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To those with a kind heart
who reached out a hand
to help someone else—
And to those who had the
courage to take it.
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READING GUIDANCE


This novel is intended for adults and contains darker themes some readers may find upsetting or disturbing. Please consider your mental health before diving into this story.
This is by no means an exhaustive list or arranged in any particular order: death, graphic violence/gore, sexual encounters and suggestive themes, adult language, DID and switching, memories of substance abuse/addiction, blood/bleeding, emotional/physical manipulation and abuse.







GUIDE & SUMMARY


The Shadows of Stars begins where The Chains of Fate left our characters.
Jassyn has been bitten by Lykor and paralyzed by venom, left for dead in the jungle.
Serenna is desperately fighting to save Fenn’s life after an ambush by the reavers—a rogue group of wraith.
Now that she is untethered, Vesryn senses her presence through their bond and portals directly to her, right into the heart of the wraith stronghold.
But their reunion is short-lived.
The coercion ingrained in Lykor’s mind ignites at the sight of the prince, triggering the chain of events that unfolds in Serenna’s opening chapter.
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.
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.
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. (Lykor and Kal have lost the ability to cloak).
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
PROMINENT CHARACTERS
Serenna (Sir-REN-nah) Vallende (Val-LEND-e) - an elven-blooded and former princess of Allaenar, now with Lykor’s band of wraith in the Frostvault Keep.
Shares a bond with Prince Vesryn that spontaneously manifested but is not fully accepted. Also shares an accepted bond with both Lykor and 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 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. Stole shaman family trees with Vesryn from Farine’s estate in The Chains of Fate, which outline those elven-blooded who have access to elemental power.
Vesryn asked him to form a bond near the end of The Chains of Fate.
Previously forced into servitude for sixty years to increase the elven population. Vesryn intervened and used his position on the council to null Jassyn’s contracts.
Essence abilities: mending, telepathy, shielding, illusion, 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.
Fenn (FEN) - A wraith, Kal’s son, one of Lykor’s lieutenants and bonded to Serenna. Has the force ability, given by Serenna.
MINOR CHARACTERS
Kal (CAL) - Fenn’s father and Lykor’s captain. Now appears as half-wraith due to Lykor giving him the talents of illumination, illusion, and telepathy in The Chains of Fate.
Elashor (e-LASH-or) Vallende (Val-LEND-e) - Serenna and Ayla’s father and Alari’s General, arch elf.
Velinya (Vel-LIN-ya) - Serenna’s elven-blooded friend from Vaelyn who is now a wraith and in hiding and under the care of the rangers.
Magister Thalaesyn (THAL-Aye-Sin) - Arch elf. Mender and researcher at Centarya, Jassyn’s former mentor.
Queen Maraelyn (Ma-REL-in) - Vesryn’s mother who was thought to have perished in the first wraith attack, half sister is Jassyn’s mother.
Nelya (NEL-ya) - Jassyn’s former peer and research associate at Centarya. Leads an underground rebel ring of magus at Centarya.
Flight Captain Zaeryn (Zare-IN) - Vesryn’s second in command of the rangers.
Galaeryn (ga-LARE-rin) Falkyn (FALL-kin) - Elven king of Alari, Vesryn’s sire.
Ayla (EYE-la) Vallende - An initiate at Centarya, half niece to Jassyn, half sister to Serenna.
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.
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 hunting down Lykor’s wraith.
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.
Druids - An extinct race who perished in the Great War with the Aelfyn a thousand years ago. Not much is known, but they were suspected to be some type of shifters and former inhabitants of Lykor’s stronghold.
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).
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.
Druid Jungle - a pocket of jungle deep in the Hibernal Wastes, thought to be an ancient druid city.
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
Dracovae - Flying beasts cared for by the rangers. They appear as half eagle—with a raptor’s head, feathery chest, and wings—and half lizard, with a 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 that lives with him in the Aerie.
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 suspected to be the key to freeing the dragons.
At the beginning of The Shadows of Stars, Lykor has one Heart in his chambers (The Aerie) and Fenn and Serenna have a second Heart in their possession upon just finding it in the heart of the volcano at the end of The Chains of Fate.



