one of the first ships had made landfall on the far side of the world—this side, I suppose.”

Serenna held her breath. She doubted the time frame was right for that discovery to have been made by Saundyl’s fleet. Bhreena nudged rice around her plate before continuing.

“They sailed through a shattered coast and up a river mouth into the marshes. The dragon was crystallized in the water as if he were sleeping. It didn’t take long for a string of portals to open back to the capital. The king came through with Elashor, woke the dragon somehow, then commanded him back to Alari. After that, our orders were to clear a path across the Wastes and find more beasts.”

Serenna traced the illusion maps in her mind, the ones she’d seen in countless meetings, each glowing line of river and coast bending toward dread. If Bhreena meant the Mistweaver Marshes, then the king’s armies might already be closer than they feared—nearly on Asharyn’s doorstep if they marched across the plains. But if they followed the water east instead…

Her stomach dropped. That path would carry them straight into the Crackling Maw.

Serenna’s gaze found Fenn and Koln, now surrounded by a larger group of raucous wraith, before drifting beyond them to where Vesryn remained deep in spirited conversation with Aesar and Kal. Music and laughter thinned, joy dissolving into a hush of sound.

Peace like this never lasted.


CHAPTER 25
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SERENNA


When Serenna shared Bhreena’s account with Vesryn and Fenn the night before, she’d only meant to suggest scouting the Mistweaver Marshes prior to the afternoon meeting of the factions. They needed to find out where the king’s armies were marching and how close they were to Asharyn—or if they were moving toward Skylash instead.

She hadn’t expected the idea to summon two males with egos larger than their wingspans hours before dawn.

Both stood shifted into their wings, clawed tips flexing, already locked in an argument. Serenna sensed that neither of them intended to be the one to yield first.

Scowling at Vesryn’s whirling orbs of illumination, she flicked a hand to douse half the lights before throwing the covers aside. Sleep still clung to her, and patience felt farther away than the rising sun. She’d considered chasing them from her room long enough to dress in peace, but the bickering had taken flight before she could wedge a word in.

“Splitfang’s the wiser route,” Fenn drawled from near the balcony door. One wing pushed a curtain aside before he leaned against the frame. Too smug and awake for the hour. “From there, we glide across the plains and sweep the marshes.”

Vesryn shook his head. “We begin where it matters most,” he countered, the tips of his claws clicking together. “I’ll portal us near the threshold of the Crackling Maw. From there, we’ll follow the rivers to see whether the king’s forces have sailed into the Blackreach.”

Serenna rubbed the sleep from her eyes, the room still unforgivingly bright. “Or,” she interjected pointedly, “why not organize more fliers to cover both directions at once?”

“And throw off today’s entire training schedule?” Fenn’s wings rustled in scandalized protest. “By the time we rally others, we could’ve scouted half of the marshes ourselves.”

“We only have a few hours before the meeting,” Vesryn replied, the words carrying a reluctant echo of Fenn’s logic. “If we find nothing, we can coordinate a more strategic sweep while everyone’s gathered anyway.”

With a weary sigh, Serenna swung her legs over the side of the bed. She swiped her Starshard off her nightstand and fastened it around her throat while she crossed to the chest at the footboard where she pulled out a clean tunic and flight leathers that still smelled faintly of smoke from training. As she dressed, their voices continued sparring behind her.

“If the king’s army has already moved from the marshes,” Fenn said with an immovable note creeping into his words, “they’ll follow the desert north with Asharyn lying straight in their path. So we start with the plains—portal to the canyons, branch from there. That’s where the fight will find us first.”

Vesryn’s jaw flexed. “And if you’re wrong, we waste half a day staring at sand and soggy bogs while Skylash is at risk of falling to the king.”

Fenn’s grin sharpened, dangerous and amused. “So you’d rather chase lightning across the Blackreach than confirm the fire burning at your door?”

“And you’d rather bar the door and call it victory,” Vesryn shot back. “Never once looking at the horizon.”

Fenn shrugged. “Someone has to keep the house from burning while you’re out chasing storms.”

Serenna finished dressing, fastening each clasp and cinching her boots tight. Neither of them was wrong, but at this rate, they’d argue until the stars dimmed if she let them. And since they’d already dragged her from bed at this indecent hour, she wasn’t about to waste it.

Before Vesryn could fire back, she cut through the bickering. “Which one of you can portal to the marshes?”

Both males turned toward her. Serenna planted her hands on her hips. “Well?” she pressed. “That’s where Bhreena said Rimeclaw was found. Wouldn’t it make more sense to start there and fan outward? If the king’s forces have marched inland, we’ll see their trail heading toward Asharyn. If they’re still using the waterways, we’ll find signs of them near the inlets into the Blackreach. Either way, we’ll know which direction they’re moving.”

“I can take us as far as the canyons,” Fenn said, pushing off the wall and rolling his shoulders. “But if we portal jump across the desert—”

“I can get us closer,” Vesryn interrupted. “I’ve scouted the northern edge of the Dreadspire Range. It’s not quite to the marshes, but I can set us on a peak beyond the lightning’s reach. From there, we glide west.”

“It’s settled then,” Serenna said, raising her brows when Fenn opened his mouth.

He shut it again with exaggerated restraint and slung a pack between his wings. “I brought provisions, if you want to eat in flight.”

Vesryn scoffed, binding his hair in a knot. “It’s reconnaissance, Fenn, not a picnic.”

Serenna shook her head. “I’ll wait until we’re back. I won’t starve before midmorning.” Flying had never unsettled her before, but this would be her first long stretch, and she wasn’t eager to learn how a full stomach weathered the sky.

Essence whirled around Vesryn, curling in spirals before the air split. A portal unfurled in the center of her chambers, the dark oval breathing a cool draft into the room.

Fenn slipped through first, tossing Vesryn a wink over his shoulder. “I’ll make sure the mountain’s clear for your royal entrance.”

“Do us all a favor and fall off it,” the prince muttered as Fenn vanished.

Serenna sighed and followed with Vesryn close behind. She hadn’t imagined there’d come a day she would wish for Lykor’s aid instead. But here it was.

A chill wind battered her the moment she stepped through the portal, her boots scraping onto stone. Fenn’s eyes glowed while hers adjusted to the dark, the rift sealing shut behind them.

With Fenn smirking on one side and Vesryn visibly resisting the urge to shove him off the cliff on the other, Serenna stood between them on the ledge. Scanning the darkness below, she shifted into her wings, unfurling them through the slits in her armor before tucking them in tight.

The world dropped away, jagged spines of rock plunging into a sea of mist. Far to the south, lightning veined the horizon, its glow pulsing faintly from the Crackling Maw.

Haze blurred the world’s edge, dimming the stars, though twin moons still burned pale through drifting vapors. Serenna turned, orienting herself by the higher of the two, the direction of its glow marking the marshlands to the distant west.

Vesryn pointed across the plains. “We can portal jump once we’re in flight. Cover more sky that way.”

Both males stood poised at the precipice, wings etched in moonlight, eyes narrowing to draconic slits as they fixed on her. It took Serenna a moment to realize they were waiting for her to lead the dive.

Well, there really was a first time for everything if neither raced to outdo the other for once.

With her heartbeat drumming loud in her ears, Serenna took several steps back. Vesryn arched a brow, but she only shrugged. “I like a running start.”

She sprinted forward and the edge of the peak met her—stone, sky, and then nothing at all as she leapt.

Wind tore past, sharp and cold enough to steal her breath. The weightless rush seized her stomach, lurching between terror and wonder as the mountain fell away.

Serenna snapped her wings open, the force wrenching through her shoulders before the air caught and cradled her weight. She found the rhythm of the current, her wingbeats syncing to it like a second pulse.

Through the bonds, she felt the others close behind—Vesryn’s focus like lightning trapped in a vial, Fenn’s exhilaration a flare of heat. The wind howled around them, pressing hard against her wings as Vesryn surged ahead.

Air rippled in his wake, buffeting her as he slowed, wings flaring wide before he drew to a halt. His hovering outline shimmered when Essence haloed his form, a pale glow cutting through the dark.

He lifted a hand and a portal sliced open before him. Its twin carved across the distant sky, a speck faintly rimmed in green.

Serenna arced toward the rift, folding her wings and diving through. The world collapsed in on itself—stars disappearing, motion crushed to a single point—before breaking wide open again.

Wind roared around her, the rush biting against her cheeks. They’d leapt nearly fifty miles, if her sense of distance from portal jumping before was of any measure.

Fenn shot past her, scales flashing as he dove toward the horizon, outpacing Vesryn to open the second rift. The new portal flared below them, slanting toward the lowlands in a pale seam.

Serenna tucked her wings and slipped through after Fenn, bursting into another sky. The air felt heavier here—the crisp mountain chill traded for the wet tang of earth, mist curling from the waters below.

By the third jump—Vesryn’s portal this time—the Dreadspire Range had vanished beyond the horizon. The marshlands sprawled beneath them, vast floodplains unspooling with silver channels that fractured and spread in every direction. Dawn brushed the sky in bands of grey, casting the streams in metallic light.

Fenn banked sharply, the talons at his wing tips clicking as he lifted a fist, a silent signal to halt.

With slowing strokes, Serenna steadied beside him as a shroud of cloaking darkness unfurled from his claws, rippling outward to veil her and the prince. The air dimmed further as light bent around them, their silhouettes melting into the sky, hidden from any eyes below. At least until the sun began its climb.

She followed the tilt of Fenn’s gaze. At first, the mirrored water lay smooth beneath a scattering of trees, but then shapes began to resolve. Long shadows took form where no forest should stand, rising from the haze.

Ships. Scores of them, strewn across the flooded plains.

They weren’t sailing.

Hulls had been lashed together into platforms, stripped of masts for scaffolds, planks repurposed into bridges. Movement rippled across them, an army already at work before the sun. Specks from this height, the figures drifted along the decks, their outlines orbited by globes of illumination.

The marsh seemed to aid their labor. Roots coiled upward to brace the timber, vines knitting across the hulls until wood and living matter fused into walls.

Even from above, Serenna felt the pulse of the earth—veins of green light weaving from ship to ship, a city born from a graveyard of vessels, rising from the mire.

“Do you think they’re building a foothold here before they push into the desert?” Serenna asked, lifting her voice to the others.

Vesryn’s eyes narrowed, wings strumming the air as he hovered. “Looks like it could become some type of fortress. And I don’t think the human legions have been portaled in yet. Their numbers are too few.”

Fenn tilted his head as he studied the area below. “Does a flower mean anything to you two?”

Serenna squinted toward where he pointed. Banners waved faintly through the haze, but the distance was too great to make out the sigil on them even with more light spilling across the ground.

“Can you be more specific?” Vesryn muttered. “Some of us weren’t blessed with whatever infernal eyesight lets you read embroidery at this height. There are dozens of noble houses. Any one of them could be funding this campaign.”

Fenn’s eyes flared as he focused. “Three petals, white as bone. The points curve like a star folding out. Probably has some tragic name, knowing elves—mourning star, or doom lily.”

Vesryn’s voice flattened. “Trillium.”

Serenna’s wings faltered, and she dropped several feet before catching herself. Cold dread sluiced through her veins. The same white petals had been tattooed across Jassyn’s brow before he’d had it magically removed. A mark that had once branded him Vallende property.

“Elashor’s here?” she whispered, words going hoarse.

Vesryn drew closer, the edge of his wing brushing hers, steadying the air between them.

“That’s not all,” Fenn said, scanning the east. “If you want a closer look, I can keep us cloaked until the sun pries the shadows off.”

Vesryn met Serenna’s eyes before giving Fenn a single nod. Wordlessly, the three of them angled downward, wings tilting in unison.

The air thickened as they descended, mist rising to meet them as the marsh stirred awake. Motion flickered between scaffold and ship, Essence burning brighter the lower they flew.

Beyond the grounded fleet, darker shapes began to coalesce. At first, Serenna thought they were more banners catching the wind. But the shadows shifted, revealing monstrous insect-like beasts, their compound eyes mirroring streaks of sun. Two pairs of wings stemmed from each, veined like stained glass and scattering mist in rippling halos. Their segmented bodies, armored in chitin, stretched as long as horses.

There were at least ten, scaled in dark cobalt, that Serenna could detect from above. When one beat its wings, the air droned in a heavy whir.

She soon saw why the creatures didn’t take flight. Chains of shadow coiled around their thoraxes, shackling them to the earth.

One quivered, its carapace changing from cobalt to viridian as a soldier vaulted into its saddle. With a piercing chitter, shadows unraveled and the beast burst upward in a blur. Serenna shuddered as six legs tucked in tight, each joint as long as her own.

“Princeling,” Fenn said, tracking the beast. “Please tell me my infernal eyes are lying and that razorwing isn’t actually airborne.”

It was. The creature climbed rapidly, wings vibrating so fast they shredded the fog. Its path cut west—away from them—but the truth it left behind had her wing talons twitching.

“We aren’t the only ones in the sky anymore,” Vesryn said quietly.

“How long until their scouts reach Asharyn?” Serenna asked. If those “razorwings” could survive a desert crossing, nothing would stop them from finding the city.

“Days, maybe,” the prince said. “If they head straight north. But they’ll spot the training flights in the canyons long before that.”

“Something’s moving,” Fenn murmured. He angled his wings south, pupils constricting against the sun rising over the Dreadspire Range. “There. Where the widest river forks.”

Serenna followed his line of sight. Through the mist, a gleam of white caught the dawn—small at first, then multiplying as her eyes adjusted. A fleet slid along the river’s curve, sails taut against the pallid water.

Vesryn swore. “They’re splitting their forces. That marsh encampment to scout the north and this fleet for the east. Toward the Maw.”

Serenna’s pulse hitched and even the wind seemed to recoil. The king hadn’t merely reached their shores—he’d rooted himself, staking his claim into living earth. Asharyn lay in one path, Skylash in the other, both already within his reach. And once the human legions were portaled in to join Elashor’s banners, the land itself would close around them.

Serenna tried to steady her breath, but the horizon tilted beneath her, light trembling on the water. Then the wind shifted, tightening with pressure. The air pulsed with it, a low vibration resonating deep through her ribs.

That was all the warning she got.

A blast of blue Essence tore the sky open beside her, the impact striking like a fist. The punch of force slammed into her and hurled her sideways.

Pain detonated through her chest. Wind screamed past—up flipped into down, sky and marsh spinning in a blur of blue and green as she pitched forward end over end through the air.

Serenna wrenched one wing open, the joint catching like a sail snapping full. The jolt whipped through her frame as the wind seized her weight, a shockwave rattling to the bone.

She rolled hard, stomach plummeting fast, before the air caught again. Breath tore ragged from her throat as she steadied, heartbeat wild as she searched for the others.

Essence boiled from an empty sky. Wind sheared through haze, light bending inward until a distortion flickered at the edge of sight—something moving with impossible speed. As the sun crested fully over the Dreadspire Range, its flare pierced through the shimmer.

Serenna’s pulse lurched.

Wings like shattered mirrors refracted color until the air seemed to splinter. One of the razorwings from the marsh tore through the sky, its whir vibrating through her teeth.

A rider crouched low along its spine, harnessed tight like they were riding an arrow, Essence whipping behind them. The razorwing shrieked and pivoted midair, twisting its entire body on a single axis.

One moment it climbed. The next, it blurred sideways, slicing across Vesryn’s path.

Bolts of shadow erupted from the rider’s hands, slamming into the prince’s shield, scattering bursts of violet light. Vesryn banked, his ward flaring as the rending unraveled around him.

Fenn came from nowhere, warping behind the beast as he hurled a volley of force at its flank.

The razorwing veered mid-flight, two pairs of wings sheathing like blades before it plunged. Fenn’s blast tore through empty space, shredding only wind.

Snapping its wings open again, the creature spiraled upward. Air howled through its translucent membranes as it climbed, the insect whir swelling until the sky itself screamed.

Serenna didn’t think as she drew on the flame in her chest. Fire erupted from her palms, a concussive wave searing straight for the rider. But the creature darted to the left, a wave of scorched air rolling harmlessly through its wake.

It appeared nearly on top of her, eyes like monstrous mirrors, wings flashing like glass knives. A shriek split her skull as it passed, close enough for the gale to tear at her braid and buffet her wings.

Light rippled, the shimmer resolving into another razorwing.

Then another.

Dozens, the sky humming with the swarm’s rising drone.

Vesryn’s voice cracked through her mind, the telepathic sending urgent and commanding. “Serenna! We’re getting out of here!”

She banked hard, wings catching uneven air as she turned to find him—too slow. Something slammed into her side.

Vesryn’s shoulder hit hers as his arm locked around her waist, wings flaring to steady them both.

Essence ignited. The sky split open, an oval of gaping darkness.

Vesryn fought to keep their wings from tangling as he dragged her toward the portal. He flung a surge of force downward. Blue cords speared through the air, snaring Fenn streaking below.

Fenn’s curse was swallowed by wind as the tendrils hooked him, wrenching him upward. The horde closed in—wings, shrieks, and the crush of Essence converging from every direction.

Vesryn hauled hard on the magic and hurled Fenn through the rift first, Essence snapping free the instant he vanished.

Serenna clutched at the prince’s armor as his grip tightened. And then he dove.

The portal consumed them, the world compressing to a single heartbeat before silence claimed the sky.


CHAPTER 26
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LYKOR



Asharyn’s lake glared bright beneath the afternoon light, a mirror of ruthless blue. Dust scuffed with every step as Lykor strode toward the shade cloth pitched over the pier, where the factions would meet. The canvas snapped in the wind, a thin veil of order stretched over what would undoubtedly be an uneasy gathering.

As if they could pretend unity might be forged from the wreckage Galaeryn left behind. Sit and feign consensus, knowing ink and oaths would never be enough to build anything worth surviving.

A night had passed since he’d grudgingly portaled Daeryn’s band of rabble to the city, and already the promise of an alliance felt too clean. Too quick. Like peace conjured from smoke, not cost, doomed to vanish before it had even taken shape.

When Kaedryn had realized that Jassyn had gathered a force of over fifty children of earth and starlight, the claws on her wings had twitched so violently that Lykor had half expected her to launch into the sky.

The druids hadn’t merely stared.

They bowed. Scraped. Groveled in panicked reverence.

Guildmasters had scrambled to house them—opening estates, carving out quarters for this nameless force with too much myth in their bones. And through it all, Jassyn had stood at the center, as if he’d already delivered the druids’ salvation.

Prophecies and omens meant nothing to Lykor. Or the fact that they’d doubled the number of those who could wield Essence and earth. He believed in pattern and consequence. And he saw the pattern in how every eye lingered too long on Jassyn, the consequence of them already seeing him as a symbol.

“THIS IS GOING TO BE A FUCKING DISASTER,” Lykor muttered to Aesar.

“What could possibly go wrong?” Aesar said, lounging in his library in their mindspace. “Especially with you there, keeping the peace.”

Lykor ignored the jab. “I DON’T TRUST DAERYN. OR THAT BHREENA.”

Aesar swung a leg over the couch arm. “You don’t trust anyone except the male beside you. So nothing new there.”

Lykor scowled but didn’t argue. No point.

Walking beside him, Jassyn’s curls caught the sun, a black so deep they shimmered with a hint of blue. They’d grown longer these past few weeks, nearly brushing his jaw, tangling loose around his throat. Lykor remembered the feel of them, soft against his fingers when he’d pulled him close.

Jassyn turned, only slightly, but enough to catch him watching. Their eyes locked, and heat flushed through Lykor’s veins, hot and helpless.

He couldn’t pretend his body had forgotten that kiss. Not when the claws on his wings betrayed him, reaching toward Jassyn. Lykor clenched his jaw and nearly dispelled them out of spite, if only to erase evidence of the wanting.

“Do you feel different with Rimeclaw’s gift?” Jassyn asked, gaze drifting to the azure leather of Lykor’s wings.

“No,” he said automatically. Then paused, letting himself sense the change, the tidal pressure in his chest.

“But water feels…” Lykor exhaled through his nose, staring at the lake. “Still. Not burning like Cinderax’s flame. More like the world’s gone quiet.”

Feeling ridiculous for voicing it, he couldn’t meet Jassyn’s eyes.

They both kept their wings shifted—a quiet ritual of discipline, conditioning for strength and balance, keeping flight muscles accustomed to the weight.

Sun struck the membranes, kindling warmth through the tension in his shoulders. Even the talons at their tips unfurled in slow surrender to the heat.

Aesar snorted in his head. “You call the druids lizards, yet you might as well be basking like one.”

Lykor kept the eye roll to himself, scowling down the pier to the gathering people. “What do you think Bhreena will do first?” he muttered to Jassyn. “Draw a blade or shove fire down someone’s throat?”

Jassyn followed his gaze to where Daeryn and Bhreena angled toward the tent, their silhouettes stark against the sunlit lake.

“I can understand why she’s nervous,” Jassyn murmured. “They’ve abandoned the king. Now they’re surrounded by us and outnumbered. All they have are promises we haven’t proven we’ll keep. And if we fail to free their kin, that trust could die with those in the prisons.”

Lykor grunted. “Well, I don’t trust her.”

He bit his tongue before the rest could slip out. Jassyn’s reasoning always sounded so scorching calm, as if peace were something to summon instead of bleed for.

And if that was true, then what the fuck was he, except a weapon no one reached for once the fighting stopped?

They passed a pair of younger druids. One dipped his head to Jassyn, tense and awkward, as if reverence and fear had tangled on the way down.

If Jassyn noticed, he gave no sign. A few quiet words passed between them—Jassyn asking after the druid’s wings, an injury from the canyon drills, Lykor assumed.

The exchange didn’t strike him, but the looks on their faces did. Awe, bright and unguarded, eyes glowing as if they’d just met a legend made flesh.

And they weren’t the first. He’d seen it again and again during their stay in Asharyn. Too many eyes turning toward Jassyn with that same dangerous faith.

He hated it.

Not because they respected Jassyn, or believed in him. Because it made Jassyn vulnerable. A target.

Lykor had already pulled Fenn aside the night before. Doubled the guard around Jassyn and Serenna. Set wraith to shadow Daeryn’s people the moment they stepped into the city. Precautions stacked like shields.

Yet if Daeryn shared what he knew—information that might split the king’s agenda wide open—they might still have a chance to strike Galaeryn first. But if Bhreena had any say, Lykor had no doubt the knowledge would come wrapped with hidden barbs.

Even so, they needed any advantage.

Whether he trusted Daeryn’s people or not.

They left the pair of druids behind, resuming the sandy trek toward the pier. Lykor tracked those gathering ahead. Jassyn hadn’t spoken a word about Daeryn since that male had looked him in the eye and called him sire.

Aesar’s voice curled in the back of Lykor’s mind. “You’re really not going to ask how he’s handling it?”

Lykor wanted to. But part of him refused to scrape at wounds that hadn’t even begun to close. “NOT MY BUSINESS.”

“Stars, just do it.” Aesar threw an arm over his eyes. “The world won’t end if you care, you know. Lie to yourself and call it strategy if that helps.”

Lykor exhaled through his teeth, letting the comment slide. As they neared the beginning of the pier, he slowed and Jassyn drew to a halt beside him. Wind whispered over the lake, rustling the membranes of their wings.

He told himself not to ask. Jassyn didn’t need him prying. Not now when they both should stay focused on what lay ahead.

But the tightness in his chest didn’t ease as the memory rose unbidden. Jassyn in the jungle, standing too still, composure pulled taut across a break he wouldn’t let the world see, bleeding behind the mask of calm.

Serenna and Vesryn approached in low conversation. Lykor had heard of their scouting secondhand from Fenn an hour before—sightings of the king’s fleet pushing closer to the Maw. More details would have to wait until the Skyclaw Captain returned since he’d ordered Fenn to organize a deeper sweep of the marshes.

As they passed, Serenna and Vesryn glanced toward them, eyes keen with interest, but neither stopped.

“How are you?” Lykor asked quietly when Serenna and Vesryn drifted further down the pier. “With him.”

He didn’t say Daeryn’s name, but Jassyn followed his gaze.

Jassyn blinked, breath hitching slightly. “I don’t know,” he said, dragging a hand through his curls. “Do I speak to him—to all the others like him—and pretend sharing the same blood means anything?” He hesitated, wings shuddering as he shook his head. “Or stay silent and keep pretending that line isn’t mine at all?”

Lykor’s hand twitched, nearly reaching before he caught himself. He didn’t know what comfort would even look like between them. What gesture wouldn’t feel like trespass.

Yet the silence begged to be crossed. The weight Jassyn carried should’ve never been his to bear, and Lykor ached to take even a fraction of it. But he had no answers, no words that wouldn’t turn to ash on his tongue.

All he could do was stay near, stand between Jassyn and the next blow the world might throw. And just as that helpless wanting began to take shape—too sharp to name, too soft to be allowed—Jassyn looked up. The amber in his eyes caught the sun, and words rose before Lykor could stop them, burning the back of his throat as they left him, low and hoarse.

“You don’t have to carry it alone.”

A shadow fell across them.

Cinderax struck the ground in a burst of dust, wings snapping shut with a whip of air. Steam curled from his nostrils as he straightened, eyes locking on the shimmer of blue membrane behind Lykor’s shoulders before ticking to his face.

Unblinking, Lykor met the dragon’s stare. Every druid they’d passed had looked at him, perhaps curious, but Cinderax’s gaze burned with accusation. He sensed Aesar watching, quiet and observant, letting him face the dragon’s scorn without interference.

Lykor hadn’t explained the change. Not even when Kaedryn had asked after they’d informed her of Rimeclaw. Which was likely why this whelp stood at his ankles now, ready to demand answers.

“So. It’s true.” Cinderax prowled closer, tail slicing the sand behind him. “You’ve drowned my flame. Traded the embrace of heat for the taint of frost.”

“I didn’t scorn your gift.” Lykor’s wing claws clenched as he glared down at the dragon, a creature of compact fury and smoke. “And my loyalties haven’t changed.”

Cinderax snapped his fangs. “I don’t take kindly to seeing those marked by the Betrayer in my presence. It’s a disgrace.”

“Betrayer?” Lykor’s question rolled low. “Rimeclaw may speak in riddles and half-formed thoughts, but he has no desire for Galaeryn’s chains. Or to linger in this world at all.”

A rumble built deep in Cinderax’s chest. “I do not speak of what he is now. I speak of what he chose when it mattered before the Great War.”

The air between them trembled, heat and cold colliding. Lykor flicked a glance toward Jassyn, catching the same mirrored wariness. Whatever this was—some history long buried—reeked of blame and blood.

Cinderax’s tail lashed again. “A thousand years ago, Rimeclaw forsook his kin and offered himself to the Aelfyn. Claimed it was for peace.” The leathery fringes along his spine lifted. “But my ancestors—and the elemental Wardens—named it for what it was. Hunger. He coveted their starlight. And in that greed, he shattered the balance.”

Steam spilled between Cinderax’s fangs. “He never gave the Aelfyn the scalebound gift—if that was ever his aim. But he bowed, and that was enough for them to forge the first leash. To learn how their Heart of Stars could bind us completely.”

“None of us were there,” Lykor growled. “We don’t know what Rimeclaw faced when the world broke around him. And if you’re seeing through your ancestors’ eyes, how do you know their memories aren’t twisted by bitterness and blame?”

Cinderax’s pupils flared molten, but Lykor didn’t stop. “Maybe he surrendered for the wrong reasons and hated himself for it. Or maybe”—Lykor’s voice dropped—“he did what no one else had the spine to do. Something he knew would ruin him just to buy others time.”

He crossed his arms, unsure if he was defending Rimeclaw or himself. “There’s more courage,” he muttered, “in living with what will haunt and break you than in dying proud and saving no one.”

“Intent doesn’t cleanse consequence,” Cinderax hissed. He stepped closer, smoke coiling beneath his claws. “You may carry Rimeclaw’s boon and feel the need to defend him, but do not pretend to understand what he set in motion. The world bleeds because of him, and we were born in that blood.”

“The past is ash,” Lykor bit out, the talons on his wings tightening. “I’ve no interest in debating a war long burned. I made my choice. I won’t apologize for it.”

Wind caught his words, scattering them like sparks. He met the dragon’s glare and let the silence stretch before adding, “And maybe it’s time you stopped speaking with your ancestors’ tongues. This is a different world. If we’re going to survive what’s coming, think for yourself instead of echoing what’s already dead.”

Cinderax bared his fangs, but the snarl didn’t land. The leathery fringes on his crown fanned out, yet the heat in his gaze cooled, measured and smoldering.

“You still speak with fire for one touched by frost,” he said at last. “That alone makes you dangerous. Perhaps even worthy of a rekindled flame, should you ever come to regret the chill in your bones. But don’t mistake fire for favor.”

He paused, claws flexing and leaving shallow grooves in the sand. “I won’t trust a dragon unraveling at the seams—who let the stars brand his scales and watched the sky burn. He allowed himself to be used. And didn’t fight.”

Lykor had no words left. He wondered if Rimeclaw had stood the same way once—accused, and too tired to defend himself. The quiet cracked open around them, before Jassyn shifted his weight beside him.

“Rimeclaw isn’t mad,” Jassyn said. “He’s haunted. None of us can truly understand the shape his sorrow takes.”

He adjusted one of his bracers and something in Lykor pulled taut at the sight. That he still wore them.

“He begged to die because he knows he’ll be used again,” Jassyn finished softly.

Cinderax was silent for a long moment. His gaze drifted between them. First to Jassyn. Then to Lykor. Then back again.

“His regret won’t stop what’s coming.” A thread of steam curled from Cinderax’s nostrils. “Still…” he murmured, voice edged with something almost like amusement. “If the two of you keep standing like this—one righteous, one glowering, but side by side—then maybe what lies ahead isn’t hopeless after all.”

Cinderax glanced toward the tent, where they’d be among the last to arrive if they lingered any longer. “When the world fractures again,” he added, “fight like this. Back to back. Flame to frost. It may be the only thing that survives.”

With a flick of his tail and a rustle of wings, he launched into the air and glided down the pier.


CHAPTER 27
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LYKOR



Lykor halted beneath the stretched canvas, the pier creaking faintly. Bleached bones—stripped clean by those flayers they’d met in Asharyn’s sandpit, no doubt—anchored the fabric to the dock’s corners, as if the dead themselves were holding this uneasy peace in place.

Whatever the druids had arranged here offered no comfort, only a ring of woven rugs and low cushions placed with unsettling symmetry across the weathered planks.

Thirteen representatives were gathering. Fourteen, if he counted Cinderax, who sat coiled next to Kaedryn with smoldering and unblinking eyes.

Wings dismissed, Jassyn had already taken a place beside Serenna, hands loose on his knees as he murmured something low to her.

Crossing his arms, Lykor lingered at the fringe, noting that the cushion beside Jassyn remained conspicuously unclaimed. He felt the press of eyes on him, measuring and waiting to see if he’d even sit at all.

But to sit might read as surrender. To stand too long, defiance.

“Stars, just take a seat,” Aesar muttered, materializing at his shoulder in that barely-there way only Lykor could see—insubstantial as a shadow but twice as irritating.

“WHY SHOULD I, WHEN YOU’RE GOING TO BE PACING?” Lykor snapped, shoulders twitching as he dispelled his wings.

Aesar arched a brow, already drifting across the pier. “Sit. Unless you want Zaeryn to claim the spot beside Jassyn again. Like the one you brooded over last night.”

Movement caught Lykor’s eye farther down the dock.

Zaeryn strode forward with Kal, every step landing with a confidence that demanded attention before she even spoke a word.

Snarling under his breath, Lykor crossed under the canvas and dropped onto the vacant cushion beside Jassyn. His knees protested the angle as he folded into the same posture, palms braced on his legs.

Across the pier, Kaedryn and the four other guildmasters—whose names Lykor hadn’t bothered to learn—sat partially shifted with wings tight against their spines.

Bhreena glared at everyone before leaning over to mutter something into Daeryn’s ear. His mouth thinned, a silent concession. Or a swallowed response. Lykor couldn’t tell.

This alliance was unity only in name. One cliff, different hands clinging, slick with doubt as the world began to crumble.

“We gather to share what we know,” Kaedryn began once everyone settled into place. “To name what we risk. And by nightfall, we will depart with one accord. Or not at all.”

Nightfall.

Every muscle in Lykor’s jaw flexed.

“Don’t say it,” Aesar clipped, holding up a finger.

Lykor scowled at the itinerary of agony. Hours yet until sunset, and already the world felt ready to burn—a day too long for diplomacy and restraint.

Kaedryn extended a claw toward the circle’s center. “Serenna and Vesryn will begin before we discuss what comes next.”

Vesryn flexed his fingers, conjuring a shimmer of illusion above the dock’s heart. “We scouted a fragment of the marshlands before dawn,” he said as turquoise light snapped into place—jagged coasts, fractured mountains, ranges of plains that barely hinted at this realm’s true shape. “What we thought were sailing ships turned out to be gutted hulls, rebuilt into a living fortress near the desert’s rim.”

A murmur rippled through the circle as the illusion solidified.

“Elashor is here,” Serenna added quietly. “And his forces have captured mounts that can fly—razorwings, Fenn called them. But that’s not the worst of what we found.”

Lykor didn’t blink. He’d already heard this report, had watched disbelief flicker through Jassyn’s eyes when they’d brought word back. Still, the proof dragged the threat into the open.

Vesryn swept a hand over the illusion, rivers unfurling to feed the Blackreach, their currents dotted with ships. “I don’t think the human army has arrived yet. Regardless, there’s another fleet sailing for the Crackling Maw.”

Someone cleared their throat.

Daeryn.

“If the human forces aren’t here yet,” Daeryn said as every eye turned to him, “they will be soon.”

Lykor kept his gaze on the map, though Aesar’s wandering steps gnawed at the corner of his vision.

“How?” Lykor demanded. It had taken him half a dozen jumps just to retrace his steps from Asharyn to the jungle. “Is there a permanent portal?”

Vesryn’s fingers twitched above the illusion. “I doubt even the king’s power could sustain a rift that far across the sea.”

Daeryn shook his head, shifting on his cushion. “Galaeryn doesn’t need one.” He gestured toward the shimmering expanse of water. “Some of the ships aren’t meant to reach any shore. They’re being repurposed into floating portal platforms, anchored in open water to serve as way stations.”

“But the Maelstrom hunts Essence,” Jassyn said before Lykor could even begin to dread the implications. “Untethered wielders would only summon the storm.”

“That’s where those like us come in,” Bhreena cut in, gaze flicking between Jassyn and Serenna. “Crossbred shaman stock. Everyone else on board stays tethered, and we bend the storm if it draws near.”

“There are decoy ships too,” Daeryn added. “Ordered to flare Essence when portals are scheduled to open. They bait the Maelstrom away from the traveling corridors.”

Lykor’s armor creaked as his fists clenched on his thighs. He could almost hear the sea churning beneath them as Daeryn’s voice dissolved into noise. All he could picture was the inevitability, a slow creep of defeat spreading like mold.

This alliance wasn’t bracing for an invasion. They were already standing inside its jaws.

“It’s not a perfect system,” Daeryn concluded. “Ships have been lost. But the human army will be portaled with ease—following those hunting for the remaining dragons.”

No one spoke.

Water slapped the pier in an uneven rhythm, each wave landing a little harder than the last. The silence carried no shock, only the confirmation of a truth already seated among them.

Kal adjusted a knife at his hip. “It doesn’t matter how Galaeryn’s army gets here—only that it’s on its way.”

“Fenn’s organizing additional scouts to keep eyes on those razorwings,” Serenna added. “But we won’t have much warning if they discover Asharyn.”

“In the meantime,” Lykor growled, wiping a bead of sweat away from his neck, “Galaeryn’s fleet could stumble on Skylash while we sit here pretending that planning will save us. We’re out of time.” His eyes locked on the illusion map, but the lines had blurred. “All we have are two hatchlings who can barely light a candle.” Cinderax growled, and Lykor glared back. “And our warriors are still learning to flap their wings without setting themselves ablaze.”

“We might’ve bought a sliver of time before anyone else crosses the Wastes,” Jassyn said, sharing a glance with Daeryn. “But Rimeclaw won’t slumber in that jungle lake forever. And when the king realizes his forward scouts have gone silent…”

He didn’t finish, dread settling like ash between them. If Galaeryn’s leash on the dragon slackened while Rimeclaw lingered in the jungle without Daeryn’s band to lead, it might be the only advantage of time they had left. But once the king steered the dragon’s glacial fury toward Asharyn, this fragile alliance wouldn’t survive Rimeclaw’s first icy breath.

Serenna leaned forward, eyes fixed on the illusion’s Crackling Maw. “Then we need to find Skylash first.”

“We have a place to start,” Jassyn said.

Fingers splayed, he reached toward the map. Threads of Essence unwound, refining Vesryn’s illusion. The jagged range of the Maw flared into focus, one mountain rising higher than the rest—the leveled peak that spat lightning into the clouds, a place only he and Lykor had seen beyond the threshold.

“There,” he murmured. “Where the lightning begins.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Lykor caught Jassyn turning toward him. When he finally tore his focus from the map, that gaze was already waiting—steady, intent, unbreaking.

Lykor’s pulse struck hard against his throat as memory surged. The thunderless storm. The collision of lightning. The way Jassyn had watched him then. The same way those amber eyes held him now, even as he began to speak.

“Lykor discovered that flame can redirect the lightning,” Jassyn said, the turquoise illusion carving light along his jaw. For a heartbeat, he didn’t look away. Then he turned, addressing Kaedryn and the other guildmasters. “If your scalebound would lend their fire as a diversion, we might stand a better chance of holding the storm while we search for Skylash.”

A wave of agreeing murmurs stirred through the circle, but Bhreena was already shoving to her feet.

“And what of us?” she demanded. “You promised we’d raid the mountain prisons and find our families. That’s why we’re here. Right, Daeryn?” she asked, fury lashing the question. “How long do we have to risk their lives and wait?”

“This is the best lead we have on Skylash,” Jassyn said, every word steady. “With the king’s forces already on these shores, we have to move now to free her first.”

Bhreena’s laugh splintered out of her, stunned and disbelieving. “Was this your plan all along? Lure us here with promises, stall us with false hope while children like my sister are buried in the dark?”

Lykor’s spine locked as he bristled, temper flaring to meet hers. “Where was that fire when you marched for the king?” he growled, lip curling. “You followed Galaeryn’s orders until they didn’t suit you, and now you want blood yesterday?”

“Don’t you dare,” Bhreena hissed. “I crossed those stars-cursed mountains to keep her alive.”

She stepped over her cushion, boots scattering the illusion’s light beneath her heels. “Forget this Skylash. What if we’re already too late for our own?” She flung a hand at the map. “What if the king kills them out of spite? For us daring to defy him? That’s why he took them in the first place!”

Jassyn exhaled slowly, raking his fingers through his curls before lifting his eyes to Bhreena’s. “We can’t lose another dragon. Rimeclaw warned us that Galaeryn has already bound one deep beneath the earth. And if he claims Skylash, if he subdues three Wardens…”

Cinderax chuffed, and a low growl rumbled straight into Lykor’s skull. Kaedryn spoke next, giving voice to the dragon’s words.

“If Skylash falls,” she said for Daeryn and Bhreena, “this usurper will command sea and storm and we’ll be left fighting with fire while he drowns the world.”

Bhreena’s jaw worked, but she said nothing after Kaedryn went silent.

“We haven’t forgotten your people,” Jassyn said, steady but fierce. “We will free them. But if we don’t move toward Skylash now, we might lose the chance to strike back with her at our side.”

Bhreena’s nostrils flared, her silence stretching taut beneath Jassyn’s gaze.

Lykor ground his fangs. He knew how he’d handle this kind of insolence. Strike with shadow or his fist. Crush the argument before it festered. Make any tongue too bold regret it ever flapped. If Bhreena had a problem, he’d dump her back into the Wastes. Let her freeze or starve. He didn’t care which.

“This is Jassyn’s fight,” Aesar murmured off to his side.

So Lykor bit his tongue. Watched Jassyn sit there, so scorching calm and unflinching. Commanding the tent without magic or threats. And stars help him, the composure of it scraped against Lykor’s pride.

Finally, the fight dimmed in Bhreena’s eyes and she sank back onto her cushion.

“If we tie ourselves to your cause,” Daeryn said at last, severing the silence, “if we join you and bleed to find Skylash, I’ll want more for my people than a place behind yours.” He studied the guildmasters, their folded wings. “We could use your druid gifts to fight.”

“Prove you are with us in this war first,” Kaedryn relayed as Cinderax’s eyes flared beside her. “Then Cinderax will judge who is worthy of his flame.”

Bhreena’s lips thinned, but Kaedryn spoke again before she could protest.

“Even if we free Skylash,” she said, “Cinderax warns us not to expect gratitude. Stormstrikes are as volatile as their lightning. He can’t predict what she’ll do.”

Lykor exhaled through his teeth as the risks mounted, one upon the next. “We can’t delay any longer,” he said. “We organize our forces now. Fly to the Maw with Serenna and Jassyn. Start the search at dawn.”

Across from him, Bhreena sniffed, her gaze settling too long on Jassyn and Serenna. Lykor caught the calculation in her eyes. While Daeryn had bargained for his people’s place, Bhreena wanted a seat—like them—at the heart of it.

Lykor almost admired the gall.

Almost.

Kaedryn’s wings quivered as her shoulders drew taut. “If we’re to stand together, we cannot face the future divided. There must be one to lead us—the First Keeper of the Ember Accord. One flame to carry the will of all. A single voice to bind the factions.”

Her gaze swept the gathered leaders, the illusion map still pulsing with lightning around the Maw, before settling on Serenna. “It should be one of the children of earth and starlight—someone who’s earned a place in every circle here. One whose name is already woven through every fire.”

Lykor sensed the refusal before Serenna even moved. He saw understanding flicker in her eyes, but she turned from it.

“If anyone bridges every faction, it’s Jassyn,” Serenna said, angling to face him.

Jassyn’s scar drew tight across his brow as he frowned, a single shake of his head denying it, but she went on.

“He’s lived at the crossroads between elves and mortals and is one of the few who carries Essence, earth, and the druid gift.”

Kaedryn exchanged a glance with Cinderax before speaking again, her voice carrying the weight of a verdict carved in stone. “The scalebound will follow if every leader here agrees he should bear the flame.”

Jassyn’s reaction nearly made Lykor flinch. The way he went still. The faint catch of breath that sounded like the first spark before everything burned.

“The rangers and magus will stand behind him,” Vesryn promised without hesitation. “Jassyn held the line with us—steadied me more than once.”

Jassyn shook his head again, more firmly now, as if the motion alone could keep the fire from spreading. “I’m not—” His voice cracked, eyes darting around the circle, searching for a way out. “I’m not even a ranger.”

“You fought beside us when the capital overran the stables,” Zaeryn countered. “You took Elashor down and are the reason we made it out. And before that, you spent weeks tending the wraith we pulled from the wilds—erasing the king’s coercion on their minds.”

Every muscle in Lykor braced when she didn’t look away from Jassyn. Not once.

This was how it began. The reverence. The expectation. The moment a name became a symbol.

They would turn Jassyn into what they needed to believe in. And if they made him the face of this alliance, it wouldn’t be power they handed him. It would be sacrifice. Marking him as a target, a beacon blazing from every side.

Jassyn didn’t need to be sanctified. He needed the world to stop breaking him open just to see what he’d give next.

But no one said any of that. Lykor’s jaw ached from holding back the words, dread uncoiling beneath his ribs.

All heads turned to Daeryn when he spoke. “My company would be at ease following one of our own.”

Color rose in Jassyn’s cheeks and the air itself seemed to lean toward him.

“Poetic, isn’t it?” Aesar’s voice slid in Lykor’s thoughts like a blade oiled in irony. “They raise up the one who’s borne every shackle of the realm.”

“IT’S A FUCKING SENTENCE DRESSED IN CEREMONY,” Lykor growled. “THE GREATEST SHACKLE OF ALL.”

Jassyn turned toward Lykor—desperate and searching—like a pleading look alone might keep the decision from becoming final. As if Lykor were the last one who could smother the fire before it settled on his brow like a crown.

“I don’t have ties to the wraith,” Jassyn said, the words tumbling now.

Breath punched from Lykor’s chest, a collapse hollowing him from the inside out. What gutted him was that Jassyn still didn’t see it. That Lykor was already his to command.

Lykor felt the weight of every gaze, the verdict balanced on his word. He shut his eyes, wishing darkness could delay the moment. But it was too late. Jassyn was the best choice.

All he could do now was try to shield him from the burn.

When Lykor opened his eyes, he didn’t look at the others, only at Jassyn. He hated himself when he saw the fear flickering in the amber, the fragile hope that this might still end differently. That Lykor would step in and stop it.

He’d never wanted to follow anyone before. But he did now. Not because Jassyn had asked, but because every fool in this circle had just placed the burden of leadership in his hands as if it wouldn’t scorch him.

“You have the wraith,” Lykor said at last. Unraveling. Surrendering. His voice broke on the last truth he had left to give. “You have me.”


CHAPTER 28
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SERENNA



Echoes of the meeting still thrummed through Serenna’s thoughts as she rushed down the dock. Ahead, Zaeryn and Kal vanished into the alleys, their orders to set the rangers and wraith in motion for dawn.

Vesryn lingered by the lakeshore, turning as she neared.

Breathless, Serenna reached him, her pulse a drumbeat counting down. “Can you portal me to the Maw?”

Vesryn arched a brow. Through the bond, she sensed him weighing her resolve against the impulse—and finding both tempting. “Right now?”

Serenna nodded, the decision already made since she’d sorted through her options.

“You don’t have to go if the rangers need you,” she said quickly. “It’s just…” Her teeth snagged on her lower lip. “Lightning is the only element I haven’t channeled yet. And I don’t want Jassyn holding back the storm alone.”

Vesryn studied her for a moment before the corner of his mouth quirked. She wasn’t sure what to make of the amusement flickering in that look. He tipped his chin toward a narrow side path, leading her away from the crowd of druids waiting on the guildmasters.

“Jassyn discovered that the storm hunts Essence,” he warned, opening a portal. “Once we cross the threshold, don’t summon it.”

Agreeing, Serenna clasped his offered palm. The rush of darkness met her as they stepped into the void. One heartbeat she stood on solid ground, but the next, there was no earth at all.

Only open sky.

Her stomach lurched.

Altitude punched the breath from her lungs as she tipped forward into empty air, fingers tearing free from Vesryn’s. Wind stripped tears from her eyes, hair whipping around her face. Her ribs seized, both from the fall and from the audacity. How he’d hurled her into the sky as if she were already flying.

“Vesryn!” Serenna shrieked as she plummeted, both a curse and a scream.

He only laughed wildly, tumbling beside her. Emerald eyes blazed with draconic light as his skin rippled into scales, wings bursting wide as he shifted midair.

“You asked for the Maw!” he shouted over the wind.

Serenna bared her teeth and twisted toward the jagged mountains rushing up to meet her. She yanked on the flame caged in her chest, freeing her power.

She was going to kill him.

Slowly.

Repeatedly.

Judging by the grin Vesryn flashed as he swooped beneath her, he knew.

The instant Serenna’s clear eyelids slid to shield her eyes, her scales locked into place, wings erupting through the slits in her armor. Membranes flared, maroon sails snapping wide. Pain screeched through her shoulders at the jolt, but she caught the updraft, wings shuddering as she clawed her way back into balance.

Serenna drew in a ragged breath, the thin air scorching her throat.

The Maw sprawled ahead, peaks rising like waves of broken fangs. Above the mountains, clouds churned and glowed, the charge of energy humming sharp enough to sting her teeth.

Vesryn wheeled toward her in a sweeping arc and pointed east across a ridge. “The threshold is beyond that range. Once we cross, the lightning will start to strike.”

A tremor wracked low in Serenna’s chest, both terror and thrill. She cursed under her breath and angled her wings to pursue the prince, still furious even as some traitorous part of her admired the reckless grace of how he flew. She’d meant only to hone her abilities, but in his wake, everything turned into a challenge.

With every stroke, the earth fell farther away, pressure knotting tighter around her ribs. Vesryn soared ahead, carving spirals through the broken clouds.

Without warning, the wind died as they crested the final peaks before the threshold. With no resistance to fight, Serenna shot forward, ears popping as the eerie calm struck from every side.

The storm crouched above. On the distant horizon, the Blackreach mirrored the veined sky, a reflection of a world bleeding light.

“Ready to catch lightning?” Vesryn called.

As if this were only sport. Like she wouldn’t die if she lost.

Before she could prepare—let alone respond—a pulse of Essence burst from the prince, punching the sky with a taunt.

Serenna’s heart seized, the clawed tips of her wings snapping shut as she sensed the storm turn. Its eye locked onto him. Wind rushed back as the sky split open. Blinding and merciless, a bolt of light forked downward—aimed straight for his heart.