CHAPTER 1





JASSYN


Achill seeped through Jassyn’s veins, an insidious ice crawling deeper into his bones. His strength bled out, each muscle becoming an anchor, dragging him down.
A fog blanketed his mind, turning his thoughts sluggish beneath its numbing grip. He strained to reach through the haze—to force himself to move—but his body remained unresponsive.
He became aware of a distant tug on his leathers, hauling him along. Unable to focus, the world wavered to smudged fragments as night closed in. Grass whispered against his cheek before a sudden slap cracked across his face.
Jassyn’s eyes flew open as water engulfed him, blurring his vision. His chest convulsed from the shock, but instead of air, the stream crashed into his mouth.
He couldn’t move. Couldn’t feel his limbs. Could hardly register whatever thudded into his shoulder as his perception of Essence vanished, like a flame suddenly snuffed out.
One of his golden knives must’ve impaled him, tethering him.
Lykor.
Memories slammed into him, as relentless as the water flooding his lungs. Lykor had bitten him—paralyzing him somehow—lashing out in a desperate, animalistic fury after Jassyn had breached his consciousness.
His chest burned as water rushed down his throat. He needed to reach the surface. To breathe. To escape. But he was drowning.
Helpless.
Panic ignited. Jassyn’s mind clawed for control but his body refused him, imprisoned by the crippling grip.
He couldn’t let it end here. His survival wasn’t just about him—he had to tell the prince about Lykor and the visions he’d seen through his eyes. Serenna. Aesar. The wraith. The king.
Jassyn reached for Vesryn through the bond, but only emptiness answered—the golden blade in his shoulder had silenced his power. Surely the prince would sense it, like the void Serenna’s disappearance had left behind. He’d been reluctant to form the connection when the prince first suggested it, back when they were fleeing Centarya—but now, its existence might be the only thing that could save his life.
After portaling him to the jungle earlier in the evening, Vesryn had returned to the rangers. But he’d come searching. He had to. He’d find him here and rescue him from this sinking fate.
Dark flecks swam across Jassyn’s vision as his body spasmed from the lack of air. A faint tingling nipped at his fingertips. Perhaps this immobilizing effect was beginning to relinquish its iron hold. Buoyed by the foreign haze, he drifted between thoughts, his heartbeat slowing to a crawl.
Something shamefully familiar stirred—the euphoric rush, a dangerous craving burning with insatiable hunger. How absurd to desire that feeling even now, to feel a twisted satisfaction as he slipped further from himself.
What am I doing? The thought surfaced slowly, then sharpened. It’s just water.
Wrestling his mind into submission, Jassyn battled the fog. He focused on the current humming around him, swirling against his skin. Beneath it, the pulse of the earth waited.
His wrists twitched as he reached outward, willing the stream to bend. The water peeled away smoothly, rippling open in a shimmering arc.
For a moment, triumph flickered. But then realization struck—he’d been floating at the surface. He plunged a few feet through the sudden pocket of emptiness, colliding with the rocky bed below.
Air. He needed air.
Grounding his spinning head, Jassyn dug his fingers into pebbles, clinging to the roughness. By sheer force of will, he pried his mouth open, wrenching the water from his body. Liquid spilled out of him, a dam breaking as he convulsed with the motion.
Then a violent gasp filled his lungs. He sputtered and coughed, forcing out the last dregs. Still unable to move, he panted, but clarity returned with each inhale.
A sudden burst of Essence ripped through the glade. Jassyn lay face down in the exposed stream, water parting around him. His muscles quivered in a failed attempt to lift his head as heavy boots pounded against the earth, each step echoing in his chest. Stars, please let it be Vesryn. Not Lykor, coming back to finish the job.
“Jassyn!” The prince’s alarmed voice cut through the silence.
Before his cousin reached him, ribbons of force cocooned Jassyn’s body. Vesryn’s magic lifted him from the rocky bed, setting him gently onto the grass.
Jassyn released his tenuous control of the current and the stream clapped back together.
The prince dropped beside him, already gripping the knife lodged in his shoulder, yanking the blade free. Essence surged back into Jassyn’s awareness. Their bond blazed to life, Vesryn’s presence shining in his mind.
I’m fine, Jassyn sent hurriedly down the bridge between them as Vesryn turned him over. Rapidly blinking, Jassyn strained to focus on the blurred face above him. I just can’t move.
Crimson light spiraled from Vesryn’s hands, threading through the air and weaving into the wound on Jassyn’s shoulder. Confusion thrummed through the bond as the prince brushed Jassyn’s neck, tracing the unmistakable fang marks before mending them.
“Who did this?” Vesryn demanded, his hands tightening on Jassyn’s arms. He whipped his head around to scan the edge of the glade. “Are they still here?”
They’re gone, Jassyn said, his ribs shuddering with lingering coughs, each one chafing his throat. Set me up somewhere. I…have a lot to tell you.
Vesryn hooked an arm under Jassyn’s shoulders and hauled him across the grass. Bark scraped his leathers as the prince propped him against a tree before dropping beside him.
“What happened?” Vesryn pressed, every muscle coiled tight.
Jassyn forced himself to unravel the chaotic jumble of memories stolen from Lykor. Fragments and flashes, some fitting together into entire stories.
Worried about how the prince would react, he stalled for time and targeted the water drenching his clothes. Tugging on the liquid, droplets lifted in a fine mist that caught shards of starlight before swirling away, leaving him dry.
“Serenna…” Jassyn rasped, the word rough as he tested his voice. “She’s in the Wastes. With the wraith. She’s safe.”
Vesryn froze, but his intake of breath was harsh. His eyes widened, emotions flashing in the jade depths, confusion and hope colliding. “She’s…safe?”
Jassyn nodded, swallowing past the knot strangling his throat. “And there’s more. She’s…” He exhaled slowly. “With your brother.”
The prince’s disbelief thundered through the bond, striking Jassyn like a punch to the gut. His heartbeat faltered beneath Vesryn’s shock, but he steadied himself with a breath and pressed on. “Aesar… He’s not quite how you remember him.”
The truth soured in Jassyn’s mouth as he shared the haunting reality of what he’d seen. Aesar, broken under the king’s power. Lykor, emerging to shield him, only to be twisted into submission, compelled to kill Vesryn.
But Lykor had endured, no matter how many times Galaeryn had ravaged his Essence, forcing his transformation from elf to wraith and wraith to elf.
Jassyn squeezed his eyes shut. Shame spiraled through him, a horrific realization sinking in. He’d forced Lykor to relive that torment, wielding the same magic to invade his mind and bend his will—becoming no better than the king.
“Aesar survived,” Jassyn said, his voice a hoarse whisper. “Because of Lykor.”
Silence stretched and Jassyn glanced at the prince.
Vesryn’s face contorted as his hands curled into fists, knuckles white against his knees.
Sensing his cousin’s anguish brewing, Jassyn gently steered the conversation to the other information he’d gathered. He filled in the gaps with everything else relevant to the moment—Serenna portaling into Lykor’s war room, mistaken for a threat, accepting a bond as a last resort for survival.
Jassyn sensed Vesryn splintering, the fortress he’d built around his grief beginning to crumble. As the news settled in, his own heart shredded in his chest along with his cousin’s.
“My brother…” Vesryn’s voice cracked. His eyes unfocused, searching through something Jassyn couldn’t see. He tangled his fingers in his hair, shoulders sagging, crushed under the impossible reality. “He’s…” A deep breath shuddered through his nose. “You’re telling me he’s alive? After all this time?”
Jassyn tried to fight past the lingering effects of Lykor’s bite and lift a hand. But his limb only twitched, the feeble gesture of solace falling short.
A tremor tore through the prince, his jaw clenched so tightly it shook. “I mourned him. I—” The words broke off as Vesryn shot to his feet, his eyes hardening to steel in the starlight. “Where are they?”
Jassyn turned inward, sifting through fading memories—an isolated stronghold, sleepless nights, vigilant patrols. His pulse quickened at the sight.
“There’s a dormant volcano,” he said, pulling himself back to the jungle, meeting the prince’s expectant stare. “Deep in the Wastes, surrounded by snowy peaks.” Jassyn paused, his mind drifting over the pattern of stars seen from Lykor’s balcony at night. “I could try mapping the constellations, but they’re unfamiliar. Zaeryn or your officers might know the region if any rangers have ventured that far.”
Vesryn nodded curtly, already pacing a path in the grass, fingers twitching at his sides. “Can you move?” he demanded, his impatience beginning to simmer. “Or can you show me how to dispel whatever is crippling you? I want to find them. Tonight.”
The finality in the prince’s voice had Jassyn hesitating. He feared rushing in headfirst without a plan would do more harm than good. “We need to be careful of the coercion on Lykor.”
Vesryn whirled around, eyes ablaze with manic light. “Don’t tell me what to do. I’m getting my brother and Serenna back and you’re coming with me to untangle the magic binding his mind.”
Jassyn drew a grounding breath, rebuilding his mental barriers to shield himself from Vesryn’s volatile emotions. “We will,” Jassyn agreed, steadying his own voice. “But we need to discuss how to handle—”
“There’s nothing to discuss,” the prince snarled, fury spilling into every syllable. “Stars, all we’ve done is speculate for weeks.” He stalked closer, crouching beside Jassyn, ruby light flaring in his palm. “Either you show me how to purge that toxin,” he growled, his face cast in a fierce, blood-red glow, “or I’ll toss you over my shoulder and take you to Thalaesyn right now.”
Unsure if such a feat of healing was even possible, Jassyn opened his mouth to argue.
But before he could respond, the prince went rigid. Vesryn’s breath caught, his magic extinguishing in an instant.
“Do you sense Serenna?” Jassyn whispered. Nothing else would rattle him like this.
Vesryn sliced a hand through the air, demanding silence. His eyes flew wide, darting back and forth too fast for Jassyn to follow. Suddenly, the prince sprang to his feet and tore open a portal, the dark void rippling in the air.
“Wait!” Fighting to move, Jassyn’s legs twitched feebly. “If Lykor is there and sees you—”
But the prince was already dashing through the gateway. Mind reeling, Jassyn swore and gritted his teeth, trying to push himself up. His muscles trembled, frustration mounting as his body betrayed him.
In an unusual moment of foresight, Vesryn had left the portal open. Jassyn’s stomach tightened with the urge to fling himself through—just as recklessly as the prince—if only he could move. But doubt crept in with every breath.
Lykor would be there. And Jassyn, still struggling to stand, was anything but prepared for another encounter.
There wasn’t time to second-guess. If Vesryn faced Lykor, the coercion would trigger and he needed to be there to stop it.
Resolve steeled his bones, anchoring him against the rising dread. He had to act. Now.
When he attempted to move again, Jassyn’s hands flopped from his lap to the ground. Useless.
But beneath the soil, he sensed the pulse of life humming through the leaves and roots. Raking his fingers through the grass, Jassyn abandoned caution, swallowing his worry.
He’d only used the earth this way once before—during a training session with the prince, when he’d transferred plant life to heal Vesryn’s wounds. He’d barely known what he was doing then, but his own injuries had vanished too, revealing that self-healing with the earth was possible.
Focusing on the power racing under his palms, Jassyn closed his eyes and reached. The forest stirred around him, its ancient thrumming matching his heartbeat.
He tensed as the ground beneath his fingers withered, plants curling to ash in silent sacrifice. Holding his breath, Jassyn surrendered to the tempest of magic and let it sweep him away.