Vesryn didn’t dodge. Didn’t shield.

Realization struck like a blow, and Serenna flung out a hand. “You stars-cursed bastard!”

Reaching for the static, she wrenched the lightning off its path. The current veered toward her, slamming harmlessly against her palm even as she flinched from the impact.

Breath tearing through her chest, Serenna hurled the bolt back into the clouds. The lightning twisted into the storm, swallowed by the writhing lattice of sparks.

“Try to keep up!” Vesryn shouted before she could swear at him again.

He became a blur, arrowing deeper into the Maw, wings cleaving reckless arcs. Essence flared just as erratically around him, a crackling beacon daring the tempest to strike.

Above, another charge kindled. The sky seethed, a roiling mass of black and gray fissured with light. Clouds convulsed as another burst of lightning lanced toward him.

A hiss tore through Serenna’s teeth as she tucked her wings and dove after him, slicing through the battering currents.

Reaching again, she snatched the bolt a heartbeat before it hit him. Sparks thrashed around her arm before she cast the current aside. The lightning struck a distant crag and shattered stone, an explosive echo rolling like thunder as they streaked past.

Serenna’s muscles burned as the wind howled around her, rattling her scales and jolting her with every tilt. The air turned punishing, currents of heat and cold trading blows until every joint screamed to hold her aloft.

Yet a reckless hunger rose to meet the storm. The beastblood in her veins hadn’t affected her much before, but now it reared its head at Vesryn’s challenge—the way he dangled himself before the lightning, trusting her to steal its fury before it struck.

He’d always done this, pushed her to the edge. Not to break her or watch her fall, but to see if she’d rise.

The wind carried Vesryn’s laugh as he circled wide. “You’re getting faster!”

“And you’re getting stupider!” Serenna shot back, though she couldn’t hide the grin tugging at her mouth.

Smirking, Vesryn twisted midair to face her, flying backward with infuriating ease. “You asked for practice.” He launched another flare of Essence skyward. “I’m just giving you something to work with.”

“I doubt Jassyn’s going to taunt the storm—unlike you!” Serenna banked after him as he vanished behind a shattered peak.

But he wasn’t wrong. Better to master the elements now than falter when she flew in earnest with Jassyn at dawn.

Heart pounding hard enough to bruise her ribs, Serenna chased after the prince. As the next blinding bolt speared down to smite him, the claws on her wing tips reached.

The talons raked skyward, and the lightning banked. She felt the charge before it struck—a shudder echoing through her membranes as the lightning leapt into her waiting claws.

Twin orbs of static pooled between her wings, hissing with leashed heat. Gritting her teeth, Serenna drew the current across her shoulders and down her arms, unraveling the energy strand by strand until the sparks dissolved into the wind.

“You’re more prepared than you think,” Vesryn called, wheeling back toward her. “You’re ready for what waits ahead.”

Wind tore silver hair across his brow, lightning flickering wild across his eyes. He banked around her, close enough that the downstroke of his wings struck hers.

A rush of air knocked her off balance before she caught herself.

Holding her gaze, he looped again—closer this time—circling with the precision of a predator. The claws on their wings grazed in passing, talons striking together like blades kissing in the dark.

Every muscle drew taut as Serenna tracked him, bracing for whatever he might unleash next.

But when Vesryn swooped, she still wasn’t ready.

He snatched her by the waist with those calloused hands and yanked her against his chest. Need slammed through the bond like the collision itself.

Serenna’s wings flailed against the wind, but his momentum dragged her into his orbit. She folded into him instead, clutching the hard line of his shoulders.

As half of her burned to defy him and the other half burned to match him, she felt it—what he wanted. Not surrender or submission, but to clash with an equal. There was no middle ground left between them, only the spark where defiance met desire.

Vesryn’s mouth claimed hers, stealing her breath, her balance, her world. For a moment, there was no sky. No dragon to find. No war waiting on the horizon. No tomorrow.

Only Vesryn, all heat and hunger as he devoured her, the air coiling around them with every rhythmic beat of his wings while he held them aloft.

A lash of Essence whipped from the prince. Serenna gasped against his mouth. Breaking the kiss, she reeled back as her senses spiked, lightning brewing above.

Vesryn caught her chin, anchoring her gaze as the storm converged.

“Eyes on me,” he growled, breath skating across her lips. “Don’t watch it. Just feel.”

So she did. Chest heaving, Serenna looked only at him.

The world fell away as they hovered.

Lightning screamed from the clouds.

Serenna’s fingers tightened in his armor, but she didn’t glance away from the draconic jade blazing in his eyes.

Vesryn’s mouth crashed back into hers—and without severing the kiss, without tearing free, she flung her hand outward.

The bolt struck her palm, spitting sparks up her arm before she threw it aside, not caring where it fell.

The kiss deepened, wild and consuming, his tongue tracing hers in a clash of heat and want. Vesryn hauled her closer like he could fuse her body into his.

Then he laughed, low and wicked, and snapped his wings shut.

The sky tipped sideways, spinning as the world ripped them down.

Weightless, they plunged in a tangle of limbs. Serenna’s shriek trailed behind as the wind skinned her from the sky. Instinct howled, her wings bursting wide, thrashing for any hold against the fall.

“Vesryn!”

She twisted in his grip, fighting to right herself as they tumbled. But his hand locked behind her neck, forcing her eyes to his as they plummeted.

“Shift back,” he ordered.

“Are you insane?”

Panic clawed up her spine as her wings caught nothing, gusts hammering into every joint as the membranes shuddered like torn sails. Each frantic beat scorched through her shoulders, but it wasn’t enough. Not to lift them. Not even to break the fall.

“Trust me,” Vesryn breathed. “Shift. Now.”

For one suspended heartbeat, trust felt like surrender. But something in his tone cut through the panic.

Teeth clenched, Serenna obeyed. She held her breath and banished her scales. Dismissed her wings.

Vesryn didn’t. The sky shoved them down, wind screaming in her ears.

Or maybe that was her.

Below, the ruins of an ancient city speared through a rising mist—a graveyard of towers and spires, crumbled stone gaping from the Maw.

Terror rose bitter at the back of Serenna’s throat, but Vesryn only crushed her closer, folding around her like living armor. His wings flared wide.

The drag hit like a fist to her chest, air blasting from her lungs as the plunge bled speed.

The ruined structures still rushed closer. Vesryn twisted, forcing her above him. Chest to chest, his arms locked around her, his body a shield between her and the earth.

His wings vanished. Serenna squeezed her eyes shut as a decapitated spire rose to meet them. She sensed a shockwave of Essence detonating from the prince, a concussive burst of force that arrested their descent in one violent breath.

She pried her eyes open to find them hovering inches above the fractured floor of a broken tower.

Vesryn released his power.

They struck the ground.

So did the lightning.

The sky cracked open through the spire’s shattered crown. A bolt plunged after them, still hunting.

With the last scrap of awareness she possessed, Serenna snatched the current and wrenched it sideways.

Stone erupted, shards of rock splintering outward as the charge punched through an archway. Cracks fissured across the floor, debris raining down as the ruin groaned beneath them.

When the echoes finally died, the only sound left was Serenna’s heartbeat, pounding against the breath between their chests.

Above, lightning seethed through the bruised sky. Silent now, but waiting.

The fear, the drop, the impossible stop—all of it crashed through her at once. With no more distance left to fall, a raw sound broke free, half laugh, half sob. Serenna’s lungs caught, then found air again as she collapsed against Vesryn’s chest.

On his back, the prince lifted his head to meet her eyes. “Still alive?”

“Yes, you reckless idiot!” Serenna hissed, slamming her palm against his armor. “I’m not even going to ask why you did that.”

She started to push herself upright, but Vesryn snagged her wrist before she could pull away. His eyes—bright from flight—locked onto hers, green fire flickering through the gloom.

“Slap me like you mean it.”

Serenna stilled, her pulse rioting beneath his thumb.

“Or do you need a little more incentive, princess? Maybe if I—”

Her hand cracked across his cheek, snapping his head to the side. Palm stinging, the sound rang through the hollow tower.

Slowly, the prince turned back to her, breath shallow, lips parted. The chaos in his eyes had burned away, replaced by something far more ravenous.

Vesryn seized her waist. The world tilted as he flipped her beneath him. Stone struck hard against Serenna’s spine as his weight pinned her, stealing the air from her lungs.

His mouth crashed into hers, rough and claiming, the taste of him still wild from the storm.
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Dust rained from the tower’s fractured crown as Vesryn’s hips drove Serenna’s further into stone. His kiss seared away the last trace of fear in a blinding rush that had nothing to do with safety. The world narrowed to breath, to every gasp stolen and returned as their mouths collided.

Serenna’s fingers locked around his arms, tracing the flex of muscle where heated skin met armor. Vesryn’s hand slid into her hair, angling her face up as he caught her lower lip between his teeth, dragging out a helpless sound.

Her magic unfurled to meet his, shivering along every place they touched. The bond throbbed, demanding and insistent, its pulse answering her own.

A truth gathered in her chest—that she wanted to accept this connection between them. But the words withered on her tongue when Vesryn flung another flare of Essence skyward from the broken tower.

Serenna didn’t open her eyes or break the kiss as the sky ravaged itself apart to strike. She felt the bolt tear free from the clouds—sensed it veering toward them—and shoved it back into the storm before it finished raining down.

Vesryn only growled into her mouth, the sound vibrating through her as he pressed into her like chaos only fueled his hunger.

“Vesryn,” Serenna gasped. She pushed him back just far enough to draw air. “Stop baiting the lightning.”

“But you’ll catch it,” he murmured against her jaw, voice frayed with heat.

“Stars scorch—”

He extinguished his power and claimed her mouth again. Rougher this time, his tongue devouring the curse. The kiss stole the air from her lungs until nothing remained but his weight on top of her, the rasp of breath filling the space of every thought.

Serenna’s magic writhed to meet his, more insistent to flee her skin with every heartbeat. She arched, hips catching his in a graceless collision that wrenched a snarl from his throat. Vesryn’s hands slid downward, sealing around her waist as he ground forward with the urgency of starvation.

Serenna sank into him. Into the heat, the hunger, the bond blazing beneath her skin like wildfire. The ruined tower faded, the lightning above dimming to a distant blur.

Desire and magic pooled low and restless, begging for more. More contact. More friction. More proof that she wasn’t the only one being torn apart by this bond.

Craving the warmth of his skin, Serenna clawed at the fastenings on Vesryn’s leathers, restraint disintegrating as she ripped through the barriers between them.

Vesryn chuckled into her mouth, fingers just as impatient, already waging war against the buckles of her armor. One caught. He cursed against her lips, drew back just enough to glare at the strap, then tore it free with a savage jerk.

Breathless, Serenna laughed as she dragged his trousers down. She freed the hard line of his desire, proof that he was breaking with her, each kiss exhaling the same wreckage into her lungs. She stripped him bare in the next motion, hauling his tunic over his head and exposing him to the storm-lit ruin.

Lean muscle carved every inch, lines honed to lethal perfection. A body shaped for flight and war.

But it was the scar on his chest that severed her breath, the wound she’d once stitched closed with frantic power. She pressed her palm to the mangled flesh, feeling the pulse beneath—evidence that her touch had saved him, however imperfectly.

Serenna lifted her eyes to his, but before she could speak, Vesryn caught her mouth again, his hands mapping the curves of her body like it was the only terrain he’d ever need to memorize. He stripped the last scraps of her clothing and flung them aside, sending loose stones skittering across the cracked floor. Only her Starshard remained, glittering at her throat.

The stone pressed cool against her back as he laid her down, his need straining hard between them. No more barriers. Only the slide of skin as the bond coiled tighter, sinking its teeth in.

When he rolled his hips, the thick ridge of him slid between the heat of her thighs—a torturous promise, all friction and no fulfillment, leaving Serenna gasping into his mouth.

Vesryn’s palms curved around her hips, grip tightening as he rocked forward again, gliding through the molten ache he stoked with every pass.

Serenna arched into him, a fractured moan clawing free as her hips chased his. Clinging to his ferocity, she dragged her fingers down his back and lunged to meet his mouth again, devouring with equal hunger.

Breathless and trembling, she reached for the bond. The silver thread coiled in her Well, tugging at her magic.

A promise. A risk. A surrender.

She’d wanted this—wanted him—for longer than she dared admit. Yet silence and distance after everything they’d survived had kept her suspended in doubt. But guarded walls had become a prison she could no longer endure. She needed him to feel her choice—accepting this bond, this wild, impossible magic between them.

Serenna’s power erupted in a constellation of silver streaks. The curtain of light arced high above them before falling like a meteor shower, draping Vesryn’s skin in liquid starlight.

She braced for the storm’s retaliation. Above them, the sky detonated. Another bolt broke loose from the clouds. But Serenna barely spared it a thought.

She flung out her will, halting the strike midair. Instead of casting it back, she molded it. Stretching the charge, she slammed the current across the tower’s shattered spire. Lightning wove between the stones, a net of crackling sparks.

In those heartbeats, Vesryn stilled, eyes widening with disbelief. As if he couldn’t quite trust what he was seeing.

“Serenna—” His voice broke, hands tensing on her hips. “Is this… Is this what you want?”

Throat tightening, she nodded fiercely. Through the bond, she felt him splinter with the staggering relief of being chosen back.

Vesryn pressed his forehead to hers, breath shattering against her lips. His magic erupted at the same instant as he drove his length into her—one consuming plunge that claimed her completely without a word.

Starlight howled between their bodies as he fused her to him with every binding inch. Their Wells collided, Essence tearing through muscle and bone until pleasure and power were no longer separate things but the same relentless current.

Air fled Serenna’s lungs, stolen by the rush of his presence flooding her mind, her body, her soul.

The ruins rumbled beneath them as their auras braided together until there was no beginning and no end—only them. No longer a thread, the bond snapped taut, a bridge of living steel shining like dawn.

Lightning cracked above, shockwaves hammering against the web of sparks Serenna had woven across the tower. She barely registered it. Vesryn moved like a storm given flesh, every thrust like a jolt of thunder driving her back against the ground.

Serenna wrapped her legs around his waist, dragging him closer, staking her claim with her body. No more careful touches. No more unspoken fear. Only hands reaching, skin meeting skin, and the truth of wanting that neither of them could soften.

Vesryn cursed something broken into her mouth as he thrust harder, deeper, branding himself into her in a relentless drive. He kissed her like he would die without it, like there was nothing else left in the world worth drawing breath for.

She wanted all of it—his wildness, his fire, the violence of choosing something so completely. Serenna’s hips drove up to match every savage plunge, meeting him with equal ferocity.

Vesryn’s hands slid upward. He caught one of her wrists, then the other. He shoved them above her head, pinning her to the fractured stone, his heartbeat slamming against her ribs.

“Look at me,” he growled, eyes bright enough to drown stars. “Look at me when you fall apart.”

The accepted bond stripped him bare. Every unspoken need flared, every ember of hunger hers to claim.

Serenna gasped as he summoned a darker current. Shadows spilled over her skin, mapping the path of his desire, gliding over her breasts before curling lower in a merciless caress that sent heat lashing through her core.

Above them, the storm screamed, bright enough to blind. A bolt split the sky, and lightning slammed into her net of power, hissing against the tangle of sparks.

Vesryn’s shadows writhed again, stroking low until sensation drowned thought. One sweep. Then another. A rhythm built to undo her. Designed to ruin.

Their eyes locked just as Serenna shattered.

Her body seized around him, a cry tearing free as a wave of pleasure crashed over her. Vesryn caught her mouth, swallowing the sound.

He didn’t relent, angling his next thrust to wrench another shriek loose. Like a male possessed, he rode the shuddering aftershocks of her release, wringing out every tremor until she could barely gasp his name.

“Stars, Serenna,” he groaned, muscles shaking with restraint.

For a heartbeat, neither of them moved—still joined, still trembling, the bond flung wide open between them with no shields left to hide behind.

Then Vesryn released her wrists only to grip her hips. The world flipped over and he sat upright beneath her, her body still wrapped around his length. He drew her down against him, every inch sinking deeper until a guttural sound broke loose from his throat.

The storm roared overhead, lightning cracking against her shield, while Serenna collapsed against his shoulder—shaking and undone, held fast in the cage of his body with the bond burning.

Vesryn’s hands shackled her in place, holding her down around him—buried so deep Serenna could barely breathe without inhaling him. She whimpered, thighs quivering as Vesryn rolled his hips. Too slowly to satisfy the second ache that was already building.

Desperate to seize control, to chase pleasure’s next peak, Serenna rocked against him.

“Not yet,” Vesryn growled into her mouth. He clamped down on her waist, denying the motion. “Keep that up and I’m finished.”

Serenna clung to him, nails raking into his skin. He cursed and buried himself again in one brutal thrust. Then held. Just long enough for her whole body to shudder, his teeth grazing the edge of her jaw.

When he finally started to move again, the motion came slower, deeper, every roll of his hips meant to ravage her, not relieve her. She met the rhythm with a broken whisper of his name, tangling her fingers in his hair to haul his mouth back to hers.

Vesryn tried to speak, but whatever he meant to say dissolved against her tongue, lost to the next kiss before it could take shape. Release cresting, Serenna arched into him, ready to break all over again.

Vesryn lifted her as he rose, driving her spine against a fractured pillar. Her legs wrapped around his waist. Stone bit her shoulders as his hips slammed forward—hard and relentless, until she had no choice but to cling to him, arms locked around his neck.

“You’re going to feel me for days,” Vesryn rasped against her, every thrust a shock of pleasure. “Stars, Serenna… I was made for you.”

Staggering devotion flared through the bond, and Serenna’s heart answered it—a quiet, unguarded yielding that drew them even closer. Vesryn halted in a single, shaking breath, buried to the hilt, every muscle locked in restraint as pleasure blurred.

“You’re everything,” he whispered, his mouth brushing the base of her neck. “Come for me again.” His voice frayed as he dragged his lips lower, teeth grazing the soft curve of her breast. “Please—stars—let me feel you break around me.”

He hitched her knees higher, angling her hips until he struck that ruinous place inside her. Each thrust landed deeper. Harder. Wrenching sounds loose that she didn’t recognize.

Serenna’s whole body drew taut, breath suspended on the knife-edge of rapture. Pleasure surged, rising and climbing, as Vesryn slammed into her.

“That’s it,” he groaned, rhythm collapsing. “Take me with you.”

Stone scraped Serenna’s back, but the sting vanished beneath the molten drag of him. Each thrust peeled away the last of her control until all she could do was take, and break, and breathe him in.

The bond flared white-hot, and in that instant, she felt Vesryn fall apart.

Serenna shattered with him, body clenching so fiercely around his that the line between them disappeared. His name broke from her lips as pleasure flooded through her, blinding and complete, claiming every breath she had left.

Vesryn cursed, hips jolting once more before he stilled—buried deep, shaking as he spilled into her with a full-body shudder. He didn’t let her go. Breathless, he simply sank to his knees with her cradled against his chest.

He rested his forehead in the hollow of her throat, his voice a faint tremor against her skin. “Even if this bond never linked us,” he murmured, “I would’ve found my way to you.”
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Jassyn stepped through Lykor’s portal and into the wind. A plateau the rangers had named Stormspire lay shattered beneath them—stone split by old violence, earth stained violet as if the mountains themselves had been bruised. The thin air hit first, knifing straight into his lungs with a metallic charge.

Across the southwestern horizon, lightning forked through the clouds. The storm held its breath, watching and waiting with Skylash still chained somewhere within.

The rangers’ command tent snapped against its stakes, canvas straining to tear free. A cluster of dracovae stamped in the gravel, feathers rippling, scales catching flashes of distant light.

Some riders were mounted, waiting for orders. Others were already airborne, sweeping wide arcs through the sky.

Jassyn hadn’t slept. Not truly.

They’d named him First Keeper of the Ember Accord and moved on, calling it unity when only he surrendered. A blade of a title pressed to his palm, accepted because he didn’t fight it.

The day before had been drowned in maps, questions, and compromises disguised as strategy—decisions made too late to feel like anything but desperation.

Which faction could hold a mountain pass.

Who had enough training to survive the sky.

Who would be the first to fall when the Maw opened its jaws.

They’d looked to him to settle every dispute, as if steadiness meant readiness. As if stillness could stand in for experience. As though that alone made him fit to direct this campaign that might lead to war.

The unease still clung to him.

Vesryn had spoken the title without irony, as though it had always belonged to Jassyn. Kaedryn had pressed a claw to her heart, the other guildmasters mirroring her reverence.

And Lykor—Lykor had flanked him with the quiet menace of a weapon unsheathed. His lip curled at anyone who stared too long. A low growl would rise at the first hint of dissent, ending most arguments before they even formed. Wings flared like a warning, fangs bared like a threat—violence poised to strike before Jassyn ever gave the word.

Apparently, every reluctant leader needed an enforcer.

Jassyn had waited for someone to rescind the decision, to say the truth aloud—that he wasn’t the one they trusted to lead them into the storm.

But no one did.

So at dawn, he had Lykor portal them here outside the threshold, at the rangers’ outpost where they were preparing to breach the Maw.

Jassyn crossed the plateau toward the command tent, if it could even be called one. Just a strip of canvas lashed to stakes with ropes of force, already losing its fight with the endless gusts.

Above, the looming storm still refused to break. The druids swore it never would. And yet Jassyn sensed rain circling in the air, the sky swollen with unshed fury. The unnatural roiling sent a shiver through him, far more unsettling than any downpour.

Beneath the canvas, the others had already gathered. Cinderax lifted his head first as Jassyn stepped under, molten eyes flaring in silent greeting. Kaedryn glanced up, inclining her chin.

Serenna stood near Vesryn’s illusion map, pointing toward the marshes. The prince hovered at her shoulder, fingers drumming against his thigh.

Vesryn straightened, meeting Jassyn’s eyes. “Zaeryn has a flight of rangers airborne with their dracovae.” He gestured toward a cluster of glowing points along the river channels. “On our mark, they’ll sweep the Blackreach and harry any ships trying to force their way toward the Maw.”

Without a word, Lykor claimed the space at Jassyn’s side, arms crossing over his armor, shoulder brushing Jassyn’s. “Kal’s handling the portaling of the wraith and your magus. They’re positioned along the Dreadspire Range—the switchbacks overlooking the marshes.”

“Once Cinderax touches my mind from the Maw,” Kaedryn added, idly tracing the Starshard in her palm, “I’ll follow with the children of earth and starlight and a legion of the scalebound.”

“The rest of our warriors will remain in the city,” Cinderax finished with a low rumble. “Guarding Vasharax and the hatching eggs. They’re equipped with the Starshards Serenna and Vesryn recovered. The dragons and civilians won’t be left defenseless.”

Jassyn nodded, though the motion felt hollow. They’d circle the Maw with forces and call it a shield. In truth, it felt more like a web of eyes waiting to see the king arrive, not stop him.

Serenna lifted her hand, a golden ring gleaming around a finger. “Essence-wielders who enter the Maw will be tethered. So we don’t accidentally summon the storm.” Her mouth tightened, the glare she leveled at Vesryn saying the rest.

Jassyn accepted the ring she offered. The bond to the prince vanished so cleanly it left a void in its wake as he slid the metal into place.

“The druids will divert lightning the way Lykor managed,” Serenna continued. “I’m bringing the Heart of Stars as well,” she added, adjusting the pack fastened across her shoulders. “If we find Skylash today, we’ll have what we need to break her chains.” She shared a glance with the prince. “I’ll signal for Vesryn using patterns of fire in the sky—we’ve worked out a system. He’ll be flying with the rangers, watching from Naru. If the moment comes, we’ll work together to free her.”

“Thalaesyn and my mother will remain in Asharyn,” Vesryn said. “If Fenn’s scouts confirm that the humans have been portaled in to join Elashor’s force and the city becomes their target, they’ll open rifts to evacuate the civilians. But only if we have no other choice.”

Jassyn refused to let the thought linger. Evacuation meant failure, and failure meant losing more than the city. But these were the choices they’d made together, spoken enough times to feel solid, as if repetition alone might keep everything from splitting apart.

Daeryn and Bhreena slipped beneath the canvas, boots grinding grit into the earth.

Jassyn kept his gaze on the illusion spread out before them instead of Daeryn. Some truths pressed so close they would steal the breath from him if he dared acknowledge them.

“Any word on those razorwings?” he asked, to whoever held the report.

“Not until Fenn checks in,” Serenna said. “He’s due back soon.”

Daeryn leaned over the map, its turquoise glow sharpening the angles of his doubt. “You’re comfortable spreading us this thin?”

“I think splitting our forces is suicide,” Bhreena muttered in agreement, her scowl shadowing the marshlands.

Jassyn drew breath to answer, but Lykor spoke first.

“Even united, we’re outmatched,” he growled. “Surely you’ve seen what Galaeryn commands. Humans. Half-elves. Rimeclaw. Any army he throws our way will crush us.”

Bhreena’s eyes flashed. “So your answer is for our people to stand by and wait to be overrun?”

“No,” Jassyn clipped before Lykor could snap again, a single syllable he forced through his teeth. His voice held steady, though the steel beneath it still felt like a weapon he hadn’t learned to wield. “Serenna and I will fly in first. Once we confirm Skylash’s position, Fenn will open portals for you to follow.”

He stepped closer to the map, hand hovering above the towering peak pulsing with faint turquoise light. “Just as we agreed, you’ll help deflect the storm while we free the dragon.”

He lifted his gaze to Bhreena’s. “But the moment those portals open or Serenna and Vesryn call sunfire through the Heart, Essence will summon the storm and whatever stealth we have is forfeit. If the king’s forces are anywhere near the Maw, our magic will be a beacon. And when that happens, everyone holding the perimeter buys time for those freeing Skylash.”

A single misstep and this becomes a massacre. But Jassyn let the harrowing thought stay unspoken.

Bhreena’s jaw clenched, but she remained silent.

“I know one dragon won’t save us,” Jassyn added, quieter now. “But it’s a risk we have to take on the hope she might be enough to shift the course of this war.”

“No one will be spared if Galaeryn wins,” Daeryn said, his hands locking behind his back. “We’ll go where you need us.”

Jassyn wanted to look at him. To offer steady words in return, assurances that reached beyond the blood they might spill for a war they hadn’t chosen.

But for now, he only nodded. Kept breathing. And hoped that their future hadn’t already been lost.

A heavy silence wrapped around the circle. Cinderax chuffed across the map, smoke curling from his nostrils.

“If Skylash is freed, she may not even deign to speak to us,” he said, eyes locking on Jassyn. “She may only see us as intruders to her domain.” His inner eyelid swept across his gaze in a slow blink. “I’ll try to reason with her. Before she decides to strike.”

Jassyn barely had time to dread the thought of Skylash turning her fury on them before the air outside the tent convulsed. Pressure mounted as a portal ruptured the sky.

Fenn burst through the rift first, wings slick with mist, steam trailing from the membranes. Six wraith flew behind in tight formation, fanning out around him.

With a flick of his wrist and a click of talons, Fenn dismissed his squad. The wraith peeled away without a word, warping through another portal.

Fenn landed beside the tent and dispelled his wings. Ducking under the canvas, he adjusted the twin knives strapped along his spine. No smirk tugged at his mouth and the usual fire in his eyes had tempered into something cold.

That alone told Jassyn everything he needed to know.

“It’s not good, is it?” Jassyn asked.

Fenn gave a terse shake of his head, water flicking from his woven hair. “The fleet’s moving. Fast.” He crouched beside Serenna, tapping the illusion map where the broad river fed into the Crackling Maw. “They’re using magics—air and water together—to sail faster than should be possible.” He raked a claw through his damp braids, tightening the binding as he glanced back at Jassyn. “At this pace, they’ll sail into the Blackreach before nightfall.”

Jassyn’s pulse knocked hard out of rhythm.

Beside him, Lykor stood unmoved, as if the news hadn’t touched him at all.

“Elashor’s ground force?” Lykor prompted. “The razorwings?”

Fenn shook his head again. “Still holding position in the marshes. We couldn’t get an updated count and lost sight of the swarm when they vanished into thin air.”

Jassyn’s gaze swept the circle, landing last on Lykor. That look held. Long enough for heat to rise between them, the weight of everything unspoken closing in. He forced a slow breath into his nose, willing his heart to steady with the exhale.

Jassyn already knew what he’d have to ask of him.

Lykor might obey when the time came, but he’d never forgive him for it.

Jassyn didn’t want to make this call alone, not with the lives he was about to gamble pressing against his thoughts. But hesitation wouldn’t save any of them. So he straightened, voice quiet but steady.

“Then it’s time to fly.”

A ripple of murmurs slid through the circle, but no one challenged it. Vesryn dispersed the illusion with a wave of his hand, and they moved as one out of the tent toward the waiting storm.

As Bhreena and Daeryn split off with Kaedryn, Jassyn’s steps slowed near the ridge—the place where he would lift and fly straight into the Maw. Silent as a shadow, Lykor matched his pace at his shoulder.

Wind snapped from every direction, withheld rain in its breath. But the cold tightening in Jassyn’s chest had nothing to do with weather.

Only the next command.

He’d made every other call but this one, hoping that delay might dull the cost.

It hadn’t.

Ahead, Serenna and Fenn stood on the lip of the cliff next to Cinderax, silhouettes outlined against the flickering sky. Vesryn lingered beside them, though he wouldn’t follow. None of them looked back.

Jassyn stopped, boots grinding against scoured stone.

“Lykor,” he said quietly, the name catching halfway up his throat.

Lykor halted, turning with that level, waiting gaze.

Jassyn nearly recoiled from it. He’d felt this moment stalking him for hours, pacing closer with every minute. Foresight hadn’t softened the strike. It had only shown him where it would cut.

“I need you to return to Asharyn.”

Lykor blinked once. “Asharyn,” he repeated flatly.

The wind seemed to stall, or maybe it was only Jassyn’s heart slipping down his ribs.

“If we fall—or if we fail,” he said, the words scraping raw on their way out, “the city’s next.” He didn’t look at Lykor, only at the storm flashing across the horizon. “You’re the only one who can open enough portals to evacuate if the king turns his gaze there.”

“Mara and Thalaesyn can handle an evacuation.” Leather creaked as Lykor crossed his arms. “They’ve done it before. That’s not where I’m needed.”

“It is,” Jassyn answered, meeting his eyes. “Even bonded, they don’t have your reach. Or your strength. You know that.”

Lykor’s jaw ticked. “Then send Vesryn.”

Jassyn shook his head. “We’ll need his sunfire.”

Lykor didn’t move. He held his silence like a bared weapon, steady and unblinking, dangerous in its calm.

“So now we’re strategizing fallback plans for the end of the world?” Lykor said at last, voice low and cold. “A few portals won’t make any difference.”

“It will for the city.” Jassyn exhaled, the breath dragging in his chest. “If the king moves while we’re inside the Maw—if those razorwings strike—you’ll do what’s needed without waiting for orders. I’m trusting you to carry the others forward if we don’t return.”

He stepped in closer before Lykor could answer, cutting the argument off at the throat. “If we fail, someone has to protect what’s left. The eggs. The hatchlings. The civilians. The future.”

Defiance flashed in Lykor’s eyes. “Give someone else that order.”

Jassyn didn’t look away. He knew what this was—Lykor trying to command him. To force the burden back into his hands. To make him choose anything but this.

“The king won’t stop,” Jassyn said. “He’ll burn through every last sanctuary until there’s nothing left but ash. Our stand can’t end here.”

Lykor’s arms tightened across his chest, knuckles cracking. “You think this war will be won by hiding survivors in rubble? By buying a few days while Galaeryn takes more sky? If that storm claims you, none of this matters.”

“Time mattered in your fortress,” Jassyn said, softer now. “You bought lives with it. I’m asking you to be ready to do it again.”

Lykor’s chest rose and fell faster with every breath, like he’d taken a blow straight to the sternum.

“No,” he said finally. Firmly. “I’m flying with you.”

“You can’t. You traded your fire.” The guilt struck as soon as Jassyn said it, twisting through his ribs. “You can’t redirect lightning now.”

“I can shield you from the strikes,” Lykor growled. “I’ve done it before.”

Jassyn closed the distance and set a hand to Lykor’s shoulder, anchoring himself before the ground shifted beneath them both.

“You’re not doing that again,” he said, fingers tightening in the leather. “You’re not expendable. And I won’t pretend you are.”

Lykor’s lip curled, but he stayed silent, tensing under Jassyn’s touch.

“You helped forge this alliance,” Jassyn continued, each word unsteadier than the last. “You’re the reason I’m standing here at all. You could’ve stopped it. But you didn’t.”

Lykor flinched, and the motion hit harder than when his gauntlet had struck Jassyn across the face.

“I’m telling you where I need you,” Jassyn said, voice growing hoarse. “Will you follow that order or not?”

Lykor’s nostrils flared. “If you go, and—”

He choked on the rest, jaw tightening, the snarl dying half formed. His fangs caught a flash of distant light, but there was no threat in them now.

“Don’t give me an order I can’t follow,” Lykor hissed. He searched Jassyn’s face as if trying to find a fracture, some weakness to wedge the plea into before the command could set like stone. “Don’t make me stay behind while you fly into that storm. Give me one reason—one real reason—why I can’t be at your side.”

Jassyn’s chest cinched, breath lost before it ever reached his lungs. The words didn’t eviscerate him nearly as much as the way Lykor looked when he said them. For the first time, there was no fury or fire. He just looked lost.

And something in that unraveling dismantled Jassyn completely.

For one heartbeat, he wished he could rewrite the moment—help Lykor understand. Nudge his choice with nothing more than a breath of power.

The urge to coerce flickered through him, a spark landing where it had no right to burn. He smothered it instantly, sickened by the shape of it.

He would never steal Lykor’s choice. Not even to save him.

Jassyn’s gaze drifted past Lykor’s shoulder, already knowing the truth. That none of them had trained enough for what waited inside the Maw. The storm could kill them. Or Skylash might.

But readiness was a luxury the doomed didn’t get to bargain for. If he could spare Lykor from that fate, he’d carve the logic however he had to.

He couldn’t tell Lykor the truth—that he wasn’t afraid to die, only to watch Lykor die for him first.

So Jassyn gave the only reason he could.

“If you fall beside me, there’s no one left to save the others.” He swallowed, the words razoring up his throat. “You know what it means to be the reason others survive.”

Lykor’s jaw flexed. He stepped in, chest brushing Jassyn’s, wind whipping hair around his face. “I don’t care about anyone else,” he growled, eyes igniting. “If you’re hurt—”

Jassyn didn’t let him finish.

Trembling, his hands rose, uncertain for a single heartbeat before cupping Lykor’s jaw. He swept his thumbs over the sharp planes of his cheeks, holding him still.

Then he kissed him.

Not to sway him or to steal surrender from his mouth. But because the seams were already splitting, and one more word from Lykor would tear him open and take the decision from him.

The wind rushed around them, the world beyond blurring to nothing. A hundred eyes might have been watching. It didn’t matter.

Lykor seized Jassyn’s armor and kissed him back like the choice could be rewritten through sheer force. Like if he just held him hard enough, Jassyn would break and let him follow.

The cruelty was that Jassyn wanted to have Lykor beside him when the world split open. In the sky. In the storm.

But wanting wouldn’t save the realm. Leadership demanded more—necessity over desire, command honed into sacrifice. This duty gutted him, the obedience he’d stolen instead of earned.

He needed Lykor guarding Asharyn, even if that simple truth offered no comfort. Sending him away still felt like betrayal. Yet that was the cost.

So Jassyn didn’t take it back.

Wrecked and reluctant, Lykor’s lips grazed his one last time before he stepped away.

“I’m not forgiving you for this,” Lykor breathed.

“I know,” Jassyn whispered, every word a thread unraveling from his chest. “But you have to let me go.”

He didn’t say the rest. So I still have you to return to.


CHAPTER 31
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SERENNA



Serenna flew toward the Cracking Maw’s highest mountain, its shattered summit bleeding lightning from the storm-gray clouds. Wind clawed at her wings, each stroke a battle against the sky’s unyielding wall.

The flight across the broken range had stretched on. As the air thinned, the battering currents had morphed from lift to resistance. Wingbeats growing heavy, Serenna gritted her teeth and flew through the burn, every muscle in her back throbbing.

Mist clung to her scales and armor, dampening her vision in a stinging haze. She blinked hard, sweeping her inner eyelids sideways to clear the blur.

Fenn and Jassyn held formation beside her—all of them tethered—their wings steady as they flew beneath the lightning. Ahead, Cinderax cleaved through the lower clouds, racing toward the monolith crowned in fury.

The Blackreach stretched wide below, a bottomless mirror waiting to swallow the world. Lightning reflected across its surface, but no thunder followed—only the hush of a storm holding its breath to strike.

They banked toward the towering mountain, its summit sheared flat like a broken fang. Serenna’s gaze caught on an unnatural sheen, a flawless disc of crystal spanning the plateau. Beneath the quartz-like surface, lightning pulsed through the faceted glass, an imprisoned storm.

A narrow ledge of stone ringed the crystal, barely wide enough to stand on. Cinderax dropped first, a flash of scale spiraling down. He landed in a whisper of claws, talons scraping as he slid to a halt.

Breath sharp in her throat, Serenna followed, wings tucked tight to her spine. As her boots struck, wind slammed into her, snatching at the leathery membranes. Stumbling, she shifted, shedding her wings before they dragged her over the edge.

By the time she steadied herself, Jassyn and Fenn had touched down, their scales and wings disappearing. On the rim’s narrow edge, the four of them stood, balanced between glass and sky.

Fenn turned slowly, eyes flaring as he focused on the lake below. “File my fangs,” he swore, pointing across the water. “They’re nearly in the Maw already. Ten ships. Maybe more. Sailing fast from the west.”

Serenna’s heart lurched. She followed his line of sight, squinting at the horizon, but saw nothing beyond lightning skittering across the surface.

“The rangers?” she asked, unable to sense the prince while tethered.

“They shouldn’t be far,” Jassyn said, adjusting his bracers. “We have to trust that they’ll slow the fleet. But it won’t be enough if those razorwings arrive.”

Serenna nodded and followed Cinderax closer to the crystalline disc. Multifaceted like a gem, each pane sparked as lightning fractured through the layers, the pulses climbing the lattice beneath their feet.

All breath abandoned her chest when her eyes landed on a shape coiled at the base of the mountain hundreds of feet below.

Skylash.

Serenna could barely make out obsidian scales glinting where lightning raced across the dragon’s frame.

Cinderax lifted his head toward the clouds, leathery frills tugged by the wind. “I sent word to Kaedryn that her legion can enter the Maw,” he rumbled. “This is the moment. We strike now.”

Light speared upward without warning, too fast to dodge.

Serenna flinched, but instinct moved faster than thought. Her hand snapped out as the bolt erupted through a crack in the surface.

Jassyn’s hand shot forward beside hers. The current split between them, forking in a burst of heat and static.

Sparks coiled up Serenna’s arm before she flung the charge skyward. Jassyn’s current followed hers, the twin charges vanishing into the clouds in a blinding flash.

“You were right,” Serenna said, vision still burning as she met Jassyn’s eyes. “The Maw’s storm is bleeding from her. After all this time…”

Whatever questions and wonder tried to rise withered as movement caught her eye. Sails breached the horizon, close enough now for her to make out.

One ship. Then another. A line of them growing, drawing closer.

They were out of time.

Serenna’s hands shook as she drew her Starshard from beneath her armor. She hesitated before asking Cinderax, “Is channeling sunfire the best way to break through the crystal?”

“It’s more than crystal,” the dragon said, prowling further onto the platform. “This is ancient Aelfyn architecture—woven and corrupted into a prison.” Light warped beneath his talons as he peered into the storm. “But wield your starlight with intent—as you did with the eggs—and a way below may open.”

Serenna moved beside him, dread winding tighter around her ribs. She saw no path down, only layer upon layer of angled glass, lightning writhing through the panes.

And at the nexus of it all, Skylash waited.

Serenna’s pulse stuttered. She’d done this before—more than once—but Kaedryn had stood ready to intervene if she lost control. And in the Bramblemaw den, Vesryn had hauled her back into her body before the sunfire devoured her.

If she faltered now, it wouldn’t just be her that burned. But there wasn’t time to wait for the prince to arrive.

Serenna glanced toward Fenn and Jassyn.

Fenn met her eyes and rolled his shoulders, fire sparking around his talons. “We’ve got you, she-elf,” he said as scales rippled into place across his arms. “We’ll keep the sky off your back while you call your magics.”

As Fenn launched flares of fire into the sky to signal Vesryn and the rangers, Jassyn gave a single nod. He grimaced as obsidian plates swept down his throat. “I’ll handle the lightning from below. You focus on the crystal.”

With an unsteady exhale, Serenna tugged the golden ring from her finger. Silence persisted with no bonds rushing back to meet her—not while Fenn and Vesryn still wore their tethers. Slipping the metal into her satchel, she brushed the Heart of Stars, ensuring it remained tucked safe inside.

She drew a slow breath. Then another. On the third, scales rippled across her skin, forging armor.

Gripping her Starshard, Serenna reached into the stillness where Essence waited. Magic surged up to meet her as she threw open the floodgates of her Well.

Silver light flared from the gem at her throat, unspooling in widening arcs. Illumination curled down her shoulders, twining her arms in molten threads. She pulled harder, drawing every strand of power into a single, focused current.

Sunfire rushed to her fingertips, a blaze unfurling from her palms.

Above, the storm shuddered awake. Clouds roiled, pressure coiling tight.

The first bolt came screaming from the sky’s throat.

Cinderax took wing and unleashed a roar—high and wild, more shriek than a dragon’s bellow. Fire spiraled from his jaws, colliding with the lightning. The impact burst into a corona of sparks, hissing outward in a flash of light.

Fenn was already sprinting across the summit to intercept the following strike. His wings snapped open just before he warped skyward, reappearing in a whirl of fire. His claws flashed, hurling a gout of flame into the path of the next bolt. Lightning hit, detonating into smoke.

The crystal beneath Serenna’s boots answered with a fury of its own, sparks racing up from the depths in pursuit.

She barely blinked before Jassyn yanked the charge the rest of the way to his waiting palm. Sparks scattered across his scales as he wrenched the current aside and flung it over the ledge into the lake below.

Serenna caged the sunfire beneath her skin, narrowing the blaze before it could spiral loose. Essence slammed against its confinement, heat surging up her arms until her muscles locked.

Every heartbeat became a battle as the illumination fought to tear free. She gripped tighter. Forced the magic down. Refused to let it consume what she still meant to save.

High above, she sensed lightning and fire warring. Fenn and Cinderax blurred in the sky, steering away strike after strike.

Beside her, Jassyn didn’t waver. Lightning spun faster from the mountain’s depths. He caught every bolt, wrenching the currents aside before they could touch her.

Steadying her breath, Serenna raised her blazing palm, shaping the sunfire tight around her fingers while the others held the storm at bay. She chose her mark—a crystal facet just beyond her boots, its edges glinting like a broken star.

And struck.

A chisel of light flew from her fingertips, honed by ruthless control rather than brute force. She poured only a sliver of her strength into it, refusing to burn too bright, too soon.

The surface didn’t crack as she expected. Instead, the crystal drank in the sunfire, radiance sinking through facets in molten rivulets like metal poured into a mold.

Beneath her, something stirred.

A low, seismic groan rippled through the summit, followed by glass screeching against glass. The floor lurched. Serenna and Jassyn staggered as panels deep below began to turn, massive sheets grinding into new alignment.

Sparks scattered in fractured prisms as the summit split open, crystal sinking inward to reveal a spiraling descent carved straight into the mountain’s core.

A warning jolted through her. No longer bound to fixed channels, lightning hissed through the reconfigured grid, drawn like a predator scenting the first drop of blood.

A pane on the surface flared white-hot.

Then ruptured.

Lightning geysered upward, shrieking in a column of light.

Cinderax plunged from the sky in a streak of scale, unleashing a torrent of flame to meet the strike. The bolt slammed into the blaze, erupting in a burst of sparks.

Serenna blinked through the afterglow, pulse still racing as she extinguished Essence. She spared one more glance at Fenn flying above—wings slicing, talons lit with fire—then gathered her courage and stepped toward the fractured passage now gaping wide.

Jassyn moved with her, amber eyes slitted and wild, shoulders braced, palms already lifted to catch the next strike.

The wind died the moment they crossed beneath the glass. A charged silence rushed in its place—static lifting loose strands from Serenna’s braid, the air thrumming with pressure.

The corridor spiraled downward. Crystalline walls reflected the lightning bleeding from Skylash far below, scattering it into a thousand splintered sparks. With every pulse, her silhouette sharpened—distortion peeling away, the dragon beneath emerging.

The passage tightened as they descended, a helix of faceted glass winding through open air. Every cautious step set Serenna’s instincts on edge with nothing beneath her but smooth crystal.

The walls were so clear they felt like nothing at all, just a slanted path suspended over the hollow where Skylash lay coiled in darkness.

The descent ended in a sudden stop. A wall of fused crystal rose before them, flawless enough to seem carved by a single cut. Only up close did the angles distort, scattering her reflection into jagged shards.

Serenna pressed her palm to the pane. Cold and smooth, a denial of the way down to Skylash. Her pulse hammered for what came next in these close quarters.

“Cinderax says Kaedryn and the others have arrived,” Jassyn murmured beside her, blinking his eyes back into focus. “Fenn’s portaling in Daeryn’s forces now.”

Serenna nodded, then reached for Essence again through her Starshard. Sunfire flared across her fingers, sheathing her skin in silver.

She focused on a seam where two angled sheets met, a fracture thin as a hairline crack. A blade of light lanced from her palm, slicing into the crystal.

Again, the wall didn’t shatter.

Instead, a hiss whispered from every direction, sharp as breath between teeth. Serenna jerked her arm back as the pane slid aside on its own.

The way forward opened.

And lightning screamed.

The strike erupted from below, snaking through the crystal on the hunt. A serpent of cobalt sparks, lashing too fast to track. In the blink of an eye, it spun through the walls, pursuing with a hunger Serenna could feel in her bones.

Jassyn’s hand shot past her shoulder in a blur of obsidian scales. The bolt slammed toward him in a searing flash. Sparks skittered across his arm, whirling against the protective plates in violet threads. He didn’t flinch, just twisted his wrist, hurling the lightning out of the mountain and into the sky.

Breath ragged, Jassyn’s scales rippled across his cheekbones, surfacing and sinking in restless waves.

“We need to keep moving,” he gritted out, pupils spasming between slitted and round. He stared up out of the mountain, his focus pulled toward something else.

Serenna sensed the beastblood breaking loose in him. But she couldn’t tell whether he was losing control or fighting it back by force.

“Jassyn,” she said softly. “Are you alright?”

“No.” The answer snapped out of him, bitten off. His hands trembled before curling into fists. “Just keep burning through the panels blocking our way. I need the distraction.”

“Distraction from what?”

Jassyn shifted into wings without warning before they vanished in the next breath. Gritting his teeth, his dragonsight flickered in and out. Even the scar along his cheek pulled tight with his grimace, drawn hard across bone.

Jaw locked, he yanked at the strap of his bracer, breath forcing its way through his teeth.

“Lykor.”

The name struck like thunder, his voice cracking on it. Serenna saw the war behind his eyes, the way his focus slipped, reaching for the one who wasn’t here. She knew that ache, being scattered across different fronts.

“I can’t even think straight in this form,” he said, driving a hand through his tangled curls. “Every instinct I have is screaming to fly back to Asharyn. To make sure he’s safe.”

Desperation haunted the feral edge in his voice. Barely caged. Barely the Jassyn she knew. One slip, and the beastblood would send him into the storm, make him abandon every other battle just to return to the one he couldn’t lose.

“You made the right call,” Serenna said, laying a hand on his scaled arm. Her chest tightened, as if his fear had driven straight into her ribs. “Asharyn is probably the safest place right now. And even if it isn’t… If anyone survives, it’ll be him.”

“I know.” The words sounded hollow, more shape than certainty.

Jassyn didn’t look at her, but he set his mouth in a hard line and forced himself forward.

Serenna fell into step beside him, and together they pressed deeper into the spiral.

At the next barrier, she clutched her Starshard and gathered Essence at her fingertips again, shaping it into sunfire. She leveled her hand at the pane and released it, light spearing forward in a focused strike.

Sheet after sheet, the crystal walls shifted and slid aside, the ancient mechanisms far beyond anything she understood.

Every time, her magic summoned lightning. Sparks rose from the depths below and crashed from the sky above.

But none of it breached the mountain. Not while Fenn, Cinderax, and their forces held the summit, their fire buying her time, their strength holding back the storm.