CHAPTER 2





SERENNA


Lykor’s shadows engulfed Serenna’s vision, drowning the fortress streets in darkness. Her heart pummeled against her ribs, panic crushing the fleeting reassurance of Vesryn’s arrival.
She’d hardly had time to process his presence before instinct took over. She whipped Essence into a spiraling vortex, forging it into a shield of violet light. Vesryn’s ward slammed into place over hers, sealing them in as they knelt beside Fenn.
Lykor’s rending crashed into the barrier with the force of a hurricane, the impact rattling through Serenna’s bones. Beside her, the prince bared his teeth. Essence fountained from his outstretched hands, absorbing Lykor’s onslaught.
Illuminated by the ward’s amethyst light, Vesryn’s eyes met hers. Through the bond—one of three coiled in her mind—the prince’s emotions swept over her. Relief tangled with confusion, grief threaded with fury, but something tender and unguarded wove into the fabric of her heart.
But another bond flickered.
Serenna’s breath caught, terror reigniting. Her eyes fell to Fenn’s limp form, riddled with enough crossbow bolts to be kindling for a pyre. Blood slicked her fingers as she clung to him, pouring every ounce of her will into keeping him anchored to life. To conserve her rapidly dwindling power, she released her shield, letting it dissolve under the shelter of Vesryn’s barrier.
A flare of red light ignited around the prince. His arm hovered, wisps of mending winding around his palm. For a heartbeat, Serenna’s hope swelled—he was going to help heal Fenn. But he veered toward her shoulder, stitching up a wound she’d already forgotten about.
Vesryn’s jaw tightened as his fingers skimmed over her neck, crimson light sealing fang marks. He stared at her hands, clenched tightly around Fenn. A muscle twitched in his cheek as a cold decision settled.
The hollow ache in Serenna’s chest constricted as he withdrew. She wanted to protest, to demand that he try, but he wouldn’t waste Essence on a life he’d already deemed lost. Especially not while Lykor’s shadows swarmed around them, strangling his shield.
“Lykor’s mind—there’s coercion,” Serenna forced out. She tunneled through the third bond but only met emptiness, Lykor and Aesar both lost to a void. “You have to leave before the compulsion drives him to kill you. He’s…he’s your—”
“I know exactly who he is,” Vesryn grated out, each word honed with fury. His jade eyes locked onto hers, fierce with determination yet shadowed by anguish. “And I’ll save Aesar from Lykor.”
Another wave of rending slammed into his ward, the blow detonating in a burst of violet light. Essence blazed around the prince, his magic a beacon defying the shadows.
Serenna reached for his arm, her fingers trembling against the tension knotted beneath his skin. “You can’t,” she whispered, her voice nearly breaking as Lykor’s power surged again. “But if you leave, the coercion should dissipate.” Her plea sounded brittle and desperate, but that was all she had to convince the prince.
Vesryn’s hand curled into a fist before he pulled free from her frail grip. “I’m not leaving my brother.” Flicking his wrist, he wrapped a shield around himself. His features darkened, mouth set in a hard line as he tipped his chin toward the portal he’d left open. “You should go.”
Serenna’s fingers curled around Fenn’s claw—a silent vow not to leave him. Their bond wavered like a dying ember, her soul refusing to release his, despite the prince imploring her to.
“Vesryn!” she screamed as he ripped through the protective shield, reforging the barrier before striding into the darkness. “I can’t lose you too.”
The prince glanced back, his mouth parting. But he faltered, abandoning the words. He lingered for a moment before turning sharply, vanishing into the shadows.
Serenna’s hands shook as she dragged her focus away from Vesryn’s retreating silhouette. A tear trailed down her cheek when she took in Fenn’s ashen face, his pulse a weak flutter under her fingertips. She yanked another crossbow bolt from his chest. Despair consuming her, she spooled her remaining power into him, denying death’s claim for a few moments more.
Lykor’s rending receded, following the prince. But Essence still ricocheted through the keep, the pressure of power vibrating through her knees. Over the chaos, Serenna heard footsteps pounding against the cobbled street behind her.
She glanced back to see wraith scattering down the streets, seeking shelter elsewhere. But Kal warped closer to her, his spiked armor as dark as the night. He drew a gold-plated dirk from his side and sliced through the prince’s shield as if it were no more than smoke.
Face contorting, Kal dropped to one knee beside her, brushing a strand of hair back from his son’s still face. He placed a quivering hand on Fenn’s chest, fingers barely grazing the blood-soaked fabric.
Serenna’s voice cracked as he gripped her shoulder. “I’m so sorry.” Tears spilled freely now, dripping from her chin as she leaned over Fenn, her heart shredded with sorrow. “I’m doing everything I can.”
Another tremor of Essence barreled down the street where Vesryn and Lykor clashed. Gauntlet crushed into a fist, rending erupted from Lykor as he stalked after the prince. Fangs bared, his deadened eyes locked onto Vesryn, shadows colliding in brutal bursts.
With each step, Vesryn led Lykor away, rending spiraling around him. His shadows slashed at Lykor’s, meeting the assault blow for blow, severing waves of magic before they could strike.
A shockwave burst from Lykor’s fist, racing across the broken cobblestones, sending tremors through the fortress. Serenna gasped, the ground quaking beneath her knees as stone splintered and bricks crumbled, flying loose as Lykor wrenched a bridge apart. Rubble churned around him, gathering speed until he twisted his magic into a whirlwind. Thrusting his arm out, Lykor flung the spinning rocks at the prince.
Vesryn’s hands blurred, opening portals that swallowed the deadly barrage. He sidestepped into another rift, reappearing behind Lykor.
Snarling, Lykor spun and prowled toward the prince, shadows swirling in his wake.
Serenna’s pulse drummed a frantic beat, chest tightening with every bone-rattling impact as their magic clashed. Vesryn couldn’t outlast Lykor—his Well was far outmatched. Each shock reverberated against her ribs as Vesryn endured blow after crushing blow.
“The coercion will drive Lykor to rip this place apart,” Kal said, jaw clenching tight. His eyes darted to Vesryn’s portal before dropping back to Fenn. “We have to get the prince out of here.”
Serenna shook her head, sensing Vesryn’s unyielding resolve beating down the bond, a hammer striking iron. “I tried.” She cast another futile wave of mending over Fenn. Crimson light spilled from her hands, but his blood only slowed as his life slipped through her fingers. “He won’t leave. Not until he gets Aesar back.”
Kal’s mouth fused into a frown, his face a bleak mask. “Then we have to stop the magic on Lykor.” He snagged her hand. “You have to use the bond. Restrict his access to Essence. If Aesar could stop him, he would have by now.”
A thunderous crack boomed through the cavern. Serenna flinched as an errant bolt of force smashed into the mirrors lining the volcano’s slopes—glass panes designed to catch and funnel light through the crater above, now shimmering faintly with starlight. The impact shattered a section in a spray of fractured brilliance.
Serenna tossed her arms out. “I can try,” she panted, reinforcing the prince’s shield against the deadly avalanche of broken shards. “But restraining Lykor won’t put an end to the compulsion.”
“I know.” The light in Kal’s crimson eyes dimmed. He clasped Fenn’s shoulder, just as reluctant as she was to let him go. “But you can give the prince a fighting chance.” Urgency sharpened the sorrow in his tone. “Go.”
Serenna layered another wave of mending into one of Fenn’s wounds, her words coming out hoarse. “I can’t leave him.”
Kal’s voice broke, hand twisting into Fenn’s tattered tunic. “Fenn’s gone.”
Serenna’s heart lurched, caving in. “He’s not,” she whispered. “I can still feel him.” She clung to Fenn’s lifeless claw, denial blurring her vision.
“You have a chance to save the living.” Kal’s words sliced like a blade, carving away her resistance. “Use it.”
Serenna’s chin trembled, grief splitting her heart. Save the living. She didn’t want to admit it, but her magic—her limited skill—couldn’t bring Fenn back. Too many bolts had been driven into him for anyone to survive.
Fenn, she called through the bond.
But only silence answered through their fraying connection.
With an unsteady breath, she let Fenn’s claw slip from her grasp, though every instinct screamed to hold on. Serenna released a sob, knowing he would want her to help Lykor.
As she rose, a shiver raced down the back of her neck. Sensing a strange pulse of earth magic, she whirled around.
Jassyn staggered through Vesryn’s portal. His eyes bounced around the wreckage before landing on Lykor and the prince, who were hurling shadows at each other amid the crumbling streets.
Serenna rushed to him, a spark of hope flaring to life as she gripped his arms, her eyes widening at the faint green glow racing through his veins. “Fenn needs you.”
Without hesitation, Jassyn rushed over, dropping beside Fenn and Kal just as the portal sealed shut. Mending light flickered from his fingertips but then vanished. Jassyn sucked in a breath, his spine snapping straight before his head whipped toward Vesryn.
The barrier the prince had left around them shattered. A shimmering wave of Essence burst from Jassyn’s chest, flowing toward his cousin across the keep.
Vesryn’s face was a mask of strain, hands outstretched as he launched another wave of shadows. Unblinking, Lykor advanced, driving the prince back down the street step by step.
“He’s…draining my Well,” Jassyn gritted out, sweat beading on his forehead. His fingers shook over Fenn, glowing with that strange green light. “I’ll do what I can but…” He shoved curls from his eyes and wrestled with thin wisps of mending, weaving a sputtering stream into Fenn’s wounds.
“Hurry,” Kal urged her.
Wiping her cheeks, Serenna’s breaths shuddered through the desolation gripping her heart. Dread doused the relief of Jassyn’s arrival as Essence continued to flow from him to the prince. But if she could help Vesryn, take the fight off his shoulders… It might leave Jassyn with enough magic to save Fenn.
Digging her nails into her palms, Serena ruthlessly focused on the task ahead. One unsteady step after another, she ventured forward, plunging into the fray.
Vesryn dashed through a portal, narrowly dodging a cleaving whip of rending. He emerged a level higher on the streets above and launched a whirlwind of shadows down at Lykor.
Lykor’s gauntlet snapped into a fist. A riptide of force blasted the street beneath Vesryn’s feet, the cobblestones exploding upward in a hail of stone.
The prince slipped, boots skidding across the fractured ground. He vanished, tumbling into another portal just as the wall behind him collapsed.
Vesryn reappeared, smudges of dirt streaking his face. He stumbled further down the street, his shoulders heaving with labored breaths.
Lykor prowled forward, pursuing the prince into a courtyard, shadows lashing from him like living chains. Window boxes outside of dwellings spilled over with herbs and luminous mushrooms. Fountains gurgled, drowned out by the crackling roar of Essence.
Serenna’s steps slowed as she approached, her skin tingling beneath the oppressive weight of their magic. Casting her perception down the bond with Lykor, she sensed a dark energy—a wall of coercion. She tunneled deeper into the link, reaching toward the shared space within their Well, uncertain whether the king had woven any safeguards against intervention.
Across the plaza, Vesryn locked onto her, eyes wild and sharp. “Get out of here!”
Whips of rending lashed out, snapping through the air as Vesryn attempted to restrain Lykor. But with a flick of his wrist, Lykor shattered the prince’s magic, swatting it aside effortlessly.
“I can help,” Serenna insisted.
Vesryn circled Lykor, keeping her out of range. “You’re going to get yourself killed.”
“So are you!” Serenna bristled, in disbelief that they were trading arguments while the fortress collapsed around them. The prince’s warning was a distraction she couldn’t afford—and one she could prove wrong.
Her mind spun. Using the bond was uncharted territory, something she’d never attempted before. But she’d have to figure it out. Lykor had exploited their link before, pilfering from her Well.
Gritting her teeth, she plunged into their connection, hurtling toward his side of their shared magic. She seized his reserves, wrenching on every shred she could.
Essence poured from Lykor in a rush. The glittering deluge of raw power slammed into Serenna’s chest, forcing a gasp from her lungs.
The jolt was enough of a threat to snap Lykor’s attention away from the prince. He whirled to face her. Shadows coiled around his fist before he punched them forward.
Darkness streamed from Serenna’s fingertips, her rending streaking through the air to collide with his in a violent clash. The impact shattered into jagged arcs, obliterating a nearby planter and sending soil and stone flying in every direction.
Serenna’s pulse spiked as Lykor’s wrath fixed on her, the full strength of his power crashing down. Panic clawed at her as she desperately wrenched on their bond. Lykor staggered, magic surging violently between them while they both grappled for control.
Muscles burning, every breath a battle, Serenna twisted away from a dark coil of shadows whipping toward her. The prince darted into place beside her, disintegrating the strike before it could land.
“Anytime you want to fill me in on the plan, that would be great,” she bit out.
“I need Jassyn here!” Vesryn snapped, his exhaustion fraying his temper. He launched wave after wave of force and rending at Lykor, his magic shattering uselessly against Lykor’s shadows.
Lykor flung out his claw, smashing nearby pots of mushrooms and flowers. Petals and pottery blasted apart, pelting them in a spray of ceramic and dirt. Forgoing a shield, the prince veered aside, but his movements were slower than before.
“If Jassyn is your plan, why did you charge in without him?” Serenna stumbled over the strewn debris. Vesryn’s arm shot out, catching her by the waist.
“Fine. There is no plan!” He swept a cloud of shadows aside with a sharp flick of his wrist.
“Then I’ll do something!”
Serenna cast her perception out to the surrounding fountains, grasping for any leverage she could seize. Water bubbled louder as she poured her mind into the decorative fixtures, tracking the current’s flow. Tunneling deeper into the fortress, she yanked at the streams hidden in the veins of the earth, hauling them upward.
Water geysered in an explosive surge, shattering the stone fountains. Power buzzing along her fingertips, Serenna flung the torrent at Lykor. The waves slammed into him from every direction, trapping him in a churning vortex.
Lykor hurled lashes of shadow, but Serenna twisted the water to deflect his magic. His power raged through the cobblestones, fissures spidering outward with a grinding groan.
“You realize you’re just pissing him off, right?” Vesryn growled beside her.
“It’s the coercion, not him. If you would get out of his line of sight, this would be over.” Serenna spared the prince a quick glance, but he’d set his jaw. Logic wasn’t working. But she had one idea left.
Flexing her fingers, Serenna heaved on the water encasing Lykor, drawing out every last thread of warmth. Fog rose as she transferred the heat to the puddles collecting on the ground.
Lykor’s limbs twitched as the column bound him tight. His thrashing slowed as frost crept over his armor, crystallizing into a prison.
Beside her, Vesryn let out a disbelieving laugh when Serenna sealed Lykor in a block of ice.
“I can’t keep him like this for long without hurting him,” Serenna panted, bracing her hands on her knees.
Vesryn nodded, shoulders sagging as he drew in labored breaths.
For a moment, everything held still.
Then the ice shattered.
A blast of force sent shards flying through the air, knocking Serenna backward. Flung across the courtyard, she slammed into a stone wall. Her head bounced, pain blazing down her spine.
Vision spinning, she stumbled to her feet. Beside her, Vesryn clutched a golden dagger in his fist.
He barely had time to raise it before Lykor warped.