And at her side, Jassyn never wavered, but he stopped casting the lightning skyward—one stray arc could kill an ally above. Instead, he gathered the currents into a churning sphere behind them, the static humming like a second heart.

Still, fatigue crept beneath Serenna’s skin. Her arms trembled from holding precision, from containing power sharp enough to flay her if she faltered. Her lungs burned, every breath thinned by the power she called.

But there was no time for rest, only the next strike. So she continued forward, blind to everything else—whether the rangers held the Blackreach or if the ships had made landfall. She couldn’t fight their battles. Her task here had to make the rest of their risks count.

The lightning flowed faster the deeper they descended, ribbons of violet and white racing up through the crystal passages from Skylash. With every charge Jassyn caught, the orb trailing him swelled brighter, strobing across the glass as the mountain swallowed them further.

Serenna felt his strength fraying with hers. Every breath became shorter, the next bolt taking a moment longer to reach his hand.

Her vision blurred at the edges, her Well draining with the stream of sunfire she forced through her veins. The crystal panels kept unfolding beneath her strikes, spiraling them deeper into the mountain as the dragon slowly rendered into more than a flickering shape.

At the mountain’s base, the final pane shuddered beneath Serenna’s touch and peeled away. She let her magic go, breath breaking loose as numbness prickled up her wrists.

Chained before them, Skylash emerged in full—nearly Naru’s size—held in the same crystalline stillness that had once imprisoned Cinderax. Forelimbs absent, her wings pressed sleek to her flanks, her serpentine body coiled like a whip—built to outrace the wind instead of dominate it.

The descent had ended. Everything now hinged on unleashing the storm.


CHAPTER 32
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LYKOR



Lykor hated everything about this assignment.

Even flying on Trella—her wings stretched wide beneath a vast, indifferent sky—felt like penance, not freedom. The wind only dragged him in useless circles above a city far from the battle where he should’ve been fighting.

Wasting time caged while the storm raged elsewhere.

A weapon abandoned in its scabbard, left to rust.

His fingers twitched against Trella’s feathers as he glared down at Asharyn’s lake, bright as poured silver and serene in a way that mocked him. Essence churned in his Well, pulsing hot beneath his skin.

If something didn’t give soon, it wouldn’t be the world that shattered.

It would be him.

I need you to return to Asharyn.

Seven fucking words. Spoken like an order, weighted like a curse.

But before that—beneath the lake when they’d freed Cinderax—there had only been I need you.

No conditions. No distance.

And Lykor, fool that he was, had believed that version of Jassyn.

His gaze drifted south for the hundredth scorching time, eyes narrowed against the sun. From this height in the sky, he could almost see the Maw brooding on the horizon, its black peaks half devoured by a wall of cloud.

“Jassyn sent you here for a reason,” Aesar muttered from deep inside his skull.

“SO YOU KEEP REMINDING ME,” Lykor snapped back.

It didn’t matter that the decision had been tactical. Logical. Necessary.

For everyone but Lykor.

This so-called duty still felt like exile, muzzling him behind the fight. The pull toward the Maw—toward Jassyn—hooked deep in his ribs. The storm wasn’t in the clouds but in his chest, shredding restraint with every breath.

Trella screeched beneath him, tensing in a way that echoed the agitation rippling through him.

Something shifted in the wind.

Lykor stilled. A sharp tug pulled in his gut, like the sea sucking back before the break of a wave. His pulse raced, answering some primal summons buried in instinct.

Spine tight, he twisted in the saddle, eyes raking the vast stretch of empty sky. At first he saw only a flicker, a meaningless blur against the light. Perhaps a druid or a bird.

His vision sharpened, and the shape resolved into something undeniable.

Rimeclaw.

Flying fast. Flying hard. A monstrous spear of darkness, hurtling straight toward the Maw.

Every muscle in Lykor’s body locked—boots bracing in the stirrups, hands clamping on the pommel, fury collapsing and crystallizing into dread.

He could stay. Hold position above Asharyn. Follow Jassyn’s orders. Wait for those razorwings that would never show up. Let his magic rot useless while others bled for a battle he’d been forged to fight.

Every breath Lykor wasted above this city stole one he should’ve been spending at Jassyn’s side—where he fucking belonged.

And if he wasn’t watching Jassyn’s back…who was?

Lykor’s lip curled. He wasn’t the kind of male who begged. Who knelt or pleaded, groveling for worth like something starved.

He gave the orders.

Didn’t take them.

Except from the one who’d looked at him like that with those stars-cursed amber eyes. Like he was more than a weapon. Someone who was trusted.

And still…Jassyn had sent him away.

Trella shifted beneath him, feathers rasping against the wind.

Far to the south, Rimeclaw vanished into the stormwall. Lykor—too wrapped in his own resentment to realize it sooner—felt the truth hit like a blow.

Rimeclaw wouldn’t have left his grave water in the jungle by choice. No, someone had yanked his leash.

Lykor bared his fangs, a snarl serrating his lungs. The dragon would lay siege to the Maw with Galaeryn steering every strike. And that slaughter would be on Lykor’s hands if he didn’t stop it.

Turning inward, Lykor sensed Aesar bracing for the choice he’d already made.

“Portal to the Stormspire outpost first,” Aesar said. “We have one duty left before we go rogue.”

Lykor flung out his claw and complied, ripping open a rift to the rangers’ cliffside camp in the Dreadspire Range. Apparently that’s what he did now. Took orders. Bit his tongue. Growled like a dog with nowhere to sink his fangs.

Trella didn’t need the command. She veered toward the seam in the sky and dove, wings folding tight.

Lykor’s stomach lurched. His spine slammed against the saddle as the world tilted, then disappeared—wind howling, vision swallowed in a flash of void.

On the other side, the earth rushed up to meet them. Trella’s talons struck the barren ground, claws gouging trenches as she galloped across the plateau. Dust detonated in their wake, grit pelting Lykor’s armor. Flaring her wings wide, she caught the wind and skidded to a bone-jarring halt.

Through the swirling haze, the command tent came into view—the place where the rangers were funneling reports from the Maw.

Lykor kicked free of the stirrups and leapt. Warping midair, he landed hard in front of the canvas wall, boots punching into dirt. He strode past a chestnut dracovae standing outside before stalking into the tent.

Zaeryn—of course it was her—stood at the center, pointing at the illusion map hovering in the air. Points of light spun into formations—ships, dracovae, druid scouts. She conferred with Mara and Kal in a low, clipped tone, tension in every word.

“Start the evacuation,” Lykor barked.

Everyone straightened. Kal’s head snapped toward him, but before anyone could flap their tongues or voice their objections, Lykor cut them down.

“Rimeclaw is flying for the Maw. I’m going in. If we fall there, he’ll come for the city next. Move the civilians. Now.”

Mara’s eyes widened, just enough to betray a flicker of fear before discipline smothered it. She nodded, opened a portal, and vanished through it. She and Thalaesyn would scatter the civilians into the cavern network the wraith had scouted days earlier north of the Bramblemaw den.

That part would hold. They didn’t need him.

And he was still defending the city like Jassyn had ordered. This wasn’t disobedience, it was intervention. Exactly what had been asked of him.

That had to count for something.

Lykor had no intention of playing cave shepherd or crawling through stone while the king’s forces sundered the realms. Not when Jassyn stood in the Maw with death racing toward him.

Feeling the minutes bleeding away, Lykor’s jaw clenched. His gaze slid past Zaeryn and fixed on Kal. “Status.”

Kal crossed his arms, but Zaeryn answered first.

“That swarm of razorwings appeared,” she said, slicing a hand at the illusion map to mark their flight path. “They’re escorting the invading ships across the Blackreach. The rangers are engaging, but the summit won’t hold without reinforcements.”

Lykor’s lip curled, but he didn’t acknowledge her. “They confirmed Skylash’s location?”

Kal dragged his teeth over a lip ring. “Cinderax sent word that she lies within that tallest peak. Serenna and Jassyn are working their way down to free her.”

“Pull every fighter we have,” Lykor ordered. “Everyone goes into the Maw.”

Kal gave a curt nod, shifting into wings and scales. He opened a portal and disappeared through it.

Lykor pivoted toward the exit, urgency burning through him like a lit fuse.

“Ask if there’s news on my brother,” Aesar hissed before Lykor stepped out.

“SHE WOULD HAVE SAID SOMETHING,” Lykor muttered.

His stride hitched, legs locking mid-step as Aesar seized control.

Lykor gritted his fangs, cursing under his breath as Aesar drew them to a halt. He didn’t turn, just threw the words over his shoulder like a knife.

“The prince?”

“He’s leading the strike against the fleet,” the flight captain reported. “I’m due back to take command of the razorwing assault, but…” She exhaled sharply. “We’re stretched too thin. It’s going to be a bloodbath when Rimeclaw shows up.”

Lykor’s lungs strained beneath the pressure coiling in his chest. Jassyn remained the priority, but if Lykor didn’t risk confronting Rimeclaw, the dragon might tear the Maw apart.

Mercy had bought them this disaster. He’d spared the dragon, and that folly had left Rimeclaw weaponized under Galaeryn instead. That blood-debt belonged to Lykor now. The only thing left was to end the beast. Or stall him long enough for Skylash to be freed.

Whatever it fucking took.

“Take Trella,” Aesar urged. “She can join the fight.”

“NO,” Lykor growled. “I CAN’T SHIELD HER FROM LIGHTNING, LET ALONE A FULL ASSAULT.”

As if she’d heard the exchange, Trella screeched outside and clawed trenches into the dirt. Lykor didn’t need a translation. Somehow that beast knew. And if he tried to leave her behind, she’d level this whole outpost.

“There is a way, you know.” Aesar clicked his tongue, waiting for Lykor to admit it first. “If we’re portaling in, we shouldn’t go alone.”

Lykor grimaced, bile stinging the back of his throat as he turned to Zaeryn. He hated needing her. Loathed that he couldn’t defend himself.

But nothing gutted him more than knowing he couldn’t protect Jassyn without relinquishing part of the fight to someone else.

And not just someone who would say yes without hesitation. Her.

It didn’t matter that she hadn’t witnessed the moment he broke. Jassyn’s mouth on his. Stealing the words he’d been trying to force out. That kiss burned through Lykor’s restraint harder than any goodbye spoken aloud. She hadn’t watched him walk away either, pretending every step didn’t shatter him.

Lykor would rather throw himself into the Maw alone, let the storm flay him, than shape the plea she was about to hear. Asking for help wasn’t strategy. It was surrender. And his pride felt the wound of it, pacing and baring its teeth.

But Trella would be the one to burn for his stubbornness. If he fell before stopping Rimeclaw or reaching Jassyn, then every sacrifice he’d made would be worthless.

“Fly with me.” Lykor hurled the words like an order. Anything softer would’ve exposed his throat. “Use your druid flame to help shield that”—he flung a hand at Trella pacing outside—“unruly beast. I’ll handle whatever the fuck Rimeclaw unleashes.”

Or die trying.

He almost snarled when Zaeryn nodded, her eyes softening with something he didn’t want to see. Pity. Or worse, understanding.

Outside, Trella snapped at Zaeryn’s dracovae, feathers flared and eyes gone feral. Agitated. A storm caged under her scales, ready to rip the sky.

Jassyn had sent him from the fight and expected him to stay gone.

Lykor was done pretending he could survive that.


CHAPTER 33
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SERENNA



The base of the cavern shimmered around Serenna and Jassyn like a vein of a fractured gem, the faceted pathways sweeping upward toward the distant pinprick of sky. Encased in crystal before them, sparks crawled over the ridge of Skylash’s spine, leaping from scale to scale.

Serenna reached into her satchel with trembling fingers, the stone beneath her boots thrumming with power. The moment she drew the Heart of Stars free, the relic ignited with the colors of her talents, light shining between her knuckles.

Something brushed her awareness—a presence vast enough to steal her breath—and she nearly dropped the Heart. Centuries of fury pressed against her thoughts, a storm trapped in stillness.

“I sense her,” Serenna whispered, tearing her gaze away to meet Jassyn’s eyes. “I haven’t heard any dragon in weeks, but now…” Her pulse skipped. “She’s stirring.”

“Does she know we’re here to free her?” Jassyn asked, wiping sweat from his brow despite the chamber holding a chill.

Serenna shook her head. “I don’t know. I—”

Vesryn’s presence slammed into her mind like a falling star, the bond flaring bright. “We’re losing the summit.”

A vision detonated behind her eyes.

Fully bonded now, Serenna didn’t just see through him. She was in his body, lungs burning with smoke as Naru’s wings beat beneath the prince, riding through a sky raining fire.

The Blackreach roiled below—rangers sweeping in formation over the fleet on their dracovae, unleashing gouts of molten flame onto ships cutting across dark water. Fire charred hulls and raced up white sails, the lake itself boiling.

But the king’s forces had command over the earth and struck back—seizing the druids’ fire and turning it against them. They bent the Maw’s lightning into volleys, twisting each charge into spears that ripped upward to clash with dracovae and fliers.

Serenna caught flashes of Kaedryn’s scalebound, Lykor’s wraith, and the children of earth and starlight in flight—battered by the storm they were trying to divert.

Her stomach lurched when the sky changed pitch.

Razorwings burst through the fray—nearly as many as the dracovae—their glass-bright wings slicing through the smoke.

Vesryn’s vision whipped sideways as one plunged past like an arrow, its flight a shriek of vibrating air. The rider lay harnessed and crouched along its sleek spine, no Essence flaring around them, the razorwing carrying all the violence.

Mandibles twitching, the beast shot straight for Naru’s throat, needle legs stabbing for purchase under the feathers at his jaw. Naru struck back, beak snapping shut on empty air as the creature veered aside.

Vesryn yanked fire into his palm and flung it at the razorwing’s compound eyes point-blank.

The blast should’ve incinerated it.

But the razorwing blurred and folded midair. Wings sheathed tight to its slender body as it streaked beneath the strike.

Fire seared empty sky and its wings snapped back open. The razorwing climbed—reorienting, circling, poising for another attack. Then it dropped from sight, disappearing into the churn of smoke below.

Vesryn cursed and wheeled Naru around just in time to see the creature slam upward beneath another dracovae. It hit like a blade swinging. Six hooked limbs clamped into feathers and scales as its serrated mandibles sawed at soft flesh.

Serenna felt the jolt rip through Vesryn’s body, shock and fury lancing down the bond. Then the sky darkened as more razorwings poured out of the clouds in a rising insect whir.

The battle raged as the storm coiled and struck, the elements showing no mercy. Razorwings and dracovae alike went up in flames. The great beasts fell in burning arcs, smashing into the lake below in plumes of steam and smoke.

When Naru circled, Serenna saw the mountain’s summit. Ringing the sheared peak, Cinderax and Fenn held the sky, now joined by Daeryn’s forces on the surface. Kaedryn’s druids soared overhead, a living barricade of wings beating back the storm.

They all moved as one, desperation hammered into rhythm. With every scream of wind and crack of light, they seized the storm by its throat. They hurled the elements downward, turning lightning into weapons that rained onto the invading fleet below.

Vesryn dropped through the chaos on Naru, skimming between shrieking razorwings, dodging bursts of fire as he led a squadron of rangers straight toward the ships. Flame roared from his palms, cleaving a vessel from prow to stern in a single burning stroke.

“Whatever you’re about to do,” Vesryn said as Naru climbed back into the air, “do it now. Before we lose the sky.”

Serenna reeled—wrenched back too fast as the vision dispersed. She staggered, the echo of battle still thundering through her bones. The air felt too thin, her ears ringing while her mind caught up.

Steadying her breath, she refocused on Skylash chained in crystal and tightened her grip on the Heart of Stars. Drawing more sunfire would only summon the storm, but there was no other option. Not with the sky collapsing and her task the fulcrum on which the battle turned.

A part of her wanted to call for the prince. He was supposed to be at her side for this. But the battlefield needed him more than her doubts did.

Fingers clenched around the Heart, Serenna met Jassyn’s eyes. No words passed between them, just a nod. She could tell he’d seen Vesryn’s vision too.

With a slow inhale, she drew her scales more firmly into place, locking them like living armor. Reaching for Essence, she guided her power through the Starshard at her throat, coaxing sunfire carefully toward the Heart of Stars.

The Heart didn’t wait.

It pounced, yanking Essence through her in a breathless torrent.

Serenna flinched as the pull spiked, magic racing beyond what she channeled. She gasped as the Starshard flared once, then the power tore past the gem as if it weren’t there at all.

For one suspended heartbeat she felt herself opening—nothing but a conduit without boundary, power ripping through her before she could brace.

Sunfire erupted, a genesis clawing through the vessel of her body like a star forcing its way into form. The Heart seared against her hands, its light coursing through her.

Serenna’s knees slammed into stone, though the impact barely registered as power screamed through her. Radiant and unmoored, Essence burned her in a river of power that flayed as it flowed. The world collapsed into light and vibration, until only the blaze remained.

She couldn’t hold it.

She couldn’t contain it.

This was the Bramblemaw den all over again. The same unraveling. The same terror.

Somewhere inside the tempest, Serenna blindly reached, fumbling through the flood of sunfire. Her voice barely rose above the roaring in her skull, but she forced a desperate thought down the bond.

“Vesryn—”

His name dispersed, shattered by panic.

No answer followed as the mounting pressure of something ancient rose inside her.

Then the stars descended. Spiraling and familiar, the same pattern that had reached for her in the den, beckoning as if they’d never truly let her go.

Not again, Serenna pleaded, the thought fraying as it formed.

Whispers followed, voiceless but absolute. “Return home. You were never meant to stay earthbound.”

Her awareness tilted. Sunfire surged through her veins, spilling upward in ribbons of starlight. Her body stayed kneeling on the stone, but a part of her rose, lifting free as if her soul had slipped its hold.

The world shrank beneath her, a memory of weight and breath. If she let go, she knew she might never return to it.

“Vesryn!” she screamed again, wrenching at the bond with what remained of her will. “Please—I can’t do this alone. I need help.”

For a terrible moment—an eternity—there was nothing beyond the incessant chanting and the detonation of light.

Then, cutting through the blaze, his voice found her.

“Serenna. I’m here.” Steady like steel cleaving through the storm. “Razorwings are breaking the line. You need to free Skylash now.”

Fear cracked through her chest, a sob tearing loose.

“I’m not strong enough,” she forced out. “I’m not ready.”

“You are ready,” Vesryn answered, certainty pulsing through the bond. “You don’t need me to save you, but I’m here. Every heartbeat. You’re not alone. Now free Skylash before the sky falls.”

His voice reached her, belief and command thrown like a lifeline, but the pull of the stars still clawed at her mind. It would be easier to let go, to let the magic rise unbound. Let the stars claim her. Dissolve into light. Become nothing and everything at once.

Ascend.

But she didn’t want eternity. Or the silence of the stars. She wanted to live—to stay with the ones she loved, bleeding and fighting above her.

The spiral behind her eyes turned again, the cosmos reaching for her like a hand. Her awareness drifted outside her body—far enough to hear her pulse as an echo—but she still felt her fingers clutching the Heart as sunfire raged through the chamber.

She wouldn’t be unmade. The stars might’ve been her origin, but this ground was where she chose to stand. If the Aelfyn wanted her, they could come down and claim her—because she wasn’t leaving the ones who needed her.

With a raw, wordless refusal, she slammed her mind shut.

The stars ruptured and fled.

Gasping on a breath of clarity, Serenna’s consciousness crashed back into her body. Nerves molten, marrow boiling, Essence bucked in her chest.

The Heart burned against her palms, heat climbing into agony. Sunfire threaded through the crystal, fractures racing outward. Serenna gritted her teeth and held on, fingers locking tighter as if sheer will alone could contain the power.

The relic shuddered, then shrieked, the sound knifing through her skull. Light flared, white-hot and blinding. She felt the edge of it then, the brink where something had to give. If she let go, sunfire would devour her. If she held on without steering it, the Heart would detonate directionless.

So she chose a third path, seizing the blaze.

And aimed it at the dragon.

The Heart of Stars blew apart and Skylash’s crystalline prison shattered with it.

A shockwave tore through the chamber, sunfire and the dragon’s lightning blasting outward. Glass burst pane by pane before the entire ceiling gave way, raining razored shards in a silver storm.

Jassyn was suddenly there—he’d never left her side. Obsidian-scaled arms wrapped around her as he threw them both to the ground, twisting to shield her with his wings.

They hit stone as Essence howled. Skylash’s lightning scored the dark in crackling arcs as her storm raged, breaking the crystal pathways above.

The mountain convulsed as the earth heaved in waves, stone splitting open with unleashed power.

And from deep within that cataclysm—ancient, seismic, and wild with freedom—Skylash roared.


CHAPTER 34
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LYKOR



The Maw was fucking chaos.

Lykor’s portal spat him and Zaeryn into the sky above the Blackreach, just north of the summit where he and Jassyn had scouted. The stormfront hit the same instant, slamming like a hammer swung by the sky. Lightning raked the clouds, the air writhing in its own fury.

Trella shrieked as she caught the wind, wings flaring wide. The gale punched beneath her feathers, wrenching her sideways, every wingbeat a battle of strength to stay aloft.

Behind them, his rift sealed shut after Zaeryn and her dracovae emerged. A bolt of lightning obliterated the space a heartbeat later, vaporizing air in a flash of white.

Half-blinded by the strike, Lykor’s vision stuttered back in violent pulses. They’d arrived before Rimeclaw. Barely. The sky trembled like it already sensed the dragon’s approach.

Daeryn’s forces held the summit in a clustered ring, little more than a line of bodies against the storm. If they were still fighting, then Jassyn was still below—enduring what Lykor should’ve faced at his side.

He killed the thought before it could rise. Jassyn had given the order and no amount of bleeding over it would rewrite that truth, despite every breath after feeling borrowed.

Above the rim of the mountain, the scalebound hurled fire into the clouds while lightning answered in jagged strikes. Even from this distance, Lykor saw the defense collapsing. Razorwings swarmed the air. Druids dove through broken currents. Warriors sprinted across the summit in scattered formation.

More desperate than coordinated.

Trella released a keening shrill, slicing through the gale as a downdraft hurled her off balance. Lykor’s breath ripped free of his lungs, the wind clawing past his ears.

Aesar seized control in that instant, hips, knees, and spine locking into alignment. Lykor yielded just enough to stay upright in the saddle.

Fire and lightning combusted in front of them in a white-hot collision. Lykor gritted his teeth as Trella swooped. He cinched his scales tighter over his skin. He could survive a strike—maybe two—but Trella wouldn’t.

Zaeryn rode the sky at his flank, her dracovae a streak of rust carving the storm. Heat from her flames hissed against Lykor’s senses but he kept his eyes forward, forcing himself to trust that she’d protect what he couldn’t.

Before Lykor could orient himself, the mountain erupted. A column of molten sunfire speared from the summit’s core, ravaging the storm.

Serenna.

His gut knotted with the terrible clarity of consequence. If she lost control of that power, Jassyn would be among the first to burn.

Lightning catapulted toward the peak in relentless volleys, but still their forces held—bolts caught midair and flung back into the sky.

It wouldn’t last.

He couldn’t reach them in time.

Couldn’t shield what was already breaking.

Yet the instinct still clawed beneath his ribs—drag Jassyn out of whatever stars-scorched pit they’d cracked open. Be there if it all came crashing down.

“He doesn’t need you dying for him,” Aesar murmured in his mind. “Let them finish what they started. We’re here for Rimeclaw.”

Lykor’s knuckles blanched against the saddle. Trella banked, every wingbeat thudding through his spine. He exhaled slowly as cold rain slashed across his face.

He blinked.

Rain.

The storm Kaedryn had sworn would never break.

A chill struck his scales, slicking Trella’s wings in a silver sheen as the wind heaved sideways. Fighting for balance, she snapped her beak at the gale. Lykor leaned low and braced, fingers buried in her feathers.

The wrongness hit him first, a pressure coiling beneath his sternum. A reckoning presence.

Rimeclaw.

Squinting, he scanned the storm, searching for the dragon as ice began to descend. Razored spears, long as lances, screamed earthward. They slammed into cliffs and ravines, bursting on impact in violent sprays of glittering frost. One tore straight through a razorwing, shredding its wings before the creature spun down into the Blackreach in a screeching plunge.

The sky hurled wave after wave of havoc across the Maw. Ice sheared around the rangers as their dracovae wove frantic paths above the scattered fleet.

Another javelin of ice skewered a druid mid-flight. No cry followed as the limp shape was flung like refuse, trailing a dark smear across the sky.

Lykor moved before thought could rise. He yanked on the flood behind his ribs, ripping every trace of moisture from the air. The lacerating rain stilled as he claimed the storm. Ice shards collided, splintered, and fused, each one spinning into orbit around him. Frost became a living bulwark, moving with Trella as she banked and dove.

Then the lightning found them.

Viper-fast, a bolt streaked past Zaeryn’s flames and clipped the edge of Lykor’s shield. Ice shattered in a deafening crack, flinging shards like an explosion of knives. Trella’s wings thrashed, the saddle lurching beneath him with a brutal jolt.

For a heartbeat, they dropped.

Sky spiraled. His stomach hollowed.

Screeching through the chaos, Trella battled the fall—wings bucking, claws gouging air as she forced them level.

Movement whipped in from the side.

A razorwing arrowed from the storm, wings vibrating in a glassy blur. The beast’s compound eyes flashed as its needle-like limbs darted toward Trella. A rider lay flat along its segmented spine, lacquered armor catching the lightning as they lined up the kill.

Lykor punched a fist forward, water hardening over his knuckles in a gauntlet of frost. He twisted his wrist, driving the ice outward. Shards detonated from his hand in a serrated burst.

Zaeryn’s flames hit in the same instant.

The razorwing exploded midair—wings shredding, catching fire, blood misting the wind. The rider fell with it, unseated and burning, flung into the sky with a strangled cry.

As the bodies fell, a shadow the size of a mountainside cleaved through the clouds.

Wreathed in sleet, Rimeclaw dropped from the thunderheads, ice and rain trailing like a shroud. Each wingbeat ruptured the sky, every blast a shockwave of pressure.

The dragon’s roar split the peaks, the force so violent it shattered the mountain’s crowns. Stone avalanched in thunderous cascades as he descended into the Maw.

Aesar tightened their legs, shifting weight through the saddle. Trella banked with them, angling straight toward the leviathan as if she meant to strike him from the sky herself.

Lightning struck again.

The bolt speared through the sky beside Lykor—no time to react. It ripped through the wing of Zaeryn’s dracovae, vaporizing bones and feathers in a burst of searing light.

One moment, the beast flew.

The next, it fell.

Flung from the saddle, Zaeryn went with it, spiraling after her mount as blood streamed in crimson ribbons through the rain. Limbs flailing, wings splaying too late to catch herself, Zaeryn fought the sky—trying to fly, to right herself, to survive.

“It won’t be enough,” Aesar warned.

With a curse, Lykor kicked free of the stirrups, then warped.

Space folded—black, crushing, the roar of wind tearing through him—and he reappeared beneath Zaeryn, breath sawing sharp in his throat. He shifted his wings just before impact, membranes tearing free through his armor.

Zaeryn slammed into his shoulder. Gritting his teeth, Lykor caught her in a collision, locking both arms around her as the storm screamed past, ice and rain slicing the air into ribbons of white.

They spun—tangled, falling.

Below, her dracovae struck a cliff. Lykor flinched when the beast he couldn’t save shattered against stone. Blood, bone, and feathers exploded across the slopes.

He warped again, the world crushing inward before spitting them out once more into the storm.

They reappeared above the mountains. Lykor’s shoulders strained as he hovered with both their weight. Zaeryn gasped against his chest, wings thrashing in erratic bursts. Still fighting the fall even as he held her aloft.

Below, smoke curled from the wreckage of her fallen mount. Guilt lodged beneath his ribs. He’d called Zaeryn into this storm, and her dracovae had paid the price.

Between lightning flashes, Lykor caught sight of Rimeclaw sweeping lower through the clouds. His pulse lurched. Each flare carved the dragon’s shadow across the sky, a heartbeat of light revealing desolation poised to strike. He had to reach Rimeclaw before the beast entered the fray and turned the tide.

Trella released a shriek, wings pounding like war drums as she rose through the storm toward them. Fierce. Focused.

She swooped to catch them, and Lykor slammed into her spine, the impact knocking the breath from his lungs. The shock nearly tore Zaeryn from his grip, but Trella held steady, driving them back into the sky.

And Zaeryn—stars scorch her—didn’t hesitate. Her wings vanished as she slid into the saddle in front of him, every motion honed with training, though none of them had prepared for this kind of ride.

Essence flared beneath her palm as she pressed her hand to Trella’s neck, a thread of telepathy unspooling.

Violet and ravenous, lightning screamed in answer, raging toward them.

Lykor snarled, biting back a curse at her for channeling magic. He flung a hand skyward, and a glacial sweep burst from his fingers—frost spearing into a curved shield of ice.

The bolt struck dead center. Ice detonated on impact, a blizzard of snow and sparks exploding outward.

Funny. Seemed he could block the fucking lightning after all.

Trella veered hard, wings shredding the wind.

“She’ll bear me,” Zaeryn said in front of him, her voice unsteady as she released her power.

Lykor said nothing. He only looked at her profile—soot streaked, soaked to the bone, still trembling from the fall—and all he could think was how much it had cost her to be here, defying the storm.

Trella caught a draft and leveled into a glide, rain sheeting off her feathers. No razorwings in sight. For now.

Below, the Blackreach churned. Across the western inlet, Vesryn and the rangers swept low above the water. Fire and lightning crashed into the enemy fleet. Sails charred and hulls blackened, the sea turning to smoke.

“Vesryn won’t be able to hold the line if Rimeclaw joins the battle,” Aesar said quietly.

“Go,” Lykor ordered Zaeryn. “Take Trella. Aid the prince. He’ll need your fire.”

She opened her mouth to argue, but his glare severed her words before they could form. He’d brought her into this carnage, but perhaps she and Trella could survive it.

Already, the dragon barreled through the Maw like a living siege, closing on the divide where the Blackreach rammed into the mountain’s northern rise. Sunfire still burned from the peak, the storm focusing its fury on the summit.

Lykor refused to follow the thought that came next, the shape of dread uncoiling. Whether Serenna was failing or prevailing, he couldn’t afford to know.

Wrenching himself free from the saddle, Lykor warped. The world folded, then spat him out clear across the Maw, above the dragon’s descent.

Flaring his wings wide, Lykor snagged the wind just as Rimeclaw thundered beneath him. The wake tore the sky apart—currents rupturing, air spinning, rain slicing sideways.

This was his fault. Rimeclaw existed in torment because Lykor had stayed his hand. Had spared the beast when killing would have been the kinder act. He’d mistaken mercy for grace, and now the world bore the cost.

And yet, a part of him still wanted the dragon to remember what it meant to fly without the noose. Whatever magic bound Rimeclaw through the Heart of Stars—whatever collar Galeryn gripped—wasn’t absolute.

Lykor knew something in the dragon fought against it. A sliver of self, an ember of choice smoldering in the dark. He gambled everything on that ember.

He hadn’t come to slay the beast. If he even could. He only needed to hold Rimeclaw’s gaze and keep him away from the summit. Away from the others. If the dragon still remembered choice, could fight for a breath, that had to be enough.

Aesar braced. “Let’s hope.”

Lykor hauled on the pressure in his chest. Rimeclaw’s gift rose like a tide. Ice crackled across his scales, plating his limbs in frost until he gleamed like a shard of the storm itself.

Then he snapped his wings shut and dove, racing headlong into the dragon’s path. Lightning slashed around him, blinding trails cleaving the sky. Ice and hail battered his body, sleet scouring his vision.

He plunged faster, until the world became nothing but motion and blurred sound.

Closer now.

So close that when he swept the ridge of Rimeclaw’s spine, the dragon’s exhale seared the frost clean from his scales. Held in the stillness between gust and gale, Lykor rode the chaos in the leviathan’s wake. He skimmed the curve of his skull before dropping past the dragon’s snout.

Twisting midair, Lykor banked hard until the wind screamed along the membranes of his wings. He aligned himself squarely in Rimeclaw’s path, forcing the dragon’s gaze.

Crystalline eyes locked onto him, depthless as the void between stars. Fangs gnashed in a glacial crack as he thundered past, the roar that followed rupturing the sky. His voice echoed next, bludgeoning through Lykor’s mind.

“Flee, whelp. The chains still bind.
I’ll rip your wings and freeze you blind.”



Lykor didn’t answer. He only bared his teeth to the wind and veered from the dragon’s shadow, away from the summit where Jassyn stood—if he still stood—within the mountain’s heart.

Diving low across the lake, Lykor slammed into the shore. Rocks sprayed beneath his boots, stones tumbling into the black water. He lifted a hand, his breath spilling in a plume of white.

Ice answered, racing outward from his feet, seizing the shallows in a sweeping arc. Frost spread across half the Blackreach, freezing the lake toward the horizon. An invitation and a challenge, a place for the dragon to land. If Rimeclaw still possessed the will to choose it.

Overhead, the clouds bruised to black, lightning writhing in their depths. Rimeclaw wheeled through the storm, wings scything the air. Shards of ice peeled from his hide, spiraling downward like an avalanche in slow descent.

As Lykor waited, water and ice braided restlessly around his fists. He didn’t move as the air froze around him, snow sheeting sideways in the dragon’s approach.

When Rimeclaw landed, the earth heaved. His talons punched into the frozen lake, the impact reverberating through the ice. The shockwave cracked the air, deep and shuddering, an earthquake rolling through the bones of the world.

The ice shrieked and fissures veined outward, racing toward Lykor like faultlines ready to rupture. Power bled from the dragon, freezing the Blackreach from surface to silt, frost crawling beneath the ice.

Time held its breath as all sound died.

Then Rimeclaw lowered his massive head, eyes gleaming like shards carved from the Heart of Stars. His exhaled chuff tore past Lykor in a blast of heat, frost steaming from his hide.

“This wound is yours,” the dragon hissed, scorn scraping inside Lykor’s skull. “The tyrant plucks at my bones, and my claws obey. I begged you for peace so I would not become what he’s made me release.”

“You think I should end you now?” Lykor’s fingers twitched as frost crawled along his arms. “One merciful stroke to sever the leash? That’s not the fucking bargain we made.”

“Easy,” Aesar urged. “We’re not here to provoke him.”

Rimeclaw bared his fangs. “And if I slay everyone here? Freeze every scalebound to defend a fleet I never chose to protect?”

“You haven’t yet,” Lykor bit out.

He’d spared the dragon once out of mercy. Now mercy felt like a blade turned inward. This was the knife’s edge—belief balanced against ruin, restraint against war. He could end it now, before the slaughter began. But that would be Galaeryn’s victory, turning Lykor into the executioner of the very beast he’d sworn to free.

“I won’t cut your throat while you’re still shackled,” he growled. “You’ll get your choice, dragon. But only when your voice is your own again.”

“Your oath is ash.” Rimeclaw’s snarl split the air like breaking stone. “The tyrant breached my mind and knows Skylash is chained here. He bade me bring storm’s daughter, wrap my jaws around her thunder, and bear her across the sea like stolen spoils.”

His wings shuddered as frost bled to water, silver beads racing down his flanks. “Now I must unmake all who stand. Strike me down or blood will stain your hands.”

Before Lykor could draw breath to answer—or dread if Galaeryn knew of Cinderax—the sky convulsed.

Rimeclaw twisted with a growl as pressure plunged, a seismic rumble rising from the mountain’s heart. The column of sunfire unraveled, its glow devoured by the storm.

The summit detonated.

Lightning burst from the peak in every direction, a corona of sparks and crystal ripping the air apart. From the mountain’s shattered core, Skylash emerged.

Haloed in radiance, her sleek wings unfurled, membranes of deep amethyst stretching wide. Claiming the sky, she surged upward and climbed.

Sparks cascaded along her scales as she split the storm open, each beat of her wings cleaving the clouds. And when her jaws parted in another roar, lightning poured from her throat, feral and wild.

Lykor could only stare. They’d done it. Jassyn and Serenna had freed her.

Pride ignited in his chest, burning bright, only to gutter a moment later. Jassyn was still inside the mountain the dragon had just sundered, and Lykor had no idea if he’d survived.

As the sky split wider, the dragon’s rage ignited unchecked. Skylash’s magic thrummed through the Maw, every bolt of lightning bending to her call.

Lykor’s gaze snapped to the summit, where all of the druids’ fire died. Figures tumbled from the rim. Those with wings dove to catch Daeryn’s warriors mid-fall. Portals flared. Wraith warped. Those still standing braced against the gale, their ranks splintering beneath the tempest of Skylash’s ascent.

Rimeclaw tracked her rise into the clouds. His crystalline eyes pinned, scales tightening in a ripple that shuddered down his spine. Ice cracked beneath his weight when he lowered his head, claws gouging deep.

Then he charged.

An onslaught, each step thundered across the frozen water, geysers erupting in his wake. Ice shattered beneath him as his wings exploded open. Membranes flared like ragged sails with enough force to send Lykor stumbling.

Rimeclaw surged skyward in a brutal bound. Ice peeled from the shore. Great slabs sheared away as he rose, his wake twisting the clouds into a vortex of mist and frost. Titanic wingbeats hurled hail and rain into orbit, sculpting the storm.

Lykor’s heart hammered in time, snared between awe and horror. If Rimeclaw delivered Skylash to the king, Galaeryn would hold both storms, binding lightning and rain. The war would end in ice, the sky turned into a weapon. And it would be Lykor’s hand that had orchestrated the dragons’ fall.

Above, Skylash veered into a spiral, violet wings slicing the updrafts like twin blades. Sparks danced across her scales as she turned in a vicious arc, shooting toward Rimeclaw.

Their eyes locked across the churning sky. For one terrible beat the world went still.

Until Skylash roared with challenge.

Lightning speared from her jaws, jagged brilliance flung across the void. It struck Rimeclaw’s chest in a burst of blinding light. She wheeled hard, racing around him, slipping past before he could turn.

Rimeclaw snarled, wings thrashing in pursuit. But she was already behind him. Younger. Sleeker. Barely two-thirds his size, yet she flew like wrath unbound. Sparks streamed from her wings as she twisted through the clouds, faster than any predator had a right to be.

Another bolt fired from her throat—a taunt—slicing past Rimeclaw’s snout in a hiss of heat.

He bellowed in answer, ice erupting from his maw in a volley of frozen spears. But Skylash was gone before the shards could land, a dark blur swallowed by the clouds.

In the space between blinks, she plunged from above, a thunderbolt unleashed. Wings folded tight, body sheathed in crackling arcs. Faster than sound itself, she dove straight for Rimeclaw.

He pivoted too late.

Skylash struck, the talons at her wing tips slicing deep into his flank. Lightning detonated on impact, shockwaves rippling outward. The sky buckled as the storm shattered around them, ice raining down in razored sheets.

The blast of wind carved across Lykor’s face. His magic lurched in his chest like a beast straining to break free to join the battle. Dread seeped into him, cold as the surrounding ice. He wanted Rimeclaw to live, to taste freedom in the sky.

But the dragon was shackled to the fight, forced to war against Skylash even as she turned the storm against him. All Lykor could do was stand beneath them, a powerless witness to the ruin he’d released.

Though not everything slipped out of his control. There were those he could still protect. Jassyn came first, but he could at least ensure Cinderax escaped alive if Kaedryn hadn’t had the sense to flee with him. That whelp wouldn’t survive a minute if either dragon turned their wrath his way. And Lykor refused to grant the king further victories.

Baring his fangs, Lykor snapped his wings open and vaulted into the storm, racing toward the mountain.


CHAPTER 35
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SERENNA



Serenna burst from the summit’s fractured crown, wings shuddering with exhaustion as she hurled herself into the unraveling sky. Jassyn rose beside her, both of them surging above the mountain’s rim as blades of ice screamed down.

Daeryn’s forces had abandoned the peak, scattering through portals that collapsed one by one. She didn’t know where Fenn had flown, his presence still muted through the bond. But she sensed Vesryn above the Blackreach, skimming over the burning waters.

Rain slashed sideways, soaking her armor and scales until heat and numbness bled together. Serenna thought she caught a glimpse of Cinderax—possibly with Kaedryn—before he vanished through a rift. Two magus followed fast in flight, clutching a wounded wraith between them as they fled the unchained storm.

Vengeance on wings, Skylash tore through the sky, lightning wreathed along her spine. Obsidian scales flashed violet with every twist, amethyst wings shearing through sleet and frost.

Before they’d taken flight, Vesryn had warned that Rimeclaw had entered the Maw. Seeing the titan now stole the breath from Serenna’s lungs. His vast wings beat the air like glaciers breaking, each stroke slow and heavy.

But he was no match for Skylash’s speed.

Lightning raked from her jaws in serrated arcs, retribution made flesh, forged to punish anything that dared reach for her. She struck Rimeclaw’s flank midair, the impact reverberating through the Maw.

Ice shattered outward, lancing across the sky. But none touched her.

Sparks streamed from Skylash’s wings as she raced through the clouds, her storm splintering Rimeclaw’s frost before his magic could find her. She spiraled in a blinding arc, body blurring into light, diving like a star with reckoning at its core.

Not toward Rimeclaw.

Toward the fleet.

Lightning erupted from her throat, scything across the lake in a thousand spears of light. Hulls burst apart. Masts buckled. The waters below ignited, fire climbing the rain as the shockwave punched upward.

Skylash’s roar cleaved the clouds and Serenna could only watch as an ancient force rose to reclaim her throne in the sky.

Essence began flickering in tentative halos around those still fighting. The lightning no longer seemed to punish magic. It obeyed its queen.

Even though the dragon hadn’t spoken—hadn’t so much as acknowledged those who’d freed her—Serenna dared to hope Skylash might turn the tide. For one heartbeat, the storm seemed to steady, its fury bending toward the enemy ships.

Then the lightning turned.

The next strike didn’t spare their forces. It devoured them.

Druids. Wraith. Rangers. A scattering of bodies obliterated in an assault of sparks.

Skylash twisted through the sky in a streak of radiant fury, lancing through their ranks. She made no distinction. Her storm claimed them all, like a wildfire loosed upon a forest already burning.

Serenna’s breath caught as a dracovae plummeted, wings aflame, trailing smoke and blood. Skylash struck, tearing rider and beast apart.

Throat raw, Serenna stared at the carnage unfolding. A wraith warped too late, vanishing in a flash of sparks.

“What have we done?” she whispered.

They’d unchained something that didn’t understand the difference between liberation and annihilation.

“This isn’t a battle,” Jassyn said, scanning the chaos below. “It’s a slaughter. We need to get everyone out.”

The air fractured with screams and lightning. From their vantage above the mountain, no place stood untouched by Skylash. Not the water, the skies, or the jagged slopes cradling the Maw.

Serenna felt Vesryn’s presence somewhere under her wings, where the rangers had once held the line against the fleet. That order was now abandoned, precision drowned beneath the storm as they flew for survival, not victory.

“But we freed her,” Serenna said, the protest fragile, thinned to a breath.

“I don’t think we can reason with her,” Jassyn answered, worry tight in his words. “Cinderax would have tried.”

A bolt of light split the air beside them, close enough to sear the edges of sound. Serenna flung out her hand, scattering sparks before their wings were scorched. Her pulse hammered, each beat trembling between terror and resolve.

“We can’t lose her,” she said, purpose rising. Not after everything they’d risked.

With a feral roar, Skylash wheeled to strike Rimeclaw once more. Lightning crawled down her spine, coiling across her neck until every spark converged into a single bladed arc.

She dove like a javelin and slammed into Rimeclaw’s wing with a sound so brutal, so wrong, that Serenna flinched as though the tear had ripped through her own.

Rimeclaw writhed, jaws snapping for Skylash’s throat. But she clung fast, just beyond his reach. The claws on her wings hooked deep, raking trenches through the membrane. Then her fangs struck—puncturing sinew, spraying blood into the rain.

Rimeclaw’s bellow echoed like thunder. Nearly the full span of his wing collapsed, flayed leather thrashing against the wind.

The sky ruptured with him, frost detonating outward in waves that turned the air to hail and ice. Dragged down by the weight of his shredded flesh, he spiraled, blood and mist trailing in his wake.

But above him, Skylash rose. Wrath incarnate, lightning wreathed her scales in burning veins of light. The sky bent around her as she exhaled. The bolt she loosed crashed into Rimeclaw’s ribs like judgment handed down from the storm itself.

Serenna gasped as Rimeclaw buckled and spun, rain and blood fanning in violent arcs. He fought to steady himself, vast wings flaring despite the wound, his colossal body twisting against the sky in defiance to stay aloft.

Torn wing hanging tattered, he drew breath like a bellows. For a moment, he tried to hover—an ancient titan stumbling through the clouds, wounded yet too proud to fall.

“If the king’s watching through his eyes,” Jassyn said beside her, wiping rain away from his face, “maybe he’s realized Skylash won’t be subdued so easily.”

Before Serenna could answer, a voice rumbled through her skull—low and guttural, cold as grave frost.

“I cannot leash thunder for the tyrant’s throne,” Rimeclaw snarled.

She knew that voice. She’d heard it once before, the first time a dragon had spoken to her through a Heart.

With a labored beat of his good wing, the dragon began to rise. Blood streamed behind him as he turned away, retreating rather than striking.

“But the chains rattle, and he calls me back across the sea,” Rimeclaw growled, each word heavy with resignation as he began limping into the clouds. “Punishment waits…and still I have no choice but to go.”

Serenna’s throat tightened as he vanished. For all his grandeur and might, he was only another weapon sheathed on command. And if the king could summon him from across the sea, what hope did any of them have of staying free?

Skylash veered from his defeated departure without a glance, her roar sundering the uncontested sky. Sparks streaked from her wings as she wheeled back toward the fleet. Lightning flashed toward the king’s ships, the druids, the rangers—all those left scattered in the Maw. Their forces attempted to flee her wrath, but not everyone could portal out.

Heart pounding, Serenna turned to Jassyn, the sky flickering around them in fractured pulses. Rain dripped off her armor and wings, the chill sinking deep even as her muscles burned from flight.

Only one path remained—to reach Skylash before she destroyed them all. Serenna saw no other choice, even if it felt like stepping off the edge of the world with no promise of wings to catch her—only the terrible certainty that if she didn’t try to fly, they would all fall.

Survival was no longer enough. They needed Skylash’s power, a storm that raged for their cause.

“I need to reorganize those of us left and help the injured,” Jassyn said, his gaze sweeping the lake. Ships burned and bodies clung to debris in the water, dracovae circling low to haul their wounded forces from the wreckage.

The remaining wraith had plunged into the chaos, rallying what fragments of their squads still held. Druids regrouped in pockets along the ridge as the broken fleet turned its attention skyward. The king’s forces hurled ropes of force toward Skylash, trying in vain to snare the storm.

“I’ll buy you time to get them out,” Serenna said, voice hoarse, the claws on her wing tips clenching. “I’ll…try to speak with her.”

Jassyn blinked, rain tracing the silver line of his scar. For a heartbeat he hesitated, as though he might tell her no or take the burden himself. Instead, he nodded, no argument rising to his tongue.

Somehow, that trust weighed heavier than refusal—proof that he believed she could reach the dragon.

“You’ve already done the impossible once today,” he said softly. “Just stay alive long enough to do it again.”

Then he was gone, wings folding as he dove toward the havoc raging below—where Vesryn flew above capsizing ships and Skylash hunted anything that moved through the Maw.

A flicker of motion broke through the curtain of rain, a dark shape slicing across the Blackreach. Lykor. An obsidian streak racing the wind. Toward Jassyn.

Of course he was here. The worry in Serenna’s chest eased by a breath—Jassyn wouldn’t face the chaos alone.

But one still remained unaccounted for.

Her gaze dragged across the scattered battles, but she saw no sign of Fenn and still didn’t feel his presence through the bond.

He’s safe, Serenna told herself, though the sky screamed otherwise as lightning flashed with every beat of the dragon’s wings. He was helping evacuate the wounded—he had to be.

Gathering her courage, Serenna hovered and reached outward to still the wind and silence the storm around her. Rain slowed to a drifting veil, sparks coiling without striking.

She drew a long breath, the air heavy with charge and consequence. Then she fixed her gaze on Skylash and flew.


CHAPTER 36
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JASSYN



Jassyn didn’t know where to begin, only that if he hesitated, someone else would drown for it.

Lightning serrated the sky around him, jagged bursts of violet sparks blinding him as he flew. The charged air lashed his scales, every wingbeat a burn through his joints as he dove faster, speed blurring the world beneath him. The constant companion of beastblood flared hot under his skin—begging for frenzy instead of precision—but Jassyn wrestled the impulse deep, locking his body into obedience.