CHAPTER 3





JASSYN


As Serenna disappeared down the streets toward Vesryn, Jassyn exhaled sharply, releasing his grip on his Well. Instinct demanded that he cling to his power, but Vesryn needed every last scrap of Essence to endure the merciless coercion.
Impaled by too many arrows, Fenn lay deathly still beside his father. Kal. The name drifted through the fragments of memory Jassyn had gathered from Lykor’s mind. Even in ideal conditions, injuries this severe would stretch his skill. But with Vesryn siphoning his Essence away, mending was impossible.
Jassyn studied the faint green shimmer lingering beneath his skin—a trace of power borrowed from the jungle. Not nearly enough. Throat tightening under the pressure, his fingers hovered over Fenn’s wounds. His thoughts raced against the seconds ticking by, each of Fenn’s dying heartbeats a fading countdown.
But a familiar pulse thrummed through the earth, a deep reservoir that was his to draw on. Clusters of mushrooms and lichens climbed the cavern walls, glowing with veins of life. He knew taking this power must carry a price, but it was one he couldn’t yet measure—a cost he’d have to worry about later.
Drawing a steadying breath, Jassyn cast his awareness outward, attuning himself to the surrounding cavern. The world blurred then sharpened, the elements blazing. He sensed wind whispering through cracks in the keep, water flowing levels below, and fire churning deep within the volcano’s heart. But he steered his perception toward the vibrant hum of life.
Jassyn reached out, ripping energy from hanging moss, from every scrap of lichen, from every glowing spore, funneling their power directly into his grasp. The cavern plants flared with each surge, so bright it became blinding.
Kal stiffened, jerking his hands away from Fenn as ribbons of green light streaked toward them from every direction. Streamers webbed out from the volcano’s slopes, pulsing in hundreds of strands.
Determination drove Jassyn further. He bled the power from the roots twined through rock, their threads of life stretching taut, dimming as they snapped one by one.
A storm slammed into Jassyn, tearing through his veins before spilling over. The stolen vitality blazed beneath his skin, fractured light searing through every pore. Pressure built in his skull, a warning he forced himself to ignore as he channeled everything into healing.
A living conduit of light, Jassyn poured the energy into Fenn’s wounds. Gone was the familiar, delicate way of mending. This was a torrent, life raging through his hands, raw power glimmering against the cavern’s dark. Each burst pounded into Fenn, commanding his heart to beat and his lungs to draw in air.
Fenn’s chest jolted, a shuddering gasp tearing from his lips as his eyes snapped open, shining wildly. His torso lurched as he expelled a rattling breath, the quarrels embedded in his body bursting free, clattering against stone.
Through Fenn’s shredded tunic, Jassyn watched transfixed as torn muscle and skin knit together in rippling waves. Each pass of green light sealed wounds, leaving behind unmarked flesh—aside from the patchwork of old scars.
A sharp sting pricked Jassyn’s fingers before searing up his arms and lodging as a barbed ache in his chest. With Fenn’s injuries closed, power swelled inside him, trapped and raging without release.
His vision blurred, dark spots dancing at the edges as his heartbeat hammered against his ribs.
The pressure compounded, straining against his bones, threatening to tear him apart. He’d taken too much from the earth—far more than had been required.
Ripping his hands from Fenn, Jassyn slammed his palms to the ground. Light exploded from his fingertips, spilling into the stone.
Glowing patches of lichen bloomed at his touch, channels of emerald racing outward, spreading across the cavern floor. A carpet of green erupted, pulsing with vibrant efflorescence. Plants sprouted at impossible speed, devouring the overflow of power.
Jassyn breathed again, the tension in his spine uncoiling. Every scrap of energy drained from him, leaving his fingers tingling with a fading warmth.
Fenn’s claw flew to his chest, pressing against his healed torso. His eyes met Jassyn’s, flickering with silent disbelief and unspoken gratitude.
Still dazed, Fenn blinked rapidly as he found his father at his side. Kal clasped his shoulder, steadying him as he sat up.
In a heartbeat, Fenn’s eyes sharpened, flaring like fire. His head snapped toward the winding streets where Serenna, Vesryn, and Lykor had vanished. “I need—I need to get to my she-elf,” he rasped, limbs flailing as he struggled to find his footing, scrambling with desperation to rise.
“Wait!” Jassyn called, snagging his arm. “I should assess you. To be certain—”
Fenn’s momentum hauled Jassyn to his feet. The warrior towered over him like a mountain. Unaccustomed to craning his neck up at anyone, Jassyn nearly stumbled back. Stars, he’s huge.
Fenn wobbled, his weight shifting unevenly. Jassyn’s stomach clenched, unsure whether healing with the earth would leave behind lingering consequences. But the warrior swiftly steadied, squaring his shoulders as he regained his balance—seemingly fine, for now.
Essence pounded through the keep. Kal rose and faced the distant hum of power where Vesryn clashed with Lykor.
“I should get to the prince,” Jassyn said.
Kal’s teeth dug into one of his lip rings as his gaze drifted back to Fenn. “I’ll help where I can,” he said, clasping his son’s forearm. “Lykor sent the reavers somewhere through portals. I doubt they’ll return. Stay safe.” With a nod, he vanished into a plume of smoke, reappearing closer to the sounds of battle. He barked out a string of orders, scattering a gathered crowd of wraith onlookers.
Fenn’s claw clamped down on Jassyn’s shoulder, the weight nearly buckling his knees. “I’m in your debt.” His crimson eyes veered toward the raging storm of Essence. “But I anticipate I may have to repay that later…”
Before Jassyn could respond, Fenn disappeared like his father, emerging from shadows at the mouth of an alley. He sliced a talon through the tattered remains of his tunic, leaving the shredded fabric behind.
Heartbeat quickening, Jassyn bolted after him, weaving through rubble-strewn streets. Every step jarred his bones, exhaustion tugging at his limbs from the power he’d unleashed, but he pushed forward until he reached the wreckage of a courtyard.
He skidded to a stop, boots splashing through shallow pools on the cracked cobblestones. The scene hit like a punch as he caught his breath, struggling to absorb the chaos.
Vesryn’s form splintered into five illusions, each darting around a drenched and snarling Lykor. Kal was already deep in the fray, his magic propelling the phantoms that kept Lykor whirling, disoriented. Essence crackled through the air as the real Vesryn—Jassyn sensed through the bond—detonated a swarm of shadows, restraining Lykor in a mantle of darkness.
Face locked in fierce concentration, Serenna stood off to the side, her arms trembling as she wrenched waves of Essence from Lykor’s chest. Fenn hovered beside her, one claw steady at her back, a protective stance braced against the maelstrom thrashing around them. Scores of wraith hovered at a distance, awe and fear wide in their eyes.
Vesryn’s emotions were a wild riot of fury and desperation as he seethed into Jassyn’s mind. Get over here and help me subdue this beast.
The sight of Lykor—hollow-eyed and reduced to a thrall by coercion—lanced straight through Jassyn. Memories he wanted to forget bled through his mind. Fragments of Lykor’s past surfaced—flashes of helplessness, the king’s magic twisting him into something unwilling.
Jassyn’s chest tightened, pity mingling with dread. He knew that horror too well. Not coercion, but the powerlessness—the weight of another’s desire overriding his own.
But he had to do it again—invade Lykor’s mind, seize the control he’d recently learned to wield. Just days ago, he’d turned compulsion against Elashor, stripping the general’s will without hesitation. He could use that same power to untangle the web of magic—to free Lykor from the king.
A snarl ripped through the air. Jassyn’s gaze snapped to Lykor as he tore through the illusions, locking onto one of the Vesryns as if it were real. With a vicious burst, rending exploded from his fist, shredding Kal’s magic.
Jassyn’s focus tunneled in on Lykor—lost, mindless, thrashing in the grip of coercion. He fought wildly, his shadows hacking against the bindings Vesryn struggled to wrap around him.
A glint of gold flashed at Lykor’s feet—the dagger the prince had pulled from Jassyn’s shoulder, now smeared with black blood. A failed attempt to tether him.
A flicker of doubt whirled in Jassyn’s mind as he prepared a telepathic strike. There was no other way to subdue Lykor—coercion was the only option. But shame crept in. Wielding the dark power was as exhilarating as it was terrifying.
Sensing that the prince had ceased drawing on his Well, Jassyn swallowed his hesitation and sparked Essence. Telepathy coiled around his fingertips, a faint, colorless wisp shimmering like rising heat. Bracing himself, he sent his magic outward, slipping into Lykor’s mind as effortlessly as breathing.
Jassyn’s pulse thundered, but he didn’t falter as he burrowed through the murky layers, digging deep enough to manipulate. Seizing control, he wove a shroud over Lykor’s senses and veiled the prince from sight, shutting out anything that might feed the coercion’s wrath.
The effect was immediate. Lykor’s entire body went rigid, his chest shuddering in uneven gasps, eyes glassy and vacant.
The courtyard seemed to hold its breath, an eerie silence settling like heavy snow. Water dripped from every surface, pooling around Lykor, tracing thin rivulets down the spiked edges of his armor. One by one, the others released their magic.
Vesryn’s boots clipped against the stone as he stalked forward, scowling at Lykor’s immobilized form before he addressed Jassyn. “Get rid of that coercion,” he ordered. “No hesitation this time. Not like with Magister Thalaesyn. Do it now—bring my brother back.”
Jassyn pursed his lips, stalling as he lifted a hand. Moving closer, he channeled threads of mending toward Lykor, healing his wounds. A puncture in his shoulder from their encounter in the jungle. Another between his ribs, likely from the prince. “I need to be careful—”
“Untangle the fucking coercion and free my brother,” Vesryn snarled, his boiling fury threatening to erupt. “Get rid of this…this beast latched onto his mind.”
“Vesryn!” Serenna warned from behind them. “Give him room to work.”
Biting back his own argument, Jassyn clicked his teeth together. Resistance wasn’t an option, not while Vesryn’s glare burned with command. Lykor wasn’t some monster to be removed, but now wasn’t the time to press the prince. He couldn’t risk Vesryn attempting to rend through the coercion himself.
Jassyn’s hands trembled as they hovered inches from Lykor’s head, his gut churning with the bitter truth that he was using coercion as a leash. Lykor’s worst fear had become reality—the terror of being controlled, of feeling another’s will supplanting his own. But there was no other way, no gentler path to free him from this domination.
Jassyn swallowed hard, his exhale unsteady against the rising guilt. His only hope was that if Lykor even remembered, he would understand this was to help.
The world faded—the tense courtyard, Vesryn’s pacing, this foreign fortress, Serenna, Kal, and Fenn all dissolving. Jassyn drifted, swept away in a current, everything around him dimming until only Lykor’s vacant stare remained, the person within locked inside the prison of his mind.
A lattice of magic unfolded before Jassyn’s eyes, a complex web of knotted threads—the familiar architecture of coercion. Jassyn narrowed his focus, homing in as he readied to unravel each coil. But a faint flicker caught his eye, a glimmer in the distance. Driven by curiosity, Jassyn moved toward it, sensing something familiar.
An obsidian door materialized before him, its surface pulsing faintly, as though something alive slumbered within the stone. A chill raced down Jassyn’s spine, his instincts flaring in silent warning.
He’d passed through that door earlier in the evening when he entered Lykor’s mind, but he’d moved so quickly that most of the details had blurred. Whatever lay beyond the looming barrier was meant to stay hidden. And yet, the door seemed to draw him in—a silent lure he couldn’t ignore.
Jassyn’s heart pounded as he closed his eyes, gathering his will. Then, with a final push, he shoved the door open, slipping fully into the depths of Lykor’s mind.



CHAPTER 4





LYKOR


Loathing for this cursed chamber writhed in Lykor’s gut, a festering wound that refused to close. He glared at the obsidian ceiling, as if sheer defiance could shatter the dark stone above. His mind thrashed like a caged beast clawing for escape.
But it was pointless.
He knew this room, knew the torment it promised—an endless cycle of agony carved into memory. His muscles spasmed, straining for the smallest reprieve against the icy stone. Sweat trickled down his temples as a tremor quaked through him. Fear coiled tighter despite trying to deny it.
Chains, colder than death’s embrace, pinned him to Galaeryn’s twisted altar. Every movement sent them clinking, the sound stabbing through the silence. Golden shackles clamped around his wrists, neck, and ankles, pressing hard enough to bruise. Their links snaked away into the shadows, winding across the chamber, binding him to the walls.
Golden spikes skewered his spine, gouging into his flesh as he lay on the marble. Pain flared, slicing deeper with every shallow breath, a sick reminder that struggling only summoned more blood.
Lykor’s gaze veered to the ominous obsidian doors, silent sentinels barring his escape. Dim orbs of illumination drifted around the chamber, casting long shadows over stone. His pulse quickened, knowing Galaeryn would enter any moment.
Releasing a slow breath, he squeezed his eyes shut, every muscle taut with a desperate urge to shatter that barrier and escape.
But nothing happened. The restraints denied his freedom. Panic gnawed at him when stone scraped against stone—the doors grinding open.
Lykor clenched his jaw, eyes locked on the ceiling as a tide of memories surged from the shadows. He’d never be able to escape the past, his mind an inexorable warden.
Coercion caged him in this mental prison, forcing him to relive every excruciating moment, eternally preserving Galaeryn’s cruel reign. The anguish of the king ravaging his magic loomed, an endless cycle of transformation from elf to wraith and wraith to elf.
Defeat burned in Lykor’s chest, a devouring abyss. This was his fate. A hollow existence, doomed from the start. He’d tried to protect the wraith. But he’d failed. Everything stretched endlessly. It was hopeless. Pointless. The fragile flame of freedom he’d once held had been extinguished without mercy.
Soft, hesitant footsteps whisked in the silence. Unusual. Against his will, Lykor’s gaze shifted toward the sound, curiosity betraying him to this unfamiliar intrusion.
It wasn’t the king entering the room.
Of course it fucking wasn’t.
Lykor released a disbelieving blast of breath. Dreading what fresh horrors his mind would conjure next, he refocused above, eyes tracing the jagged cracks in the ceiling. Galaeryn had chosen Jassyn’s face to wear this time, a new twist to an old torment—a mocking reminder of Lykor’s own folly.
Memories from their chance meeting in the jungle clawed their way up. He’d left Jassyn paralyzed in the stream, facedown to drown.
Necessary, he’d told himself. Jassyn had been a threat—to Aesar, to everyone—capable of wielding the same manipulative power as the king. He wouldn’t regret the choice to end his life.
For one fleeting moment, before betrayal had eviscerated him, Lykor had dared to believe that Jassyn could be his salvation, a hand reaching into the darkness to pull him free. But the elf had turned that trust into a weapon, invading his mind. Splintering that last illusion of hope.
Acceptance constricted around Lykor, his fate sinking its teeth deep. There had never been an escape from the coercion. He was cursed to endure this torment, now suffering under those traitorous amber eyes.
The proximity of the whispering footsteps yanked Lykor back to the present. He clenched his jaw, shoulders twitching as shallow breaths rasped through his nose.
Wearing Jassyn’s face, the king approached the slab where Lykor lay bound like some offering to a deity who reveled in blood and suffering.
“No gloating this time?” Lykor’s words tumbled out—taunting the king his only option for defiance in this endless torment. “Or are we saving that indulgence for later?”
White leather armor dominated his vision, nearly glowing in the dim illumination. “What is this place?” The question, laced with a note of disbelief, was Jassyn’s voice too, his wide eyes sweeping around the chamber.
Lykor jerked as Essence sparked, a cold tremor racing down his ruined spine. His awareness ruthlessly sharpened to a single point, where magic shimmered around Jassyn’s palms.
“It doesn’t matter what face you wear, Galareyn,” Lykor snarled, wrestling steel into his voice despite the terror winding through him. “The outcome is always the same.” He glared up at the ceiling. “Just get it over with.”
“I…” Jassyn’s voice faltered as Essence coiled around his fingertips. A ribbon reached out almost hesitantly before skimming the chains. “I can free you.”
Rage boiled in Lykor’s veins. Of course this was the new form of torture. A cruel masterpiece of his mind—the promise of freedom dangling just beyond reach, offered by the one in whom he’d once placed his hope.
“I know this isn’t real,” Lykor growled. It couldn’t be. “I killed the face you’re wearing.”
“I would have deserved it,” Jassyn said quietly, his voice carrying a resigned weight. “Hurting you was never my intent.”
Lykor’s gaze snapped to him, chest compressing as he caught that false flicker of emotion deepening Jassyn’s brow. He hated it, wanted to lash out and scorn the excuse of an apology.
But his eyes betrayed him, lingering despite himself. And Lykor loathed himself all the more for being helplessly drawn to the way Jassyn swept dark curls from his face.
A shackle around his wrist cracked, the sound fracturing the silence. The suddenness made Lykor flinch. He considered testing the collar’s limits, gauging how short the leash was. His freed fingers itched to crush the elf’s throat for that unforgivable violation of his mind. But those treacherous amber eyes held him captive—more binding than any chain.
Breaths coming shallow and quick, Lykor fought the impulse to look away. This couldn’t be real. Galaeryn had never entertained mercy, never toyed with the idea of freedom—not even as a cruel game to cultivate hope.
Lykor bared his fangs. “What the fuck are you doing?”
“I meant it when I said I would help you.” Jassyn rested a hand on one of the shackles binding Lykor’s ankle. Another resounding crack echoed as the metal shattered.
Lykor remained motionless, tracking the elf as he worked. Chain after chain fell away, clanging to the stone floor as Jassyn moved with methodical purpose from one to another. Essence spiraled around him, weaving through the air. Lykor felt an invisible force settle over him, something that scratched against the walls of his mind.
Unable to endure this new torment any longer, Lykor growled through his teeth, “What do you want me to do? Make a show of bolting for the door so you can haul me back?” He nearly sighed as he stared unseeing at the ceiling. “What more do you want from me, Galaeryn? You’ve already won.”
“He’s won nothing.” Jassyn hesitated, his hands hovering just above Lykor’s neck. “What he’s done to you—to your mind—shouldn’t be called a victory. It’s a crime no one should have to endure.”
Lykor recoiled. Not from the hollow sympathy this figment of his imagination had offered, but from the jarring snap of the collar breaking free from his throat.
He blinked stupidly up at Jassyn, realization dawning. This was his own brain spewing the nonsense he was so desperate to hear—a fragile hope that he clung to because he was too broken to reject it.
“I’m getting you out of here.” Jassyn suddenly clasped Lykor’s claw, pulling him upright to sit.
“Why?” Lykor’s question tore out in a snarl as he wrenched his arm free.
He swiveled to stand, his feet thudding to the floor. Eyeing the chains draped across the room, his gut clenched, half-expecting them to rear up like vipers—striking him down, binding him back to the cursed table.
“I want to make it right.” Jassyn’s voice softened, but an unwavering firmness lay beneath it, a sincerity that made Lykor’s shoulders twitch.
He stiffened as Jassyn reached behind him, a strange release loosening from his spine as the elf dispelled the embedded golden spikes, seemingly with a thought.
“There’s no more coercion snaring your mind,” Jassyn continued. “You’re free of him.”
Lykor’s gaze flicked between Jassyn, the stone slab, and the chains, calculating as a growl built low in his chest. Now was the moment Galaeryn would materialize, emerge laughing from Jassyn’s face, mocking him for daring to entertain this notion of freedom. His lip curled at the mere thought of it. Jassyn slowly raised his hands, retreating a few steps.
Lykor blinked, the room seeming to spin at the edges. Skin prickling, he assessed Jassyn with a fresh wave of uncertainty. The king would never have done that—never would have retreated.
This couldn’t be real. He’d left Jassyn for dead. There was no way this phantom—this trick of the mind—could have freed him from the king’s control.
Despite his denial, a fledgling hope stretched out, testing its wings. Lykor took a hesitant step forward. He flicked his wrist. The door to his prison swung open.
Blinded by the flood of white light, he shielded his eyes, unable to see beyond the threshold. Not daring to breathe, Lykor took another step. When nothing happened, he took another stride closer to freedom, every muscle tensing in preparation for the sting of betrayal he expected to follow.
Every instinct urged him to run, to hurtle himself through the doorway, away from the chamber that had defined his existence. But Lykor resisted, still certain that the moment he crossed that boundary, he’d be dragged back. Back to the table, back to Galaeryn’s face hovering above him, those unnatural silver eyes spinning with madness.
“It’s up to you to walk out that door,” Jassyn said. And then he vanished, a whisper swept away by a breeze.
Heart thrashing in the sudden silence, Lykor stared at the spot Jassyn had vacated. Doubt crept in—none of it made sense.
A surge of urgency pierced the fog of confusion. Lykor released the air trapped in his lungs. He had to know if this was real.
He took another step. Then another, his feet moving of their own accord.
The dungeon receded behind him, the darkness of his mind peeling away as he stepped into the light, never once looking back.