Air thinned in his lungs, but he didn’t have space to register the height or the drop waiting below it. His mind tunneled toward the lake swallowing lives. Desperation tightened to a single, urgent need to reach the dying before another heartbeat fell silent.

Half the Blackreach glittered in unnatural stillness, a frozen sheet of ice trapping a few ships. Rimeclaw’s doing, he assumed, before Skylash had forced him out of the Maw.

Jassyn flung out a hand to catch a wild current of lightning just as it raked toward the rangers circling the burning fleet. The Blackreach writhed, a graveyard of shattered masts and overturned hulls, bodies tumbling through the heaving dark.

Essence whirled around the king’s surviving forces, clinging to what remained of their ships. The storm no longer punished magic, but still pulsed hungry enough to strip flesh from bone.

And above it all, Skylash hunted, her sleek silhouette a blade carving through the roiling clouds.

Wind shrieked along Jassyn’s wings as the shoreline rushed up to meet him—barren stone, no whisper of earth to answer him, nothing green to draw healing from. He tore the tether from his finger and shoved the ring into his armor. Only Essence rose to his call, and the bodies drifting in the waves told him his Well would bleed dry long before the dying stopped.

Vesryn’s voice barreled through the bond, his presence now bright across the lake. “What are you doing?”

“Saving whoever’s still breathing,” Jassyn answered, dropping lower until spray from the water joined the rain to sting his face.

Fallen dracovae thrashed in the Blackreach, their soaked wings slapping uselessly at the waves. A scattering of razorwings had reappeared, darting between the wreckage, their keening shrieks flaying the silence like steel scraping tendon.

“Send someone to Asharyn,” Jassyn added, words a half-clipped command even though he didn’t mean them to be. “Warn them the wounded are coming. And I need someone with me who can open portals.”

Vesryn acknowledged him and went silent, relaying through his officers.

Jassyn angled toward a sliver of shoreline that hadn’t been frozen. Each beat of his wings seared a burning line from his shoulders to his spine as he locked the joints for the landing. No room remained for weakness, not with lives still slipping beneath the waters.

He hit the ground hard, boots skidding, knees jolting as he shifted back to skin. A relieved exhale slipped through his teeth, beastblood slinking back just enough to finally let him breathe as himself again.

Movement snagged Jassyn’s eye as he straightened. A tangle of wraith floundered around a drift of shattered planks. Three warriors fought to keep a fourth afloat, but the limp body sagged with every swell. His head dipped under each wave until only a thin ribbon of bubbles marked where he vanished each time.

Jassyn lifted a hand, reaching for the lake. Pressure coiled and water heaved upward, splitting clean down the center to expose a corridor of silt. He winced as the wraith dropped onto the wet earth with jarring thuds before staggering upright, hauling the fallen warrior with them as they stumbled toward the shore.

Jassyn waited, lungs steadily expanding but muscles still trembling. The storm flashed overhead as Vesryn’s words skimmed through the bond once more.

“Zaeryn reported that Asharyn is evacuating.”

Jassyn’s pulse lurched. “Evacuating? Why? Did the razorwings attack? Lykor—”

“The city is safe,” Vesryn cut in. “Lykor will be opening portals for you.”

The bottom dropped out of Jassyn’s stomach. Lykor should’ve been guarding Asharyn—bound there by the command Jassyn had driven into him with too much force and not enough choice.

He barely finished the thought before Lykor dropped out of the sky in a punishing descent. His boots struck hard enough to rattle stone and send shards of gravel flying.

For one dangerous heartbeat, Lykor didn’t move. Snow wheeled around him in a spiraling drift, his gaze locked onto Jassyn as the rest of the Maw blurred out of existence. Something low in Jassyn’s chest tightened—the same place that had betrayed him on the plateau when he’d sent Lykor away, the same place that hadn’t forgotten the press of Lykor’s mouth against his.

The moment stretched until Lykor looked away as abruptly as a blade snapping back into its sheath. His glare cut upward toward Vesryn streaking by on Naru, lips peeling back from his fangs.

“Kal’s already been sent to reverse the order,” Lykor growled—words Jassyn realized were spoken for his benefit but flung through the telepathic link Vesryn surely had in place. “Now get the fuck out of my head,” he added, still aloud despite the prince flying too high to hear.

When the wraith staggered onto the shore, Jassyn dropped to his knees beside the most wounded—half-conscious, ribs caved inward, lightning scars branching across his face like charred roots.

Essence flared beneath Jassyn’s palms, crimson lattices spinning to probe a collapsed lung and the burns fusing skin to armor. The warrior’s chest rattled with every faltering breath, the stench of scorched flesh burning behind Jassyn’s eyes.

Around him, survivors gathered. More wraith hovered stiff and silent, and druids landed. Farther down the shore, a tattered cluster of the king’s sailors dragged their injured out of the water. All of those near him watched and waited for a command he wasn’t certain he knew how to shape.

Jassyn’s throat locked. The academy had never trained him for this, the moment when a battlefield full of desperate eyes turned toward him for answers.

“Get the others out of the lake,” he said, voice somehow steady, the magic beneath his palms threading through the wounded warrior. “Anyone dying comes to me. Those stable enough go through a portal to Asharyn—Thalaesyn and the magus will heal there.”

The druids launched at once, wings scattering rain into the air. But the wraith hesitated, their eyes cutting sideways toward Lykor.

“You heard him,” Lykor growled, a command layered over Jassyn’s. “Move.”

Pivoting on his heel, Lykor didn’t wait to see his warriors comply. He stalked toward the Kyansari soldiers tending to their injured. Shadows bristled along his arms, a storm preparing to strike.

Jassyn’s voice cracked as he raised it. “We’re not here to fight.”

Lykor halted. His jaw flexed, a halo of darkness writhing around him.

A spark of irritation raced through Jassyn, charged with exhaustion. Skylash hovered above, bodies drowned below, and Lykor stood volatile beside him.

“Unless someone else takes over,” Jassyn said tightly, knowing no one would, “I’m giving the orders. I need your portals back to the city.”

Lykor’s gaze pinned him with unreadable scrutiny that once would’ve buckled Jassyn’s knees.

A heartbeat passed.

Then another.

Finally—wordlessly—Lykor jerked his chin at the nearest wraith, shadows coiling tight as he ripped open a portal with a sweep of his hand. They scrambled to obey, hauling the wounded warrior Jassyn had stabilized through the rift.

Jassyn exhaled, breath shaking loose in his chest. Druids dropped from the sky, dragging a limp ranger between them, the male’s leg a mangled ruin.

Skylash roared overhead, the sky shifting with her. All Jassyn could do was hope Serenna found a way to reason with the dragon.

Lykor stayed silent but anchored himself at Jassyn’s back—a furious shadow Jassyn hadn’t asked for, yet the knot in his shoulders eased as he returned to healing.

The injured blurred together—ranger, druid, wraith. Living. Dying. Half-drowned. Jassyn swept a brief thought toward Vesryn when he sensed the prince pass overhead again—asking for more menders, more fliers, anyone who could drag bodies from the Blackreach before they vanished.

For now, three magus had joined him, but the lake coughed up the dying faster than any of them could keep pace with. Rain sheeted through the storm. Between jagged flashes of light he caught glimpses of Skylash hovering, Serenna a lone speck before the dragon.

Two druids skimmed low over the water, hauling another wounded figure between them.

Elbow-deep in a wraith’s shattered ribs, Jassyn coaxed a faltering pulse into a collapsing heart, refusing to let the tremor in his fingers cost the warrior his life.

Lykor’s voice rumbled beside him, lethal and final when the druids landed.

“Not that one.”

Jassyn’s head snapped up.

Armor charred nearly beyond recognition, scraps of white leather marked her allegiance. Academy-trained. Elven-blooded. Not one of their magus. And yet she sagged motionless in the druids’ grip, chest barely stirring.

If the stars had tilted fate differently, that could’ve been him dying in a stranger’s arms—forgotten, written off, left to sink.

“Bring her here,” Jassyn said.

Exhaustion shuddered through his arms, his Well running thin, but he shoved the weariness aside. He reached toward the lake, pulling a sphere of water from its surface to cleanse the blood from his palms before sending it back into the froth.

The druids started forward.

Wings flared, Lykor stepped into their path, a barricade of shadow and muscle and barely leashed wrath. “Let her drown with the rest.”

“I said bring her here,” Jassyn snapped at him, pulse pounding painfully behind his eyes. “If you keep disregarding orders, you can return to the city.” The words tasted like ash, crueler than he intended.

Lykor bared his fangs, the claws on his wings clenching.

A ripple of unease moved through the druids, their eyes darting to Lykor’s shadows. Waging a silent war of wills, Jassyn swallowed the words clawing up his throat. That he wanted Lykor on his side rather than crushed beneath a command he didn’t deserve.

Lykor’s jaw locked before he tore his gaze away and stepped back, the motion steeped in resentment rather than surrender.

The druids hurried past, lowering the unconscious magus onto the gravel.

“We’ll make room in Asharyn,” Jassyn said through gritted teeth as he began healing. “Others deserve the same chance of freedom that we gave Daeryn’s people.”

Lykor didn’t answer. But he moved closer, a dark pillar at Jassyn’s side, wings twitching as he glared up at Skylash hovering. Shadows continued to pour around him in restless currents, agitated enough that Jassyn felt the silent disapproval.

Still, Lykor didn’t move when the druids lifted the healed magus into a waiting portal and vanished.

Jassyn exhaled, an ache building behind his eyes. The world flickered at the edges. He swayed once, caught himself, and forced his attention toward the next broken warrior before him.

A boy. Or near enough. Limbs still too long for his body. Jaw shadowed with the scattering of a beard rather than the growth of one. More human than elf, but still in Kyansari armor, blood trickling down the side of his face.

Too young for war. Too young to have chosen any of this.

Wet gravel bit into Jassyn’s knees. His palms tingled with the beginning of numbness as a healing lattice unfurled, crimson light trembling across scorched armor. No mortal wound that he could sense, just a blow to the head that had stolen the boy’s consciousness.

The boy’s breath rattled as Jassyn eased the swelling from his skull. With a sudden shocked drag of air, his eyes snapped open and locked onto Jassyn.

For a flash, Jassyn saw himself at that age, innocent and terrified, before panic devoured the boy’s gaze. He bolted upright. Eyes wild, shadows leapt around him—raw panic, no skill behind it.

“Wait—” Jassyn barely managed. Raising his hands, a shield spread between his fingers.

The boy’s rending never reached him.

A concussive pressure split the air. Lykor’s shadows whipped forward faster than the lightning cracking above.

For one horrifying instant, there was a face full of fear in front of Jassyn as his shield snapped into place.

Then there wasn’t.

The boy didn’t fall so much as detonate. Blood and bone slammed against the ward with a wet, sickening sound, crimson smearing across the violet light. The rest of the gore slapped the gravel.

Jassyn choked on a strangled gasp. His shield’s recoil shuddered up his arms, the space before him violently devoid of life.

He forced himself to look up.

Lykor stood over him, shadows rolling in dark waves. His gaze remained fixed on the spot where the threat had been, not on what was left of the boy he’d erased.

No hesitation. No apology. Nothing at all.

Disbelief hit Jassyn first in a hollow, gutting blow before fury followed.

His ward shattered as he lurched to his feet so fast the world tilted. His heartbeat didn’t know where to go—up, down, anywhere but the cage of his ribs. Lykor grabbed his arm—to steady or restrain, Jassyn couldn’t tell—but he tore free, pulse a whirlwind hammering against his throat.

A growl twisted behind Jassyn’s teeth as heat flared in his palms. Reckless and rising, his beastblood surged, ravenous for retaliation instead of reason. He barely forced it back, locking the instinct down before fire could spill from his fists.

“I was healing him!” The words ripped out, copper stinging the back of his tongue.

Lykor didn’t even blink. “He reached for power.”

Indifferent. Immovable. As if that alone settled the matter.

“That doesn’t mean he deserved to die!”

Jassyn’s shout cracked across the shore, sharp enough that the nearest druid flinched. His hands still trembled, the image of the boy—first a face, then a burst of red—seared into his mind.

He didn’t realize he’d gotten close enough to feel the heat of Lykor’s breath—anger grinding against something feral that wanted to drag him closer, not push him away.

Jassyn’s fingers scraped hard through his curls. “Did you even look at him?” he rasped, hating the way his voice shook. “Stars, he was hardly even a soldier!”

Lykor’s eyes flared like twin furnaces, igniting with the brutal certainty of someone who’d already chosen the cost and would never apologize for it.

“No one touches you,” Lykor growled, the falling rain turning to snow around him. “Not again. Their life is forfeit if they try.”

Not again. Jassyn’s chest heaved as the words hit a place he refused to look at directly. Lykor never named that wound, yet he fought the past like he meant to strangle it out of existence.

Jassyn’s voice frayed. “That’s not the war I’m leading.” He swallowed hard, fighting to stay anchored in the present. “You don’t get to choose who lives.”

Lykor moved before the last word left his mouth. He snatched the front of Jassyn’s armor and yanked him close. Their chests collided, breaths crashing together—hot, furious, tangled.

“When it’s you,” Lykor snarled, “I choose.”

Jassyn’s heart lurched like it meant to climb into Lykor’s grip despite the gore steaming on the stones. Heat throbbed through the leather where Lykor held him, shadows shivering along his arms. No longer striking outward but coiling close, restless and protective.

Jassyn’s breath hitched, some traitorous part of him recognizing safety even in Lykor’s fury. Stars help him, but he nearly leaned in. Instead, he shoved Lykor’s hand away before the moment could turn into something far more dangerous.

“I won’t watch you gamble your life trying to save every scorching enemy on this shore,” Lykor hissed, crowding back into his space.

Jassyn opened his mouth—to argue, to deny, to fling something sharp he didn’t truly mean—but movement flickered behind Lykor’s wings.

Three wraith warped past them, streaking to intercept a squad of Kyansari soldiers charging across the shore. Weapons bared, Essence whirled around the capital’s warriors.

Jassyn didn’t think.

He shoved Lykor aside—more strength than sense, more instinct than anything else—because he refused to watch anyone else die in front of him.

Not when he could stop it.

Jassyn flung out his hand. He dragged telepathy up from his Well until light burst behind his eyes. Essence surged from him in a torrent so abrupt his knees locked.

Magic raced down the shore, splintering into strands—two, then four, then eight—each one snapping outward in a frantic hunt for a mind to seize. He gritted his teeth and twisted the talent, honing it into something darker, a weapon he didn’t command so much as let slip its leash.

It shouldn’t have been that easy, and later he might confront how terrifying that ease truly was. But right now there was only the sickening simplicity of it, the way his magic lunged the instant he shaped it, eager with a hunger and will that felt too alive.

A tide of coercion slammed into place. Hooks buried into minds brittle from battle and exhaustion. Jassyn’s command detonated down every channel he’d forged, flooding ally and foe alike.

“STOP.”

The wraith froze, claws suspended in the air, fire dripping from talons until Jassyn forced the flames to gutter and die. The Kyansari soldiers halted with them before either side could collide, their eyes unfocusing the instant his magic struck.

Silence crashed down so suddenly that Jassyn’s ears rang. He could feel his pulse hammering against his skull, vision tunneling until white halos bled inward and he had to blink hard just to stay upright.

He’d stopped this sliver of the battle. Or he’d stepped onto a slope he wasn’t certain he knew how to climb back from.

Weapons stayed clenched in white-knuckle grips as Jassyn smothered their Essence with a thought. Those untouched by the magic stared at him too, studying him with a grim recognition of a power they’d never expected to see wielded on their side of the war.

And Lykor…

Fury carved harsh angles into his face, but beneath the taut shadows Jassyn caught the flash of fear. The betraying tremor ran down the curve of Lykor’s wings before he forced all emotion back behind discipline and rage.

The cords of coercion quivered in Jassyn’s hold as a burn raced through his veins. He didn’t know what horrified him more—how easily he’d wrenched control of their minds, or the dark thrill that coiled in his chest the moment he did.

Lykor’s voice scraped through the storm. “You’re bleeding.”

Jassyn lifted the back of his hand to his nose, smearing red across his knuckles.

“Stop using that magic,” Lykor growled, taking a step closer, wings clamping to his spine. “Before it takes you somewhere dark.”

Blood pooled bitter at the back of Jassyn’s throat. But he held Lykor’s gaze with the same iron grip that he kept on the minds down the shoreline.

“Stop them from killing each other,” he gritted out, “and I will.”

Lykor’s nostrils flared, shadows lashing around him. His eyes flicked to the snared warriors, then back to Jassyn. Something haunted and aching burned under the anger, a cinder that refused to die. He pivoted sharply, barking orders to their allies untouched by the coercion.

“Disarm them and escort them to Asharyn.”

Jassyn’s legs trembled as wraith secured the Kyansari squad. Only once they were contained did he release Essence, gasping on a broken breath.

Sound slammed back into him—screams thrashing through the surf, a razorwing droning overhead, a dracovae’s shriek splitting the clouds. He swayed before his eyes landed on another fallen elven-blooded twitching in the shallows and choking on water.

Jassyn staggered toward him, reaching for the lake to shove the waves aside. A healing lattice sputtered at his fingertips—threads collapsing, scattering like embers kicked from a dying hearth. His knees struck gravel before he realized they’d buckled.

“Jassyn.”

Breath tore through his clenched teeth as he dug his fingers into the stones, ribs refusing to expand. He tried summoning Essence again, but nothing stirred—his Well wrung dry, stripped of even the faintest spark. Strength slipped through trembling hands as the world tilted.

“Jassyn.”

“I’m not…finished,” he slurred. “There are…still wounded.”

Lykor’s hand clamped around his arm, hauling him upright with a force that brooked no argument. “You’re done.”

Jassyn jerked his head in refusal, though his body listed toward that anchoring grip. “I need more Essence. I can still—”

“No.”

A soft word. A harsh command, dismissing rank entirely.

Jassyn’s vision blurred. Shadows and snow wound around Lykor’s shoulders, his wings flaring in a protective arc. Jassyn blinked, the world narrowing to the fire in his eyes.

“Let me…just—”

With one last flicker of defiance, he reached for Lykor’s wrist. But his fingers slipped as his legs gave out again.

Lykor caught him instantly. One arm swept behind his knees, the other braced hard across his back—steady as stone, impossibly gentle for hands that had killed so ruthlessly.

“You’re going to rest,” Lykor growled, pitched for him alone.

Jassyn tried to lift his head to protest, but the world dimmed as Lykor’s fingers curled tighter around him.

Darkness swallowed him before the words could leave his mouth.
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SERENNA



Angling her wings into the wind, Serenna climbed toward the convulsing heart of the storm. Rain flayed her in silver sheets, plastering her hair to her face, soaking through her armor. Each wingbeat burned down her spine, her muscles seizing in protest.

Above, Skylash carved a furious arc across the clouds, a serpent wreathed in lightning. Sparks spiraled in her wake, every sweep of her wings beating lightning down.

Heart hammering, lungs straining, Serenna fought the sky itself. Wind struck sideways, hard enough to send her in a tilt she barely caught. Gritting her teeth, she rose, forcing her body higher.

The dragon scythed through the storm, wings folding as she plunged.

Straight for Serenna.

Lightning kindled in Skylash’s throat, released with a roar.

Serenna’s pulse lurched as she pivoted hard. No time to think—instinct snatched the reins. She reached for the charge and wrenched the bolt off course.

Her hands trembled as the light disappeared into the clouds, her thoughts floundering. The gulf between the dragon’s fury and anything Serenna could reason with stretched impossibly wide. How was she supposed to speak to a raging storm?

“Skylash!” Serenna shouted. “My people aren’t here to harm you!”

The dragon neither slowed nor answered, her chest flaring with sparks.

Skylash arrowed past her so fast the air fractured. The shockwave flung Serenna into a spin, pain lancing through her shoulders as the wind tore at her wings.

She barely righted herself before another lightning strike came, as precise as a dagger hurled for her heart.

With a snarl of her own, Serenna thrust her palms forward. Flames erupted from her fingertips, intercepting the bolt.

The elements collided, fire and lightning shattering in a burst of cobalt and gold. The recoil struck Serenna like a hammer, tossing her backward through the sky.

Her wings snapped wide, catching the wind until she steadied. Then an eerie calm reigned as the storm went still.

Across the sky, Skylash hovered. Every stroke of her wings thundered through the air, the rhythm shivering deep into Serenna’s chest. Lightning crawled over her scales in crackling arcs, her violet eyes blazing through the rain.

“Clever little spark,” Skylash crooned into her mind, voice a silken hiss. “Shall I hurl another?”

Serenna’s pulse jolted when she recognized the voice—the dragon who’d spoken through the Heart when she’d been Lykor’s prisoner.

Lightning gathered again in the dragon’s throat, humming with threat, a predator savoring the moment before the strike. She bared her fangs and released a careless volley that streaked toward Serenna—half test, half dare.

Serenna didn’t flinch. Barely. She snatched the sparks, the charge skittering between her fingers. She twisted it slowly, unraveling the current strand by strand until the light dispersed into the wind.

Preservation begged her to flee, but she didn’t.

Beneath the scorched edges of fear, the ache in every wingbeat, and the thunder pounding in her blood, she’d flown to reach the dragon—to meet the storm with spine.

“You spoke to me through the Heart,” Serenna said, lifting her voice into the wind. “You told me where to search for more relics.”

Skylash’s snarl lashed through the air, lightning veining across her wing talons. “I would not aid creatures like you who chained me to the realm of dreams.”

An argument burned against Serenna’s tongue. None living had wrought that crime. And Skylash knew it.

Instead, Serenna reached for the truth that bound them, a sliver of common ground even if the dragon would try to scorn it.

“I know it was you who helped,” Serenna insisted, the memory from Lykor’s tower resurfacing. “You told me, ‘Search in tempest’s eye, where fury reigns; nature’s roots, the shade of a glade; or volcano’s core, where flames cascade.’”

The dragon’s pupils narrowed to slits. Lightning flashed behind her eyes, spinning like a gathering storm.

“We found two of those Hearts because of you,” Serenna continued. “We freed Cinderax with one, and—”

Skylash cut her off, voice crackling like shattered bone. “And was Rimeclaw’s freedom your doing too?”

Serenna faltered. “We lost one of the Hearts.” The admission scraped her throat. “And because of that…we failed him.”

The silence that followed cradled the weight of consequence.

“That’s why we need you now,” Serenna forced out. “Rimeclaw told us the king broke the mind of another dragon. If we don’t find the final Heart before the elves do, the last dragon will be lost too.”

Skylash’s nostrils flared as she stilled. Then, with a slow blink, she began to spiral through the air—a serpent closing in, lightning warping to her will.

“Ah,” she purred, her voice curling through Serenna’s skull. “You’ve come to beg. So tell me, little spark, what will you offer me if I choose not to snuff you from the sky?”

Words burned in Serenna’s throat, some indignant part of her stirring. Whether beastblood or pride, it made no difference as defiance rose sharp and reckless. She wanted to snarl that Skylash owed her, that she’d risked everything to set the dragon free.

But the impulse soured even as it formed. Serenna swallowed it down, knowing gratitude wasn’t a language this dragon spoke. Something deep in her blood warned that Skylash would sooner tear her apart than endure the reminder.

“What more do you want, beyond your freedom?” Serenna asked, her aching wings fighting to hold the sky. “Whatever it is, I’ll see it done. We can’t win this war without you.”

“I care nothing for your war,” Skylash spat, her tail swiping through the rain. “You stormless things—with your starlight and steel—ripped the sky from its roots. And that molten whelp Cinderax is storm-blind and ash-minded for flinging power at your kind like embers into wind.”

Serenna clenched her jaw, forcing her voice steady. “Without Cinderax’s gift, we would’ve never survived the storm that guarded your prison.”

A low rumble spilled from Skylash’s throat. “And do you think that fire will save you now?” Her violet gaze narrowed, slicing beneath Serenna’s skin like a blade. “I’ve devoured stars brighter than you. I could swallow your bones and pick my fangs with your screams.”

Yet Skylash didn’t strike. Crackling and coiled, she hung in the air, sparks whipping across her scales. Whether the dragon was considering or simply waiting for dread to ripen, Serenna couldn’t tell.

But if her judgment hadn’t fallen yet, perhaps she could still be swayed.

“There’s more at stake than you see,” Serenna said, her own conviction a storm rising to meet the dragon’s. “The king’s power grows every time he steals starlight from someone like me or shackles the might of a dragon like you.” She exhaled slowly. “You may be free today. But what about tomorrow? If we fall to him, you won’t be safe in any sky.”

A silence settled, more menacing than the breath before thunder. When Skylash spoke again, her voice came colder. Deadlier.

“If you can do more than spit words then listen.” The clouds thickened behind her, sparks veining the dark. “I want Veyrix unleashed—Breath of the Tempest. My mate. He’s shackled in the floating isles of the Aetherveil, his own domain poisoned by your star-rotted chains.”

Even as hope swelled in Serenna’s chest, her answer caught, choked by foreboding. Another dragon. Perhaps even more volatile than Skylash.

But there was no turning back now. They needed the dragons—their strength reclaimed, not bent for the king. Even if it meant waking another storm.

“We’ll free him,” Serenna said. “Once we find another Heart, we can—”

“I want more than his freedom!”

Lightning detonated from Skylash’s jaws, a wave of fury hissing through the rain.

“You will bind yourself to the Stormstrikes!” she thundered, every word a blow to the air itself. “You will serve the ancient scalebond oath. As it was meant to be.”

Her wings unfurled in a violent sweep, sparks crowning her in a burning halo.

“There is a clutch of eggs buried in that mountain below. The Unbound. I did not lay them, but I claim them now—every one a Stormstrike. You will tend them. And you will mark each in my name.”

Shock jolted through Serenna. The mountain held eggs? She and Jassyn had barely escaped the chamber alive, let alone had time to search it. But the dragon raging before her allowed no room for questions.

Rain coursed down Serenna’s cheeks as she fought through unsteady wingbeats. She didn’t fully understand what Skylash demanded—or the price buried beneath the vow—but she had no choice.

“I’ll do it,” she breathed. Whatever it took.

Skylash circled her, slow and predatory, the storm folding inward like a jaw made of lightning.

“Then hear this,” she hissed, voice slithering in Serenna’s skull. “You will bear no other boon. Only mine. Forever. And if you ever scorn my gift”—her jaws opened, throat lit with sparks—“I’ll shred your wings from your spine.”

Serenna’s breath thinned as the pressure around her tightened. Agreeing meant surrendering Cinderax’s fire, the druid gift that had first lifted her into the sky. He’d trusted her as the First Keeper of the Cradle Flame, and now she stood on the edge of trading his favor for the storm.

Worry slipped free before Serenna could cage it, quiet but threaded with everything she wasn’t ready to relinquish. “Forever? But Cinderax—”

“One does not make a bargain with dragons!”

Skylash struck. Lightning speared down, a blade of wrath hurled straight into Serenna’s heart.

The bolt exploded through her. Sparks ripped along her spine, lashing her ribs, scalding limbs and scales in molten threads. The charge should have flayed her from the sky—she’d seen it before, bodies ripped apart—but something ancient in her veins caught the blow, her shaman blood bracing when she should’ve been turned to ash.

Baring her teeth, Serenna surged into motion. She looped wide around the dragon, spooling the lightning in her palms.

“Rimeclaw made a bargain!” she shouted, hurling the crackling mass back at Skylash.

Somewhere inside her, a wildness broke loose—feral, fanged, unafraid—beastblood rising in a roar of vengeance she couldn’t have stopped even if she’d tried.

“I am not Rimeclaw,” Skylash seethed. “I am not fallen. I am not collared. And I will never be so broken as to seek penance through the likes of you.”

Fury writhed beneath Serenna’s skin. “You need us as much as we need you! You can try to scorch that truth out of the sky, but it won’t change what we both already know.”

Skylash flashed her fangs, violet light burning her pupils. Serenna halted midair, facing her squarely, refusing to yield.

Before the dragon could strike her again, she added, “I’ll see your mate freed and I’ll claim those Unbound eggs as yours. And if I have to accept your gift to do it…” Her nails dug crescent moons into her palms. “Then so be it.”

Serenna left the rest unsaid. Skylash’s pride burned too fiercely to bear reminders of the chains Serenna had shattered, and she wouldn’t risk fracturing this fragile moment by naming the debt aloud. When war rose on the horizon, she could only hope the dragon remembered who had returned her to the sky.

So Serenna held, wings trembling, allowing the silence to stretch.

Without warning, Skylash swept in close. Sparks didn’t fly from her jaws this time, only a breath of magic. Power exhaled in a rolling surge that enveloped Serenna whole, unmaking and remaking all at once.

Her body seized, wings snapping wide in reflex. She hung suspended in the storm’s grip, a single thread snared between sky and earth. Heat followed, subtle at first, a tingling creep along her leathery membranes that whispered its way through her blood.

Then the true strike came as magic burned and consumed.

Color bled from her wings like ink drowned in rain, until they darkened into violet dusk. Cinderax’s ember—steady for so long beneath her sternum—flickered, guttered…and died, a final wisp of warmth dissipating like smoke.

The hollow it left behind seared with a new current, a charge lancing through marrow and sinew until Serenna’s limbs thrummed with storm. The claws on her wings stretched, scattering sparks like a spray of stars.

“Prove yourself worthy of my gift,” Skylash growled, sweeping a final arc before rising higher. “Free the clutch. Seek the tempest’s eye—Zephyrfang’s breath, Stormstrike’s fury. The legacy Veyrix and I forged before the chains. Our scalebound hid one of the Aelfyn’s cursed relics there in the seas. Reclaim it. Bring it to the Aetherveil.”

Sparks whirled in her pupils as her gaze fixed on Serenna. “Until this so-called ‘bargain’ is fulfilled…” Her voice thinned to a hiss. “I strike for no one.”

With a crack of pressure and thunder, Skylash vanished, streaking upward in a blur of light. A ribbon of lightning lingered where she’d been, pulsing with an afterglow.

Breath scraping through her lungs, Serenna hovered in the silence left behind. Her limbs shook, but she was alive.

Still flying.

She exhaled slowly and flexed her fingers. Erratic sparks leapt between them, wild and unfamiliar.

She’d come hoping to reason with Skylash, not to carry her storm. And she’d gained more than the dragon’s gift—the location where Veyrix lay chained. But first the winds called her to the restless blue of the Cerulean Sea, where the Maelstrom churned.

Serenna lifted her gaze as the bruised clouds above her began to tear apart, light fracturing across the Maw in tentative shards. The storm that had ruled these skies for a thousand years was breaking at last.

Just as she turned her sight to the wreckage in the Blackreach below, a voice slammed into her skull.

Vesryn’s.

“Serenna—stars, answer me. Fenn’s down. I—”

Pain followed. Not hers—theirs.

Agony cleaved through her chest, bursting behind her ribs, ringing in her skull.

Her wings faltered as both bonds flared at once, blazing through her mind. She’d been too consumed by Skylash to sense it until now, and the delayed blow nearly buckled her.

For a heartbeat, everything stilled except the roaring in her ears.

“He’s bleeding. I can’t stop it. Jassyn’s not answering. I can’t—”

Vesryn’s voice cracked, despair splintering the words.

Serenna went weightless.

Her body moved before thought returned. Lightning surged as she wheeled midair and dove—fast, reckless, the storm screaming around her.

She raced toward the bonds.

Toward the ones she couldn’t lose.
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The Blackreach churned with unrest as Serenna flew over the lake, racing toward Fenn and Vesryn.

Battles still raged in splintered pockets, haphazard clashes between the king’s forces and their own. Burning ships groaned beneath rising smoke, the sky thundering with the collisions of Essence and earth.

But the chaos blurred as Vesryn’s panic battered the bond. Serenna’s hand flew to the Starshard at her throat, fingers trembling as she gripped the crystal hard enough to grind its facets into her palm. She didn’t have time to cross the mountain ranges to their location—not with Vesryn’s pleading urgency.

Flinging her awareness into the gem, Essence surged to her call. She seized the portaling talent fused within the crystal’s core and reached toward Vesryn’s distant beacon. A rift tore open in the air, a void shearing across her vision.

Tucking her wings tight, Serenna plunged through.

She dropped from the sky, wings shuddering as wind tore past the shattered cliffs of the Maw. Fire and lightning had carved their vengeance into the peaks, blackened veins still smoking where power had scorched stone. A gust yanked her sideways, and she battled the current, breath catching the instant she glimpsed the wreckage below.

On a jagged ledge, Vesryn knelt over Fenn. Half of the prince’s silvery hair had been burned clean from his scalp. His armor clung in charred strips, melted leather curling like seared bark.

Naru circled them in a restless, limping arc, one claw hovering off the ground. Even from above, Serenna heard his breath heave in labored bursts.

Nearby, a razorwing carcass lay sprawled in a bloody heap, iridescent wings shredded to ribbons where the dracovae must’ve torn it apart.

The moment Serenna’s boots struck stone, the world cinched to a single, unbearable point. Pain slammed through her—Vesryn’s, Fenn’s—agony crashing across the bonds in a jagged rush.

Her knees nearly buckled, but she shoved the onslaught back, bracing a barricade inside her mind. Only then could she see straight.

Vesryn’s left arm hung useless at his side, shoulder clearly wrenched out of joint. One eye was swelling shut beneath a crust of soot. His hands shook where they hovered above Fenn’s chest, mending light spilling in frantic waves.

Again and again he slammed Essence into him—too much, too wild. Each surge burst apart, disintegrating into useless fragments before it ever sank deep enough to mend.

“You stars-cursed, reckless bastard,” Vesryn hissed at Fenn, voice breaking on every word, as if she weren’t there at all. “That lightning was meant for me.”

His shoulders trembled as he tried again. And again. Each attempt more desperate than the last.

“Why would you do that?” he choked, fury and despair scorching through the bond. “I don’t even like you, remember?” The words fractured into a growl. “And I won’t know how to hate you if you die on me.”

Serenna nearly slipped on Fenn’s blood as she rushed forward, dropping to her knees beside them. Drawing on what remained in her Well, she ignited Essence, sending out threads to assess him.

Fenn’s wings lay splayed, membranes ragged where lightning had punched through. His legs twisted at angles that made bile rise in her throat, bone jutting white through the split seams of his armor.

Her stomach lurched as blood pooled outward from his skull in a creeping sweep. For one devastating heartbeat the world tilted. Terror drove a spearpoint straight through her ribs, whispering that she’d come too late.

Serenna swallowed hard and forced her breaths to steady. She anchored her focus into place as she began threading together healing lattices.

Fenn’s chest rose once with a rattling inhale. Then another. Each breath a battle.

But he was breathing.

Relief swept through her, only to shatter the moment Vesryn’s panic slammed down the bond.

Ignoring her magic unspooling around them, he drove a hand against Fenn’s chest. Essence lashed outward in a chaotic burst—wild, unshaped mending light scattering in broken arcs.

“Vesryn.” Serenna caught his wrist. “Stop.”

He didn’t seem to hear her. “I can’t save him.” The words tore out of him, raw as their open wounds. “I can’t—”

His shoulders shook with each heaving breath, mending unmoored in his palms.

“Vesryn.”

Serenna hauled his arm back, hard enough that he had no choice but to look at her. Still slitted with dragonsight, his open eye burned feral with fear.

Her breath hitched when a deluge of his guilt and helplessness punched through her defenses. For a heartbeat she was back in the wraith fortress with Fenn slipping away beneath her hands. The instinct to recoil, to break under the memory of nearly losing him once already, hit so hard her vision quivered. Fingers trembling, Serenna forced the memory down with a slow draw of air, shoving the past back into its grave.

She tightened her grip on Vesryn’s arm and pressed her other hand firmly to Fenn’s chest. Letting purpose eclipse fear, she rethreaded her healing weaves.

“You don’t have to heal him alone,” Serenna said softly, steadying her voice as much for herself as for him. “But you’re overwhelming his wounds. We have to guide the magic, not drown him in it.”

Vesryn’s gaze dropped to Fenn’s body. Something fractured behind his eye—not only guilt, but the terrible certainty that Fenn was already gone. And that the fault lay with him.

Releasing the prince, Serenna reached through her Starshard. She drew from the gem’s reserves, her Well nearly wrung dry from calling sunfire. Essence unfurled from her fingertips. Glimmering like crimson starlight, she swept the magic across Fenn’s chest, sinking it deeper.

“I know it looks bad,” she murmured, steering the healing current outward to map the damage. “His wings aren’t broken, but his legs definitely are. Most of this blood is from the blow to his head. It looks worse than it is.”

Serenna’s awareness drifted instinctively toward Vesryn—to the burned edge of his scalp, the shoulder hanging out of joint, the eye swollen nearly shut. A protective urge flared to send a wave of healing through him too.

Vesryn shook his head the moment her gaze found his.

“Worry about him first.” He jerked his chin toward Fenn. “I’m not the one bleeding out.”

Serenna nodded, redirecting her focus to the thread of Fenn’s life still pulsing bright. “He has a few bruised ribs,” she said, finishing her assessment. “But nothing’s collapsing. He’s still fighting.”

Some of the wildness drained from Vesryn’s frantic exhales. “You’re sure?”

“Yes,” she assured him fiercely, thinking to herself that Fenn had been dragged out of worse.

Uncertainty still rippled from Vesryn in quiet waves. His fingers hovered near one of Fenn’s ruined wings before curling back on themselves, as if he feared his touch might harm more than it healed.

“You can help me,” Serenna said softly, weaving the mending lattice into a cohesive pattern. “I’ll braid our magic together. Let me guide it. You can follow. Like at the Bramblemaw den when you steadied sunfire for me.”

For a moment, Vesryn didn’t move, doubt creeping between them like a toxin. “I can’t be the reason he dies,” he whispered. “Because if I am…” His voice splintered as he dropped his gaze back to Fenn. “You’d never forgive me. Would you?”

“No,” Serenna said.

He flinched and she gentled her voice. “Not because I’d ever blame you,” she added. “But because you’d never stop blaming yourself.”

She reached for his hand and squeezed. “So let’s not give either of us the chance.”

Vesryn exhaled, jaw clenching before he gave a tight nod. He drew away, fingers shaking as he pulled his Starshard from beneath his armor, Fenn’s blood trickling down his palm. A stream of Essence bloomed from the crystal’s core, spiraling outward in wavering arcs.

Serenna gathered his summoned current of magic and threaded it into her own. His power met her in a resisting jolt, still tangled with guilt, strung tight with the conviction that he’d only make things worse.

She didn’t force it, only channeled her own power into Fenn first, shaping a path the prince could follow. With a gentle tug, she coaxed Vesryn’s magic closer.

Slowly—painfully slowly—tension unwound as he surrendered to her guidance. His Essence flexed around hers until she could steer it fully.

Serenna twisted their magic together—one strand hers, one strand his—weaving them into a single stream. Light from both Starshards spilled into the mending lattices anchored across Fenn’s wounds.

The rhythm of the merge felt…peculiar in its ease. As if the gems anticipated her intent, slipping Essence together before she steered it.

Her gaze flicked to Vesryn, but his attention stayed riveted on the rise and fall of Fenn’s chest.

Perhaps not her will alone, then. He must’ve been directing more of the magic than she realized.

The lattice suddenly buckled. Serenna stiffened as light flared beneath Fenn’s armor in a blinding rush. Essence surged as a third thread snapped into the flow with enough force to wrench the current taut.

Serenna’s breath locked. “You gave him a Starshard?”

“I…” Vesryn swayed, his dislocated shoulder grinding in a pulse of pain she felt lancing through her own. His fingers tightened on his shard. “It’s possible I didn’t give all the gems we found to Kaedryn.” His unswollen eye flicked toward the light streaming through Fenn’s torn leathers before he mumbled, “Figured he could use one.”

Serenna pressed her lips together, hearing everything he didn’t admit—that maybe with access to all of the talents, Fenn might stand a better chance of keeping her alive.

Shaking her head, she forced her attention back to mending. Essence curved and coiled, light sweeping between all three Starshards in a seamless circuit.

And somehow—though he lay unconscious—Fenn’s magic answered, threading through the weave as naturally as if it had always belonged there. Questions rose at the edge of Serenna’s concentration, but she let them scatter.

“He wasn’t even supposed to be there,” Vesryn said, watching the blood trace a slow descent down Fenn’s temple. “I was too busy fighting off a razorwing and missed a bolt of lightning. It clipped Naru’s wing.”

He glanced toward the dracovae, remorse twisting his face. Serenna caught a shard of the memory—sparks turning flight feathers to ash, Naru’s screech ripping through the chaos as he fought to stay aloft.

“Then that sky-maggot knocked me off,” Vesryn continued. “Couldn’t get my own wings under me.”

A breath escaped him that only pretended to be a scoff.

“Fenn reached me before I hit the ground.” With a wince he shifted, charred leathers creaking against stone. “He tried to warp us clear, but lightning hit as we jumped. Blew us both out of the sky. We slammed into these peaks.”

Serenna let Vesryn’s voice roll past her as she worked, brushing damp strands of hair from Fenn’s brow. A gash curved from the point of his ear to the back of his skull where bone had nearly split. She pressed her fingers to the bruised echo of impact, guiding Essence beneath his skin in a steady pour until the swelling began to subside.

Then she sent the current deeper—soothing bruised ribs, coaxing torn wing membranes back into alignment, and finally setting the shattered wreckage of both legs.

“If I would’ve just been faster,” Vesryn said, his voice tightening into its familiar spiral. “Diverted the lightning before—”

“Then you’d be the one we’re mending,” Serenna cut in gently. “And you’d hate that even more if Fenn were the one piecing you together.”

Vesryn didn’t argue, but stubborn denial bristled through the bond.

“He shouldn’t have done that for me,” he muttered, sinking back on his heels.

Silence pooled between them as evening crept into the hollows of the Maw, shadows stretching long across the stone. Serenna rolled her shoulders, leaning more heavily on Vesryn’s power now that her own gem’s reserves were guttering out. When the final fractures in Fenn’s legs drew shut, he stirred beneath her palms.

A dramatic groan rumbled from his chest, followed by a sharp intake of breath. His eyes snapped open, wild and unfocused, and for a heartbeat she wasn’t certain he saw either of them.

Fenn lurched upright.

The motion blurred, talons flying to his head. Not to the place she’d mended, but to the uninjured side, digging in as though the blow had landed there instead.

His claw lingered a moment before sliding down to grip his left shoulder, which hadn’t been harmed at all.

“Fenn,” Serenna said softly, setting a hand on his arm. “It’s okay, you’re…”

The rest caught in her throat as his eyes flared, finding her with startling clarity before whipping toward Vesryn.

“Why…” His voice rasped before he cleared it. “Why can I feel the princeling’s shoulder?”

A cold prickle sluiced down Serenna’s spine. Vesryn flinched as if struck, his unswollen eye widening as he searched Fenn’s face.

In a breathless rush, Serenna asked, “What do you mean?”

Even as the words left her mouth, something misaligned tugged at the frayed edge of her awareness. In the hollow of her Well, the two familiar bonds gleamed silver, each anchored to a different heart.

They should never have touched.

And yet…

They had twined together.

Serenna’s stomach plunged. “Vesryn,” she pressed, her voice sharpening. “Can you feel him too?”

Vesryn didn’t look at her. Still staring at Fenn, his expression wavered, denial and dawning striking him in the same breath. “I thought I was sensing what you felt from him. Through your bond. Like an echo. Or something.”

He shook his head slowly before reaching for Fenn’s chest, fingers pressing into the scorched scraps of armor. Fenn’s brows rose, but he didn’t move—slipping into that unnerving wraith stillness, all coiled vigilance and unblinking calm.

Serenna sensed the faint stir of Vesryn’s power being drawn through the Starshard clenched in his fist. A sliver of Essence probed outward before a pulse of pressure cracked through the air. Both males jerked back in the same instant, limbs seizing as though a current had ripped straight through them.

“What was that for?” Fenn growled, rubbing his sternum.

“I tried to sever it,” Vesryn said, every word clipped. “Like a bond. But…it’s twisted together.” He tossed his Starshard to the ground, his glare swinging to her. “You try to unravel it. You’re the one who linked us.”

“I didn’t bond you two together,” Serenna protested. “You watched me—I was just healing! What if the Starshards—”

“Just undo it!” Vesryn snapped.

Fenn’s eyes narrowed, his lip curling in a shape that felt like a dare. “Shouldn’t you be more worried about that shoulder you’re pretending doesn’t hurt?”

“I’m fine,” Vesryn gritted out, yanking his hand from the arm he’d been cradling—a movement far too sharp to be convincing. “There are more pressing matters.”

Fenn’s grin edged toward feral. “There will be in a moment.”

Before Serenna could voice a warning, he seized Vesryn’s dislocated arm and wrenched it outward. One brutal jerk down and the joint rammed back into place with a jarring pop that sent phantom pain searing through her own shoulder.

“Fuck!” Vesryn’s snarl tore free as he toppled back, clutching his arm. “I hope you felt that!”

“I feel a lot more than that.” Fenn’s fangs flashed. “Beg me not to die again, princeling, and we’ll have more than a bond problem.”

Vesryn bared his teeth, jaw working as he jabbed a finger at Fenn. He turned toward Serenna instead. “Just…dispel it.”

Serenna forced herself to ignore them—Vesryn’s fraying temper, the taunting heat in Fenn’s voice. She set her palm over Fenn’s chest and reached for the thrum tying them together. She focused on the braided silver cord and tugged.

The backlash struck like lightning raking her veins, lancing up her arm. She gasped and tore her hand away.

“Well?” Vesryn demanded, his voice sharpened by something perilously close to panic.

Serenna’s fingers tingled as she clasped the Starshard at her throat. “I…I don’t know how to untangle it.”

Fenn snorted. “So all of our magics are bonded now?”

“No.” Serenna’s denial rose too fast, tripping over itself before truth settled cold. “I don’t know.”

Vesryn dragged a hand through the hair the fire hadn’t burned away. “There has to be a way to unravel it.”

“Maybe there’s not.” Fenn bumped Vesryn’s shoulder with his. “Perhaps you’re stuck with me, princeling.”

Vesryn scowled. “This isn’t funny.”

“It’s a little funny.”

Serenna dug her fists into her eyes, steadying her breath.

“Vesryn,” she said slowly, lifting her gaze. “You told me once that the entire Aelfyn race used to be bonded. What if I—what if we accidentally recreated that? With the Starshards.” She swept a hand through the charged space between them, where a faint hum lingered like a held note. “Whatever happened didn’t behave like normal bonding magic. What else might we do with the gems without meaning to?”

“Who knows,” Vesryn growled, snatching his discarded Starshard from the ground and shoving it back into his leathers. “It can’t get worse than this.” His glare stayed locked on Fenn, though the bite in his words had dulled, the fight already bleeding out. “I don’t even know if having you two tangled together in my head means it functions like a proper bond.”

He broke off. Color drained from his face. Slowly, horror dragged his gaze toward Fenn.

“Don’t panic, princeling. I’m not rooting around in your thoughts…yet.”

Serenna flinched. “Did you say that to me?”

Fenn blinked. “No. That was for—”

“I heard him too,” Vesryn gritted out, fingers clenching on his knees.

Fenn sat up straighter. “You both can hear me?”

“Stop yelling in my head!”

“I wasn’t—”

“Enough!” Serenna’s shriek tore free as she clutched her skull. “Both of you—just shut up. One second. Please.”

Silence crashed in, but the twined cord—or whatever it was—vibrated with Vesryn’s dread and Fenn’s amusement.

“Stars,” Serenna whispered. “This isn’t a bond.”

“No,” Vesryn said, his words gone hollow. “It’s a fucking curse.”


CHAPTER 39
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JASSYN



Jassyn paced long after midnight, his restless steps carved into the reed-woven rug. Starlight glimmered silver across Asharyn’s skyline as the city slumbered—unscarred and impossibly serene, as if the havoc in the Maw had already faded into memory.

A warm breeze drifted through the open windows of his chambers, too gentle for a world still teetering on the verge of destruction.

Three days had blurred past since he’d collapsed on the Blackreach’s shore. He’d woken in his bed with Aiko curled beside him, the vulpintera the only evidence that Lykor had even been there at all.

Jassyn hadn’t seen him once. Not in the palace corridors. Not in the suffocating council chambers. Not even flashing through Aesar’s eyes when tempers flared between the factions during debates about what to do with the king’s surrendered forces.

Three days of absence and not a single word.

He hadn’t gone to Lykor either. Pride had nothing to do with it. His lungs cinched at the thought of meeting a gaze that might’ve finally turned cold.

Jassyn kept telling himself he’d made the right calls—sending Lykor to guard Asharyn, choosing mercy over vengeance, coercing minds to stop the slaughter when the battlefield descended into chaos.

But maybe a clean betrayal toward Lykor would’ve made this more bearable.

At least then he’d know which part of himself to hate.

Jassyn halted in the center of his chambers, fingers dragging through his curls. The silence pressed hard enough to bruise, broken only by Aiko’s soft purring from his bed, where she’d slept every night since the battle.

His gaze caught on the wall dividing his chambers from Lykor’s—rooms left dark and untouched for days. He knew Aesar stayed with Kal farther down the hall. Just like he knew he should let the impulse wither before it rooted and respect Lykor’s arrangement with Aesar.

But the ache in his ribs only jabbed sharper. Three days of pretending the distance didn’t gut him had stripped him past any pretense of calm.

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Jassyn exhaled hard. The last thing he wanted was to intrude, to risk fracturing anything else. Yet the silence had turned predatory, leeching him dry one slow hour at a time.

Lykor had once mentioned, offhand and irritated, how Kal would brush against Aesar’s mind without even grazing his own. A telepathic channel threaded so precisely it bypassed Lykor entirely.

Jassyn had never tried to reach him that way. He didn’t fully understand why the thought rose now—madness, desperation, or both—but the hollowness gnawing at him had grown unbearable.

He could do it. If he was careful. Though he doubted Lykor would welcome anyone breaching his mind, no matter how gently they knocked.

But the distance between them had become suffocating, and Jassyn needed one breath—just one—to release the apology he couldn’t hold any longer.

And if he’s already this furious with me, Jassyn thought, heart pounding a wild rhythm. Then what’s left to lose?

Closing his eyes, Jassyn reached for Essence, coaxing a strand of telepathy forward. As delicately as sliding a needle through silk, he wove the magic outward through stone, air, and the muted hums of dreaming consciousness.

His awareness brushed against the one mind left open, turbulent and banked like fire beneath ash.

Jassyn hesitated before slowly pressing forward with the barest touch. A breath against a door that had every right to slam shut.

“Lykor?”

The connection sharpened instantly, snapping taut with a turn of attention. The sense of Lykor’s eyes flashing as he swiveled in the dark, bracing for impact.

A heartbeat passed. And then another.

Jassyn’s breath snagged, but he held steady and waited.

Lykor’s voice finally bled into his thoughts, low and rough. “Is everything alright?”

Jassyn’s pulse stumbled, the words he’d rehearsed unraveling. He’d been prepared for fury. A snarl. A venom-laced curse.

Not this. Not a question branded with concern, a door left half-open despite the fire still licking at the hinges.

Jassyn swallowed hard, thoughts tangling. Was everything alright?

“No,” he said before he could stop himself.

Alarm spiked through the link, Lykor’s focus locking on him with sudden precision.

“I mean—” Jassyn winced, scrambling to gather himself. “I’m fine. I just… Can we talk? Like this?”

He didn’t ask to see him, even though he wanted it more than he had any right to. Jassyn held his breath instead, waiting in the silence.

A knock shattered it, abrupt and urgent.

Jassyn flinched, his magic recoiling, the telepathic link severed with a jolt. Heart hammering in his throat, he crossed the room to unlatch the door.

The instant it cracked, Lykor stormed through the narrow opening.

Jassyn staggered back, words rising to explain, to apologize, to brace for the fury he’d clearly unleashed. The fire in Lykor’s eyes promised retribution, blazing with unyielding wrath.

But Lykor didn’t give him the chance to speak.

One hand seized Jassyn’s jaw, the other slammed the door shut. Jassyn froze, expecting that anger to break over him.

Instead, Lykor’s mouth did.

Their lips collided, no forgiveness or restraint. All heat and fury, Lykor hauled Jassyn into a kiss that ripped the air from his lungs, scattering every coherent thought. His fingers curled behind Jassyn’s neck, anchoring him with a reckless desperation, as if this was the only language he trusted enough to speak.

Before Jassyn could breathe—before his hands remembered how to reach back—Lykor slammed him into the wall.

His shoulders struck hard enough to rattle the door, but the kiss didn’t break. Fierce and bruising, Lykor consumed his mouth in a way that didn’t ask permission, every movement simmering with intent that refused to soften.

Jassyn’s pulse stuttered, then surged. He met Lykor’s fire with his own—breath for breath, kiss for kiss—because gentleness had never been what he sought. Not when some long-buried part of him burned to be devoured by someone he chose.

He caught Lykor’s arms, lips parting as their tongues clashed in a spark that struck straight through his heart. Bare-chested from sleep, Lykor radiated heat beneath his palms—skin fever-warm, breath dragging harsh against Jassyn’s mouth.

Jassyn tensed when his beastblood reared its head, fire coiling molten behind his ribs. But he didn’t smother it or pull away from the hand Lykor curved around his neck—holding him as though the idea of Jassyn being fragile had never existed in his mind at all.

Jassyn slid his palms up the planes of Lykor’s chest, fingers weaving through sleep-tousled hair to haul him closer, every unspoken thing straining between their bodies. He leaned in, deepening the kiss.

For the first time in decades, he needed to know what it felt like to be touched without being taken. To be claimed in the ways that were right. And he wanted all of this with Lykor.

The wildness.

The forgetting.

The choosing.

The fall.

The fire inside his chest flared, and Jassyn didn’t fight the shift. Wings tore free from his spine, shredding through his nightshirt as the membranes spread against the wall.

Lykor growled into his mouth, and that feral sound obliterated the last of Jassyn’s restraint. He grabbed Lykor’s hips and twisted, driving them both into a hard pivot.

They crashed into an end table, toppling it with a splintering crack, the sound lost beneath the roar in his blood.

Breath tearing loose, he kissed Lykor as he steered him across the sitting room. They tripped over an edge of the rug and spilled into the couch. Cushions sagged beneath them as Lykor landed on his back with a low grunt.

Jassyn followed, settling over him, wings flaring wide as he braced one arm beside Lykor’s head and planted a hand on Lykor’s chest, feeling a frantic heartbeat thudding against his palm.

Then Jassyn kissed him again, slower and deeper, each press of his mouth a vow, choosing Lykor again and again, until nothing else in the world existed.

An answering snarl built in Lykor’s throat, dark and edged with hunger held on a fraying leash. His talons hooked in what remained of Jassyn’s shirt, slicing through the fabric in a single ruthless motion.

Flinging the scraps aside, Lykor bracketed his ribs, hot fingers digging in, and Jassyn ignited. Heat shimmered off his wings in wavering currents, curling into faint threads of smoke. Fire rippled through his veins in a molten wave, orbs of flame gathering between his wing claws.

Through the haze of wanting as Lykor’s mouth dragged a groan from his throat, Jassyn wrestled the beastblood for some semblance of control. Gritting his teeth, he curled the ravenous magic inward, smothering the blaze before it could leap free and scorch the couch.

Catching his breath, he rolled their hips together in a long, dragging grind that stole the air right back from his lungs. Their bodies collided again, heat searing through the last useless barrier of cloth, pressing want to want.

Desire flooded Jassyn’s chest in a white-hot rush, burning away the remnants of shame until only wild need remained.

Lykor suddenly stilled beneath him and Jassyn drew his mouth away just enough to look. Lykor’s eyes were already on him, wide and glowing, a dark flush climbing the sharp line of his cheekbones. He blinked once, breath leaving him in a ragged huff.

“That was…” Lykor rasped, voice deep like swallowed thunder. “Fuck. I came here to talk.”

Only then did Jassyn register the way he had Lykor pinned breathless beneath him, his wings spread in a possessive sweep.

A shiver ran the length of his spine as he shifted back, reining himself in before he forgot how. But he didn’t move or climb off Lykor. Didn’t pretend he hadn’t kissed him like a male trying to rewrite every regret he’d ever carried.

“You’re the one who barged in and distracted me before we could,” Jassyn murmured, aiming for levity, though his voice stumbled.

Lykor arched a brow, the corner of his mouth twitching. “Did I?” His hand slid up Jassyn’s side, then down again slowly, hesitant and unexpectedly gentle.

Heat prickled down Jassyn’s neck at the rare sight of Lykor’s guard slipping, a fleeting openness that felt tender. His heart kicked hard beneath his ribs, faster now than it had at any point during the kiss. As if this nearness—this unarmored space between them—was the true undoing.

“I’m not complaining,” Jassyn said, softer now.

Lykor’s grip settled on Jassyn’s hips, but no words followed.

Jassyn didn’t lean in again or chase another kiss, even though reaching for more would’ve been easier than dwelling in the quiet. Instead, he let himself take Lykor in—the hair clinging to his face, the fire still bright in his eyes, the uneven pull of his breath struggling to find its rhythm.

And maybe it was that stillness, the way Lykor hadn’t rebuilt the walls the kiss had cracked open, that finally gave Jassyn the courage to speak.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I know I hurt you, and I deserve whatever you feel toward me. But staying away didn’t fix anything. It just felt like I was coming undone in places I didn’t know how to mend.”

Lykor didn’t answer. He only watched him, eyes flaring in a silence sharp enough to draw blood.

For a heartbeat, Jassyn nearly filled it. Another apology, some clumsy explanation, anything to bridge the chasm between them. But before he could speak, Lykor exhaled, a sound caught between a scoff and a sigh, his head dropping back against the cushions.

“I’m always angry,” Lykor muttered at last. “That’s nothing new.”

Jassyn blinked, thrown by the flatness of it.

“I’m angry when I can’t protect the people I’d die for,” Lykor continued, voice distant now. “You flew into that storm without me. And I was just supposed to let you?”

His gaze snapped back to Jassyn’s, blazing with hurt. “You ordered me away. As if I was just another blade to point wherever you needed.”

His fingers dug into Jassyn’s hips, a feral grip shaking with something deeper than fury.

“And I don’t care about your righteous logic.” His lip curled away from his fangs as he leaned in, voice rough with heat. “I didn’t come here to kiss you because I forgive you. I kissed you because I still fucking want you.”

Jassyn’s breath caught, sharp as a knife drawn too close to the heart. His vision blurred, and for a long, suspended moment, he couldn’t move. Couldn’t draw air past the ache in his chest, unable to comprehend being wanted back. Not while some part of him whispered that he didn’t deserve Lykor’s care. Not after sending him away, when Jassyn had known exactly what it would cost.

Jassyn moved slowly, easing off Lykor’s hips to settle beside him on the couch. The air between them still crackled, charged with everything that hadn’t cooled.

Wordlessly, Lykor sat up with him, watchful and waiting.

Jassyn cleared his throat. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.” He winced at how thin his voice sounded. “Your…arrangement with Aesar. I shouldn’t have intruded on his night.”

Lykor exhaled hard, dragging a hand down his face, and mumbled, “He’s asleep anyway.”

When he met Jassyn’s eyes again, the fire had guttered out, leaving behind the quiet ruin of something already burned to ash.

Lykor’s question barely stirred the air. “Can you live like this?” He shook his head, gaze dropping to the floor. “You deserve more than someone bound to a divided life—someone who can only give you borrowed pieces of time. You need someone who can give you all of himself.”

“Don’t tell me what I need,” Jassyn whispered.

He reached for Lykor, carefully now, fingers brushing along the curve of his jaw.

Lykor flinched but didn’t pull away, still staring at nothing. Yet he leaned the smallest fraction closer, his body betraying the pride still locked in his spine.

“You think you’ve only given me pieces,” Jassyn murmured, “but you’ve given me what no one else ever has. You’re whole. You always have been.”

That made Lykor lift his gaze. “I want more,” he said, eyes glowing faintly. “With you. I just…” He glanced away. “I don’t know what that looks like. Because even if I’d give anything to make this simpler, Aesar has a right to live a full life too.”

He didn’t sound angry now. Only worn thin at the edges, like someone trying to want less and failing with every breath.

Jassyn didn’t retreat from the fear laid bare or try to soften it with reassurances Lykor would never believe. He leaned in, resting his forehead against Lykor’s.

“It looks like this,” he said, his thumb brushing the ridge of Lykor’s cheekbone. “It looks like us.”

For a moment, Lykor stayed there—breathing hard, as if even stillness was a battle he’d already lost. Then he shook his head, fierce and final.

“I’m telling you now,” he growled. “I’m not leaving your side again. Don’t fucking ask me to. Because this—” His voice cracked as he drew back just enough to meet Jassyn’s gaze, eyes burning and furious. “Whatever this is won’t survive if you keep sending me away.”

Jassyn parted his lips to speak, but nothing rose. Too many unknowns stretched ahead, and the promise Lykor needed wasn’t one he could give.

Not yet.

But there were other ways to show he was here. Now. Choosing him.

Slowly, Jassyn leaned in again, stopping with a breath’s width left between them—a question asked without a word.

Lykor answered with the barest shift forward, the air trembling as he closed the distance. Their mouths met again, not searching for escape this time or trying to bury the ache, but to gather the fragile pieces between them and shape them into something whole. If only for a moment.

Jassyn slid his palms over Lykor’s chest, mapping each line of muscle, committing the warmth and rise of breath to memory. Lykor shuddered, exhaling roughly into Jassyn’s mouth, but his fingers stayed clamped to his own thighs—rigid and cautious, as if he didn’t trust himself.

Of course Lykor hesitated, fearing to become someone who’d hurt what he wanted to protect.

Drawing back, Jassyn made the decision for both of them. Blood surging, he moved across the couch. He lifted one knee and then the other, until he straddled Lykor’s hips.

Lykor’s head tipped back a fraction, but his gaze never wavered. His breath caught as his hands rose, uncertain, hovering between them as if he didn’t know where he was allowed to touch. Heat kindled in his eyes, but he held motionless, closing no distance without permission.

Jassyn did it for him, twining their fingers, guiding Lykor’s hand to his hip. When he reached for his claw, Lykor tensed, but Jassyn tightened his grip, anchoring that palm against his cheek.

Lykor swallowed before skimming his talons through Jassyn’s curls, settling at the base of his scalp in a way that ignited every nerve.

A groan slipped from Jassyn as he brushed his lips over Lykor’s again, grazing the corner of his mouth before drifting lower to his jaw and throat—hungrier now, tasting the heat and wreckage of want.

He rolled his hips once, and Lykor answered with a guttural snarl.

Their bodies pressed flush, friction catching, heat building. Still Jassyn didn’t rush, kept the beastblood to a simmer, unwilling to let this moment completely combust.

And with Lykor clinging to him, steadying him more than he knew, Jassyn felt the heat settle in his chest. For now, what they had was enough.


CHAPTER 40
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LYKOR



Fucking stars.

Lykor forgot how to breathe as Jassyn kissed him within an inch of his life. It began slow, then deepened—gravity tilting into a single pair of lips, a pull Lykor had no defense against.

Shoulders locked, spine braced against the couch, he sat frozen beneath Jassyn’s thighs. Caged and tense, clinging to restraint like that alone could keep him from flying apart.

Warmth spilled through every point of contact. Chest to chest, skin to skin, heat sank past muscle and marrow, filling hollows Lykor hadn’t known were starving until they sparked awake under Jassyn’s touch.

And beneath it all—faint but unmistakable—the scent of rain tangled with citrus, a storm breaking over sun-warmed stone. It burrowed deep, striking a feral instinct that wanted that smell pressed into his skin until it branded him there for good.

He hadn’t meant to shred Jassyn’s shirt. Like a fucking animal. But in that blinding second, he couldn’t bear being the only one stripped bare. Not with Jassyn looking at him as if he were something worth wanting.

And now he couldn’t look away. Couldn’t pretend he didn’t notice the way Jassyn fit against him—lean muscle, desert-touched skin, a beauty fierce enough to wrench Lykor’s pulse off its axis.

Jassyn didn’t flinch or hide. He offered himself without hesitation.

And Lykor didn’t know what to do.

Didn’t know where to touch.

How to move.

How not to shatter the fragile, wordless trust Jassyn had already given him—guiding Lykor’s palms exactly where he’d wanted them, steady and sure.

No one had ever offered him that before. He’d made sure they couldn’t, torching every bridge before it could even begin to form.

Untouchable by design.

Untouchable because survival demanded isolation.

Steel forged to withstand fire, not to be softened.

Certainly not to be wanted.

But now…

His body turned traitor before he could brace for it.

Heat punched through him before his mind could catch up. His cock hardened without permission, mortification striking with the same swift violence.

Lykor tensed, shame spiking through every nerve. He nearly shoved Jassyn away, convinced he’d already ruined the moment.

But Jassyn moved closer.

The nearness stopped him cold.

And then he felt it—felt Jassyn hard against him, trembling. Just as undone by this as he was.

The relief hit like a blow. That it wasn’t just him.

A low sound slipped between them—half groan, maybe a growl—and Lykor didn’t realize it was his until Jassyn’s hips ground down in a shock of friction that sent a bolt of pleasure racing straight up his spine.

Jassyn’s mouth returned to his, coaxing and claiming, each kiss landing with ruinous precision. But he must’ve felt the tension in Lykor’s stillness, the way his hands hadn’t budged from where Jassyn had first set them. His voice came next in a whisper against Lykor’s mouth.

“You can touch me,” he murmured, palms gliding up Lykor’s ribs. “If you want.”

The invitation detonated inside him. Lykor’s throat seized around a wrecked sound, too close to a whimper to hide.

“I haven’t…” he rasped, voice fraying.

The rest jammed in his throat. He’d never done this. Had no instincts to fall back on. No sense of where to put hands that felt like weapons, too dangerous to trust. One wrong touch might cross a line Jassyn still carried and Lykor would never forgive himself.

Jassyn eased back just enough for Lykor to see him clearly. Starlight spilled across his features—eyes widening, scar silvered on his cheek, breath catching in a soft hitch.

Lykor wanted to drag the words back into his mouth and choke on the humiliation before Jassyn could read it for what it was.

“You haven’t?” Jassyn asked. “Is this…too much?”

Panic slashed through him when Jassyn’s weight began to lift and retreat.

Lykor didn’t think. He seized Jassyn’s hips and hauled him back down into his lap. Graceless. Desperate.

“No,” he growled, lips brushing Jassyn’s throat. “It’s not too much.”

Dragging in a shuddering breath, Lykor buried his face in the curve of Jassyn’s shoulder. “I just…” He swallowed, wholly gutted as silence braided around their uneven breathing. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”

Jassyn’s fingers slipped into his hair, gentle and reassuring. Lykor nearly broke for the kindness he had no map for.

“Aesar and Kal…” he began, the admission scraping its way out. “I know they…” He winced. “I stay out of it. I’ve never looked in those memories. I don’t—stars, I don’t want to see that.”

Heat climbed his throat, hotter than any fire Jassyn could summon.

“But I know the mechanics,” Lykor mumbled, trying to claw back a shred of dignity he didn’t possess. “I’ve caught wraith desecrating every stars-forsaken crevice in our fortress. You wouldn’t believe—”

He cut himself off. If he looked up—if he found even a flicker of softness in Jassyn’s eyes—he’d break open. His ribs cinched tighter, each inhale snagging in his chest.

And when the silence stretched too far, when Lykor thought it might crush him completely, Jassyn released a breathless sound. A quiet chuckle, all warmth and no mockery, melting straight through the fractures Lykor tried to hide.

That was what finally gave him courage to lift his gaze.

Jassyn didn’t look away.

Lykor’s grip tightened reflexively at Jassyn’s hips. He shut his eyes for a beat, hauling air into lungs that barely seemed to inflate anymore.

“Will you show me?” he managed, his voice low and hoarse, silently pleading he wouldn’t fumble the moment beyond repair. “With whatever you’re comfortable with?”

Jassyn didn’t hesitate when he reached for him.

Lykor flinched when Jassyn touched his claw. Instinct snarled to pull back, to hide the monstrous thing he hated more than words.

But Jassyn held his gaze. He didn’t recoil or look at him like something broken or cursed. His fingers wrapped around Lykor’s with the same quiet certainty he used to touch the rest of him. As if this, too, was just another piece of Lykor worth wanting.

Still bracing, Lykor barely breathed as Jassyn guided him lower. Through a haze of disbelief, he watched his own claw—his fucking claw—trace the taut lines of Jassyn’s body. Down over flushed skin, across the lean planes of his abdomen.

To the waist of his pants.

Jassyn didn’t push him further. He simply placed Lykor’s palm over the rigid heat beneath the fabric—giving him that choice without shame, without demand—then let go, letting Lykor feel him. Or choose not to.

Lykor’s breath shuddered loose. A tremor chased up his arm as the shock of that contact surged through him—the heat of Jassyn’s body, the unmistakable proof of him wanting back.

For a heartbeat he could only stare up at Jassyn’s eyes, molten like amber in the low light. Wild. Draconic.

And when Jassyn slid his hand beneath Lykor’s waistband, something feral and unguarded broke free in his chest. Anticipation and hunger tangled so tightly he couldn’t tell one from the other. Every thought screamed restraint. Every impulse begged for more.

Fighting the unsteadiness in his claw, Lykor mirrored the motion and followed Jassyn’s path. Careful, so scorching careful, not to scrape him with the edge of his talons.

Jassyn didn’t retreat. If anything, he pressed closer—still straddling Lykor, their hips locking with a rough drag of breath between them. They moved together, slipping beneath the last barriers of cloth.

Skin met skin. Fevered. Trembling.

Lykor’s claw curled around Jassyn’s length just as Jassyn’s hand closed around his. Their bodies jolted together, heat and desire colliding. A snarl tore from Lykor’s throat, fangs extending beyond his control.

Hips bucking, Jassyn drew in a sharp breath. Lykor met the movement with a groan, chasing more—more pressure, more heat, more of that devastating slide where restraint no longer kept pace with want.

Lykor watched Jassyn tilt his head back, curls tumbling across his brow. His mouth parted, eyes fluttering, vertical pupils gleaming. Lykor wanted to drown in that look. To lose himself in every hidden and untamed edge of this male. To burn beneath Jassyn’s hands until his own name turned to ash, until Jassyn’s was the only word left on his tongue.

As Lykor stroked, an unexpected catch of coolness snagged against his palm. Disoriented by the sensation, he blinked, eyes drifting downward.

Metal, smooth and unmistakable, pressed beneath his fingers. He brushed along Jassyn’s tip and found the curve of a ring. And another. Then a laddered line of twin studs running down his rigid length, all glinting faintly with captured illumination, threaded clean through Jassyn’s flesh.

Lykor stilled.

He knew what piercings meant among the wraith—rank marked in their ears. His warriors went further than that and impaled themselves with metal in reckless displays, turning their own bodies into battlegrounds to prove their dominance.

But nothing like this. He would’ve heard of such a thing.

Before the pieces even clicked into place, Jassyn tensed. His hand faltered, going slack around Lykor as strength drained from his grip.

Lykor’s gaze snapped back up in time to catch Jassyn glance away before their eyes could meet.

“I–I didn’t think…” Jassyn cleared his throat, lashes casting shadows across the flushed curve of his cheek. “I can take them out. If you want.”

Lykor caught the retreat before the words even settled—in the curving of Jassyn’s shoulders, the breath he dragged inward and held like a shield.

The truth struck Lykor in a brutal blow. These piercings weren’t rebellion or some kind of thrill-seeking defiance. They’d been forced into him.

The knowing staked Lykor’s chest like glacial ice. The air between them answered in frost, his magic lashing out. Rage slammed through his lungs, his breath bursting white, searing from his mouth in a snarl of snow.

Something inside him cracked nearly in half. He would rather have taken a blade to the gut than see the shame Jassyn tried to hide.

Shadows detonated around them—not at Jassyn, never at him—but at the unseen hands that had carved fear so deep it made Jassyn believe he had to apologize. As if he still owed obedience.

Lykor’s lungs burned as he drew a slow breath through his nose, waging war on the swell of fury that urged him to tear the world apart. Every muscle coiled to hunt whoever had dared make Jassyn shake like this, to rend them apart.

But he held the line. For Jassyn. Refusing to let rage devour a moment that needed something other than destruction.

Slowly, Lykor eased his claw away and dispelled his shadows. Then—deliberately where everything in him wanted violence—he gently lifted his hand to cup Jassyn’s cheek. To show he wasn’t flinching. That he saw him. That he wasn’t going anywhere.

“It’s your choice,” Lykor said. He swallowed down the fury burning at the back of his throat and extinguished Essence entirely. “Only yours. No one else’s.”

Jassyn blinked, seeming to meet his eyes almost by accident. “I don’t know why I kept them,” he whispered, looking away again.

A tremor shuddered through him—small, but loud enough for Lykor to hear every year he’d kept silent.

“I got rid of the tattoos,” Jassyn continued softly. “I thought that would be enough.” His breath left in an unsteady exhale. “But this…” He shook his head, gaze flicking to the faint glow between their bodies before drifting aside.

“I didn’t know what to do. If I’d taken them out, it would’ve felt like admitting they still had that power over me—like removing them meant I was still reacting to what they did.” His fingers raked through his curls. “But I thought if I kept them…maybe that would make them something I chose. Something they didn’t own anymore.”

A broken scoff caught in Jassyn’s throat. “But now saying it aloud makes it sound like I’ve just been lying to myself.”

The cost of those words split Lykor down the center—because Jassyn, trembling and carrying scars no one could see, was still willing to hand him those fractured pieces.

“There isn’t a right or wrong decision,” Lykor said, brushing his thumb along Jassyn’s cheek. “If you keep them. If you take them out. If you add more. It’s your choice. No one gets to take that from you again.”

Finally—finally—Jassyn lifted his gaze. Unshielded. Raw enough to cleave Lykor open.

Lykor didn’t remember deciding to move, but he leaned forward, already reaching. He wrapped his arms around Jassyn’s shoulders and pulled him to his chest, holding him as though he could protect him from the entire stars-forsaken world.

That was all he wanted. Just this. Just him.

But Jassyn didn’t stay folded in the embrace for long. A ragged breath escaped him. His lips grazed the edge of Lykor’s jaw as he drew back and planted a hand against Lykor’s chest.

Lykor froze at the sudden friction, realization striking a heartbeat later.

Jassyn wasn’t retreating.

He pressed in, grinding his hips forward in a slow, obliterating drag that stole the breath from Lykor’s lungs. Amber eyes lifted, reflecting starlight, gleaming with desire that burned away every shadow of hesitation.

And then his mouth crashed into Lykor’s—wild, claiming, choosing him with a defiant want that never flinched. It wasn’t soft, and Lykor didn’t think it was meant to be. He didn’t want it to be. Something in him answered that choice, recognizing a pull that had lived between them long before this moment knew how to burn.

Wings tore free from Jassyn’s back with a crack like thunder, fire licking along the membranes. Then they were both reaching—grasping, fumbling—hands frantic with the need to feel eclipsing every other thought.

Cloth vanished into the dark. Heat rose between them, no space left but breath and the gravity dragging them together.

Jassyn’s fingers wrapped around Lykor’s length in one sure, devastating stroke. Lykor hissed, his hips lurching helplessly into the touch.

His own hand closed around Jassyn in return. He meant to be careful, to avoid the piercings studding that fevered length, unwilling to risk even the smallest harm. But his thumb slipped, sliding too high, catching the ring at the tip.

Jassyn choked out a noise—curse or groan, Lykor couldn’t tell—his hips snapping hard into Lykor’s fist.

Lykor’s breath hitched, ready to apologize, but pressure sparked at the base of his spine as Jassyn’s fingers seized around him. Then he understood. That sound hadn’t been pain. Not with the way Jassyn writhed against him now, grinding harder into his palm, chasing that exact touch.

When their hands began to move together, slick warmth rose between their palms. Exploring now, Lykor shifted his grip. His thumb glided lower, brushing the laddered studs in a slow descent before rising again, the pad of his finger skimming the ring at the velvet head.

Jassyn bucked, his cock throbbing hard against Lykor’s palm. The sound he made—gasp tangled with growl, pleasure stripped past control—ignited something primal in Lykor’s gut.

He circled the jewelry again, wringing that sound from Jassyn again before stroking downward. His fist glided along Jassyn’s length, the metal catching just enough to draw out a shudder. With a broken breath, Jassyn rocked against him, grinding down to trap their hands and bodies together.

Desire surged. Restraint fractured.

There was nothing delicate in the way they touched now. Their mouths crashed again, hunger scraping hunger, two bodies devouring the distance until thought dissolved entirely.

The world collapsed to motion and heat, to the feral friction of contact, matched stroke for stroke. Their hands moved in mirrored desperation, every glide driving the other higher, harder, until Lykor swore his mind might rupture under the force of wanting.

A curse tore from Jassyn as his wings snapped shut, slamming their hips tighter. The full length of him pressed hard against Lykor. All breath vanished from Lykor’s lungs as sensation surged—molten, blinding, scattering sparks through every nerve.

Jassyn shifted on his thighs, caught Lykor’s wrist, and pulled it down. He curled his own hand over Lykor’s, locking them both around the lengths of each other. Their fingers tangled, grips tightening until warmth slipped between their palms. Every squeeze shot up Lykor’s spine, hauling him higher, until the world blurred at the edges and nothing existed except the relentless way Jassyn steered them.

Jassyn seized the back of Lykor’s neck and hauled him into another brutal kiss. Their mouths collided—biting, gasping, scraping—stealing breath and giving it back until Lykor no longer knew where his body ended and Jassyn’s began.

Only the impact between them remained—the grind of hips, the heat of their locked fists, a crucible of want breaking and remaking the space between their palms.

The noise Jassyn made slammed through Lykor, carnal enough to leave him reeling, primal enough to tighten his grip. He stroked over slick skin and the cool catch of metal, chasing those sounds. To make Jassyn tremble. To watch him come undone. To give him whatever he needed to break.

Pressure climbed fast—scalding, inexorable, coiling low in a razor-tight knot that threatened to snap.

Lykor’s thighs locked, his hips bucking into Jassyn as control bled out of him. His hand moved faster—wilder—driven by an overwhelming need to drag Jassyn into the same oblivion.

Heat gathered deep, a pull hammering into him with every unsteady breath Jassyn spilled against his lips.

Lykor felt it in Jassyn too—the shudder in his chest, the twitch of wing talons angling toward him, the frantic pulse beating against their joined grip. It set Lykor blazing, fed the furnace of his desire with every ragged gasp.

Reaching blindly, he drove his claw through the dark mess of Jassyn’s curls and tugged—just enough to make him arch. To keep him close.

Jassyn leaned in, his breath hot against the shell of Lykor’s ear. His mouth grazed the curve, drawing a growl from Lykor as he tugged the pointed edge between his teeth. His lips burned a path, unhurried and claiming, and it struck Lykor harder than any lightning he’d ever taken.

He broke with a snarl, and Jassyn’s name scattered with it. Light flashed behind his eyes and pleasure detonated through him so violently that the world disappeared. No couch, no room, no shape but the white-hot shock thundering up his spine.

Each pulse that followed struck like a cataclysm, his cock jerking helplessly in Jassyn’s grip until rhythm dissolved and he was nothing but sensation—strung taut between ache and release, undone from the inside out.

Jassyn followed a heartbeat later, catching himself against Lykor’s chest as his body seized. His voice fractured as heat spilled between them, wings snapping wide with the force of it, fire spiraling across the membranes.

When the final shudder chased down their lengths, Lykor didn’t know where he was. Who he was. Only that Jassyn remained wrapped around him, their locked hands slick between them in the aftermath.

For a long, breathless moment neither moved. Tremors still shivered through the narrow space where their bodies pressed together.

Jassyn eventually sagged forward, his forehead finding the curve of Lykor’s throat.

Lykor untangled his fingers from Jassyn’s curls and slid his palm down to where wing met shoulder, holding him close.

In the hush that followed, something fierce and unfamiliar took root behind Lykor’s ribs. Not rage or instinct or the sharp edge of survival, but something quieter. Terrifying in its softness.

Jassyn’s breath warmed the hollow beneath his jaw as if he had no intention of ever moving.

And for the first time, Lykor let himself lean into that warmth and simply exist.


CHAPTER 41
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SERENNA



“She-elf!” Fenn’s voice rang through the nursery cavern, a salt cave carved high into the cliffs above Asharyn’s lake. “She’s doing it again—watch!”

Serenna turned just as a flicker of gold puffed from Vasharax’s tiny jaws, more steam than flame. The hatchling spread her wings, chest thrust forward as though she’d unleashed the wrath of an elder wyrm.

“Oh, she thinks she’s terrifying,” Serenna said, a grin breaking free.

“She is terrifying,” Fenn insisted, crouching low in the sand as he gestured theatrically around the chamber. Sunlight filtered through honeycomb vents in the stone overhead, casting shifting hexes around them. “Utter menace. Nearly incinerated that moss. Gnawed a crack in that rock. I nearly perished when she pounced on me.”

Vasharax trilled, the chirrup cracking into a growl as she hurled herself at him—frills flared, jaws open, every ounce of her ferocity bent toward the charge.

Fenn vanished in a warp and reappeared sprawled in the sand behind her. “A valiant attempt,” he chuckled as she spun to face him.

Hissing, Vasharax descended on him, clamping his hair between her fangs and thrashing her neck in a wild shake.

Fenn’s laughter broke off into a wince as he fought to pry her loose from his braids. “Vicious instincts.”

Serenna shook her head. While Vasharax couldn’t yet press her voice into their minds like Cinderax, the hatchling communicated in other ways. Primarily with fangs and claws.

Yet even watching Vasharax’s bright flurry, the amused warmth in Serenna’s chest dwindled as her gaze drifted past them toward the cavern’s heart.

Suspended between heat and shadow, Cinderax stood sentinel over the nine Emberhart eggs resting in their shallow hollows. Beside him, Velinya knelt, casting a thin ribbon of fire in a sweeping arc to refresh the warmth without letting it scorch the clutch.

The same flame that had once answered for Serenna.

Cinderax hadn’t pried or let his molten eyes linger on her amethyst-stained wings long enough to burn. But his silence carried no absolution, only a muted glow of acknowledgment, banked like coals.

Skylash hadn’t left room for wondering. She’d snarled her vow through fangs and lightning, swearing to tear the tempest from Serenna’s bones if she so much as considered reaching for a different boon.

And somehow, Cinderax’s silence cleaved deeper than Skylash’s threats, leaving Serenna unsure if she still belonged in this cavern—among the flames and the hatchlings who would be born to it—when all she carried now was the storm’s restless spark.

Velinya continued turning each shell, but Serenna’s attention kept snagging on the separate ring of eggs—twelve in all.

The Unbound.

After regenerating their magic and recovering from the battle, she and Fenn had hauled the clutch from the mountain in the Maw. The night before, Vesryn had helped shatter their crystal prisons with sunfire, restoring the eggs to a world where time could touch them again.

Steam unfurled from Cinderax’s nostrils, curling upward in hazy spirals. His eyes lingered on one of the Emberhart eggs rocking gently in the sand. Lowering his neck, he breathed a narrow coil of flame around it.

From within, a wavering chirp answered—soft as a whisper, yet sharp enough to pierce the chamber and the center of Serenna’s heart.

“He stirs,” Cinderax rumbled in her mind. “By sundown, he’ll see the sky.”

He padded toward the circle of Unbound eggs, and Serenna hesitantly followed. Approaching the clutch, she knelt beside him, the question rising before she could halt it.

“Since I don’t carry your gift anymore,” she began, voice unsteady with doubt, “should someone else be First Keeper of the Cradle Flame?”

Heat rolled from Cinderax’s hide as he turned from the Unbound, his crimson eyes striking hers.

“The title is about guardianship,” he said. “Choosing to tend what cannot yet tend itself.”

“Even if I carry Skylash’s gift now?” Serenna asked, the storm in her chest pulling tight.

“You’re still scalebound.” Cinderax adjusted one of the eggs with the curve of his snout. “The flame didn’t make you worthy. Your willingness did. You stepped into a future not yet kindled and agreed to carry the ember of its becoming.”

The words should have reassured her. Instead, they slipped into the static where her fire had once burned, dissipating into the hollow the storm had gouged behind her ribs.

Serenna let her hand hover over the heated sand, then swept aside the narrow trench of flame with her connection to the earth. As Velinya had done, she rotated one of the Unbound eggs.

The shells all gleamed like the Emberhart clutch, but beneath the casing, she sensed only silence. No flicker of fire or charge of lightning. No whisper of wind or water or earth. Nothing waiting to bloom or burn.

“Skylash demanded this entire clutch be claimed as Stormstrikes,” Serenna murmured, flattening her palm against the next shell before turning it over.

A low snarl rumbled from Cinderax’s throat, the frills along his crown flaring. “Skylash seeks a legacy hatched from her greed—a twisted bargain to feed her pride.” Heat shimmered in the air around his fangs. “To claim all of these Unbound as Stormstrikes is not balance. But she has seen fit to make you her instrument.”

Serenna dipped her head in acknowledgment, accepting his fury without defense. Cinderax had given his gift freely, without demand or condition, and she’d traded it.

But she knew, just as surely as a storm would strike, that Skylash’s aid would be bought in two currencies—her mate’s freedom and this clutch of hatchlings. Serenna had flown into that agreement aware its cost would follow her long past its payment. She didn’t know how Skylash expected her to carry it out, only that the terms were unbreakable.

“Skylash…implied that I have the power to influence what these eggs will become,” Serenna said at last, unsure whether Cinderax would share the truth or guard it close.

“My ancestors forged the scalebound pact with humans and Aelfyn out of necessity,” he said, the weight of centuries heavy in his voice. “The Unbound—those forged from cross-elemental lineages, fire and wind, earth and water, or any combination—enter the world with no inheritance. No power sings in their blood.”

He eased back onto his haunches, a ripple of heat shifting with him. “The skies set no laws against such pairings, even when the bloodlines shape us into different forms. If they hatch, the Unbound young would fly, hunt, endure. But they would do so as beasts, bereft of the magic and memory that have made my kind more than fang and claw. Together with the scalebound, we created balance. A sacred interdependence.”

Across the cavern, Vasharax sprang at Fenn again, a golden flicker of mist steaming from her jaws. Every bright trill, every frantic beat of her wings, carried the effortless promise of a fire yet to burn.

Serenna’s gaze settled back on the Unbound clutch. “And I can shape these Unbound as Stormstrikes to fulfill my…arrangement with Skylash? Why didn’t she just do it?”

Cinderax’s eyes caught a shaft of sunlight as they drifted past her to Velinya, who rose from tending the Emberharts, her steps soundless as she departed the cavern.

“When my kind creates a scalebond,” he said, refocusing on her, “we offer our gift, and you choose whether to accept it. But if we try to force that power on the Unbound, we scorch the mind.” Steam rose from his claws as his talons curled in the sand. “Even if they were to hatch with our gifts, they would be beasts with power but no control. Such dragons nearly broke the world once, and my kind will not tempt that ruin again. Not even Skylash.”

The scales along his spine lifted and settled again. “All it takes is your spark. The hatchling inside will cling to the scalebond’s gift and become.”

They both watched Fenn wrestling in the sand with Vasharax for a moment before Cinderax murmured, “Your magic is more tempered than that of a dragon—you can stand in for the hatchling, your power becoming the first shape in the dark.”

Serenna trailed her fingers across the nearest shell, tracing where warmth pooled as though the dragon inside pressed closer to meet her palm. An unwelcome thought unfurled, how easily a single touch of lightning might reorder a future.

“So they don’t get a choice?”

“Do any of us?” Cinderax rumbled. “We do not choose the line that bore us. But what we become… That is wrought from how we wield the power we hold.” His inner eyelids swept over molten irises as they narrowed on the clutch. “And now is the time to shape them. Before hatching begins. Two are close—less than a sunrise away.”

Serenna’s throat tightened beneath the weight of steering a future that did not belong to her, yet she nodded.

Shifting on her knees, she settled deeper into the warm sand and drew a slow breath. Reaching inward, she coaxed the spark from her chest. Violet lightning gathered in her palm, arcing along her fingers. She extended her hand, steering her power gently to the shell’s surface.

The current leapt, veining across the egg before tunneling like roots burrowing into soil. A pulse stirred like a heartbeat—a faint flicker at first, then gathering strength.

From within, light bloomed. A muted shimmer swelled and flared bright before collapsing into darkness.

Serenna exhaled slowly as the echo of her spark hummed in her chest. Before she could reach for the next egg, Cinderax’s head cocked toward the cavern’s mouth.

“The one who scowls at every shadow approaches,” he murmured, amusement simmering at the edge of his voice. “For one who left fire behind, he always burns.”

Serenna knew who he meant before pressure gathered like a storm drawing breath. A cold draft followed, winding through the heated cavern as though frost prowled ahead of him.

With heavy footfalls, Lykor stalked into the nursery, the temperature dipping with every stride. His glare swept through the heat, snagging on Serenna where she knelt, then skimmed past Cinderax without a flicker of acknowledgment. But the sight of Fenn sprawled in the sand—flicking fireballs while Vasharax leapt after them with throaty chirps—pulled a curl of irritation across his lip.

Serenna ignored Lykor as his shadow fell over her, letting the remaining threads of lightning dissipate before rising to face him.

Armor creaked as Lykor folded his arms. “Jassyn’s been negotiating with prisoners for days, and you’re here playing lizard brood-mother?”

Serenna sniffed, brushing grit from her palms. “Forgive me,” she said, cooling her tone. “I didn’t realize my schedule required your approval. Shall I have Fenn send a dispatch the next time I set foot beyond the palace?”

“Jassyn asked for your presence,” Lykor clipped instead of answering, biting each word in half.

The retort Serenna had readied stalled on her tongue. “Why?”

“Because,” Lykor ground out, “he’s with Daeryn and the magus, sifting through the king’s forces we dragged from the Maw. Some might be salvageable to our cause. If they’re worth the trouble.” A pulse of frost crackled through the sand beneath his boots. “Most are like you—elven-blooded—and Jassyn wants you there.”

“And you thought storming in here and barking orders was the best delivery method?”

“You’ve wasted enough time in this cavern,” Lykor growled.

“I’m not wasting anything.”

Serenna held his stare, refusing to let hers stray toward Fenn—who was still tumbling with Vasharax in the sand, making their presence look like idle play.

“I’m fulfilling Skylash’s bargain,” she continued, “by shaping these Unbound hatchlings into Stormstrikes.”

Lykor straightened, interest narrowing to a knife’s point. He tipped his head, eyes flaring as he studied the eggs.

Cinderax chuffed low and Lykor’s jaw flexed before he spoke again. The bite in his voice dropped to something almost luring and Serenna heard the calculation behind it. “How do you do that?”

She flexed her fingers, letting a spark skitter to life along her knuckles. “Cinderax said our druid power can steer them toward an element.”

She flicked the static at Lykor, violet strands crackling through the air. He bared his fangs, scales surging over his forearms before frost sheathed the plates. The lightning struck, hissing across the ice before scattering.

But he ignored the provocation and shouldered past her, planting himself over the clutch as though claiming the sand beneath his boots.

“I want half as Tidecrashers,” he said. No glance her way, just the flat, possessive weight of his attention on the eggs.

Serenna flung up her hands. First Skylash, now him. “Stars, is everyone lining up to make demands of me now?”

She shoved into the narrow space between him and the clutch, refusing to cede an inch. “No. I gave my word to Skylash. I won’t risk her fury by turning only a few.”

Lykor’s lip curled, cold peeling off him like exhaled frost. “And you’ve convinced yourself that she won’t turn you inside out the moment she gets what she wants?”

“I’m not stealing from a promise I already made,” Serenna snapped.

Lykor’s nostrils flared, his gaze flicking down briefly to Cinderax at their feet before pinning back on her. “And what of balance? Kaedryn speaks of it like prophecy. If we have the power to mold these dragons, we should. Tidecrashers have a different advantage than Stormstrikes and Emberharts.” He stooped to her level, the sneer in his voice scraping the air between them. “Surely I don’t need to spell out the strategy for you.”

Serenna dragged in a slow breath as her beastblood writhed at the challenge. Curling her hands at her sides, she refused the far more satisfying path of letting them find his throat. She hated his bluntness and the undeniability of his logic. But that didn’t make the choice any less volatile.

Skylash’s spark thrummed beneath her ribs, wild and unpredictable as the tempest herself. To bend her vow now felt like casting fire into oil and pretending it wouldn’t erupt.

And yet…Lykor might be right. If she forced herself to look ahead with his ruthlessness instead of fear.

Still, Serenna lifted her chin. “Then ask. And we can discuss it. But don’t barge in here with your demands. The eggs are my responsibility. Not yours.”

“We must see past this coming war,” Cinderax rumbled at last. “To ensure what endures beyond it.”

Serenna nodded, the concession settling heavy across her shoulders. Yielding even a few eggs to Lykor could shatter Skylash’s fragile goodwill before the true battle ever touched the horizon. But in the end, Veyrix’s freedom might be a force strong enough to keep their alliance with her from crumbling.

“Four,” Serenna said. “You can claim four as Tidecrashers. The rest will be Stormstrikes.”

Let Skylash rage if she must—if she even knew how many eggs there were. Serenna would face her wrath when the time came.

Lykor’s shoulders twitched, but whatever argument burned behind his eyes cooled. “Four, then,” he muttered, lifting his palm. Water rose in a ripple above his fingers, glistening in the sunlight. “How do I do it?”

Serenna knelt beside the nearest egg and gestured for him to join her. Warmed sand cradled her knees, the spark in her chest stirring in an anticipatory pulse.

“You offer a path,” she said, coaxing lightning forward as her hand touched the shell. “And trust the dragon to choose how to rise.”


CHAPTER 42
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JASSYN



Abreeze skimmed Asharyn’s lake, silver ripples shivering beneath the hush of stars. Jassyn had meant this night to be their final meal before dawn sent him across the realms, but below the lantern glow on the pier, the food lay untouched.

Kaedryn had arranged the table with care—baked fish wrapped in fig leaves, bowls of wild rice, peach pastries still warm from the brick ovens. Yet Jassyn sensed everyone’s nerves were wound too tightly to reach for anything but the silence.

Selecting a pastry, he made himself bite through the sugared crust. But the sweetness curdled bitter on his tongue and he set it aside.

It was past time to stop lingering in the city, past time to stop shoving each day’s burdens into the next. Every squandered hour surrendered ground, another inch for the king’s forces to march closer to Asharyn from their foothold in the marshes.

A week. That was all the reprieve he’d granted the factions after the Maw. But the days trickling by had left him feeling as though he stood beneath a waiting gallows, its shadow stretching long over his decisions.

At least the uneasy week had given them time to lay their paths forward. They’d charted the flight toward the Aetherveil to search for Skylash’s mate and mapped the direction toward the sea, where she claimed a Heart waited in the Maelstrom’s depths. At dawn, he and Serenna would leave the city behind, flying toward the Shattered Reef with Cinderax and Fenn.

A faint clink drew his attention—Fenn, leaning over a teapot on the table, steam curling in ribbons from its spout. The chestnut brew he poured carried a sharp earthen spice.

“What’s in that?” Jassyn asked, grasping for any excuse to break the quiet.

“Cardamom and sage,” Fenn said, filling Serenna’s mug. “Effective for calming nerves.” He leaned past her, his grin all fangs as he caught Vesryn sipping his own. “And—if you steep it long enough—seduction.”

“Seduction?” Vesryn rolled his eyes. The remaining half of his hair spilled loose over one shoulder, sharpening his profile into something feral. Nearly an echo of the untamed edge Fenn wore so easily, but Jassyn would never tell him.

“If that’s your attempt,” Vesryn muttered, “it’s as weak as your brew.”

Even Fenn’s chuckle thinned, drifting off into the night. A splash cracked along the shoreline, where Cinderax stood sentinel among the reeds, molten eyes glowing in the twilight. Nearby, four hatchlings raced through the shallows—two Emberharts, a Stormstrike, and a Tidecrasher—trilling as they snapped at minnows, sparks and frost and flame bursting from their throats.

Jassyn’s gaze lingered on the dragons loping along the shore, already sketching the shape of what they would become. They’d grow into weapons yet remain targets, their obsidian scales gleaming with a promise that would one day draw the king’s attention.

“How many eggs remain?” he asked, turning back to Serenna.

“Eight Emberharts, seven Stormstrikes, and three Tidecrashers,” she counted. “And Cinderax swears they’ll all be free from the shell before the moons are full.”

Fenn released a theatrical groan. “I’ll have to assign two more squads just to keep them fed.”

Jassyn’s mouth twitched and even Lykor grunted beside him.

“Any updates on the front?” Jassyn asked the prince, the question falling into its familiar groove after days of councils.

“Kal and I have kept patrols in the air,” Vesryn answered, rubbing a hand over the shaved portion of his scalp. “Elashor’s forces are still in the marshes, but they’ve begun portaling in the human army.”

“And if the king has wrung Veyrix’s location from Rimeclaw,” Lykor muttered from beside him, “that legion and their razorwings could be mobilizing to claim him.”

Lykor adjusted in his seat, tension coiled tight, gathering since the moment Jassyn had admitted he was flying to the Maelstrom. He hadn’t barred Lykor from joining him this time—he wouldn’t inflict that wound again—but the plan still left Lykor bristling. He wanted the full force of their shamans at Jassyn’s back, there to bend the Maelstrom.