Reorienting himself amid the ruined fortress streets, Lykor blinked, taking in the wraith’s demolished dwellings. He stood in a clan’s wrecked courtyard, the air pulsing with the charged weight of Essence.
Kal, ever the strategist, had herded the wraith to the edges of the plaza, where they lingered like shadows, all eyes fixed on him.
Lykor’s attention snapped to the girl, an irritating blaze in his mind, the bond between them glaringly bright. Concern and relief radiated from her, clinging to him like decay lingering around a corpse. He sneered, detesting her presence and her emotions seeping into his thoughts.
He felt her fumbling along his side of their Well, her clumsy attempts at control scraping against his nerves. She was actually trying to restrict his access to magic. He swatted away her feeble intrusion—he’d address the inconvenience of that connection soon enough.
Fenn stood beside her, tunic discarded but apparently healed. A flicker of unexpected relief kindled at the sight of the lieutenant alive. But he smothered it, unwilling to let such a feeling spark.
Then he noticed Vesryn on the girl’s other side. Instinctively, Lykor flinched, his body tensing in anticipation of coercion, the slithering touch he expected to seize his mind.
But…nothing happened. No sinister fingers reached for him, no whispered commands.
Suspended by disbelief, Lykor scoured the courtyard, hunting for the one supposedly responsible for his release. Jassyn couldn’t possibly be alive. Lykor turned to scan the square, but his own body betrayed him.
He couldn’t move.
Heart thrashing, an icy wave of panic seized his lungs as he struggled against the unexpected restraint. No rending coiled around him and Aesar lay dormant—not grappling for control—his presence still tucked away deep in the recesses of their mind.
This was something else. Something unforgivable.
“Aesar?” Vesryn asked, demanding his attention.
That voice was a familiar echo, but not from Lykor’s memories. His gaze veered back toward the prince. The question of how Vesryn had managed to reach this fortress drifted through his mind, but Lykor dismissed it as unworthy of his focus.
The prince addressed someone beside Lykor, just out of sight. “You can let him go.”
Lykor’s awareness sharpened as he felt the violating magic loosening its grip. The unseen hold unraveled and slipped away, a shiver racing through his bones as control seeped back into his limbs. A single, chilling certainty settled in Lykor’s mind.
Coercion.
Following the trail of Essence, Lykor whirled, latching onto the one true threat among this circle of fools.
Jassyn.
Fierce hatred ricocheted through him, drawing out an animalistic growl. It didn’t matter how this was possible—how he’d survived. The elf who’d freed him from the king’s clutches dared to wield that same vile power, asserting dominance over him. Again.
He bared his fangs, muscles tensing with resolve. Rending wouldn’t suffice. This needed to be brutal. Personal.
Moving before hesitation could take root—before reason could tame his fury—Lykor lunged. His fist became a metallic blur, gauntlet smashing into Jassyn’s face.
The savage blow sent the elf flying backward, collapsing against a wall in an unmoving heap. But there was no time for celebration. He still had something else to destroy and the others needed to be subdued before they could react.
Shadows exploded from Lykor, binding everyone in the courtyard where they stood. He had moments, only moments, especially with the prince already hacking away at his magic.
Lykor’s ears rang, distantly aware of shouts, but his focus homed in on the girl. He stalked toward her, shoving damp hair from his eyes, bristling at the soaked clothes clinging to his skin.
Her eyes widened, perhaps expecting the same fate as Jassyn. But instead, Lykor clamped his hand around her arm. She only managed a gasp as he ravaged their bond.
A thunderous crack tore through his chest, shattering something deep within. The bridge between their Wells fractured as he sundered the connection, freeing himself. It was that easy—a simple choice.
Rage burned Lykor’s lungs, his breaths coming in ragged heaves. Already dismissing the girl, his gaze flicked briefly to Jassyn’s motionless form, blood pooling around his head. He didn’t care.
But he couldn’t stay. The others had allowed Jassyn’s transgression—sanctioned this violation. They wouldn’t stop until Lykor was ground to nothing but dust, a disregarded casualty in their desperate bid to reclaim their precious Aesar.
The ruined courtyard seemed to close in. Suffocating. Imprisoning. He had to escape. Vanish where no one else could follow.
Drawing on the deepest reserves of his power, Lykor stretched his magic to the point of breaking, desperation driving his need to put every possible mile between himself and this place. The air ruptured as a portal ripped open. Without a backward glance, Lykor prowled into the void and disappeared.