Jassyn had argued otherwise. Stealth mattered more than strength and a smaller force might slip unnoticed through the skies. And with Daeryn and Bhreena’s warning of the fleet mustering on the open sea, no one knew what other dangers waited in the waters.

Jassyn drew in a slow breath. Even just thinking about it felt like dragging dawn closer. “Tomorrow,” he said quietly, turning toward Daeryn and Bhreena, “I leave for the Maelstrom.”

Bhreena gripped her fork like a dagger, the untouched fish cooling on her plate, oil bleeding into the rice.

“I’ve assembled a scouting party for the mountain prisons,” Jassyn continued, forcing himself to hold Daeryn’s gaze. Eyes so close to his own stared back unblinking, as if demanding proof he hadn’t forsaken the promise between them. “Kal will open a portal inside. He’s chosen a seasoned band of wraith who know the prisons to slip in and—”

Bhreena hurled her fork, the clatter ringing across the table. “Our people drowned in the Maw, and yet you hauled the king’s soldiers out. You gave them breath while our families still wait in the dark.”

Her fury wasn’t new or undeserved. She’d chased him through every council and courtyard, demanding action with Daeryn at her shoulder.

“I promised freedom for your people,” Jassyn said calmly, holding her glare while Lykor’s low snarl vibrated in warning beside him. “But if we don’t claim the Heart from the Maelstrom, we lose our only chance at freeing Skylash’s mate. And if we fail in the Aetherveil, then storming those dungeons means nothing. We’d be delivering your people into a world already lost.”

Bhreena’s nostrils flared, her voice rising into accusation “So your plan is to fly off to the sea and have others simply scout the prisons? When are you—”

“No.” Lykor’s growl cleaved her words apart. “We’ll strike fully. No one knows those dungeons better than I do. I’ll get them out.”

Jassyn tensed at the offer. They hadn’t discussed this. The lanterns wavered, shadows pressing closer than the silence.

Without thinking, Jassyn reached under the table for Lykor’s leg. Muscle bunched hard beneath his palm. He couldn’t bear this spoken aloud, not when he knew exactly what returning to the mountain would gouge open. He skimmed a faint thread of thought toward the fringes of Lykor’s mind.

“You don’t have to go. I would never ask it of you.”

Lykor didn’t flinch, his reply landing like hammered steel. “Kal doesn’t know that mountain like I do. I’m going. That’s where you need me most.”

Jassyn’s grip tightened. The truth strained against his teeth, that he needed Lykor’s fierce steadiness beside him. Not hurled back into the prisons that had nearly broken him.

The protest burned as Jassyn locked it in his chest until the ache scalded. He’d already wounded Lykor once by sending him away. Forcing him to stay now would carve a different scar, one born of stripping away his choice.

So Jassyn swallowed it down, loathing how silence made him complicit in a sacrifice he had the power to halt. One command from him could delay the operation until he returned from the Maelstrom.

But wielding that authority now would splinter what little trust still bound Bhreena and Daeryn to their cause. He needed their people’s Essence and earth in the war ahead, and he wouldn’t risk that fracture.

Even if the price of preserving that unity was sending Lykor back into the dark.

Daeryn’s gaze cut between Jassyn and Lykor, steady as a leveled blade. “Then no more delays. My people are ready and I expect to see the same resolve from yours.”

“If this is a raid,” Vesryn said, tipping his glass of wine toward Lykor, “then I’ll join you. I’ll bring the rangers. We’ve grievances of our own to settle with the king.”

Lykor’s eyes flicked to him in an unreadable stare before he gave the barest nod.

With Lykor vowing blood and Vesryn offering rangers, they might free the prisoners in a single, decisive stroke. Bhreena had been right—Jassyn had intended the first stage to be nothing more than invisible scouting, a slip through the shadows, leaving behind no whispers for the king to follow. But if Lykor’s plan freed their families, it could loosen the strain between their factions. And perhaps grant this alliance a sliver of goodwill before everything buckled beneath them.

Relief slid through Jassyn, but it dispersed fast. Vesryn burned like wildfire and Lykor bore down like a stormfront. Thrown together, they’d only be spark to powder.

At the end of the table, Kaedryn cleared her throat. Her attention lingered on Bhreena’s untouched plate before drifting to Fenn, who leaned across Serenna’s setting to refill Vesryn’s wine—his wink met only with the prince’s withering glower.

Kaedryn eased her empty plate aside. “We have more prisoners from the Maw’s waters than we know what to do with. Let alone the numbers you’ll bring in from the prisons.”

She spoke to no one in particular, but the weight of it pressed squarely against Jassyn. He’d overseen most of the healing, he knew how thin their resources had been stretched.

“Some who surrendered have already turned violent,” Kaedryn continued. “Even those we’ve tethered. Keeping so many inside Asharyn’s walls is a risk the guildmasters may not tolerate for much longer.”

Jassyn didn’t answer at once. When he closed his eyes, he still saw hands clawing above the waves, smelled scorched flesh and charred hulls. And he’d never forget the burst of red when Lykor’s shadows struck the boy he’d been healing.

“They were drowning,” Jassyn said quietly. “Burning. I saw no other choice.”

He withdrew his hand from Lykor’s leg and leaned forward, folding his fingers on the table as he met every gaze in turn. His eyes locked with Daeryn’s, a legacy neither of them had chosen, blood neither had asked for. Something feral stirred in Jassyn’s chest, bright enough to burn a path through the entire capital before he let this world chain another life the way it had claimed them both.

That fire was what drove him forward.

“I didn’t drag the king’s soldiers from the Maw because I trusted them,” Jassyn said at last. “I did it because we should give every soul a chance to stand for a different world.” He reached for a goblet of water, fingers tightening until the stem dug into his skin. “I won’t fight this war by becoming like the elves—stealing choice and calling it victory.”

Daeryn studied the hatchlings moving through the reeds. “The elven-blooded who cling to the capital’s ideals will never join us. Many believe their magic gives them the right to rule over humans who don’t carry a spark. But others will. Once they see the world we’re building.”

Kaedryn pursed her lips, crimson eyes glowing as they drifted over Bhreena again. “And those who smile and swear loyalty only to knife our wings the moment we look away? What then?”

“We kill them,” Lykor growled.

Every gaze cut toward him, and he scowled back.

“We’ve already given the king’s forces a chance.” His eyes flicked toward Jassyn, flaring in the dim light. “We don’t grant them any quarter if they threaten any of our own.” His voice dropped lower, iron ground to a killing edge. “If they betray us, I’ll meet them like any enemy.” He didn’t move or even blink, but shadows writhed around his shoulders in slow, restless waves. “A streak of rending across the throat.”

Silence followed, settling like ash in the lungs. Lykor had spoken the violence Jassyn feared he’d one day be forced to choose. But admitting that would erode the vow he’d just sworn to be different from the elves.

So he said nothing.

Behind them, a hatchling trilled, the startled screech ending in a splash, sparks skittering against the water.

“Like Kaedryn said, some might betray us,” Serenna murmured, watching the dragons scatter in the reeds. “That doesn’t make mercy a mistake. It makes it a choice we keep choosing.”

Her words lingered, but another truth pressed deeper. Lykor’s conviction came from a loyalty fierce enough to kill for, a devotion Jassyn could never command outright.

When he lifted his eyes, every face at the table had already turned to him, waiting for the next call. And he knew that no matter what he chose, someone would bleed for it.
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Serenna’s balcony doors hung ajar, the night breeze stirring the sheer curtains in rippling waves. A handful of illumination globes drifted overhead in lazy arcs, their pale glow circling like miniature moons. The air carried scents of the bathing pools she and Vesryn had visited after dinner—heated stones and mineral salts, the lavender oil lingering on her skin.

On the bed beside her, Vesryn propped himself up on one elbow, shirtless still, druid-woven trousers slung low on his hips. Starlight slid across the newly shorn side of his scalp, the sharp line of it drawing her eye before she could pretend she hadn’t noticed. It made him look wilder somehow, dangerously handsome in a way that heated her chest. Though she’d never admit it aloud unless she wanted to endure a week of his gloating.

“Did you see Jassyn’s neck?” Vesryn asked, smirking as he shoved aside a tangled heap of pillows to make room between them.

The memory of those fang marks had Serenna releasing a quiet laugh before she could stop it. “I…tried not to stare.”

“Now I need constant mental barricades,” Vesryn muttered. “Jassyn is hopeless at shielding when he’s…you know.”

“Distracted?” Serenna offered, lips twitching. “By Lykor?”

Vesryn huffed. “More like blasting desire down the bond so forcefully I nearly feel it myself.”

She rolled onto her side to face him, brushing her knee against his over the sheets. “You poor, dramatic prince,” she teased. “I’d wager you’ve put Jassyn through worse.”

“Maybe.” Vesryn’s smirk faded into something quieter, the humor draining from his face. “But tell me, what stars did I offend to end up juggling a bond with Fenn?” He groaned and dragged a pillow over his face, the words coming muffled. “At least you know what it’s like to block out whatever he’s up to at the Oasis with Koln.”

Serenna’s gaze drifted to the balcony, to the sweep of night beyond it. Fenn’s presence hovered across the star-flecked horizon, dim but distinct in the back of her thoughts.

Koln had invited her to the Oasis again, and she knew Fenn would’ve liked her there. But she’d stayed behind because she wanted to spend this last evening with Vesryn before dawn sent her to the opposite corner of the realms.

When she didn’t answer, Vesryn peeked at her from beneath the pillow. “How…does that work with you three?”

“I’m not a part of their dynamic,” Serenna said, smoothing a faint crease in the linens. “Fenn and Koln are committed to each other, but they keep their other ties separate. Fenn isn’t fond of Koln’s partners, and says he and Koln don’t last long in each other’s presence. They either fight or—” She cleared her throat, heat rising to her cheeks. “But they’ve found what works for them, even if I don’t quite understand it.”

Vesryn lay quiet before murmuring, “Where I was raised, changing partnerships is common. Elves always say we live too long to expect desire to stay bound to one person forever. It’s just…I’ve never cared like this before. Not for anyone.”

A warmth unfurled low in Serenna’s chest as Vesryn shifted closer, his knuckles brushing down her arm. She hadn’t expected the weight of his admission to settle so gently beneath her ribs.

“Back in the capital,” he continued, “I chased anything that felt like living—pleasure, power, distractions that vanished by morning.” His thumb skimmed absently over her skin. “But when I thought I’d lost Aesar…” He shook his head, breath shuddering out. “After that, all I wanted was vengeance. I didn’t think I deserved anything softer. Not after failing the only ones who mattered.”

His gaze drifted away from hers. “Maybe some part of me still believes that’s true. That I’ll always be unworthy. That I missed my one chance to be anything else.”

Serenna felt the ache move through him before he finished speaking, a familiar, self-inflicted wound she’d sensed him carry before.

“You’re not unworthy,” she whispered as she reached for his hand, threading her fingers through his. “Not to me.”

In the soft haze of the hovering illumination, his eyes lifted again—unshielded, unguarded, his usual defenses stripped away.

His voice came quiet, calloused palm warm in her own. “It isn’t about being the only one. Not really. It’s knowing I’m not shut out. Even when I sense what you feel for Fenn, I still know you care for me. That I have a place. That’s what makes this all bearable.”

A muscle feathered in his jaw and Serenna squeezed his hand, unwilling to let him retreat behind his walls.

“And now thanks to this new Starshard bond,” Vesryn mumbled, “I get the pleasure of sensing how Fenn cares for you too.” He blew out a breath, half exasperated, half resigned. “How could I not respect someone who protects you and centers his world around you?”

Guilt pressed in Serenna’s throat, a hollow ache she couldn’t swallow down. Vesryn had given her nothing but honesty, and all she had offered in return was another thread of complication woven tight between them.

“I meant what I said in the Maw,” she murmured. “We can find a way to undo whatever bound us with the gems.”

“We don’t have to solve everything tonight. And with you leaving in the morning…” Vesryn trailed off, his fingers tightening around hers. “It helps, a little. Being able to sense where you both are. It’s almost like I won’t be so far away.”

The fracture in his voice cracked her open. Serenna lifted her hand to his jaw, thumb tracing his cheek, and leaned in. She sank into the heat between them, care and desire folding into the quiet they’d claimed from the night.

Before their lips brushed, a gust tore through the open balcony doors, sweeping the curtains wide in a sudden rush of wind. A thud struck the stone outside, followed by the rustle of wings snapping shut. Serenna’s hand lingered on Vesryn’s cheek as both of them turned.

Her pulse quickened.

Fenn slipped through the curtains like a shadow ferried by the night. As he crossed into the chamber, he reached up, scraping his talons along the entryway. Wind raked through his hair, teasing his tunic open along his chest.

When his eyes landed on them tucked together under the hovering illumination, he didn’t blink. His brow lifted, a smirk unfurling slowly.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt,” Fenn said lightly.

Serenna drew away from Vesryn and let her mental walls fall, allowing Fenn’s presence to seep through more clearly. A thin ache snagged against her ribs—a flicker that wasn’t quite jealousy, but the sting of arriving too late to a moment already forming without him. Perhaps one he hadn’t belonged to, and maybe wasn’t meant to.

Fenn rubbed the back of his neck as a pulse of unease hummed where their minds brushed, the claws at the tips of his wings curling tight.

Ready at last to untangle this knot she’d tied between them all, Serenna’s mouth parted. But before she could force the words past her tongue, Fenn tipped them a nod and wove back through the curtains, wings flexing for flight. A clean retreat, offering no conflict, as if disappearing into the night might undo the fact that he’d been there at all.

Vesryn’s hand tensed against hers, then pulled free as he flopped back onto the pillows with a groan. Pressing his palms hard to his eyes, he muttered, “Fucking stars,” before lifting his head to shout toward the balcony. “Fenn! Just…stay.”

Fenn’s silhouette halted mid-step, the stillness sudden enough that Serenna’s breath hitched in response. For a moment, she thought he might pretend he hadn’t heard, vanish as swiftly as he’d arrived.

But then his weight shifted, and he glanced over his shoulder. “Stay?” he echoed, head cocking as if to test whether he’d imagined the invitation.

With a shrug, he dispelled his wings and ducked once more into the room. “But fair warning, princeling—our she-elf claims I’ll never master restraint.”

The word ‘our’ landed as a soft shock beneath Serenna’s skin, blooming heat in her chest.

Fenn crossed the chamber with a feral curve of his mouth, already peeling out of his tunic and kicking his boots aside. For all his swagger, there was a heartbeat where his eyes flicked to Vesryn—a silent weighing, as if making certain his welcome hadn’t been mistaken.

Then, with a grin sharp as a blade, he winked at the prince and loosened the ties at his waist, trousers slipping free in an unapologetic drop that bared him completely.

“And I’m already regretting this,” Vesryn grumbled, rolling onto his side. He flung an arm across his eyes and extinguished the hovering illumination orbs. “We need boundaries,” he added flatly as the room plunged into darkness. “Starting with you not undressing this close to my face.”

“Didn’t realize I held so much power unclothed,” Fenn quipped as he slid beneath the covers and folded himself against Serenna’s other side.

The mattress dipped under his weight as he slung an arm around her waist and tangled a leg with hers.

“But if you’re that flustered,” Fenn murmured, leaning over her to brush Vesryn’s shoulder, “I can always take it slow.”

Vesryn snarled and knocked him aside. “Touch me again and see how fast you lose that claw.”

Fenn chuckled, his eyes flaring just enough to cast a faint glow across the bed. “Will you always get this worked up when I’m nude, or is tonight going to be special?”

Serenna felt Vesryn turn back toward them in the dark. “Believe me,” he muttered, “nothing about this feels special on my end.”

“Interesting,” Fenn drawled, voice dropping, suggestion thick as smoke. “I thought we were finally bonding. Oh wait—we already did that.”

Vesryn growled and scooted away toward the edge of the bed. “Stars, do you ever shut up?”

Serenna’s laugh caught in her throat as she reached for the prince, curling her fingers around his and drawing him back until her chest pressed to his spine. With a weary sigh, Vesryn melted into her hold, body curving to settle against hers.

Behind her, Fenn yawned and nuzzled closer, his mouth finding the hollow of her neck as his palm settled warm at her hip.

The three of them lay entwined in the dark as their breaths leveled out. Serenna knew dawn would break them apart, but she closed her eyes anyway and sank into this borrowed moment of calm.
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Three days of portaling and flight had borne Serenna, Fenn, Jassyn, and Cinderax over marsh and mire and rain-swollen rivers, until each of Serenna’s wingbeats trembled on the edge of collapse.

By the time they reached the broken coast of the Shattered Reef, exhaustion had pressed them into silence. When they finally landed on an island’s lonely cliffside, Jassyn fell asleep before the last embers of sunset faded, while Cinderax curled nearby.

Though weariness clung to her, Serenna found no rest as night deepened, knowing tomorrow they’d be hunting for the Maelstrom. She relieved Fenn early from his watch, and once he’d slipped into sleep, the hours of her vigil crept past slowly in a kind of quiet that made every thought louder.

The hush of the sea lured her to a hill above their camp where the moons spilled silver light across the bluffs. Barefoot, she settled in the grass, drawing her knees to her chest. Salty air misted against her skin as she took in the dark sweep of the surface below. The ocean whispered ceaselessly, waves wrapping the island chain like a serpent tightening its coil.

The bond stirred like a coal given sudden breath, and Serenna glanced down at their camp. Awake now, Fenn rose from his bedroll, hair tumbling over his shoulders, chest bare to the night.

He never needed a reason to shed layers, but the trousers clinging to his hips were unmistakably tailored—indecently close to a style she’d only ever seen Vesryn wear. Serenna shook her head as Fenn drifted past Jassyn, curls tousled in the breeze, then past Cinderax, whose tail twitched once though he didn’t stir.

When Fenn finally lifted his gaze up the slope, his eyes flared as they landed on hers. In the space between heartbeats he warped, reappearing beside her.

Moonlight struck the piercings on his face and chest, skin shimmering like midnight ink. He joined her in the grass, legs sprawling before him, shoulder bumping hers.

“Can’t sleep?” Serenna asked, her voice barely carrying over the waves lapping against the cliffs.

He shrugged, leaning back on his claws. “Figured you could use the company.”

“But you’ve already spent hours on watch,” she protested, eyes following a streak of light searing a path across the sky.

The moons shone flawlessly, the stars so dense they bled together in a river of fire. Below, the ocean scattered the glow in rippling shards, as if galaxies had drowned in its depths and still glimmered beneath the surface.

Yet Serenna felt Fenn’s gaze settle on her alone.

“The view’s improved now.”

She huffed a soft laugh. “You’re ridiculous.”

“I think the stars must be jealous,” he said. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught the gleam of his grin. “They burn all night and still look dull with you stealing their light.”

Heat fluttered through her as she turned to face him. Fenn’s gaze lingered as though she were some rare, brilliant thing he chose without hesitation every time. He always knew how to make her feel wanted with nothing but a careless line, flirting with that reckless sincerity she pretended didn’t touch her.

“And how long did you rehearse that?” Serenna asked.

“Rehearse?” Fenn’s smirk slanted wickedly. “If I had practiced properly, you’d already be begging to come undone.”

“Begging?” She raised her brows. “That’s bold of you to say considering you’re the one who can barely survive a kiss without pleading for more.”

Fenn leaned to her ear. “Keep tempting me, and I’ll make you prove that.”

Serenna opened her mouth to retort, but he interrupted. “I’m only here to make sure you stay very alert.”

“So that’s why you’re checking on me, Captain?”

The title struck Fenn like a match, his eyes igniting. “Stars, I like it when you call me that.” His voice dropped to nearly a growl. “Say it again and I might forget there’s a dragon snoring downwind.”

Serenna’s lips twitched. “You’re shameless.”

“I prefer ‘ferociously devoted.’” Fenn reached over, tracing a talon around her knee. Sliding higher, he skimmed from the outside of her thigh to the hem of her tunic. “And if you plan to reprimand me, I’d rather commit a provocation worth your scolding.”

Serenna’s breath caught, but she gathered enough voice to whisper, “You should try going back to sleep. We have another long day ahead.” The deflection soured on her tongue while every part of her ached to lean into the dare of his warmth.

“Perhaps I’ll behave,” Fenn said, tone far too innocent to be anything but. “Right after you kiss me.”

The bond tugged, drawing her into his gravity until everything beyond them slipped out of focus. It undid her how he could grin as though the world weighed nothing, and still make her feel as if she meant everything.

Serenna splayed her fingers across Fenn’s chest, her palm resting over the steady thrum of his heart. She leaned in, breath snagging on his, their lips brushing.

They’d spent so many weeks training and fighting, always bracing for the next threat, the dangers on the horizon, that she hadn’t let herself admit the struggle was for more than peace. It was for this. A future measured not in victories, but in closeness—in moments that didn’t have to be rushed or stolen.

Fenn’s mouth curved against hers before he began to pull back. Serenna snatched him so he couldn’t retreat, fingers curling against the solid line of his shoulders. She drew him in, deepening the kiss with silent demand.

When she parted her mouth, Fenn answered instantly—talons threading gently through her hair, his thumb sweeping her cheek in a touch both tender and hungry as his tongue met hers.

The heat between them tipped the kiss into something reckless, something that threatened to pull Serenna under entirely.

Fenn’s fangs grazed her bottom lip and caught, dragging it between his teeth. Serenna’s breath slipped free on a moan before she could smother it.

“Careful,” he murmured against her mouth, words velvet-thick with mischief. “You’ll wake the others.”

Serenna tensed, heat flushing molten through her, the warning winding more like a promise than a deterrent. Scarcely twenty paces down the grassy slope, Jassyn slept in a shallow rhythm of breath, Cinderax beside him with faint curls of steam unfurling from his nostrils. One wrong sound and they’d both wake.

Fenn’s mouth left a trail of heat as he moved to the side of her neck, lingering below her jaw. His fingers found her thigh again, spreading slowly over the curve before sliding higher. Talons flexed, his thumb brushing just enough to tighten her stomach and send want spiraling lower.

When Serenna dared to look at him, she found his eyes burning in the dark, reflecting her desire back.

“Tell me,” Fenn breathed, his voice a whisper against her cheek. “If I touch you here…” His fingers drifted higher. Unbearably slow. “How quiet do you think you can be?”

Serenna inhaled sharply as the warmth of him hovered near the seam of her trousers. One gasp too loud would betray them. But before that thought could anchor, Fenn’s mouth claimed hers.

As if time itself bent to his will, he kissed her with devastating patience, his claw slipping beneath her tunic. Calloused fingers traced along her ribs until her body arched into him. Another sound escaped her—barely a whimper—yet he caught it with his mouth, stealing it before the night could hear.

Serenna tangled her fingers in the dark sweep of his hair, angling him closer until caution dissolved. Fenn growled against her lips, the sound vibrating through her. Then he shifted, muscles coiling with intent, one arm braced low around her back.

“Hold still,” he whispered.

In one fluid motion he lifted her, drawing her into his lap until she straddled him facing the sea. Her spine melted against the furnace of his chest, her knees framing the width of his thighs.

Like her own shadow made flesh, warmth spilled from Fenn’s breath as he nipped lightly beneath her jaw. Serenna gasped and his chuckle rumbled dark against her throat.

“Wouldn’t want to distract you from your watch,” he murmured.

Words deserted her. A shiver rippled through her body, an ache bending itself into demand as she leaned back into him. Stars blurred at the edge of her vision, the sky suddenly too near, her own inhalations too shallow as Fenn’s fangs kept teasing the tender slope below her ear. Each kiss sank lower, unhurried, his fingers grazing the bare strip of skin above her waistband.

“Stay quiet for me,” he breathed, thumb caressing the base of her spine. “Wouldn’t want to rouse the others.”

A sound crept to her lips—half laugh, half moan—but she bit it down as his palms closed over her hips. He guided her back with the faintest pressure until she felt the unmistakable length of him, heated weight nudging into her with every lungful of air he drew.

“Fenn,” Serenna warned through the bond, though her body curved into him even as her mind scrabbled for restraint.

“Shhh.” His mouth brushed her ear as he rocked his hips once, a dark provocation that sparked every nerve. “Eyes on the horizon, she-elf. You’re still on watch.”

Something rustled down the slope—Jassyn turning in his cloak, or maybe the wind threading through the grass. Either way, the night cinched taut, and every breath Serenna drew balanced on the precarious edge of being caught.

Fenn’s grip tightened at her waist. “Lift for me,” he urged, low and commanding in a way that left her spine tingling.

Serenna obeyed, knees sinking into the cool grass, one hand braced against the earth for balance. Fenn’s deft fingers worked the ties at her waist. The fabric surrendered beneath his touch, easing over the swell of her hips until the night air skimmed bare skin. She moved for him to strip the rest away, all remaining clothing whispering down her legs in a single sweep.

Fenn’s exhale tore loose in a rough growl. Heat spiraled up Serenna’s thighs as his palms returned, his mouth trailing fire along the curve of her neck. She shivered when his voice slid to her ear, dark enough to scrape the breath from her lungs.

“Now…don’t make a sound.”

Adjusting beneath her, his thighs widened as he drew her back flush against him. His thumbs stroked the bare ridge of her hips, coaxing rather than guiding, though the tremor in his touch betrayed how he held himself in check. Fangs skimmed her shoulder, the faint sting chased instantly by a kiss far too tender for the way his hips moved, slow and ruthless, the thick length of him grinding into the cradle of her body.

The roughness of his leathers only sharpened Serenna’s awareness, friction and heat colliding low until it felt as if he’d already touched the place between her thighs that throbbed for him most.

“Fenn,” Serenna all but whimpered as her hips rocked against his, reckless for more. She reached back blindly, fingers closing around the thick, straining length beneath his trousers.

A guttural snarl tore from his throat as he thrust into her palm, control splintering with the sound.

“Take them off,” she hissed, urgency tight in her voice.

He stilled. For a heartbeat, he only breathed against her ear—harsh and uneven—his length nudging again into her hand, as if answering for him.

“Say it again,” Fenn growled, voice gone to gravel.

Serenna tilted her head back, biting the ring in his lip. “That’s an order, Captain.”

The wrecked sound he gave landed somewhere between surrender and hunger. Fenn released her long enough to fumble with the fastenings at his waist. Leather rasped as he pushed his trousers down his hips, just enough for his arousal to spring free.

His thighs flexed beneath her, dragging heat against her aching center. Serenna’s breath hitched as he pressed along her seam, a breath shy of entering, gliding slickness with every subtle rock of their hips. Her nails dug into his legs for balance as she fought to stay upright.

Fenn’s mouth found her shoulder again, this time biting harder, a groan rumbling into her skin. “File my fangs,” he snarled, voice ragged, words hot at her ear.

Serenna rolled her hips, drawing herself along the hard line of him in a slow, ruinous grind, drinking in the curse he bit off. Rocking with deliberate torment, she shifted forward then back, each stroke building to unravel.

As the burn set into her thighs, she leaned her head back against Fenn’s shoulder. “Still think you’re in charge, Captain?” she whispered, the taunt nearly lost beneath the surf crashing below.

Fenn choked on a groan, his hips jolting against hers. “Stars, I hope not.”

His fingers cinched at her waist. Every muscle drew tight as if it took all his restraint not to flip her onto the earth and claim her hard and fast.

Serenna reached between them, fingers curling around his length as she lifted herself. Fenn went still, breath hitching as she guided him to her entrance, heat slick against her palm. He traced up her thighs and back again before gripping the flare of her hips.

Inch by aching inch, Serenna slowly sank onto him, pleasure surging through her. Her spine arched as he filled her, stretched her, until she had to brace against his legs just to stay upright, the fullness of him stealing every other thought.

A guttural groan broke from Fenn’s throat, his claws nearly branding bruises on her hips. His mouth pressed into the nape of her neck, voice shredded to ruin. “Stars slay me.”

“Quiet,” Serenna hissed, battling to stifle her own moan as she seated herself fully.

Fenn buried his face in the crook of her shoulder, arms locked around her. A tremor shuddered through her, another sound released barely smothered.

“Move with me,” Serenna breathed, shattering the silence she’d demanded moments before.

Fenn met the rise and fall of her hips, each stroke plunging him deeper. Serenna’s body clutched him, drawing and yielding in turn, until their rhythm surged and shattered like waves breaking against the shore.

“Still”—his hips slammed up—“watching…the horizon?” The words fractured between thrusts and grunts, his fangs catching her skin, dragging fire through every nerve.

Serenna meant to laugh, but a helpless gasp escaped as Fenn adjusted beneath her. His hips angled deeper, striking that place inside her that split thought into molten starlight. A sound tore from her throat too loud, cleaving the quiet. She froze, gaze darting downslope to where Cinderax’s talons flexed before stilling.

But Fenn didn’t slow. He quickened his pace, the muted strike of their bodies drumming through the night. Each thrust splintered her breath into shards, every gasp a risk the surf might not swallow in time.

“Serenna,” he panted. “If you keep moving like that—”

Fenn’s voice broke as she clenched around him, hauling a curse from his throat. His palm slid around her waist, knuckles trailing down to where they were joined. He leaned forward, bare chest searing against her spine, cheek pressed beside hers. With talons tucked carefully away, he circled her slick core—once, twice—each touch a shock that sent her body arching.

“Come for me,” Fenn growled.

The command cracked through her, every slow drag of his knuckles winding her higher. Each stroke drew the coil inside her tighter, straining toward the point where pleasure blurred into something destructive.

Serenna felt him responding, thrusts deepening with desperate insistence. The stutter of his breath betrayed his own unraveling, his grip on her hip shaking as if he held himself together by threads plucking loose.

Thighs burning, Serenna hovered on the knife’s edge, her teeth catching her lip to trap the sounds Fenn wrung from her.

And then the tension broke, shattering through her like a storm.

Her body locked around Fenn as pleasure crashed over her—a violent, consuming wave that scattered her vision into stars. Her cry tore loose, far too loud.

Fenn moved fast, one palm muffling her cries, chuckling dark against her ear. His arm banded around her ribs, anchoring her against his chest as pleasure stole her balance.

He didn’t let her fall from the peak, driving her through each tremor until Serenna thought she might break all over again. His praise spilled hot against her skin, ragged words that sent shivers down her spine.

Hips plunging deep, Fenn followed her over the edge, his snarl collapsing into a groan. White-hot pleasure flared through the bond as Serenna felt his release seize and spill. Heat flooded into her in rhythmic pulses, his breath shuddering against her neck as her body tightened reflexively around him—holding him there, needing one suspended moment more before the night reclaimed its hush.

Fenn’s forehead dropped into the hollow between her shoulders, contentment rippling through the bond in steady beats. His fingers lingered low across Serenna’s stomach, his chest rising against her back as she coaxed air into her lungs.

Sound returned slowly. The sea murmured below, folding into the hum of blood in her ears. Above, the moons poured light over the cliffs in pale ribbons.

Serenna closed her eyes as the night settled around them—salt drifting on the air, the tide brushing stone, the faint rumble of Cinderax asleep on the slope below. For a rare and fragile moment, the world felt peaceful.

Fenn’s grin curved against her skin. “Best watch I’ve ever kept.”

Serenna huffed a breathless laugh. Legs still trembling, she eased off him slowly, every muscle protesting the movement. Before she could reach for her discarded trousers, Fenn flexed his fingers.

A pulse of force gathered the warmth between them and swept it aside. With a flick of his wrist, the air shimmered as he cast the remnants tumbling over the cliff, scattered into the sea below.

Serenna stared. “You did not just—”

“Consider it a tribute,” Fenn said, fangs flashing in the moonlight. “To the sea. Or the stars. For luck in finding the Maelstrom tomorrow.”

Serenna groaned, pressing her palms over her eyes before pulling on her clothes. “That is not how offerings work.”

Fenn only shrugged, wicked satisfaction tugging at his mouth. He dragged his trousers back into place and dropped onto the grass beside her, arms winding around her waist. Expelling a sigh threaded with weariness and smug delight, he pillowed his head in her lap and nuzzled into her thighs.

“Fenn,” Serenna chastised softly. “You should rest.”

“I am.” His eyes drifted shut, voice low and drowsy. “Still helping you keep watch.”

With a small smile, Serenna shook her head as Fenn settled heavy against her, boneless with quiet satisfaction. Weaving her fingers in his hair, she smoothed strands away from his brow as his breathing steadied and deepened.

Fenn’s comforting weight pressed her into the earth, but she knew peace never lingered. Before long, they’d have to face the Maelstrom, still waiting somewhere beyond the dark horizon.


CHAPTER 45
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LYKOR



Lykor ripped Essence from his chest, wrenching mending and shielding from his Well like tearing sinew from bone. He stripped his power down to what survival in the mountain prisons might demand—rending, force, portaling—shedding the rest to tilt himself closer to a wraith, where he could access cloaking and warping at will.

His frame lengthened, senses twisting as his vision sharpened. Night bled through his flesh as the transformation painlessly slid into place, shaping him like a shadow.

Across the druids’ armory, Vesryn froze, his knife hovering above its sheath at his hip. He stared at the severed abilities, two globes of light orbiting Lykor like captive stars.

Lykor bared his fangs. “Have something to say?”

Leather whisked as Vesryn slid the blade home. “I didn’t expect you to rip Essence out like that. Even for you, it’s a little…dramatic.”

Lykor rolled his neck until a crack raced down his spine, his body settling into its altered form. “It’s strategic,” he growled, flinging the talents at the prince. “Augment your power. Keep mine until we return.”

Vesryn pursed his lips but complied, fingers flexing as he pulled the orbs of mending and shielding into himself. He shuddered when the abilities sank under his skin, light flaring in a flash through his veins—a sliver of Lykor’s power now branded into his Well.

An amused hum stirred in the back of Lykor’s mind as Aesar surfaced, tugging their eyes toward the rows of weapons where Kal was cramming yet another blade into his boot.

“I DON’T SEE WHY WE NEED TO STOCK AN ENTIRE ARMORY ON OUR BELTS,” Lykor muttered, sensing the argument Aesar had primed, “BUT IF YOU INSIST, MAKE IT QUICK.”

“We don’t know what waits in the mountain,” Aesar countered. “Eighty years is a long time. If we’re lucky, no sentries. If we’re not—”

“WE STILL HAVE RIMECLAW’S POWER,” Lykor snapped.

“In any case,” Aesar replied dryly, slipping deeper into their limbs before steering them toward Kal, “I’ll ensure we have more blades than fingers to hold them. If the stars favor us, it’ll be a clean extraction. But I know you—your hunt won’t end with freeing the prisoners.”

Kal glanced up as they approached, binding his golden hair back with a strip of leather. “I see you still glare the same even as a wraith.”

Lykor ignored him. “I’d prefer silence and stealth,” he growled, though Aesar had already begun arming them with his glaives. Lykor sneered at Kal’s belt, bristling with blades. “Tell me—how do you plan to sneak when your armor announces you louder than your mouth ever could?”

Kal’s grin hooked wider. “You’re all charm this morning. Jassyn is missing out.”

Lykor didn’t answer, but the look he leveled at Kal promised he’d abandon him in the mountain if he made so much as a whisper in those tunnels.

Aesar slung an equipped bandolier over their shoulder, and Lykor gritted his fangs, focusing on what he could still control—calculating the weight of steel, anticipating the scuff of boots on stone, the creak of leather, the way even a breath might betray them in the dark. Anything to drown out the name still ringing through his skull.

He should never have opened his mouth and let Jassyn fly into the Maelstrom without him. The image of him out there—wind-lashed and unreachable—gnawed deep beneath Lykor’s ribs.

By now, Jassyn had to be nearing the coast with Serenna and Fenn. And Cinderax, if that fragile little firestarter was worth the weight of his scales at all. Lykor strangled the dread before it could scrape open anything he wasn’t ready to bleed from.

The armory air pressed in close, stale with oil and worn steel. Asharyn’s wind clawed through the open windows, dry and choked with dust and distant shouts. Outside, wraith, druids, and rangers fell into ranks as Bhreena barked orders. Perhaps forty in all. The best they had, and yet too many boots. Too much noise. Too much risk. But Aesar was right—no one knew what horrors waited in the mountains, what shape Galaeryn’s torments might’ve taken over the years.

Lykor knew the bowels of those dungeons better than anyone, having endured two decades rotting there with the wraith while the realms forgot them. He remembered the stone answering his screams, the silence fraying his mind.

But the only way forward was to portal back in. Better him than Jassyn trying to fulfill the agreement with Daeryn’s people himself.

As much as Lykor loathed to admit it, they needed Daeryn. And that Bhreena too. Their aid might spread like contagion, bringing others into their fight, peeling soldiers from the king’s clutches one by one until the tide turned.

Kal’s voice cut through the murk of his thoughts. “You sure about this?” Then more carefully he added, “Is Aesar?”

Lykor’s teeth locked as Aesar cinched a strap on their vambrace. “We’re going.”

Kal stepped closer, breathing into his space. “That place didn’t break you. It broke him.”

Their fingers stilled over the final buckle.

“And if you walk back in there,” Kal pressed, “you’re dragging him with you. Whether he’s ready or not.”

Aesar’s grip on the leather faltered, tension rippling down their spine. Lykor seized control, crushing the flinch before it could rise.

“He’ll be safe,” Lykor hissed, rounding on Kal. “I can lock him so deep in our mind he won’t even remember he exists.”

“Don’t,” Aesar whispered, the single word landing sharp. “Let me do this with you. You’re not the only one who wants vengeance.”

“THE SECOND YOUR LEGS TWITCH TO RUN, I’LL WALL YOU OFF. YOU WON’T EVEN HEAR YOUR OWN THOUGHTS.”

“I won’t break again,” Aesar said, voice quieter but bolstered. “You made sure we survived. Don’t take this from me.”

A low breath eased through Lykor’s lungs as he rolled his shoulders, testing the distribution of steel across his body. Then he shoved past Kal and slammed his palm against the heavy door, forcing it open.

Heat struck like a furnace. Asharyn’s dry breeze swept grit into his lungs, whipping through the streets where ranks gathered before the palace walls.

Vesryn was already waiting, arms folded, gaze fixed on the southern sky.

The direction Jassyn had flown.

Lykor halted beside him, snapping his fingers in front of the prince’s face.

Vesryn flinched, eyes jerking toward him.

“Are you ready?” Lykor demanded.

Vesryn’s jaw tightened. “I’m fine.”

“That’s…” Lykor scowled, the word trailing off. “That’s not what I asked.”

He studied Vesryn’s absurd hair, shaved on one side and braided over his ear on the other. Half the rangers and even a few of the wraith had taken up the cut, wearing it as if the prince’s style had become their banner.

A snide remark rose to Lykor’s tongue, but the sight—paraded as a symbol—stripped the words from his throat. Symbols had teeth. Carried weight. Vesryn’s defiance, worn now by others. And Jassyn, who’d become a living emblem of a rebellion Lykor had never believed could endure, was what he found himself beginning to hope for.

Lykor hated himself for asking the next question, but he needed to know. “Do you still sense them?”

Vesryn shook his head slowly. “They tethered themselves this morning. It’s the first time I’ve felt alone in my own head since…” His voice thinned, eyes flicking to Lykor before he forced out the rest. “They’re alive. I’d know otherwise. Even muted like this, I’d know if something happened.”

Lykor flexed his claw as a cold pressure coiled beneath his sternum. Delving his awareness into his chest, he seized the current coursing there. Frost surged over his knuckles until ice hardened into a gauntlet that hissed against the desert heat.

If Jassyn fell, Vesryn might feel the severance first.

But Lykor’s heart would be the one to stop.

“They’ll come back,” Lykor mumbled, watching water drip from his talons before the sand swallowed it. “And if they’ve already tethered themselves… Maybe they’ll be waiting for us in the palace by the time we return.”

The wind shifted as Kaedryn approached like a cloud draped in silks, her raiment trailing behind her.

“Keep this area clear,” Lykor ordered the druid leader as she joined them. Kal fell in beside him, and Lykor jerked his chin toward the open space, scanning the courtyard. “This is where we’ll return. Could be in waves, or all at once. Depends what kind of pit Galaeryn’s allowed to fester while we’ve been gone.”

Daeryn and Bhreena emerged through the ranks, their steps clipped with purpose as they closed the distance.

Vesryn slipped a knife from his belt and rolled the blade across his fingers, sunlight glinting off its edge. “How many of your people do you expect we’ll be bringing back?”

Daeryn rubbed the stubble along his jaw. “From those we know of? Fifty. But I doubt our families will be the only ones buried in the dungeons.”

Lykor turned away. It wasn’t Daeryn’s fault, but standing this close, he couldn’t unsee Jassyn in him—the quiet strength in the set of his shoulders, the tension flickering behind his eyes, the unruly curls framing a face shaped by the same blood. A living consequence of elven cruelty, born of choices Jassyn had never been given the chance to make.

Bhreena stepped forward, coiled fury sharpening the line of her stance. “We rescue whoever we find and you won’t count their heads like livestock.”

Lykor’s lip curled. “I assure you, if anyone’s left behind, it’ll be over my corpse.”

Aesar murmured something low and cautioning beneath his breath—a useless attempt to steady him—but Lykor smothered his words.

“We’re prepared to handle the aftermath,” Kaedryn said, her voice smooth despite the strain Lykor had heard in it for days. Asharyn’s resources were thinning, and they all knew it, but this wasn’t the moment for fractures. “The scalebound and the magus are readying recovery chambers—water, healing, food. Whatever the freed might need.”

Lykor gave a tight nod. The city’s seams were already unraveling. They’d need to find another haven soon.

He flicked his wrist and Aesar tensed, but Lykor held firm as the portal tore open—closer to Bhreena than it needed to be. She sprang back with a curse, the rift throwing a band of shadow across her face.

“It’ll take a few jumps to travel the Wastes,” Lykor said, staring at the void widening before them.

Vesryn’s question came quiet at his side. “Where is it?”

Lykor glanced at him, but the prince didn’t lift his gaze from the ground.

“I never heard of any other dungeon,” Vesryn continued. “Just the prison in Kyansari, beneath the palace. If I’d known there was another place…”

Kal gripped the prince’s shoulder. “We can still make a difference for someone else. Let the past stay buried.”

“They’re carved deep in a mountain range north of the capital,” Lykor answered, studying the assembled warriors, reading resolve in their stances.

He didn’t elaborate. There was nothing more to say.

His stride carried him into the veil, back toward the nightmare that had forged him.


CHAPTER 46
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JASSYN



The sun crested over the Shattered Reef, gilding the broken chain of islands in molten hues of dawn. As Jassyn flew above the sea, tide pools shimmered through fractured stone, turquoise radiance bleeding into a world half-submerged and drowned.

Ahead, Serenna and Fenn soared through the upper currents, their shadows skimming across the surf. Cinderax glided between them, scales scattering brightness each time his body angled toward the rising sun.

The dragon had insisted on joining their hunt for the Maelstrom to reclaim the Heart. “My ancestors knew the shape of the world before the breaking,” he’d told them. “I want to see what remains of it now—with my own eyes.”

None of them had found reason to deny him. Not even Lykor, who’d been beside Jassyn during the planning, muttering about “hatchlings with crises older than their scales.” The memory tugged at the corner of Jassyn’s mouth, but he fought the smile back down.

Instead, he clenched his teeth against the wind and let the others fly ahead, sheltering behind the excuse that someone ought to watch their flank in case razorwings joined them in the sky. But the truth burrowed deeper than the lie.

He couldn’t keep pace, wings dragging while Serenna bent the currents with practiced control and Fenn cackled into turbulence as he raced Cinderax through the rising drafts.

Jassyn hated how easily they moved through the air. Didn’t they feel what he did—the sky clamping against his chest, threatening to turn him inside out?

Dragonsight dulled the nausea just enough to keep his eyes from slamming shut against the spinning blue overhead. But the druid form carried its own cost, unraveling thought and fraying sanity thread by thread. Fully shifted, beastblood boiled beneath the strain, a wildness pacing just under the surface.

This wasn’t the dangerous slide of slipping loose from himself. That addictive drift he sometimes still craved, a weightless oblivion he’d once hunted in Stardust.

The shift was worse.

He wasn’t floating above his life at all—he was trapped inside it, nailed into sensation with no way to shake free, each breath shackling him to bone and flesh and unbearable clarity.

The beastblood uncoiled, reaching toward a moment where desire blurred his thoughts. A wave of heat surged in Jassyn’s chest, carrying with it a memory, sharp as a fang snagging cloth. Only it hadn’t been cloth.

It had been skin.

His skin.

Jassyn touched his throat, feeling the place he’d all but begged Lykor to bite. And Lykor had—answering with a growl, fingers digging possessive bruises into his hips.

Body trembling, fists tangled in Lykor’s hair, that wild force in Jassyn had roared for release. Lykor had never recoiled. He’d met Jassyn’s hunger. Matched it. Kissed him with the ferocity of war and devotion braided into one.

But Jassyn denied the beastblood’s instinct to lose himself entirely. They’d stopped short of anything more, because he wanted what lay beyond the frenzy—something claimed in full awareness.

The memory pulsed through him again with a pull that nearly stalled his wings. Jassyn veered off course, angling north on impulse alone. Back toward Asharyn, guided by the phantom heat still haunting his neck.

For a heartbeat he yielded, muscles coiling, every nerve screaming to return until a denial cracked through him, abrupt enough to wrench his wings back into line.

No.

Jassyn forced the command inward. Lykor had his own duty across the Wastes, bound for Alari’s mountains with Vesryn and their warriors. He’d be away from the desert, out of reach.

No comfort lived in that truth, but Jassyn swallowed hard and steered his eyes back toward the horizon, toward the storm looming in the distance.

The Maelstrom towered over the sea, a vast spiral of wind and lightning dragging clouds into its relentless orbit.

Jassyn had seen this storm before, closer than he ever wanted to remember. He recalled its strange pulse thrumming through his chest, Vesryn commanding him to channel its lightning on a forgotten coast.

He flexed his fingers, checking—again—that the gold ring still glinted on his hand. Masking Essence bought them a fragile promise of safety, enough to approach the storm unseen. One that felt thinner with every stroke of flight.

The talons at his wing tips clicked together in a restless rhythm. Jassyn blew out a sharp breath, bracing against the weight of responsibility that only seemed to tighten like a fist around his throat.

He dispelled his scales, letting the rush of cold air cut straight to exposed skin and grant a fleeting relief. In a burst of speed, he swept forward, wings slicing hard as he surged to rejoin the others.

Fenn held the lead with Serenna flying lower, Cinderax riding the drafts between them. When Jassyn soared closer, Serenna noticed first. She flashed him a quick grin, eyes slitted ocean blue, mirrors of the sea far below.

“Ready for the climb?” Jassyn called over the wind, glancing toward Fenn and Cinderax before locking his focus onto the storm’s violent crown. The Maelstrom’s wall rose like a circular cliff, a rotating barrier they’d have to ascend before breaching the eye.

When they all nodded, Jassyn steeled himself to rise, beating his wings faster against the sky. Each breath dragged sharper into his lungs as the air thinned into needles, stinging his skin. The altitude cinched around him, hostile and unyielding as the Maelstrom waited before them.

Delving into his shaman powers, currents ignited behind Jassyn’s eyes. Air twisted from the Maelstrom, clawing outward as the storm tried to shear his wings aside. Weaving through the gaps, he strung himself between eddies like threading lines on a loom. Each lunge pulled him higher, until he skimmed along the Maelstrom’s spiraling wall.

The storm dominated the sky before them, a monolith of motion. It coiled into a funnel of cloud, its core veined with lightning. Sparks forked to sea in erratic bursts, each strike a thunderclap of pressure that rattled Jassyn’s bones.

Light fractured along the storm’s edge as they climbed, the sun behind spilling through broken ranks of clouds in prismatic shards. Misty sea spray distorted the waters hundreds of feet below, yet a faint flash still caught Jassyn’s eye.

Sails.

His pulse lurched as white silhouettes surfaced through the haze, triangular ships skirting along the Maelstrom’s whirling bands, barely visible against the churning sea.

Jassyn snapped his gaze to the others, catching Fenn already gesturing. “We might have company.”

Serenna’s mouth tightened as she flung out her palm, bending currents around them to brace their wings. “Those could be the ships diverting the Maelstrom from the main fleet.”

Silence stretched, broken only by the flap of leather and the wind howling through the surrounding air.

“We’ll need to be swift,” Cinderax said, sweeping a tight circle around them.

“I can start portal jumping us back to Asharyn the moment we claim the Heart,” Fenn added.

Jassyn only nodded as he led the others toward the storm’s peak, unease stitching through his ribs. He climbed higher, keeping his gaze fixed on the sails until they vanished into the sea below.