CHAPTER 5





SERENNA


Lykor’s binding shadows disintegrated the moment his portal snapped shut behind him. The place in Serenna’s mind where his presence had been a roiling storm of fury now lay hollow, a chasm of loss she hadn’t braced for. There wasn’t pain, but the absence stung—a wound without a mark.
Vesryn dashed to Jassyn’s side, his dismay slicing through her disorientation. The prince dropped to his knees, hands splayed against the blood-slick cobblestones. Eyes wild and stricken, he gathered Jassyn’s broken form into his arms.
Serenna’s heart clenched, pounding into a terrified rhythm. Her vision tunneled to the wreckage of Jassyn’s face. Skull caved in, the left side was hardly recognizable. And what she could make out—splintered bone, muscles shredded and slack—sent her stomach heaving. Clamping a hand over her lips, she choked back her shock as Jassyn’s blood trickled over Vesryn’s fingers, splashing onto the stones.
Serenna lurched forward to join the prince, her hands shaking as she summoned Essence, mending light sputtering weakly. Unsure where to begin, she battled to maintain control as fear scattered her focus.
Fenn knelt beside her, a steady claw against her back, his own apprehension pouring through the bond. She could barely believe his touch—and the impossible fact that he’d survived.
“Your friend…” Fenn’s voice faltered, crimson eyes tracing every irreparable wound. “He won’t make it unless you work your magics now.”
The words jolted her. He was right, but Vesryn’s reply was a snarl. “Don’t you think we know that?”
Serenna forced herself to breathe past the horror crowding her throat. “We need to stop the bleeding first.” Her gaze fell to Jassyn’s shattered face. “But I…I don’t know how to reconstruct bone.”
With a curse, Vesryn gently placed Jassyn back on the ground and wrenched himself away. Staggering to his feet, he ripped open a portal. “Keep him breathing,” he ordered.
Before Serenna could ask how, he vanished into the rift. Left with no time to wonder where—or why—the prince had disappeared, she gripped Jassyn’s hand, clinging to the fading warmth.
His intact eye was squeezed shut, brows twisted in agony. Her heart ached at every fractured detail—the tremor in his fingers against hers, the faint whimpers slipping through his clenched teeth.
“I wish I could do something for the pain,” she whispered, spooling threads of mending light into the wound. Doing what little she could, she stitched around the splintered edges of bone and knitted ruptured vessels.
Fenn placed a claw on Jassyn’s chest, teeth dragging over a lip ring as he tracked her magic. “I can help,” he said, words low and urgent. “If I give him enough venom, he won’t feel a thing.”
He caught Serenna’s gaze, wordlessly seeking her consent in Jassyn’s place.
She swallowed hard, the weight of fear heavy in her throat. “Do it.”
Fangs extending, Fenn leaned down. Jassyn twitched when the sharp canines pierced his skin. Serenna tightened her grip on his hand as the seconds ticked by, Fenn’s bite lingering far longer than she expected.
By the time Fenn pulled away, Jassyn’s fingers had gone slack, his body utterly still. Fenn dashed a claw over his mouth while Serenna quickly wound tendrils of mending, erasing the small punctures left behind.
“I gave him enough to keep him paralyzed for an hour,” Fenn said, glancing between them. “I think. Everyone reacts differently, and with your elf bodies, I don’t dare risk giving him more unless he appears to need it.”
Serenna nodded, her hands trembling uncontrollably as she wove a stream of Essence to assess Jassyn’s condition. His heartbeat slowed beneath the venom’s grip, each breath growing shallower. She worked cautiously, fearful of causing permanent damage to injuries far beyond her skill.
“He saved me with plant magics,” Fenn whispered. His talons hovered over Jassyn’s face, as if he wished he could piece the broken bones back together. “Why would Lykor harm him?”
Unease cradled Serenna’s thoughts as the question lingered unanswered. And when Lykor returned…
The prince’s presence crashed back into Serenna’s mind. She snapped her head toward the portal that had opened as Vesryn burst through, hauling Magister Thalaesyn behind him.
Doubt lanced through her from one look at the disheveled magister. Thalaesyn was but a shadow of the legend she’d heard spoken of in hushed tones—his scholarly prestige tarnished by his vices. She couldn’t shake the thought that Jassyn’s associate, Magus Nelya, might have been the wiser choice. But a flicker of reassurance settled within her regardless—at least the magister had decades more experience.
Thalaesyn’s gaze locked onto Jassyn’s crumpled form, and with an impatient flick of his arm, he shook the prince off. Serenna released Jassyn’s hand as the magister rushed to her side, dropping to his knees. Essence crackled as he extended his palms over Jassyn’s ruined face, brows furrowing as ribbons of magic unfurled from his fingers, probing Jassyn’s wounds.
Fenn rose and stepped back, silently yielding his place. He caught sight of prying wraith hovering nearby and his demeanor instantly shifted. Joining Kal, he began barking orders, moving swiftly to disperse onlookers that Serenna hadn’t even noticed.
Vesryn slumped down beside her, shoulders curved in. His fingers drummed restlessly against his knee. As he watched Thalaesyn braid numerous lattices of crimson light, he reached out, closing his hand over hers in a tight but unsteady grip.
Serenna tensed, sensing him form a telepathic link—their unaccepted bond unable to fully bridge their thoughts. His question jabbed into her mind. Do you know where that monster took my brother?
Serenna shook her head, staring at the mending light. I don’t have any guesses where Lykor would go, she answered silently, but Kal might.
Kal? Vesryn’s disbelief surged. He’s here?
The prince scoured the chaotic courtyard, landing on Kal herding the wraith out of the square. Vesryn’s features softened—clearly he recognized something familiar in his former captain, who now appeared somewhere between wraith and elf.
Vesryn called out, drawing his attention. Beneath the tension etched into the prince’s face, a glimmer of relief shone through as he locked eyes with Kal.
To the point, no elaborate greeting passed between them beyond a firm clasp of forearms and a nod laden with mutual respect. Their hushed conversation was quick, revolving around Lykor’s suspected whereabouts as they exchanged terse whispers. But Serenna barely caught the words, her concern anchored to the magister’s healing.
She held her breath as mending threads coalesced across Jassyn’s wounds, sinking into the ragged muscle, knitting torn flesh, coaxing his ravaged features back toward something whole. With each pass, the fear cinching her chest loosened, ebbing like a retreating tide.
After driving the others from the courtyard, Fenn returned with a female wraith Serenna didn’t recognize. A black braid trailed down her back, flowing over her soft leathers. Without a word, she knelt beside Jassyn, placing a water basin and towels at Thalaesyn’s side. Silent and efficient, she soaked a linen cloth, wringing it out before passing it to the magister.
Thalaesyn accepted the towel without breaking his focus. Flexing his fingers, the final filaments of crimson light settled on Jassyn’s skin, softer than snowfall. With deliberate care, Thalaesyn wiped away the flakes of blood, each stroke revealing mended skin beneath.
Jassyn’s chest jerked with a shuddering breath, his body convulsing as he swallowed, lashes fluttering open. A jagged scar slashed through his brow, carving down across his left eye before ending at the crest of his cheekbone.
Serenna winced at the healed ridge while Thalaesyn’s expression hardened—a silent acknowledgment that even his mastery couldn’t erase the depth of the wound. He thrust the soiled linens back at the female wraith then clutched Jassyn’s shoulder, a flicker of guilt shadowing his eyes before he spoke. “Can you see?”
Jassyn blinked, his amber eyes darting to his mentor and then the prince.
“He says he can,” Vesryn breathed, his grip on Serenna’s hand finally easing as he let go.
“He won’t be able to move or speak until enough of the venom wears off,” Fenn explained over Serenna’s shoulder. “I’ll remain with him,” he added, lowering himself to the ground. “My life is his.”