His muscles burned as the world closed in, a dense layer of cloud swallowing them whole. The steady rise leeched any remaining warmth, mist slicking his lashes, weight dragging at his wings. Jassyn flared fire through the membranes to keep the leather from freezing as each breath thinned to a rasp, every stroke another fight against the altitude’s crushing grip.

Then, with a wrenching lurch, they burst through the cloud bank.

Wind vanished, leaving them suspended above a vast and terrible stillness. Silence rang in Jassyn’s skull as they hovered above the eye, an abyssal gullet funneling into the ocean. Bruised with lightning, the rim of the Maelstrom churned beneath them, its spiraling rings folding and collapsing in endless waves of storm.

“Why didn’t the druids just return the Heart to a chained dragon?” Serenna asked suddenly, her voice startlingly clear in the unnatural quiet. “Why go through the trouble of hiding it down there instead?”

“The only remaining scalebound were shadow walkers.” A plume of steam unfurled from Cinderax’s snout. “Without starlight, they had no way to break the magical prisons forged by the relics. So they buried what they could not wield, having no other choice.”

Jassyn dragged air through his nose as beastblood prowled beneath his skin. Altitude only sharpened the itch, some stubborn part of him that kept reaching for Lykor—wanting certainty he didn’t have.

The thought hardened into resolve. The sooner they retrieved the Heart, the sooner they could turn back.

“Maybe we can save the history lesson until after we return to Asharyn,” Jassyn said, irritation escaping before he could corral it.

Serenna blinked.

“I only mean…” He forced a steadier exhale. “We should keep moving. With those ships nearby, I’d rather not be circling here if they decide to close the distance.”

Serenna held his gaze, quiet and assessing, before inclining her head in agreement.

“Ready for the dive?” Fenn called, flexing his knuckles as if dropping into the Maelstrom offered no more challenge than sparring.

Cinderax released a sharp trill—a miniature roar—before folding his wings and plunging into the eye.

Jassyn tucked his wings and followed. For a breathless instant, the descent felt weightless, a stolen heartbeat of falling.

Then the Maelstrom seized him in its jaws.

Crosscurrents slammed from every direction at once, wrenching his left wing back open. Pain flared through the joint as the wind threatened to spin him into the spiral, forcing him to snap both wings wide to keep balance.

Below, the storm bared its malice—air twisting with ravenous intent, clawing for any weakness. Wind and mist knifed across his face in rapid pulses, blurring his vision as lightning sheared sideways with heat and static.

Angling deeper into the eye, each wingbeat met crushing resistance, pressure bucking beneath him, every stroke a battle to keep from being flung into the funnel. Jassyn reached for the wind, seizing the currents to carve a narrow pocket of steadier air as they flew downward.

Serenna dove beside him, slicing through the chaos, draconic eyes reflecting lightning. Fingers splayed, she snatched sparks before they struck, hurling them back into the spinning storm wall.

Fenn stretched out his claws, fire bursting in controlled waves to steer the static aside. They worked in tandem to keep the path open, descending in a fragile formation. A single falter meant tearing loose, shredded by the storm and erased in a heartbeat.

And Cinderax…

Wings beating furiously, the dragon darted below them, straining against currents built to devour titans. A sudden shear slammed into him and he tumbled twice, yanked toward the roiling wall.

At the last instant he caught himself, claws scrabbling at empty air, a ragged plume of fire ripping from his maw in a defiant snarl.

“Cinderax won’t last like that!” Jassyn shouted, angling toward Fenn as they flew deeper. His focus clamped hard on the churning corridor, every nerve screaming with the effort of restraining the funnel. “Serenna and I have our hands full—grab him before the wind does!”

“But he bites!” Fenn protested, wings snapping to correct his drift.

“Then bite him back!”

The words lashed out before Jassyn could cage them, nothing like his voice at all. Lykor’s growl lived in that command, and Jassyn seized the echo, needing its steadiness more than the safety of silence.

Fenn huffed something under his breath, but warped.

He reappeared below them, snatching Cinderax out of the air as another violent gust tore past where the dragon had been. Vanishing in a blink, Fenn materialized back at Jassyn’s side, his wings strumming hard.

Cinderax hissed, claws raking against armor as he wedged himself against Fenn’s shoulder, fangs bared into the storm as if daring it to try again.

Jassyn forced his focus downward, stomach lurching as the eye stretched below him—a plunging chasm of water where the sky’s light speared into the dark sea. The Maelstrom carved through the waves, dragging itself across the ocean in a slow, inexorable crawl that tugged their flight in its wake.

Mist salted his lashes and he blinked through the burn. He hurled a coil of fire into the abyss and watched its glow sink through veils of deepening shadow until it vanished entirely, leaving only the sense of a bottomless fall waiting to claim them.

They tipped forward into the descent. The wind’s roar thinned as water replaced the storm’s fury, spinning them downward through a hollowed pillar of sea. Lightning continued to crawl through the column, each jagged pulse illuminating the constricting eye in flashes.

Shrinking fast, the surface shimmered high overhead—no longer a reachable plane of safety but a distant sheen of fractured light. Depth warped the sea, shapes stirring beyond the spinning walls.

Serenna gasped as something sleek cleaved a shadow through the water before slipping out of sight. Jassyn’s spine prickled, beastblood sensing what his eyes could not. But he shoved the fear aside and led the way deeper.

The hollow narrowed as they descended, the air thickening with every wingbeat. Disturbed silt billowed upward from a few dozen paces below, rising like smoke from the ocean floor.

And there—caught in the lightning’s flicker and untouched by current or tide—a glimmer flashed in the dark.

The Heart of Stars.

The relic hung in perfect stillness, supported by nothing Jassyn could sense. Keeping distance, he halted well above it, the others slowing to hover beside him. Any closer and they might trigger something catastrophic.

“I don’t see any Starshards guarding it,” Serenna murmured, her gaze sweeping the sandy floor below. But her wing talons twitched, betraying how little she trusted the way it waited.

Jassyn’s claws trembled with the same unease, feeling as if the entire ocean hung poised to collapse in a single breath.

One of Fenn’s fangs clicked against a ring in his lip as he glanced at Cinderax, the dragon’s eyes narrowed to slits. “I rather suspect this won’t be as simple as plucking the Heart free.”

Jaw tight, Jassyn silently agreed as he looked up, the world lurching with a sickening tilt. The ocean loomed above like a vault of black glass, the sky beyond reduced to a pinprick. Vertigo spun through his skull, and he swallowed back the rush of nausea crowding his throat before steering his gaze downward.

“I have a feeling the second we touch the Heart, the ocean will come crashing down.”

Serenna shuddered, eyes catching his. “Do you think we can hold it back?”

Jassyn forced the worry from his voice. “We don’t have a choice.”

“I’ll go,” Fenn said, eyes flaring. “You two hold the sea.”

Pressure rolled off Serenna in a wave. She shoved her hands out, preparing to bend the ocean’s weight.

Jassyn stretched his awareness wide to meet hers, every nerve igniting as he braced himself against the drag of water. He gave a single nod and Fenn folded his wings and warped.

A heartbeat later he reappeared below, boots sinking into silt, Cinderax still perched watchful on his shoulders. Jassyn held his breath as Fenn’s talons closed around the Heart.

The Maelstrom seemed to still as though the ancient force had fixed its attention on them. Jassyn’s gut twisted as he glanced at Serenna and asked, “Can Fenn take all of us to the surface?”

“Maybe,” she whispered, eyes locked on Fenn and Cinderax. “If we keep a path clear. He can’t warp through water.” She hesitated. “Or swim.”

Muscles straining, Fenn heaved against the Heart, but the relic resisted. As if in protest, it flared with the colors of Fenn’s talents, filaments of light appearing and lashing out to net his claw.

Cinderax released a piercing trill. His wings snapped wide as he unleashed a gout of fire at the Heart, heat rippling outward against the walls of water. Fenn’s arm shifted to scales before the strike, absorbing the blaze without a mark.

Leathery frills flared along Cinderax’s skull as his fire deepened—gold morphing into red, red bleeding into an impossible black that ravaged the light. The relic’s bindings writhed around Fenn’s claw, but the black flame seized them, heat blistering and burning the strands away. When the final thread of magic snapped, the Heart tore free, the force of it staggering Fenn back a step.

He glanced up, then warped to Jassyn’s side. His wings strummed the air in steady rhythm as fire faded from Cinderax’s fangs.

Jassyn tensed as a ripple shuddered through the water. Then another as the Maelstrom’s churn ground to a halt. The lightning laced through the whirlpool unraveled into darkness as everything stilled. His lungs cinched tight, breaths labored against a calm that felt wrong.

Fenn’s wing talons ignited, tiny globes of flame blooming between the claws, fragile lanterns flickering against the dark.

The ocean held. For a moment. For two.

Thunder gathered inside Jassyn’s chest, each wingbeat pounding like a second heart. He shot a look at Fenn. “Can you warp us to—”

The silence cracked and the ocean roared.

A sound rose from the abyss like the world groaning open. The storm’s walls folded inward, and the sea came crashing down.

Jassyn flung his arms wide, dragging tatters of air into his grasp as he shoved back against the flood. Beside him Serenna caught the collapsing current and hurled it aside, her power shearing the water apart.

But the sea surged, slamming in from above and below, from every angle at once. His chest locked until it felt as though even his lungs might be flattened under the weight.

But together they forced the water back enough for air to regather around them, a thin and trembling sphere shivering against the crush of the deep.

“Up,” Jassyn rasped, lungs seared raw from effort, the shell of air resisting every inch of the climb. His muscles burned with every stroke as he pushed himself higher. “Don’t stop.”

Tucking the Heart in his armor, Fenn kept pace between them, Cinderax clinging to his shoulder. Each wingbeat sent tremors skittering across the sphere as they ascended inside their wavering globe.

For an instant, reaching the surface felt possible.

Then Fenn yelped.

Jassyn twisted, breath locking in his chest as a leviathan slid past the veil—sinuous like a monstrous eel, translucent fins unfurling along its spine. Scales shimmered with a pearled sheen, lightning pulsing through its body in broken flashes.

It turned, and Serenna cursed. Nestled in its skull gleamed a Starshard, shining with illumination.

Jassyn tensed as the beast opened its maw. Rows of needle teeth framed a mouth too wide, hinged in layered arcs, mandibles peeling outward to bare a coiling tongue.

It struck, crashing into the thin skin of air they’d torn from the sea. The pocket ruptured. Water flooded in as the shape collapsed under the blow. Cold slammed into Jassyn, driving the breath from his chest.

Blindly, he lashed his awareness outward, hurling the tide back as he grappled for scraps of air, forcing the sphere to reform. Stitching the torn seams together, he tightened the shrinking shell, leaving scarcely enough room for their wings.

Serenna punched a burst of lightning into the sea, the charge blazing toward the creature. The leviathan shrieked as it writhed away, spine rippling as it flowed out of the lightning’s reach.

Wrathful now, it reeled and circled, its vast bulk cutting the water so fast the air tore loose from Jassyn’s grip.

Fenn’s claws locked tight on Jassyn and Serenna both. “Hold your breath,” he barked.

Jassyn barely inflated his lungs before Fenn yanked them skyward, tearing through the sea’s throat.


CHAPTER 47
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SERENNA



The sea crushed Serenna the instant Fenn tried to warp them upward. The motion halted too soon—his grip torn from her wrist as the ocean seized her.

They didn’t reach the surface.

Salt scalded her eyes as she forced them open, vision splintering into broken bands of light and formless dark. No sign of Fenn or anyone else. Only absence so complete it felt as though the water had already claimed them.

Her thoughts snagged on the sea warden—an ancient guardian armed with a Starshard—still circling somewhere out of sight. Panic surged, her limbs and wings thrashing before she forced it down.

Hurling her awareness outward, Serenna reached through the crush of sea, trying to find where pressure eased and promised light. If she could reach it, she could rise. If she could rise, she could search for the others before the water closed like a tomb—or something worse reached her first.

Her lungs burned, shrieking for air that wasn’t there. She homed in on the first whisper of wind above the surface and drove her body toward it. Muscles drew to breaking as she fought the sea’s hold, every stroke stolen and returned heavier.

Up.

Serenna kicked again. Arms and wings strained together, the sky just beyond reach.

Then the sea relented.

She broke through the surf with a gasp so sharp it tasted of blood. Sun struck her eyes and she coughed, salted air scraping her throat. She dragged a forearm across her lashes and beat her wings harder. Water clung, her tendons screaming beneath the weight, but she wrenched free from the sea and rose.

For a heartbeat, she caught her breath and scanned the surface. Nothing broke the waves.

The Maelstrom had collapsed, but motion caught her eye across the horizon. Terror pressed in as a line of white sails sliced the haze, close enough now that she could see figures pointing from the decks.

Find them first.

Serenna locked the command in place and skimmed low above the chop, refusing to look at the approaching ships. Her wings sheared spray as she searched the churn until a shape split the waves.

Jassyn burst free from the foam, water cascading down his wings as he fought for sky. Behind him, Cinderax flailed to the surface, scrambling in ragged flaps before heaving himself into the air with a snarl.

Serenna breathed reprieve.

Until Fenn didn’t follow.

A pulse of Essence hauled her gaze back to the ships. The armada had sailed closer, a score of decks alive with shouts and motion as magic streaked along the hulls. The earth answered too—currents bending, the ocean parting beneath the command of shamans driving the fleet forward.

She and Jassyn were silhouetted against the cloudless sky, the vessels’ bows angling toward them. Serenna’s wingbeats faltered. If those on the ships struck now…

Refusing to finish the thought, she forced her attention back to the water, frantically scanning the waves until it hurt to breathe.

“Here!” Jassyn’s voice cracked as he pointed toward a fading trail of froth, Cinderax circling his shoulder.

A shape drifted beneath the surface, limp and unmoving.

Fenn.

Twisting in the air, Serenna tucked her wings tight and dove, Jassyn racing beside her. She hauled in one desperate breath before plunging back into the sea.

The water struck like a wall. It lashed her down, pressure stripping every movement to necessity.

Serenna flung her arms forward and hit something solid—armor—fingers skidding before they caught. She seized Fenn’s shoulder, his wrist, clamping hard as she turned, heels kicking against the undertow.

A blur shot past—Jassyn slicing through the dark. He hooked an arm around Fenn’s other side, and together they hauled him to the surface.

They shattered into daylight in a violent spray of sea and foam, Fenn sagging between them. Cinderax screeched overhead as he wheeled low, but before Serenna could fill her lungs, another wave hammered them back under.

Her grip tore loose, then found purchase again. She locked an arm over Fenn’s chest, refusing to let go. Legs and wings lashing in the churn, she and Jassyn dragged him upward again until at last they broke the waterline, barely clear of the sea.

Fenn’s head fell against her shoulder, water spilling from his mouth, his body gone frighteningly still.

The horizon offered no refuge—no shore in sight, only the oncoming fleet adjusting its course as it advanced, and the beast waiting in the depths below.

Another swell yanked them under and released them again. Jassyn hauled Fenn higher and drove his palm into his chest. Power burst from him in an elemental pulse, brutal enough that Serenna felt it rip through the water and slam into her own ribs.

The sea tore from Fenn’s throat in a torrent as Jassyn swept his hand outward, channeling the release. Water geysered skyward and Cinderax banked aside to avoid the spray.

Jassyn struck again, snatching a current of wind. Air coiled and surged, driven into Fenn’s chest.

Fenn convulsed between them—limbs jerking, ribs bowing—then gasped, eyes flying open. He choked, claws scrabbling at the waves, wings flailing beneath the surface, talon tips grasping for sky.

“We have you,” Serenna said, the words breaking loose on a sob.

Together, she and Jassyn forced one last push and broke clear of the sea.

The fleet loomed in the sun’s glare, hulls cutting forward to close the distance as their wings thrashed to climb. Heavy and sodden, Fenn lurched between them, his breath hitching in ragged bursts as he blinked against the light. His own wings strummed in broken beats, threatening collapse more than rise.

But the sea didn’t claim him. The thought had barely begun to steady Serenna when the sky screamed.

A metallic shriek raked through her teeth and down her spine, dread seizing her so hard her flight faltered.

She knew that sound.

A breath later, the explosion came. Across the water, a lance of shadows speared from the sea. The blast tore through a ship, hurling splinters of wood and rigging into the air.

Cinderax hissed and veered as debris rained past them.

Serenna’s gaze snapped to where the Starshard had struck. The sea bucked as breakers surged, serrated fins slicing foam before the creature disappeared back into the deep.

It wasn’t hunting them. Not while the fleet blazed Essence across the waves like baited lines.

“We need to portal,” Jassyn said, tracking the armada before Serenna could say the words herself.

“Fenn,” she rasped, wings burning under his weight. “Can you open one?”

Fenn coughed and nodded, chest rattling as he steadied his wings. He stripped the tether from his finger, only for it to slip from his weakened grip and vanish beneath the waves. Essence flickered around him, but before he could raise a trembling claw, the sea erupted again close to the fleet.

The creature breached with volcanic violence. Waves heaved skyward as lightning cracked down its spine. The Starshard embedded in its skull flared, then shrieked, unleashing a cataclysm of shadows so complete it devoured sound.

Serenna’s vision fractured as another ship detonated, the blast knocking her wings off balance and launching shattered timber and canvas into the air.

Jassyn cursed, his voice rising as he shouted for Fenn to hurry. Before Serenna could rip the tether from her finger and use her Starshard to tear open a portal herself, a flash of gold split the sky.

A barbed harpoon streaked toward the sea warden, its rope snapping taut. She didn’t look to see which ship fired it, only watched the impact, metal punching into scaled flesh.

A keening wail tore from the beast. Fins battered the sea as the creature writhed, sparks scattering from its body. The Starshard blazed bright and discharged a merciless shockwave of force.

The burst of Essence sheared between them, ripping Serenna’s grip from Fenn and pitching the world sideways.

She spun. Her vision spiraled, all breath crushed from her lungs.

As her wings fought to remember the sky, a ship’s mast and rigging rushed up beneath her.

Across the gap between another vessel, she barely registered the gold before it struck.

The harpoon lanced through the air and punctured Jassyn’s wing, membrane shredding beneath the impact. Blood sprayed as the line yanked him back so violently his wings folded at impossible angles. He twisted out of the sky, swallowed by a forest of sails.

Serenna’s mouth opened, but the cry never made it past her throat. Jassyn’s blood still misted the air as she whirled, frantic now, searching for Fenn.

She found him staggering through the sky, fangs bared, his gaze fixed on Cinderax soaring above him. He thrust out an arm, the Heart of Stars burning in his palm like a captive sun.

“Go!” he roared at the dragon, ripping open a portal. “Take it and go!”

Cinderax dove, jaws clamping shut around the relic’s glow. Fenn unleashed one final burst of force, hurling the dragon into the void before the rift collapsed shut behind him.

Serenna’s attention wrenched back to the armada below, searching the decks and the churning waves between ships.

She never found where Jassyn fell.

Another harpoon whipped through the air and slammed into her thigh. Muscle split around the metal, blinding agony vaulting up her spine. Her wings spasmed as the rope jerked taut, lightning erupting wild from her fingertips.

Her scream tore loose as the line ripped her from the air. The world tipped—sky gone, sea rushing up—until the impact of water knocked the air from her lungs and silence slammed cold around her.


CHAPTER 48
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LYKOR



Lykor surrendered breath and stepped into the dark.

No illumination rose to face him, only stagnant air, thick with the sour exhale of earth left to rot. Intimate and unwelcome, it crawled over his skin, carrying the memory of screams that burrowed into bone.

Vesryn slipped in next through the portal, flaring orbs of light above his palm.

The chamber hadn’t changed.

Of course it hadn’t.

The glow struck Galaeryn’s altar, crouched at the room’s center like a beast starved between offerings. Marble glinted dully beneath the pallid light, its surface filmed by decades of blood. Chains sagged against the walls, each link scabbed with rust, every stain a record of pain carved in flesh.

Lykor sensed Aesar going death-still. He’d never allowed him this sight, having buried every echo behind the obsidian doors in his mind that Aesar had never dared to open.

The hush devoured Lykor’s footfalls as he strode forward, stone swallowing sound the way it once had swallowed his screams. Behind him, the others filtered in through his portal—rangers, wraith, druids, Daeryn and his warriors.

Hardened though they were, he tracked the falter. Eyes narrowing against the dim light. Essence wavering around white-knuckled hands. A cough caught and died half formed. Leather creaked, more than one grip sliding instinctively to a hilt.

When the last of their number crossed through, Lykor snapped the rift shut, sealing them inside stone that knew his name and had never forgiven him for surviving.

His gaze snagged on the altar again before he tore his eyes away. The taste of iron flooded his mouth, though no blood had been drawn.

Not this time.

“There are four holding chambers,” Lykor said, the words clipped as he pivoted toward the looming obsidian doors. “Each cavern is bound to the next by a web of tunnels.”

He pressed his palm against the smooth stone. The unyielding weight pushed back, as if the mountain had no intention of letting him go. For one fractured breath, fear hooked into him—that he might be buried inside this room for an eternity.

Lykor crushed the pulse rising in his throat and reached into his Well instead, yanking Essence until it burned hot beneath his skin. The blue glow of force raced along his forearm as he drove the magic into the keyless slabs.

The doors groaned beneath his power, then split with reluctant weight. A lightless tunnel gaped beyond.

“Stay close,” Lykor muttered. He didn’t wait for a reply before stepping forward, claiming the darkness on his own terms.

The air thickened, cooler and closer, sending a prickle of warning along his spine. Stone bit into his boots, slick where no water should have reached. Cracks veined the ceiling like old scars, and the walls seemed to pulse faintly, as though something buried deep within had learned to breathe.

Vesryn drifted to his side, casting the globes of illumination ahead. Lykor’s gaze stayed fixed on nothing, legs moving through routes he’d traveled so often they lived beneath thought.

Then the slope shifted. His balance caught, muscles adjusting for a turn that never came.

The tunnel should’ve curved right. That certainty lodged deep in his marrow. The drag of his body through these corridors lived in him still—limp, half-conscious, Essence flayed raw. Every surface that had feasted on him remained imprinted in his mind, each step tallied by heels streaking blood across stone.

But the way forward veered left instead, a gradual descent that felt deliberate. Wrong.

Either time had distorted his memory, or the mountain had rearranged its bones. The thought clawed cold beneath his skin, absurd but unshakable. Impossible.

And yet the deeper Lykor led the others, the sensation sharpened, gnawing along his senses. He’d known these tunnels as stone, carved by mortals who’d been obliterated by shadows after their labor.

Now the passages wound through the earth, as though another will had pressed through the rock and reshaped the terrain entirely.

Lykor glanced over his shoulder, catching Kal’s gaze. The question lodged in his throat as he fought the urge to ask if Kal felt the difference.

“He does,” Aesar whispered from the depths of their mind.

Lykor shoved the thought aside. Perhaps Galaeryn had expanded the prisons. Carved new hollows. Whatever had changed here didn’t matter. He’d feign certainty, refusing to bleed doubt where others could scent it. Not when they were this close.

Vesryn’s illumination spun restlessly around them, the spheres flaring brighter. Shadows cleaved the walls at angles that belonged to none of their bodies. The air constricted as the mountain closed in, funneling them into the first chamber.

Lykor ducked through the stone entry with the prince at his side and Kal close behind, the rest of their force trailing after. All moved quietly, Essence held as taut as arrows straining against bowstrings.

A subtle pulse thrummed at the threshold, snagging in Lykor’s perception—power from an unseen shield humming low. No bars were needed here. Not when Essence locked tighter than any steel, a prison forged to cage without chains.

He stepped forward and tore a fistful of rending from his Well, shadows lashing down his arm. The air convulsed when his strike collided with the ward, threads of magic sundering in a violent rush.

The reek hit first. Mold. Waste. Cold sweat. The rank press of bodies confined too long, stale air choked with fear.

Only then did he see them.

Children.

A silence lay over them so complete it felt layered into the stone itself, clinging to their small frames like dust to bone. No whispers rose, not even the thin cry of an infant as they blinked against the illumination. But even that movement came muted, as though motion had been forbidden.

Some shrank tighter to the walls, spines curling as if they could vanish into the rock. A girl no older than eight flinched from the light before reaching for a boy beside her, drawing him close without a sound. Others huddled in unmoving clusters, heads bowed, breaths shallow like noise might summon punishment.

None dared sit near the center. No one risked being seen first.

Not like him.

He’d placed himself at the front every time the elves came, fangs bared to meet their gazes. Sometimes he’d wait by the shield, bracing for the inevitable portal. Other times he forced his broken body upright after they struck him down, daring them to take him again if it spared someone else.

But these children had already learned survival’s cruelest truth, the safety of being invisible.

They appeared to be half-elves, filth streaking their cheeks, hunger etched in the gaunt lines of their faces. Bruises marred them in patterns too uniform to be chance.

A handful of mothers were present, clutching infants or sheltering the smallest with a stillness that knew it might not matter. Golden shackles bound their wrists, skin chafed raw beneath the metal.

Behind him, Daeryn’s voice cracked. “Stars below.”

Bhreena slipped around Lykor, palms open, lowering herself beside a pair of children. Her voice came softer than he’d ever heard it, a murmur shaped for trust.

Another from their ranks hesitantly followed her lead. Then two more. With their hovering illumination, they spread through the gloom like threads of light, each voice reaching carefully.

Minutes passed before the first child rose. Then another.

Others wouldn’t. Lykor saw the refusal hollowed into their eyes, the distrust set too deep. Some simply couldn’t stand, their limbs too wasted. And some had gone further still, staring with sightless eyes, minds sealed behind doors no comforting words could pry open.

Those were the ones he couldn’t look away from. Lykor’s claws flexed at his sides. He remained silent, counting as time bled by, their numbers burning into him.

Fifty. He stopped keeping track before the damage cut any deeper, though he knew there were more waiting beyond this chamber.

Near his shoulder, Kal conferred quietly with Vesryn, their voices low as they discussed portal jumps back to Asharyn. They’d have to travel slowly, especially with so many.

Their words dissolved in Lykor’s ears as Vesryn opened the first rift. Light folded in on itself, a seam of silence as the extractions began—careful but swift, the children guided or carried through one by one.

All the while, Lykor didn’t move.

Aesar hadn’t spoken either, but Lykor felt his presence—tense and seething—a shared fury smoldering deep between them.

His memory of the mountain’s tunnels might’ve been blurred, but its cruelty had not. No beds. No partitions. Nothing to divide or soften the space. Only bare rock strewn with straw and a single foul channel cut into the stone for waste. When the rot grew so thick no one could breathe, the elves would rotate them into the next chamber.

This had always been a place meant to break.

“Why children?” Aesar rasped at last.

Lykor’s chest constricted, the answer cinched too tight to release. He’d known the families would be stowed somewhere as collateral, a reminder of what defiance would cost. But this was different. Curated silence. Preparation that pointed toward a future purpose.

Those here were half-elves, and that only left one harrowing truth. These children were assets, their bloodlines braided deep with Essence and earth. Kept close. Kept quiet until the king decided to draw their leash taut.

Aside from the mothers, there were no adults or adolescents or any of the age when power began to stir. That alone told Lykor everything. If the adolescents weren’t here, they were somewhere worse. And it wouldn’t be the academy, with its gilded walls and its illusion of choice.

Daeryn and his people were proof enough of that, wherever they’d been trained. Separate bloodlines. Separate purposes. All pieces on the same board.

As the last of the children vanished through the portal, Bhreena followed, shepherding the smallest alongside a handful of her people and rangers. When the rift sealed, silence fell. Heavy. Absolute.

Those who remained stood tense, eyes flicking toward the tunnel’s mouth as though afraid of what might stare back. Whatever hope they’d carried in had guttered out, leaving only the rigid stance of warriors bracing for the worst.

Zaeryn and Daeryn took up sentry by the passage leading out, Essence shimmering around them as they peered into the endless gloom. Kal lingered nearby, jaw clenched, fingers drifting across the blades strapped over his chest.

Without a word, Lykor passed Vesryn and led them forward, deeper into the mountain’s waiting dark.

The incline rose where his memory swore it should’ve dipped. A right turn now stood where there’d been a fork. Again, he told himself that decades had skewed his sense of these tunnels. But unease eroded through the reassurance as the pathway stretched on.

The muscles between his shoulders twitched as his beastblood stirred, though it usually simmered unnoticed. But now, something in his instincts bristled. Alert. Waiting.

Aesar’s voice slid through his thoughts. “It feels like the earth is watching us through the walls.”

Lykor didn’t reply, but he lengthened his stride as the second chamber opened ahead. He hurled a lance of shadows, disintegrating the shield in a single strike. Vesryn’s illumination swept forward, spilling light into the cavern.

Like before, most of the prisoners huddled in corners or slumped in silent groups. Adults this time. Half-elves and humans. Likely those without magic of note. Those deemed to have no value.

Lykor kept his focus on the next tunnel, though he heard some of those with Daeryn recognizing a scattering of people in the chamber.

They began to rise. Slow. Uncertain. Not yet convinced the danger had truly passed. Shadows haunted their eyes from too much time buried in silence. But unlike the children, a glimmer shone behind the vacancy, a flinch toward hope.

Vesryn moved through the chamber with Kal and Zaeryn, directing the strongest to aid the weakest while the rangers opened portals. Some prisoners were nearly too far gone—skin stretched over bone, breaths shallow and rattling in their chests.

But none would be left behind.

Time worked against them as the extraction dragged, each moment scraping into the next. The minutes didn’t pass so much as crawl sideways, wrong in a way that raised the fine hairs on Lykor’s arms. His heartbeat slipped out of rhythm, beastblood pacing his ribs, caged and restless.

The walls felt too warm, the stone holding heat where it shouldn’t, as though the mountain had begun to exhale around them.

Movement whispered. Too weighted to belong to air alone.

Essence shuddered through the chamber like a distant gong, its resonance answered by a splinter of darkness peeling open in the tunnel. Power pressed inward, condensing, shaping into a portal.

An intrusion.

Ten elves stepped through the rift, Essence winding around them, flashing off white armor. Their eyes gleamed with the arrogance of predators who’d never been prey.

But they would be.

Shadows writhed around Lykor’s shoulders as Aesar surged forward, their wills aligning as he raised their hands. Lykor didn’t resist. With a low snarl, they ripped a glaive from their spine and warped inside the enemy’s line.

Lykor lashed a pulse of force outward, yanking the first warrior out of formation and hurling him straight into Aesar’s waiting claw. The elf managed only a strangled gasp before their talons crushed his throat. Lykor twisted their wrist, flinging the corpse aside without a word.

They didn’t pause. Didn’t need to think. They moved as one.

Another elf charged. Lykor obliterated the warrior with rending as Aesar spun to meet two more, both glaives now bared, carving across exposed throats in mirrored arcs.

Steel shrieked. Blood sheeted across the ground.

Lykor ripped Essence around them, dragging enemies inward, hurling them screaming into Aesar’s blades. Shadows lashed like whips, splitting bone, splattering red across the stone.

The elves never stood a chance against this storm of vengeance. Not against one who’d already clawed his way out once, now returned for blood.

The last body crumpled just as Kal and Vesryn reached the tunnel, their advance stilling as silence reclaimed the chamber.

It had all unfolded in heartbeats, too fast for either to draw a blade.

Aesar wiped the glaives clean against a fallen’s cloak before sliding them home, retreating to hover just beneath Lykor’s skin.

Sensing the evacuation portals had sealed, Lykor swept his gaze back toward the cavern. Most of the others were gone—Daeryn, Zaeryn, those they pulled from the dark. Only a few wraith and rangers lingered now.

But the stillness wasn’t peace.

His pulse refused to steady. Beastblood hummed, every instinct on alert. Air scraped against his throat as pressure built in his skull. The ache rang like the hush before an avalanche, braced on the brink of a fall.

Then the mountain lurched.

Stone heaved beneath his boots, pitching Lykor sideways as the tunnel groaned. The walls bowed, stone flexing in ways it was never meant to move.

His wings erupted, scales cascading down his arms. He hadn’t willed the shift. The last time his beastblood had stepped in like this was when Rimeclaw appeared…

His eyes jerked to Kal and Vesryn, both already in druid form. Vesryn’s wings snapped wide in a blaze of fire, jade eyes flashing draconic in the dark.

Lykor’s heart thundered in his chest as tremors shook the stone. Ice veined across his arms, sheathing his claws in frost. His beastblood surged and locked every muscle, shoving his frame into readiness.

The mountain shuddered to a halt, mist billowing in a fog. Vesryn lifted a hand, unfurling a globe of silver light deeper down the tunnel.

Each breath grew shallower as Lykor tracked the advancing glow, the certainty settling in his chest that they were no longer alone. The gloom recoiled from the light, the mist parting like a curtain.

The illumination struck something.

A shimmer.

Then a pattern.

Lykor’s heart stalled, the next beat held hostage.

Scales.

Obsidian-black.

An eye peeled open, the wet membrane sliding back to reveal a glassy pupil, crystalline and lit from within.

Like Rimeclaw’s.

A dragon shackled by a Heart of Stars.

The beast’s roar detonated through the mountain. Stone convulsed, fractures racing wild across the walls. Roots that hadn’t existed moments earlier ripped free like snapped ligaments, moss shearing from the ceiling in clinging sheets.

Stone buckled beneath Lykor’s boots as the tunnel reshaped itself around them. The corridor narrowed like closing jaws, rock grinding inward—sealing off retreat, trapping them with what waited ahead.

Vesryn’s shout cleaved the chaos, his illumination flaring outward. For a single breath, the tunnel burned like a forge, light slamming into shadow and casting the dragon into full view.

This beast was no sleek storm-cutter like Skylash. No glacial titan crowned in ice like Rimeclaw. Not even like Cinderax, forged in a volcano’s heart.

This creature was something else.

Creeping fungus mottled its obsidian hide. Ruin crouched before them—squat, swollen, pressed nearly wall to wall. A behemoth born of earth and silence, its loamy stench clogging every breath.

Its tail coiled around it like a fallen column, the end knotted into a brutal mass of root-fused bone—built for breaking whatever stood too close.

Viridian wings lay clamped tight against a spine ridged in blackened armor. Its blunt skull hung low, neck dragging earthward, eyes dull with the stagnant patience of something that had endured centuries in the dark.

A Bramblemaw.

The dragon opened its mouth, vines erupting from its throat. Barbed tendrils speared down the tunnel, striking straight through Kal’s chest. The impact hurled him back—then wrenched him forward.

His body struck stone with a sound that shattered something in Lykor’s ribs. The dragon’s jaws descended, fangs grinding down like cracking timber. Blood sheared outward in a crimson arc. It sprayed hot across Lykor’s face, splattered through Vesryn’s light, staining them all as the dragon shredded Kal. Blades clattered loose as jaws gnashed, leather and bone crushed together.

Swallowed before the scream.

Lykor’s lungs locked, breath vanishing entirely. The world narrowed, refusing to hold the shape of Kal’s absence.

He’d lost warriors before. Had ordered deaths. Had killed his own more than once. The cost of survival had always been steep—paid in blood, carried in silence.

But not like this.

Not Kal, extinguished in a blink.

Aesar’s howl tore through him, wordless and raw, grief cracking open to rupture as rage burned straight through it. The sound scoured Lykor’s skull, leaving nothing intact.

He should have portaled them out the moment his beastblood stirred. Should’ve trusted the warning before the dragon’s eye opened, before the roar. Should’ve—

But time had already broken.

Shadows and ice erupted from his scales as thought collapsed. Lykor warped forward, hurling himself into the dark.

Straight toward the maw that had devoured Kal.


CHAPTER 49
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SERENNA



Serenna wasn’t drowning anymore. That would have been a mercy. Even the sea, with its churning weight and crushing silence, offered a swifter ending.

A coil of force ripped her from the surf and slammed her onto the deck of a ship. Her boots struck the boards with a crack that jolted her spine. The vessel pitched beneath her as white-armored figures blurred along the railings, surrounded by streaks of Essence. Salt scored her throat, each inhale a flayed rasp.

Her vision strobed as her knees threatened to buckle, but the magic clamped her upright. Shadows bled to take over the binding cords, cinching her wings until the taloned tips twitched helplessly.

Serenna bit down on a whimper, her thigh throbbing where the harpoon still jutted through muscle. The rope attached to it snaked across the prow, slick with her blood. Each roll of the deck tugged the sunken spike, sending agony lancing up her side.

As water streamed down her face, Serenna clenched her teeth, blinking through the sting of salt. Her muscles spasmed for freedom, but every struggle only tugged the tangle of rending tighter.

Between the harpoon and the tether she’d bound on her finger for the Maelstrom, Essence lay just out of reach. Her mind spun—grasping for wind, for sea, for the storm—but pain kept disintegrating the shape of every thought.

Breath became the only rebellion. The sky mocked her with its serenity as a gull wheeled lazily overhead, as if the world weren’t ending beneath its wings. Below the prow, blood spread across the water, darkening the ship’s wake.

Essence flared from the surrounding vessels, magic converging on the leviathan that had risen from the deep. The Starshard in the creature’s skull shrieked with every pulse of unleashed power, shattering hulls and shredding sails.

The gem’s incessant keening ripped through Serenna’s ears, more piercing than the sea warden’s screams. But through that jagged rupture, she thought—no, she knew—she heard Fenn calling her name.

Straining against the rending, Serenna dragged her eyes over the wreckage of battle. No sign of Jassyn either, but perhaps he’d already been hauled aboard another ship.

The leviathan reared from the waves, jaws splitting in a wail, its spine impaled with countless harpoons.

A lead vessel fired a spear straight through its skull.

The beast convulsed back into the surf, crimson foam erupting skyward. It thrashed once, then stilled, sinking into the current as blood fanned outward.

Silence followed, worse than the Starshard’s shriek.

Around her, cheers rose as the fleet claimed victory, soldiers crowding every railing. Serenna felt the moment tightening, the instant when every gaze aboard would turn to her.

Measured steps rang against the planks.

Through the wall of soldiers, a figure emerged. White armor flared in the sun, a cape dragging behind him.

Serenna’s vision swam. Light and metal smeared together, the world reduced to glare and motion. She blinked hard, forcing the outlines to resolve. Recognition struck. For a heartbeat, hope surged so sharp it shoved breath back into her lungs.

“Serenna.”

But the name landed cold. Not a brother’s relief. A commander’s report. Formal and flattened, stripped of warmth.

Serenna went still. Wind snapped soaked hair across her face as her skin chilled.

Saundyl didn’t move toward her or even glance at the harpoon skewering her thigh. He lifted a hand in wordless command, and a soldier obeyed at once.

A streak of rending slashed from the warrior, severing the rope. Metal wrenched free. Serenna’s scream tore loose as pain scorched her vision white. Blood streamed down her armor, spattering the deck red.

Before she could even draw air, the soldier’s power tore through her thigh, yanking flesh and muscle closed. When the warrior stepped back, Saundyl remained unmoved. Azure eyes blank as ice, his silence stung more than the wound.

Essence shimmered around his shoulders in a mantle of starlight, but through it, darker threads unspooled.

Understanding snapped into place. The rending didn’t belong to a random soldier. It was her brother’s, held like a blade at her throat.

Serenna tensed as Saundyl began to circle her, his boots clipping against blood-slick boards. At last he halted in front of her, his gaze pinned on the wings cinched tight at her spine.

“What…are you?”

The question came flat, almost bored. But Serenna heard the tension beneath it, the strain of someone forced into detachment.

Dread clamped her ribs. She knew what coiled at his throat—the leash of duty, the choke of command. The capital’s noose drawn tight around his tongue.

The last time they’d spoken—back in Vaelyn, when Lykor had razed the previous fleet before it could sail—Saundyl had confessed that Elashor held his family hostage. Then, her brother had spoken in fury and fear. Now, he stood surrounded by his captors, his words honed with calculation.

Serenna’s gaze flicked to the warriors flanking him, all alert with steady hands, ready to strike at the smallest slip. She couldn’t risk spilling the full truth with the capital’s eyes so close.

But if Saundyl’s composure was simply a mask… She had only one chance to test it.

“You’re aware some of the dragons are unchained?” Serenna asked carefully, refusing to let fear rule her voice.

Saundyl’s mouth thinned. He gave a single nod. “I received a report about that disaster at the lake.” He tilted his head, eyes narrowed and measuring. “But you already know something about that. Don’t you?”

The ship rocked, and Serenna would’ve staggered if the rending hadn’t locked her in place like a vise.

“Not all of the capital’s forces were wiped out,” she ventured. Her throat went dry, unspoken words scorching her tongue. But silence would win her nothing. “My people saved who we could.”

Saundyl’s brows lifted a fraction. “Your people.”

She held his gaze. “The druids.”

No flicker of surprise crossed his face. Only the composed stillness of a soldier who’d learned to wear restraint like armor.

He knew.

Of course he did. Maybe not everything, but enough to grasp what she’d become.

“How many of you are there?” he asked.

“Not enough,” she whispered, the truth falling between them like a lifeline, daring him to hear what she couldn’t say aloud. That they needed others willing to fight.

Saundyl’s gaze slid toward the warriors at the helm, then across the ship’s railings, eyes tracking the ranks as he seemed to weigh the shape of his own allegiance.

Serenna felt it then, as clearly as the pulse of rending gripping her. She and Saundyl were both performing—she was sure of it. Both trapped in the same grim play, reciting lines they hadn’t written, shackled to scripts inked by commands.

A soldier shifted behind her, the grind of plated armor breaking the brittle quiet.

Serenna’s lungs scraped for air. She thought of Jassyn and if he stood now on another deck, enduring his own interrogation. He’d turned Bhreena and Daeryn’s loyalties with steady conviction, in finding common ground. Maybe it would work for him again.

She could do the same. Saundyl was her brother. And if there was anything left in him unclaimed by orders, it lived in the shape of his family’s freedom from the elves.

She saw no other way forward and had to try. Even if it cost her.

“Your wife and son,” Serenna said softly, trying to aim the words for him alone. “My people have an idea of where they’re being kept.”

Saundyl’s gaze snapped to hers. In that instant she couldn’t tell if she’d offered him a spark of hope or struck the match that would burn them both. Shadows coiled tighter at her wrists, a reminder of who held her prisoner.

Serenna braced against the urge to flinch. By now, the raid was hopefully over, and sharing more wouldn’t put Lykor or Vesryn at risk.

“We think they’re held in a mountain prison,” she rasped. “And if they’re not, we’ll keep searching.” Her mouth dried, but she pushed further. “If you help us, Lykor—”

The name slipped free before she could think better of caging it. Saundyl’s eyes narrowed.

Serenna bit her tongue, nearly choking on the rest. “He’s leading the mission to free those imprisoned.”

A dangerous hush settled over the rolling deck, broken only by the distant hiss of wind tearing at the sails. Her heart hammered wildly with the certainty that she’d reminded her brother of the blood Lykor had spilled during his rampage.

And perhaps worse, that she’d placed herself beside Lykor. Her name cast in the same alloy. Stamped with the same treason.

“Help us,” Serenna whispered, the plea raw in her throat. “Please.”

Saundyl gave no reply, but his jaw clenched, bone shifting beneath skin.

“You can still choose,” she pressed, ignoring the ring of soldiers and her drying blood.

She looked at him. Really looked. At the fatigue bruised beneath his eyes as if every battle he’d fought in silence had hollowed them out. At shoulders braced by obligation. At the hard line of his mouth, tight around the words he wasn’t allowed to speak.

“You think we have a choice?” Saundyl murmured.

Serenna’s heart dropped as he stepped back. And in that decisive motion, the mask sealed, armor cinching tight until not even the faintest glimmer of her brother remained.

They were just pieces now, set against each other on the same board. He wasn’t pretending loyalty for the soldiers. He wasn’t pretending at all.

Serenna’s head snapped up as a flare of fire split the sky.

The blazing flame slammed into a nearby ship, tearing through the deck before the shamans could twist it aside. Another fireball screamed through the wind, scorching sailcloth as it rained down on a second vessel.

Smoke spiraled upward in a churning plume, and through the haze, a figure flew.

Fenn.

On molten wings flung wide, he streaked across the sky. Fire streamed from his fists as he skimmed low over the decks—wrath burning like the sun itself.

Searching.

Serenna couldn’t reach Fenn’s mind, not with the bond smothered. And even if she could, there were too many enemies poised to strike him from the sky.

He needed to flee.

She didn’t know how far he’d managed to portal Cinderax, only that it wouldn’t have been all the way to Asharyn. Someone had to make it back, to ensure the dragon and the Heart of Stars returned.

If Fenn didn’t leave now, he might not be able to at all.

The ache collided with fear, knowing he’d never leave her behind. Not while breath still burned in his lungs.

The fleet recovered with brutal speed, snatching Fenn’s fire midair and flinging it back like a spear.

Serenna didn’t hesitate.

Even knowing the shamans could seize her lightning in the same way, she gambled on surprise—because a heartbeat’s delay meant his capture. Or worse.

The spark in her chest ignited, cracking the sky open. Lightning branched down her spine, seared across her wings, and erupted from her talons as she called the storm. She unleashed a chain of sparks straight at the ship that had hurled Fenn’s fire against him.

Let it be enough, she begged.

Lightning collided into the deck with ravaging claws, catapulting splinters skyward. The mast toppled in a groan of timber, rigging and pulleys bursting apart.

Wreathed in flame, figures staggered through the smoke, their screams cut short. One by one, they fell as the hull reared against the ocean’s heave.

A second bolt kindled at her wing tips, fury and desperation fused into one last chance. Fenn could dive. Grab her. They could find Jassyn. Portal out. Escape. Or die trying.

Serenna bared her teeth and channeled the strike toward another ship.

But the lightning veered sideways, wrenched from her control. Anguish slammed inward as the rending bindings surged. Shadows raked deep into her nerves, delivering punishment.

Her ribs strained, crushing her lungs. Essence flayed her raw, scattering her breath. Darkness swallowed her vision. She convulsed against the restraints, thrashing as a scream shredded her throat.

The rending slackened, just enough for her to collapse to the deck. Shadows snapped taut again, crueler than before. Her wing talons scraped uselessly across blood-slick planks as her limbs spasmed, claimed wholly by pain.

She tried to move. To rise. To fight the betrayal tearing through her. But her muscles seized, fingers clawing at the deck as the edges of the world shattered white.

No. No, Saundyl wasn’t—

He wouldn’t—

Somehow, through the writhing wreck of her body, Serenna lifted her head. Chin dragging from the boards, she forced words through gritted teeth.

“Saundyl,” she gasped. “Please.”

He didn’t flinch. No hand raised, no mercy offered. Shadows seethed around his boots, tendrils lashing in time with her convulsions.

He only watched.

But for a heartbeat—just one—something flickered across his face. Guilt. Or resignation. She couldn’t tell.

It vanished as his magic surged, climbing to a new, unrelenting peak.

Serenna’s spine arched, nerves seared to flame. Blood pooled in her mouth, metallic and hot. Agony crashed through her in waves, shattering her mind on the tide.

Time unraveled. She could only count in pain, in spasms, in breath stolen.

When the torment ebbed, Serenna sagged against the deck, gasping. Shadows slid back into place, venomous and precise, pinning her limbs to the boards.

Something inside her cracked. Grief fossilized into fury, bleeding into defiance.

If this was the end, she wouldn’t meet it face down.

She had one reservoir left to fight with. One vessel of power not yet stripped.

The Starshard at her throat.

The tether smothered her Well, but perhaps she could still tap into what she’d stored within the shard.

She cast her mind outward, clinging to the gem’s weight where it hummed against her chest. That stockpile of Essence had been sealed away for a moment like this, when hope turned to ash.

Her focus narrowed, mind locking around the shard like a key sliding home.

The gem pulsed, then released the flood.

Serenna twisted the wave of shadows outward, cleaving through her bindings. Essence snarled as it gnashed her brother’s magic.

The restraints shattered.

She lurched upright, lightning clenched in her fists. She tore off her tether, wings snapping wide, vengeance crackling through every joint. Sparks laced across her arms, her own shadows climbing her spine like armor. Her knees shook but held. For a breath, she stood unbroken, rage bracing her against the ring of soldiers.

She could fly.

Diving back into the gem, she seized portaling. Flinging a hand out, she ripped open a seam in the sky—aimed as close to Asharyn as she could reach.

They could escape. Regroup. Return with vengeance. Find Jassyn.

A plume of smoke streaked above the fleet.

Fenn.

Flames guttered along his wings as he plummeted. Tendrils of force trapped him in a net, yanking him toward a waiting ship.

Serenna’s breath broke, her heart plunging with him. Whatever plan she’d imagined vanished.

She was too late.

Chains of shadow lashed across her again—hurled by a dozen hands, coiling around her arms, her wings, her legs.

She struck back in frantic bursts, hurling the force of her Well and the Starshard’s power with wild, primal desperation. Essence flared. Lightning crackled. But for every strand she hacked and severed, two more knotted tighter, closing around her.

It was useless.

Still she fought, dragging more Essence from the shard even as it waned. Her portal collapsed as her power scattered.

Chest heaving, Serenna’s breath sawed through clenched teeth as the Starshard’s glow flickered and died.

Pinned back into place, she couldn’t even flinch as Saundyl emerged from the smoke. His hand shot out, fingers closing around the gem at her throat.

The chain sliced into her skin as he tore it away, the sudden emptiness cleaving fiercer than the cut. Serenna gasped, the jolt ripping through her chest, stealing what she hadn’t surrendered.

A piece of herself.

Behind him, the air convulsed. Essence converged, splitting open a portal above the deck, a scar against the white sails.

She didn’t know where it led. Only that she would be forced through.

“You were foolish, sister,” he said, voice low and cold, his fingers tightening around her Starshard, “to tie your Essence to something so easily claimed.”


CHAPTER 50
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LYKOR



There was nothing of Kal left to save.

Not from a death so brutal, so final, that it left the tunnel reeking of marrow. But Lykor launched himself at the dragon anyway with Aesar’s scream still howling inside his skull.

He ripped free from the warp and slammed into the Bramblemaw’s chest. His wings flared, talons clawing its hide like a rabid beast.

Grief roared through him, a force with teeth that tore through his body until nothing remained but violence.

Lykor’s fists erupted with spikes of ice. He rammed them against obsidian scales, every blow a strike in the shape of Kal’s name. Frost shattered on impact, shards scattering across the tunnel.

He didn’t flinch. Neither did Aesar.

No divide separated them now, only a blur where two wills twisted so tightly they burned. Air tore through his bared fangs in uneven bursts. Ice splintered from his scales, punching outward from every pore.

The Bramblemaw didn’t bleed under the assault. Or even breathe like a living thing as every strike glanced off its hide.

Lykor honed his shadows into blades and struck again, driving at joints, searching for softer scales to slice. And when that fury didn’t break past the beast’s plated armor, he changed tactics and warped away down the tunnel.

The dragon turned from the few warriors who’d remained behind, dragging its titanic form forward. Its root-knotted tail scraped a trench through the stone as it advanced, less dragon than demolition.

Crystalline eyes locked on him. Unblinking.

For a breath, Lykor stood beneath the weight of that sightless gaze. The pressure of Rimeclaw’s gift pounded in his chest, and he wrenched that torrent into more ice—spikes carving into the air, long as spears and twice as sharp.

They whirled in a frenzy, a constellation of blades falling into his orbit, each point angled toward the beast. Their edges hissed through the air, shrieking like a storm about to break.

With a snarl, he flung his claws forward as the Bramblemaw began to charge. Fungus burst under its talons, the stink of loam clogging Lykor’s throat with every seismic step it took. His ice descended in a single cascade, a hailstorm of knives clattering across the dragon’s hide.

The tunnel thundered with the impact. Shallow cracks fissured across its scales. Lesser beasts would have bled rivers.

The dragon didn’t even blink.

Not when ice hammered in wave after wave.

Not when rending clashed against its armor.

Not when every attack was a silent scream flung from Lykor’s claws.

The scales held. Unyielding. As if his rage couldn’t touch the dragon at all.

The Bramblemaw pursued him and the earth convulsed with it. Roots burst from the stone, snapping around Lykor’s boots. He slashed with his shadows, disintegrating the tendrils before they could drag him down.

Stone ground against stone, the corridor squeezing tighter, reshaping itself into a cage meant to devour. Every shudder thinned the air, each quake a reminder that the beast was the terrain’s master.

Through the haze of dust, a young wraith appeared at Lykor’s side. One of Kal’s blood. Her blades burned with fire, aimed for the dragon’s eye.

She bared her fangs and warped. Reckless. Despair turned feral.

The Bramblemaw’s tail bludgeoned sideways when she reappeared, smashing her into the wall. Rock exploded on impact, her body crumpling before fire could fly or steel could bite. Blood streaked the stone and then her limp form vanished between the dragon’s jaws.

Weapons clattered to the ground—still flaming, still spinning—as the Bramblemaw crushed and swallowed like she’d never stood there at all.

Glaives raised, one of Vesryn’s rangers flew across the tunnel, shadows writhing along his wings. He didn’t make it two paces. A vine lashed from the dark, snared his ankle, and dragged him screaming into the dragon’s maw.

The crunch of bone jolted through Lykor like an echo of Kal’s death, his ribs remembering the final shatter. Debris smothered the air as the stone groaned beneath his boots, splitting and reforging itself—faster now, reshaping with intent.

Aesar surged forward, Essence whirling from their fingertips as he hurled Lykor into motion with a roar.

They warped close, limbs moving as one, ramming a spike of ice between the beast’s fangs. Shadows raced within the frost—a javelin they forced down the Bramblemaw’s throat like a hunter’s arm reaching for the heart.

Rip it out.

RIP IT OUT.

The blow drove past fang and cartilage, ice fracturing with the violence of the plunge. The Bramblemaw lurched, wings twitching as a guttural sound tore loose, choked by the frozen spear lodged in its throat.

Lykor shoved harder, Aesar screaming through him. Shadows flared inside the ice as he forced it longer, sharper, colder—his wrath forging every reaching inch.

Crystalline eyes flashed as the dragon’s jaws snapped shut. Ice shattered, shards crunching between its fangs, mocking the futility of their rage.

The backlash ripped through Lykor’s arm. He staggered, knees buckling before he caught himself. Disbelief hollowed him from within, a silence where triumph should have stood.

The Bramblemaw didn’t seem to register pain as more warriors and wraith charged it and fell—a stars-cursed executioner that refused to die.

Sightless eyes gleamed as it lunged, movements stiff and jerking out of time. Stone rippled beneath its talons and roots tore from the walls as the mountain contorted beneath its bulk.

Cracks opened in the stone under their boots. A ranger’s scream cut short as she disappeared, the mountain devouring her whole.

A wraith flew back from the dragon’s grappling vines, but the tunnel twisted and snared him, stone sealing shut.

Lykor warped away, air in his lungs sheared short as fangs gnashed where he’d stood a moment before. He hurled a lance of shadows at the exposed divots between the Bramblemaw’s ribs, already knowing the strike was useless.

Fire streaked through the dark. Wings ablaze, Vesryn hurtled forward like a comet. He slammed into the stone beside Lykor, the impact flinging shards of rock through the tunnel.

Between his palms, a sphere of light ignited. The glow pulsed. Intensified. Then ruptured into sunfire, blazing in his hands like a captive star.

Heat slammed into Lykor’s scales, a tidal wave that scoured the walls. Essence roared through the stone, pounding into the bones of the mountain. The radiance shuddered with each breath Vesryn took—too vast to hold, too wild to survive, too violent to belong to anything forged of this world.

“You ready to burn it?” Vesryn hissed, smoke spilling between his teeth, barely containing the light.

Lykor bared his fangs as the Bramblemaw charged. No screams echoed down the tunnel. No footfalls. Only silence. The others, gone. Devoured by the dragon. Or engulfed by the mountain itself.

“Burn it,” he snarled. “Fucking scorch it down to bone.”

Vesryn hurled the sunfire like vengeance made flesh. A white-gold torrent erupted from his palms and blazed down the throat of the tunnel. Light slammed into the Bramblemaw’s skull with the fury of an exploding sun.

The inferno carved a crescent furrow across its face, blistering scales, flaying hide like bark stripped from wood. Stone blackened and melted around them, Essence raging in the marrow of the mountain.

The dragon roared. For the first time, it recoiled. Talons scrabbled at the walls, gouging trenches in desperation, but the mountain didn’t open fast enough to let the beast flee.

Lykor stood motionless, shadows stalling at his feet, breath fracturing in his throat.

Vesryn’s sunfire poured in a blinding stream, refracting off crystalline eyes. And in that flare, Lykor saw her, a primal fear bleeding through.

This was no dragon. She was a husk, gutted of will, controlled with commands. The very fate Rimeclaw had begged to be spared from.

Obedience without consent. Silence without mercy.

Every dragon they’d faced had spoken—Skylash in hissed curses, Rimeclaw in riddles, even Cinderax cloaking youth in ancient wisdom. But this creature had no voice at all.

Because there was nothing left inside her to speak.

Lykor’s gaze locked on the base of her skull, where the stream of sunfire was scorching scales away, leaving raw flesh exposed.

His gut roiled, bile burning the back of his throat. Fury guttered, leaving only ash where battle had raged before.

They hadn’t wounded an enemy. They’d only been fighting something already enslaved.

Shame churned, revulsion crawling beneath his skin. Lykor’s claws trembled where they hung at his sides. He should help end her now, grant the mercy he’d withheld from Rimeclaw.

But deep down, he knew he couldn’t strike something already broken.

Lykor seized Vesryn by the armor and ripped a portal open, hauling them both through the rift.

The prince stumbled into snow with a curse, but Lykor didn’t slow. He dragged them into portal after portal, Essence burning wild in his veins as the realms blurred.

He didn’t stop until heat returned. Until Asharyn’s towers pierced the desert sky and no scent of blood clung to the wind.

Only then did he let the prince go.

Vesryn crumpled into the sand, wings shedding fire. He struck the ground. Then again, knuckles splitting on impact. His breath hitched, cracking into a sound that might’ve been a sob, but no words followed. Only choked gasps and the brutal rhythm of his fists, pounding out a grief that had nowhere left to go.

Spine locked, Lykor stood silent beside him, banishing his wings and scales. Horror perched high in his throat, lodged where his voice might’ve been if he dared to use it. He swallowed the burn of loss, of wreckage and failure. Everything they hadn’t saved.

As Vesryn broke beside him, fists bloodied, shoulders shaking, Lykor held for both of them.

Motion tugged his gaze toward the city square. Druids and magus wove like threads stitching a frayed tapestry, steadying the freed and tending the wounded.

Families collided. Shouts broke into sobs as bodies collapsed into waiting arms. Scattered laughter spilled between the tears as if the survivors didn’t trust they’d lived through the darkness.

Lykor felt none of it.

The reunions dissolved into noise, joy bending around him like wind skimming stone. Detached, he stood just outside the swell of return as blood that wasn’t his own crusted along his jaw. Ice still clung to his claws, thawing in rivulets that hissed into the sand.

Kal had died to make this happen. So had others.

As Vesryn continued to shatter his fists on the ground, Lykor folded inward. He reached for Aesar but found only a void. He sensed Aesar buried somewhere beyond reach, retreated so deep that even Lykor’s thoughts rang hollow.

As he blinked against the desert light, his gaze snagged on those who stood at the edges of the square, unmoving and untouched by the reunion’s tide.

Elderly with trembling hands. Children with wide, vacant eyes. Survivors who hadn’t yet stepped back into their bodies.

Some flinched at cries of joy as if struck by the sound. Others only stared, lips parted and waiting, as if someone might notice them.

But no one did.

It shouldn’t have mattered. Their grief wasn’t his to carry. But something in Lykor splintered anyway, watching those who still believed someone might call their name. He stood, no longer certain whether the ache in his chest belonged to their loss or his own.

Of course, Bhreena was among those who had someone to hold. Relief blazed across her face as she clutched a young girl. Their cries and disbelieving joy rose together, haunting in the aftermath bought in blood that hadn’t been their own.

As Lykor watched her cling to what she’d salvaged, he darkly wondered if whatever hope she’d clawed back from the wreckage had been worth the cost.

Worth Kal’s broken body, crushed between a dragon’s maw.

Something flickered at the edge of Lykor’s awareness. Distant. But a familiar presence. His eyes snapped toward the horizon before the first druid stilled.

The city didn’t fall silent all at once. But slowly, one by one, heads turned in an eerie cascade of motion, every gaze lifting to the same patch of sky.

Lykor moved first.

His wings reappeared, snapping open as he launched upward in punishing strokes. Air fractured across his face and Asharyn dropped away beneath his boots.

Pressure pounded behind his eyes—a silent, blinding signal so raw it tasted like desperation itself.

Cinderax.

Flying high above, the dragon spiraled. Wings faltering, his body buckled in a broken fall.

Instinct bent Lykor’s path before understanding caught up. He warped through the sky, vanishing into the distance to reappear in a burst of displaced wind.

He caught Cinderax against his chest, wings hammering as he fought to steady them both on a rising draft.

Smoke curled from the dragon’s nostrils as he shook in Lykor’s grip, exhaustion rolling off him in ragged waves that Lykor nearly felt as if it were his own.

A low growl rattled from deep in Cinderax’s chest, his breath steaming around the Heart of Stars clutched between his jaws.

Lykor stilled.

The Heart of Stars, fogging with every broken exhale.

His pulse lurched as he raked his gaze across the stretch of sky. Pivoting hard, his heart thundered louder with every beat as he scanned for the others.

But the horizon shimmered with cruel indifference where Jassyn should’ve flown. Clear. Cloudless.

Lykor’s chest seized, breath locking so tight it refused to return.

They weren’t coming.

A colder thought crept beneath the rising dread. Jassyn might already be gone. Like Kal.

Numb, Lykor descended. Wind peeled past him as he dropped toward Asharyn, cradling the limp dragon. He landed in the courtyard, a plume of dust spiraling outward.

The jolt knocked Cinderax’s jaw slack. The Heart of Stars tumbled free, striking the sand with a muted thud.

Lykor’s knees hit the ground. Trembling, he lowered Cinderax.

Around them, druids had begun to gather. He didn’t see them. Only the collapsed dragon.

Cupping his hands, he summoned a shallow pool of water, barely enough to wet the cracked edges of the Cinderax’s snout.

His words came broken. Hoarse. But he had to know. “The others?”

Cinderax didn’t open his eyes as he drank, heaving breaths shuddering his wings. In a voice so faint it barely brushed Lykor’s mind, he answered.

“They were taken.”


CHAPTER 51
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SERENNA



Serenna woke on her back to silence and stone.

A chill gnawed through her flight leathers, colder than the damp seeping from the scrubbed white walls. The air held no reek of rot, only sterilized rock scoured so clean it carried no scent at all.

She tried to rise.

Pain lanced behind her eyes, vision fracturing into shards of white. Limbs sluggish, she heaved herself to sit upright. Her body answered too slowly, like it no longer recognized her urgency.

When the blur receded, the chamber resolved into three seamless walls. The fourth gaped open, a violet barrier shimmering across the gap, pulsing faintly. Beyond the shield, a tunnel curved toward blinding light.

A cage with a window, only there to remind her she couldn’t leave.

She remembered nothing of her arrival, or whether Fenn and Jassyn had been taken somewhere else. All she could recall was her brother’s haunted face—those cold, unreadable eyes—as he tore the Starshard from her throat.

Her hand flew to her neck, heart thrashing when metal met her touch.

Gold. She didn’t need to see it to know. Her wings—

She tried to shift. Agony fired down her spine, phantom joints jerking to answer a call already smothered. No rush of muscle or membrane followed. Someone had crammed her back into this form, like clay forced into a mold, and she couldn’t begin to fathom how.

Serenna swayed where she sat, palm pressing hard to her sternum. Skylash’s spark still coursed as a restless current, but when she reached for the static, the charge recoiled from her touch.

Her breath hitched, shallow and sharp. The next collapsed in her throat, air itself seeming to refuse her now. Her thoughts began to scatter until a sound swelled above her.

At first it was distant, reverberating through the stone like rolling thunder. Applause came next, drowning out a clash of steel, shaking the walls.

Just beyond the tunnel, the air shuddered with Essence. Magic pounded against Serenna’s senses, a faint residue of fire scorching close.

Someone was bleeding Essence and earth while a crowd roared for more.

Sweat prickled beneath her hair as the rhythm shifted—footsteps striking stone, each measured clip ratcheting her pulse. She peered toward the open wall, breath catching.

The barrier quivered as painted nails skimmed across its surface. The shield fractured, then shattered in strands of violet light.

Ayla stepped through.

Crimson leathers molded her half sister’s sinuous frame, every line honed and gleaming. Ayla crossed her arms, regarding Serenna slumped on the floor like something foul scraped from her boot. At her brow, a diadem framed a Starshard—the same jewelry she’d worn while leading the raid on Lykor’s fortress.

A smile razored across Ayla’s lips. But Serenna was already looking past it, drawn by a hum that vibrated wrong.

To the chain at Ayla’s throat.

Her Starshard, worn like a charm.

“There you are,” Ayla crooned. “Centarya’s fallen star, returned.”

Returned. As if she’d been granted a choice.

If her sister stood here, wielding her power like a crown, then this wasn’t some prison cobbled in a war camp. They’d dragged her back across the realms. And whatever waited for her at the end of the tunnel…

Ayla advanced a pace, unhurried. “You missed your moment to shine,” she said, her voice a velvet blade, “in the academy’s grand tournament with the whole realm watching.”

She flicked her wrist, conjuring a globe of light between them, its glow crawling across the stone. “But instead, you ran. Straight into the teeth of treason. So I’m stepping in to sponsor you, as Alari’s queen, for this new tournament, with far more at stake.” Her smile curved, indulgent with every word drawn. “The capital is ravenous to see if you’re worth forgiving.”

Serenna’s pulse lurched as she recalled a time when the initiates at Centarya had been eager to compete for Vesryn’s promised positions on the warfront.

Whatever waited beyond the tunnel would be no proving ground. It would be a fight. Always entertainment. Always for the capital. Even now, after everything, they still wanted a show.

And why wouldn’t they? It was never their blood soaking the earth.

Ayla’s fingers drifted to the chain at her throat, stroking the gem that wasn’t hers. The Starshard glimmered from within, light flaring as her nail scraped across its surface.

Serenna gasped.

A violent pull hooked through her chest and wrenched. Her body pitched forward from where she sat, knees cracking against stone as she collapsed at Ayla’s feet.

“Curious, isn’t it?” Ayla asked lightly. “We assumed you’d need to be broken with coercion. But instead…” Her eyes glittered with glacial malice. “You handed us the key to your compliance.”

Ayla flicked the Starshard.

Light seared behind Serenna’s eyes. A lock in her mind turned, a door swinging wide as something merciless slipped through and latched itself inside.

Her spine snapped into motion, breath knocked loose in a scraping rush. Muscles moved without her consent, hauling her body upright to kneel in jerking obedience.

She might have screamed. If her voice still belonged to her.

“The moment you offered your blood to this pretty thing,” Ayla murmured, tapping the gem, “you bound yourself to the vessel. And vessels…” She raked her fingernail down the crystal. Serenna convulsed as the touch scored straight down her spine. “…can be claimed.”

Slow and prowling, Ayla glided around her in a silent sweep, while Serenna was forced motionless at the center of her orbit.

“You thought you understood these artifacts, didn’t you? That the gems only store Essence.” She leaned close, words a breath at Serenna’s ear. “But you never heard the whispers of those who forged them. You never stood a chance.”

Ayla snatched the Starshard in her fist. Serenna’s body flinched, lightning bursting across her skin in unsummoned arcs. Ayla smirked, watching the sparks scatter. She released the gem and crouched, one finger sliding beneath Serenna’s chin, forcing her face upward until their gazes locked.

“I have our dear brother to thank for delivering all of this lovely power, like an obedient little hound.” Ayla’s caress sharpened, nails digging into Serenna’s jaw. “And now it belongs to me.”

Serenna’s neck arched against her will, her body bending as her mind shrieked. Shame burned hot and vicious where fury should have risen.

Ayla released her chin and rose, smoothing her palms against her leathers. The Starshard’s grip slackened and Serenna lurched forward, barely catching herself on her hands before her face struck stone.

She drew a breath through her nose and forced her legs beneath her. They trembled, but she shoved herself upright. The golden collar dug into her pulse with every ragged beat. Still, Serenna lifted her chin, refusing to bow.

Ayla’s lips curved. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten your little beast form,” she purred, stepping closer until her shadow swallowed Serenna whole. “That power is mine too.”

Serenna clenched her jaw until it ached. She clawed inward, desperate to lash out with lightning. But no spark leapt to her call. No wings unfurled. Her power lay locked beneath her skin, strangled into silence.

Just like her.

Ayla skimmed a finger down the Starshard.

Serenna’s spine arched with a violent snap, scales flooding down her arms. Her shoulder blades wrenched apart as wings burst free, membranes ripping the air with a sound like tearing hide. She opened her mouth, air hitching on something between a cry and a snarl, but no sound came.

“You tied yourself to the artifact so sweetly,” Ayla chimed, stroking the shard. “Not as its master, but as its offering. Now you’re mine to wield.”

Serenna’s wings cracked shut and vanished on a wordless command.

“Mine to display.”

Her scales withdrew, every muscle locking. Unmoored inside her own skin, Serenna’s breath stuttered shallow as her body slipped away, leaving her mind stranded behind.

“And you’re up next,” Ayla said brightly. “If you survive…” Her teeth flashed, every word lacquered in venom. “The council will decide what scraps of you are worth keeping.”

Ayla turned on a heel, her stride smooth as a viper basking in the sun. “I won’t spoil what’s waiting for you in the Coliseum,” she called over her shoulder as she left the cell. “Fight or die?” She shrugged. “I don’t care which you do.”

At the archway where the arena’s light slanted in, Ayla paused, crowned in its glow. “Isn’t it beautiful?” she asked softly, glancing back. “To be free in choosing the manner of your suffering?” Then, with the smile of someone who already knew how the story ended, she added, “But do hurry, sister. Your wraith won’t survive long without you.”

Fenn.

Serenna’s pulse slammed in her throat as Ayla’s silhouette flared and then disappeared in the sun.

Finally released from the Starshard’s hold, she staggered, the echo of the binding clinging to her skin like scum. Her spine tensed, bracing for the next command.

But one never came. No guards did either. Just the tunnel loomed ahead, bleeding daylight toward her.

Serenna moved stiffly at first, dread pounding through her skull. Her boots scuffed the polished floor, each step swallowed by the hush of stone. Then she broke into a run. With Fenn already in the arena, every second she wasted here would cost him.

As she burst from the corridor, sunlight scalded her vision, blazing off pristine sand until her eyes watered. A roar of shouting followed, the sound striking her like a blow.

Above, white stone balconies climbed in tiered rings, pastel silks strung into shade. Hundreds of nobles sprawled on cushions, sipping from crystal flutes.

One male draped in emerald raiment flicked a human coin into the sand at Serenna’s feet, his laughter as putrid as rot. Beside him, a child clapped, shrieking for blood.

Serenna’s gaze dragged upward, searching for escape where none waited. Beyond the Coliseum’s crown, the sky stretched cloudless and cruel. And suspended in its vastness, Centarya hovered like a scar.

Once, she’d stood at the Spire’s peak with Vesryn, the floating campus spread below them. Once, she’d trained in those fighting rings hanging above the world, believing it all in preparation for a righteous war.

She knew better now. This theater revealed what the elves truly valued—violence curated into spectacle, perfected down to the stars-cursed sunlight.

And at the center of it all…

Serenna’s heart seized, a gasp caged behind her ribs.

Staked in the sand, Fenn lay splayed with arms yanked wide by rending restraints. Silver spears pinned his wings, driven through the membranes, anchoring him to the earth. Black blood seeped from a wound at his temple, streaking down to soak the golden collar at his throat.

His head scarcely lifted at her arrival. Yet across the hundred paces, his gaze found hers, the world narrowing to the span between them. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. His eyes said enough.

Serenna’s knees nearly buckled. She could fall here. Crumple into the sand. Beg Ayla for mercy. Offer herself in his place.

But she knew, deep down, that no plea would ever be enough. The crowd would only be sated with blood. And he’d already suffered for their amusement. Serenna’s throat closed. Rage and grief ignited together, burning hot and wild.

She ran for him.

Before she crossed half the expanse, movement stirred at the arena’s opposite tunnel. Two figures emerged. Then two more. A marching line of ten took shape, cloaked in livery stamped with sigils.

Champions sponsored by noble families.

Serenna skidded to a halt, grit spraying beneath her boots as she took in the elven-blooded advancing across the sand. These weren’t initiates she’d once trained beside. They were adolescents on the cusp of adulthood, the last softness of youth still clinging to their frames.

They fanned into a crescent. Behind them, warriors clad in the capital’s armor filed into the arena, closing into a gleaming ring.

Enforcers to ensure obedience.

The crowd shrieked with delight, the sound swelling until it smothered everything else. High in the sloped wall, a vent hissed, jetting fire in a narrow gout. A girl at the center thrust out her hand. Flame leapt to her palm, coiling up her arm.

At the pit’s edge, a soldier drove a pulse of force into the sand. A hidden mechanism answered. Water frothed up from a buried basin, snaking through carved channels along the perimeter. Several of the youths moved at once—hands rising to bend the current, dividing and hardening the streams into whirling blades of ice.

Wind followed, howling down from slits in the stone. One boy caught the gale in both palms and spun it tight, punching a cyclone skyward.

Serenna saw no summoned Essence or drawn weapons, only the power of the earth itself. Before she started closing the rest of the distance to Fenn, every muscle locked.

Her spine wrenched straight again, an unseen finger sliding down every bone. Gaze flying upward, she found Ayla enthroned, ruling the Coliseum. At her throat, she toyed with Serenna’s Starshard, turning it slowly between her fingers.

Skylash’s spark ignited. Power flooded Serenna’s veins in a rush she hadn’t summoned, control loaned back to her. For now. A gift wrapped in barbed threat, its bite already set, her magic poised to answer Ayla’s call.

Breath strangled, Serenna found Fenn again, and the horror split her clean through. Ayla could reach inside her body and yank the strings, could steal the fingers that once cupped Fenn’s jaw and drive them into violence. She could twist Serenna’s love into cruelty, her power into punishment—make her slit the throat she’d once kissed and force her to watch.

Serenna swayed where she stood, knees threatening to fold.

A hum converged, ripping her attention back to the arena. A spear of ice streaked across the sand, its glinting tip aimed for Fenn’s heart.

Serenna ran.

Her hand flew out, reaching for the earth. The frozen water sheared wide, spinning off course to slam against a stone wall in a spray of shards.

Bile scorched her throat with the knowledge that Ayla had allowed it—that mercy had been rationed, measured and granted on a whim.

Serenna’s feet pounded the sand as she closed the distance to Fenn, every stride a scream that she couldn’t voice. She didn’t want to fight. Not for Ayla. Not for this blood sport scripted by tyrants and sanctified with applause. And not against these half-grown children, already drilled to obedience, shackled to a realm they’d been taught to blindly revere. Just like her.

But the arena granted no room for grief. No margin for hesitation. Ayla had already stripped her of choice, staging the outcome.

As Serenna raced forward, the youths moved as one, their synchronized advance pulling the crowd’s roar higher. A boy lifted his arms and fire climbed his limbs in molten ribbons. Another clapped both palms forward and the air shrieked into a cyclone, sand lifting in a gleaming helix. A girl pirouetted with a dancer’s poise, water trailing behind her in a liquid veil.

Their magic undulated in choreographed beauty, precision forged to dazzle. Serenna’s stomach knotted at the sight of bloodlines honed into weapons. Lives repackaged as investments and paraded for the capital’s delight.

Fire slashed across the pit.

Serenna’s fingers shot out, snatching the flames and driving the inferno skyward in a hiss. Wind followed, whipping across the distance. Serenna reached Fenn just as the first tendril lashed close.

She threw herself over him, palms braced beside his shoulders. His breath hitched with hers as lightning detonated. Sparks burst in every direction, a dome of charged air arcing around them, spitting and gnashing against the flung elements.

It wasn’t so much a shield as an instinctive refusal, her body itself crackling in defiance. Outside the barrier, the children stripped her summoned magic, yanking the lightning into their hands.

Serenna didn’t yield.

The current howled through her, a ceaseless torrent. Every vein trembled on the verge of rupture as the lightning ran wild.

To channel her power in an endless flow would scorch her alive. But to stop now meant death.

And that was no choice at all.

The balconies thundered with a wordless roar, their hunger fed with every blow.

Fire slammed into Serenna’s dome, blistering heat pressing close. Wind shrieked through, sand scouring her eyes, gritting between her teeth. Ice hammered in jagged spears, pounding relentlessly to pierce her storm.

Her sparks collided with them, but the strands were wrenched away as fast as she summoned them, torn from her control.

And yet Serenna spun the bombarding elements, hauling the onslaught into herself until her body became a conduit. Wind tangled with flame. Ice hissed to steam. Lightning fused as the tempest swelled, devouring every hurled strike rather than unleashing it.

The children attacked without mercy, but Serenna refused to see them through the storm’s fury. Refused to let their faces become enemies.

She saw only Fenn—pinned and bleeding, wings staked to the ground. His breaths rasped beneath her, ragged as her own. Each gasp became a count her body kept as she bent the raging elements around them.

Every lash she repelled gouged deeper into her strength. Every act of restraint dragged behind her like a chain, slowing what should’ve been savage retribution. Mercy leeched her power, grinding her down.

But mercy wouldn’t save them. Not Fenn. Not her.

A streak of ice punched through the elemental storm and tore into Serenna’s shoulder, ripping flesh open to the bone. She screamed and collapsed over Fenn, all breath knocked from her lungs.

The sand burned her knees. Wind flayed her skin raw. And yet, it was his touch she felt, barely a twitch of his talons against her arm.

Serenna’s gaze found his, and his eyes held hers, glowing steady even through the blood. For a heartbeat, the world stilled, a fragment of stolen time.

He nodded. The choice was hers. Fight or yield. Rise or fall. He would meet whatever end beside her.

Something inside Serenna ruptured. She didn’t breathe, she broke. A sob snagged in her throat as she bent close and brushed her lips to Fenn’s.

“I love you,” she gasped as she pulled back, a tear burning its way down her cheek.

Fenn’s face contorted, fangs bared as pain and fury flared in his eyes. “Stars slay me,” he rasped, the words fracturing hoarse. “I love you too, she-elf.”

Then, with a snarl, he thrashed against the shadows and spears holding him fast, fire erupting from his wing talons. “Let me burn for you,” he growled. “Better ash at your side than breath without you.”

Wild and desperate, he poured his fire into her lightning. Even pinned, he gave her everything.

Serenna drank the inferno in. Flames and sparks whirled around her as she folded heat and energy into her storm. Legs trembling, she pushed to her feet and rose over Fenn. Blood dripped from her shoulder, the pain hardening into wrath as lightning wreathed her fists in violet fire.

Her storm crackled, straining against the assault, her chest aching with the effort.

And then she let go.

Serenna reached into the tempest and ripped it apart, threads of lightning snapping loose. The protective dome collapsed around them. She seized the children’s fire, wrenched ice and wind, claimed every element raging wild.

The youths closed in. Serenna’s gaze caught on a girl with a braid pulled too tight, her hands shaking as she wrestled Serenna for control. A boy bared his teeth, but his eyes flicked to Fenn, uncertain.

They were no soldiers. Only children wrapped in livery, their magic paraded as purpose beneath the balconies. Nameless weapons dressed for display.

Serenna’s chest compressed until it felt ready to split. She didn’t want to hurt them. She only wanted to stop. To stop watching those she loved hurt. To stop being forced into survival that demanded she become something unrecognizable.

But choice had been stolen from her long ago.

Above, silks rippled between pale stone columns as cheers roared from the crowd. In that moment, Serenna wanted to burn this stars-cursed world—the jeweled parasites reclining in comfort, the tyrants like Elashor who spilled blood the way others discarded stale wine.

And Ayla, who’d forced her into this pit.

Serenna knew her sister would never let her hurl magic at the nobles, though every fiber in her body screamed to try. So she fixed her gaze on the children before her, every breath searing raw.

No choice remained.

Only one thing left she could destroy.

Them.


CHAPTER 52
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JASSYN



Elashor shoved between Jassyn’s shoulders, driving him to his knees as the portal spat him out. Breath already thinning, manicured grass caught his palms.

The garden exhaled around him, trilliums and lilies reeking with sweetness so cloying that his stomach lurched. The perfume pressed into his lungs, sugared and wet, until bile crept up his throat.

No.

The voiceless denial died as his gaze dragged toward the arches ahead.

The Vallende estate.

Dread cinched his chest as Elashor’s rift sealed shut.

White roses bound marble pillars like shackles, captive veins of Essence seeping through the stone. Caged canaries trilled in melodic patterns while fountains released bubbled sighs.

The courtyard wore the mask of serenity, but Jassyn already knew what prowled beneath the lie.

Less than an hour ago, a harpoon had torn through his wing, yanking him from the sky. The sea had broken his fall, but everything after had dissolved into a fractured haze. He’d ripped off his tether hoping to give Vesryn a sense of their location but the soldiers hauled him from the water, their Essence stitching him whole. Hands steered him through portal after portal until he staggered into a war camp buried in an unfamiliar rainforest. Vines slick with moisture had groped his shoulders as they marched him straight to Elashor.

Something had happened there.

He felt a chilling absence where the bond with Vesryn should’ve glimmered—severed completely, though he wasn’t tethered. Whether the connection had been sundered by another’s hand—if such a thing were even possible—or worse, because Vesryn himself had fallen…

The thought broke apart before Jassyn could follow it to its end.

What remained of his memories had vanished so cleanly he couldn’t even trace the shape of the loss. He didn’t know how or why—unless his mind had already begun to retreat, knowing what waited ahead.

Elashor’s armor flashed with radiance where he stood at the garden’s edge, his golden hair glinting in the midday sun.

“Welcome home,” he drawled, his voice smooth as silk twisted into a noose. His smirk curved as his gaze lingered where Jassyn knelt. “She’ll be delighted you’ve returned.”

Fury ripped through Jassyn. He surged to his feet, beastblood roaring for violence. He lunged, arm snapping toward Elashor’s throat as the memory of driving a golden blade into that collarbone burned down his muscles.

But his fingers never touched.

He froze mid-motion, body locked as though sculpted from stone. Captive and posed, no different from the statues scattered throughout the courtyard.

Art, she’d called it.

Jassyn plunged inward for Essence and slammed into a solid barricade, his Well sealed off. He clawed for Cinderax’s flame still flickering in his chest, but the fire slipped away, heat without purchase.

He bared his teeth at Elashor. Elements then.

Lashing his awareness outward, Jassyn reached for the fountains behind the general, to the pulse of water. He tried to seize it, twist it, drown the stars-cursed bastard in his own reflection.

The water refused him. The garden did too. No vines stirred at his call, no roots coiled, no breath of air bent to his will.

Desperation mounting, Jassyn flailed for his wings—for the ache of freedom, the memory of sky.

Nothing answered.

Instead, numbness spread across his back, the shift severed as if flight had never belonged to him at all.

“Coercion is a double-edged sword,” Elashor mused, boots whispering through the grass as he paced a slow orbit. “Perhaps you thought yourself clever—slipping into my mind, breaking past my walls. But you left the door to yours cracked open.”

He stopped directly before Jassyn, eyes glittering with a predatory gleam, and lifted a hand. Threads of telepathy unspooled between his fingers before driving their hooks deep into Jassyn’s skull.

“And I made sure you’ll never remember how I stepped through.”

Pulse racing, Jassyn swallowed the rising horror, drawing in the garden’s sickening air through lungs that refused to fill. He remembered the last time their roles had been reversed—when he’d stripped the breath from Elashor’s chest, watched him choke in the dirt.

The memory flared, then guttered.

Now he was the string pulled taut, nothing more than an instrument held at pitch. Worse, an old instinct had already begun to stir. The survival script etched too deeply to erase. The one that whispered please them quickly, and maybe it will end sooner.

That instinct hadn’t died when he’d left this estate. It had only gone quiet, buried beneath fire and rebellion and the fragile belief that he might one day belong to himself.

And for a breath in time, he had. He’d believed power could cauterize the wound, that wings and defiance and choosing Lykor might mean freedom.

But obedience didn’t vanish. It only hibernated, waiting for the command that would wake it.

Jassyn knew how to hollow himself out. How to offer the shape of his body with his will already molded into another’s want. Submission became armor when breaking wasn’t an option. A practiced stillness that made endurance resemble devotion.

His chest hitched as he dragged himself back into the moment, arm suspended in a strike that would never land. Every tendon drew tight from the strain of holding nothing at all, the effort pointless.

Elashor leaned in close. His breath brushed the point of Jassyn’s ear, obscene in its familiarity. “She’s never going to let you go.”

Terror rose rather than rage. Jassyn’s stomach heaved as his body refused even the smallest flinch.

“No Stardust this time,” Elashor murmured, reaching out to trail his fingers along Jassyn’s jaw. “You’ll feel it all. Every touch. Every time she calls you her pet. You’ll want it. You’ll beg for it.” His hand closed around Jassyn’s chin, thumb pressing against his lower lip. “Because you’ll have no choice but to please her.”

The pull came then, sudden and absolute, snaring deep inside Jassyn’s mind. As the final threads of coercion knotted into place, Elashor chuckled softly.

“No one will find you. I destroyed that bond myself.” His voice shifted, as if addressing a trained hound. “Come. Let’s not keep your mistress waiting.”

Jassyn’s body fell into step behind Elashor, surrender dictated with every measured stride. Crystal chimes shivered in broken harmony as they passed, ushering them onward while the estate unfurled. The cruel splendor pressed in until memory split open like a festering wound, leaking rot into his gut.

Smile for me, she’d purred in the smothered hush of night, her mouth damp against his ear. Let the bruises remind you who you belong to.

The ghost of her touch still scored his skin—the bite of teeth at his throat, her nails scoring down his spine. Echoes lingering like scars.

Elven-blooded servants glided through the garden in translucent silks that veiled nothing, perfection in motion. They bowed to Elashor without hesitation, gazes sliding over Jassyn. Appraising.

They knew who he was.

A silver tray swept past, cheeses shaved, fruit sliced to bleed across mirrored glass. At its center lay a pomegranate, cracked open like a heart.

And beside it, a knife.

Jassyn lunged.

His fingers clamped around the hilt, wrenching the blade upward in a blur. Steel flashed as he drove the point straight toward his eye. Not the throat—Elashor would heal that before his life spilled out. It had to be deeper, driven into the skull. A strike so swift no magic could mend the wound.

And in that feral clarity he understood Rimeclaw’s plight. To crave an ending. The need to reclaim the last choice left to him.

But before the blade could plunge—before he could seize that final mercy—Elashor crooked a finger.

The knife halted, quivering a hair’s breadth from Jassyn’s eye, its gleam flooding his vision. His lungs splintered. Every breath shattered into shards as the hold locked him fast.

The tang of pomegranate clung to the blade, the scent dragging up other memories. Steaming baths. Cashmere sheets that suffocated more than they soothed. Her hand tipping his chin as fruit bled down his neck. Laughter, soft and indulgent, as her mouth sealed over his pulse where the stain glistened.

Jassyn’s throat closed, though all he wanted was to scream. He fought to drive the knife inward, to prove that something—anything—still belonged to him. Even if it was only the manner of his ending.

But the coercion’s grip ran deeper than his will.

Then the whispers returned.

You’ve always been so good at listening, she crooned into the hollow of his memory, her voice stroking grooves worn deep by repetition. Show them again how sweet you can be, darling.

Praise and command lingered in his skull, coaxing surrender into devotion until obedience itself glittered like a prize. Every muscle trembled as he battled the blade, denying the echo of the voice that had taught him how to bend.

Elashor clicked his tongue and plucked the knife from Jassyn’s grip. He tossed it aside, the clatter ringing finality.

“There now,” he said, smoothing the front of Jassyn’s armor. “We can’t have our trophy marring itself, can we?”

Jassyn couldn’t even blink when telepathy shimmered again, the filaments sliding into his temple.

“You will never raise a hand against yourself or others,” Elashor said, the order sinking barbs into Jassyn’s mind. “You will serve. You will stay devoted. That’s all you were ever made for.”

The command arrived without thunder or pain, carrying only the faint sensation of threads drawing tight, a weave knotted and pulled until no seam remained.

When Elashor turned and beckoned over his shoulder, Jassyn’s body obeyed again. They passed through a corridor of hedges clipped into rigid symmetry, every wild branch disciplined into order.

The path widened, opening into a private courtyard. She reclined across a chaise beneath a flowering arbor, wisteria spilling like a curtain behind her.

Farine.

Her golden hair lay coiled in coronet braids, stray strands softening a face honed to an arch elf’s ethereal sharpness. Gossamer silks clung in spectral veils and rings constellated every finger, each jewel pulsing with ensnared Essence.

She didn’t rise. Altars never did. They waited until others knelt. And Jassyn had, again and again.

Around her, nobles lounged in the shade, sipping wine from crystal chalices. They snuffed Stardust dotted on painted nails, pupils blown wide, their laughter loose and unguarded.

At the garden’s edge, a dais bore bodies entwined in carnal rhythm, ecstasy performed as a pageant. One female at Farine’s feet rose from her nest of velvet cushions and stepped into the scene, easing herself astride a man already flushed and ready. As she sank down, a low moan slipped from her throat. The court answered with a flutter of applause like acknowledging a toast well spoken.

Not a single gaze registered Jassyn as more than an offering restored to Farine’s temple. He felt their eyes prying him open, his spine already remembering how to hold still just enough to seem willing.

He hated it. And beneath that hatred, something fouler lurked.

A ruined part of him slackened with relief. His shoulders dropped, his body remembering how to bow. Performance demanded nothing but anticipation of the next command.

Shine when summoned. Please when ordered.

His name no longer mattered, only the bloodline seared into his bones. Choice had never breathed in this place. All he had to do now was forget the life he’d dared to build for himself.

And what had freedom truly given him except things meant to be ripped away? A taste of power. A glimpse of love, gentle where every other touch had scarred. The fragile hope of healing, clotting over wounds that had never closed.

Lykor.

Jassyn had chosen him with a trust he hadn’t known still lived within himself. For one brief, impossible moment, he’d believed it might matter. That giving himself wholly could steer the ending toward something new.

But this wasn’t a tale where love rewrote the script.

He hoped Lykor would stay far away. Better he never come searching. If he saw Jassyn like this, he wouldn’t understand.

While Lykor had been forged in fury, sharpened by fangs bared to the world, Jassyn had survived by turning surrender into the illusion of choice. Lykor would only see the wreckage and call it defeat, believing the fight already lost.

A hush rippled through the garden, though Farine hadn’t spoken. She lifted her chin, and a nearby harpist strangled their final note. One of her lacquered nails rose, and the coercion inside Jassyn cinched tight.

His knees struck marble before thought could surface, the crack echoing at the heart of her court.

Obedience stirred awake beneath his skin, the echo of Elashor’s magic. He bowed low before his mind could intervene, before it could even whisper the shape of no.

Farine rose from her velvet cradle like a lioness unfurling. Perfume preceded her as she approached, a floral haze thick enough to choke on. Her fingers brushed the scar along Jassyn’s cheek, then slid into his curls, nails digging at the nape of his neck and holding him there until his scalp stung.

“My, my,” she chimed, drawing his head back to angle him into the sapphire blaze of her eyes. “We were starting to think you’d forgotten the way home. But here you are. Still beautiful. Still mine.”

A servant appeared at her side with a silver tray. Farine plucked a fig, syrup glossing her fingers.

“Open,” she purred.

Jassyn’s jaw obeyed, coaxed apart by invisible strings.

Sweetness broke across his tongue, the kind that curdled memory. He swallowed because his body remembered how to shape gratitude from violation. How to turn the gag of bile into something that passed for appreciation.

Farine sucked the juice from her thumb, watching him with a slow, knowing smile. “Still so lovely. But this?” She dragged her palm over his chest, skating up his arms. “There’s strength now. Cavorting with our exiled prince has been hardening you, hasn’t it?”

Murmurs of curiosity passed through the nobles. Farine reclaimed his chin and tipped it higher.

“Good,” she said, the word weighted with approval. “We want our legacy pieces kept well conditioned. After all, you’ll be paraded before the king soon enough.”

Jassyn couldn’t move, but he felt the air tighten, hunger sharpening around him. Silks whispered as bodies leaned forward, attention pressing closer without a single step taken.

“They’ve missed you,” Farine murmured, voice curling toward the nobles. “And you’ve missed the rhythm. But don’t fret, darling—it always returns.”

Her hand threaded through his hair again, displaying him while her gaze swept the onlookers. “He was always our favorite. So giving.”

Chuckles drifted around the court as goblets lifted in agreement. One male ran his tongue along the rim of his glass as though tasting Jassyn already.

“He’s acquired a talent, Mother,” Elashor said, his voice sliding in from behind. “One I think you’ll find more…intriguing than his bloodline.”

Farine’s eyes glittered as she looked through Jassyn. At the novelty she owned. “Show me.”

There was no warning. The netted weave yanked inside Jassyn’s skull, threads of control wrenching him into motion. Muscles seized as the shift tore through him, violent and unsummoned.

Wings ripped free from his spine, maroon membranes cracking open in a snap of sinew. Scales crawled down his throat and arms, scraping as they locked into place. Wing talons clacked together as orbs of fire bloomed between them, his pupils slitting to blades of dragonsight.

Gasps spread through the court, mouths slackened with awe. Stardust-stained fingers reached for him and then stilled. None dared touch him. Not without Farine’s consent.

Others made no pretense of restraint. They devoured him openly, eyes running over him like hands, already rehearsing what they would claim when permission came.

Desperate to scorch something—anything—Jassyn clawed for the flames with what little will remained. The fire recoiled, flickering just beyond reach. His hands wouldn’t budge when he tried to lift them, refusing to harm. Heat pressed against his ribs, banked and useless, obedience sealing it down.

Panting, Jassyn knelt in his druid form, every fiber screaming for oblivion as humiliation burned. Memory would remain. Elashor had promised.

There would be no Stardust this time. No merciful blur. No cradle of dissociation to soften the edges. Only the full, crushing weight of each moment, preserved intact and left to smother him.

Farine drifted around him, a single finger skimming along the leathered edge of his wing. Jassyn’s stomach pitched when the membrane twitched beneath her touch. He held still, because stillness had once been the difference between survival and something worse.

Her voice came low and indulgent, admiring a rare beast newly added to her menagerie. “You’ll let them ride again, won’t you?”

The claws on his wings clenched. Something inside him gave way, clearing space for the answer she expected. Yielding had always been easier than shattering.

She leaned closer, her words honeyed poison. “You’ll be generous, my little flame. And you’ll savor it.”

The command sank into his marrow, his mind powerless to object the coercion. When Farine summoned him to follow, Jassyn rose without resistance. What came next unfolded the way it always had.

The way it always would.

He crossed the garden and lowered himself onto the chaise, Farine draping herself along him. Her silks spilled across his lap as she settled between his thighs, reclining her head against his chest.

Jassyn thanked her when she pressed fruit to his lips, juice burning rancid as it slid down his throat. He smiled when she praised him, sensing the bite of compulsion sharpen against his will.

His wings cramped against the curve of the chaise, joints protesting the confinement, but he stayed where she’d placed him. Whether he remained by compulsion or something more insidious—habit, conditioning, the dull relief of not having to choose—he could no longer tell.

When Farine’s hand wandered down his chest and her mouth landed on the hollow of his throat, Jassyn let his mind slip sideways, drawing steadiness from the memory of someone stronger than himself.

Lykor, who hadn’t broken. Who never would.

Jassyn pictured him as he’d been on that cliff in the Maw—unflinching, wings spread wide to shield as the storm broke open and lightning tore down. Wordless. Immovable. Fire burning in his eyes.

Jassyn had seen it then, what devotion truly looked like. And in that thought, something feral stirred.

The litany of Elashor’s commands coiled back through his skull. You will never raise a hand against yourself or others. You will serve. You will stay devoted.

They hadn’t even bothered to tether him, and he could sense the magic now that he’d folded his awareness inward. Threads knotted over threads, delicate as lace, cruel as wire.

Mind drifting beyond what was happening to his body, Jassyn held his breath. He brushed his perception along a tangled loop in the weave, hoping the touch remained light enough to pass unnoticed.

Not that Elashor would, lost to his own indulgence with someone’s mouth wrapped around his cock.

The lattice shivered.

One of the knots slackened for a bare instant when Jassyn grazed it. He recoiled at once, pulse spiking with revelation as the net of magic quivered.

Elashor had cast the compulsion the way a general issued orders—broad strokes, assumed obedience—not the way a wordsmith would draft law. He’d left seams in the language, gaps where intent could slip through unguarded.

Jassyn didn’t need to raise his hands to summon Essence or earth—he could do that with a thought. And he was serving. That much remained true.

Elashor had never named who or what.

So Jassyn would serve the dream of freedom, the one he was willing to burn for. A reckoning meant to dethrone kings and sunder every realm that demanded obedience by force.

He would stay devoted. But not to Farine or the crown. To the fire beneath it all. To the war still smoldering in his chest, banked and breathing.

Deep in that ruin, where ash tried to choke the roots of hope, something reached again for flame.

The ember hadn’t died.

Not yet.
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