Vesryn helped Jassyn sit up, leaning him against one of the few unscathed walls. Meanwhile, Kal collected the magister and the female, leading them toward a smashed fountain across the plaza. Serenna caught a faint flicker of recognition in Thalaesyn’s face as he studied the wraith, followed by an intimate familiarity when they embraced.
Confusion suddenly rippled from Fenn, but he wasn’t watching the exchange. His gaze had latched onto the prince, crimson irises flaring with a curious glow. Tilting his head, Fenn frowned, eyes tracing an unhurried path from Vesryn’s chest to his face, as though measuring a memory against the reality before him.
Realization sparked across the bond before Fenn finally spoke to the prince. “I thought I shot you.”
Serenna’s breath hitched as she mirrored Vesryn’s sudden stillness. His jaw tightened when a dangerous smile crept across Fenn’s face, revealing a flash of fangs.
“It seems the stars have a way of entwining our fates together,” Fenn said as he cackled, his grin widening as Vesryn’s glare darkened. “I assumed you’d perished after yanking that bolt out of your chest—one of my best shots. If my crossbow hadn’t jammed…” Fenn trailed off, muttering a string of curses under his breath. “File my fangs. Do you know what this means? If Koln discovers that I didn’t actually slay the silver-haired—”
“Fenn!” Serenna hissed, interrupting his heedless recounting.
Vesryn’s eyes blazed with a murderous challenge. A strangled sound came from Jassyn—almost a laugh—the corners of his mouth twitching briefly before falling slack again.
Fenn seemed blissfully unaware of the tension polluting the air—or more likely, he couldn’t read it. Serenna flinched as shadows coiled around the prince, dark tendrils unfurling as living extensions of his fury, each one thirsting for retribution.
Before he could erupt, the female wraith approached with silent, gliding steps. “Vesryn?” she whispered, hovering close. Her ruby eyes flicked to Thalaesyn beside her before blinking away a glint of fresh tears.
Through the bond, Serenna sensed a shift within the prince, an emotional wall she’d thought unbreakable beginning to crumble. The malice hardening his expression disintegrated, replaced by a painful recognition that contorted his face.
Vesryn staggered to his feet, his legs unsteady. He stumbled forward, collapsing into the female’s embrace, his arms locking around her with fierce desperation.
A tidal wave of grief surged from the prince, its intensity nearly fracturing Serenna’s own composure as it echoed back through the bond.
Vesryn buried his face in the female’s shoulder, his breaths coming in broken gasps as her claws smoothed over his silvery hair with gentle strokes. She murmured to him, her words lost to Serenna over the distance.
Even though she was beginning to suspect the answer, Serenna turned to Fenn for an explanation. Clogged with emotion, her voice fell hoarse. “Who is she?”
“Mara,” he replied quietly, his gaze skirting away from hers. “Queen Maraelyn. The former queen.”
Fenn’s words doused Serenna in a wave of icy disbelief, chilling her to the bone. Knowing Queen Maraelyn was alive wouldn’t have changed her captivity, but perhaps she could have appealed to the prince’s mother weeks ago.
“You told me everything else about the wraith,” Serenna said, an unexpected pang lancing through her, “but you didn’t mention that the queen has been here this entire time?”
Fenn glanced away, remorse pulsing through the bond. “Lykor ordered me not to,” he mumbled, fidgeting with the end of one of his braids.
Serenna’s own guilt simmered, her traitorous gaze drifting to Vesryn, weeping in his mother’s embrace. She couldn’t fault Fenn for obeying Lykor, not when she’d concealed her bond with the prince.
But as she tried to share her secret with Fenn again—she’d been about to before the reavers attacked—a warrior with an eye patch strode into the courtyard, long hair trailing to his waist. He sauntered to them, crouching beside Fenn.
Serenna hadn’t formally met Fenn’s partner, but she recognized Koln from glimpsing him at the Lagoon. Where Fenn’s face was all sharp angles and high cheekbones, Koln’s features carried a rugged strength—a square jaw, a heavier brow, and a nose bearing a slight crook, likely broken in a brawl. From what she’d learned of their shared past, Serenna’s guess was that Fenn had thrown the punch himself.
“I heard you had a brush with death,” Koln said, briefly sparing her and Jassyn a glance before his gaze settled on Fenn. His piercings clicked together as he raised his brows, appraising the dried blood staining Fenn’s chest.
“Thanks to Jassyn,” Fenn replied, making introductions, “I’m granted the light of another dawn.”
Koln grinned, red eyes igniting. “I’d have been sorely disappointed if a spineless reaver slayed you.” His smile turned sharper. “Don’t forget—I already claimed the right to kill you.”
Fascinated by their dynamic, Serenna could only blink as Koln reached out, twisting one of Fenn’s nipple rings. Fenn snarled, fangs snapping in Koln’s face as he swiped his talons away.
Koln only chuckled, tipping his chin toward Serenna. “This must be your she-elf?”
The question caught her off guard, a flush rising to her cheeks. She hadn’t considered that Fenn might’ve mentioned her to his partner.
Fenn slipped an arm around her shoulder, a gesture that felt more supportive than possessive. His eyes danced with a fire of their own as he looked at her. “If she’ll have me.”
Serenna’s heart fluttered at the sincerity in his words, feeling like they were meant for her alone. For weeks, she’d spun plans to return to where she belonged—to the prince—but now with that path opening up, she found a strange hesitation. After the chaos of the last few hours and nearly losing Fenn, leaving sat heavy in her heart, a decision too difficult to bear.
Before Serenna could finish sorting through those feelings, Koln muttered, “Thought you’d sworn off females, considering you have a knack for driving every last one you touch straight into the ranks of the reavers.”
“That had nothing to do with me,” Fenn growled. “Pure coincidence.”
But Koln’s focus had already shifted to Jassyn, leaning closer to trail a talon over the edge of his boot. “And have you claimed this pretty elf too?”
Jassyn’s eyes widened, but Fenn swooped in and swatted Koln away. “Remove your greedy claws. Where are your manners?”
Undeterred, Koln smirked, tapping Jassyn’s leg. “If you’re willing to share, bring him to the Lagoon next time.”
“Your single-mindedness is truly a marvel,” Fenn shot back. Serenna stifled a snort. Fenn had little room to talk. Fishing the Heart of Stars from his pocket, he shoved the relic at Koln. “Do something useful and deliver this to my father.”
Koln’s lips pressed into a tight line. “Yes, Lieutenant,” he drawled. “Nothing excites me quite like obeying your every command—especially since we’re the same rank.” But his irritation faded as the prism caught his attention. Turning it over in his claws, he studied the crystal, approval flashing in his eyes. “So, you managed to unearth the one in our keep.” With a satisfied nod, he tucked the relic away.
Then, without warning, Koln seized Fenn’s face, slamming a fierce kiss to his mouth—quite thorough and unrestrained, uncaring that they had an audience. Serenna’s cheeks burned, her jaw dropping open as they continued. So that’s where Fenn learned—
A cough from Jassyn snapped her attention away. Koln rose and slapped Fenn’s shoulder. “Glad you’re not dead.” He shot Jassyn a wink before scanning the courtyard, strolling off when he located Kal.
Serenna couldn’t help but grin as she watched Koln swaggering away, his long arms swinging easily at his sides. “I can see why you like him,” she said, catching the glower Fenn aimed at Koln’s back, and noting the dark flush creeping up the tips of his ears.
Jassyn cleared his throat, his voice hardly audible. “What’s the Lagoon?”
Fenn’s eyes lit up but Serenna quickly interjected. “Don’t agree to go. Trust me.”



CHAPTER 6





SERENNA


Serenna followed Fenn up the narrow stairway to the Aerie’s bedchamber level. Glancing back over her shoulder, she caught sight of Jassyn lingering in the living area below. In the torchlight, shadows flickered across him as he stood at the wide windows, his gaze fixed on the snowy mountainside where the final remnants of night yielded to the first pale strokes of dawn.
It had taken an hour for the venom’s grip to loosen enough for Jassyn to stand—he’d adamantly refused Fenn’s offer to carry him. In the meantime, he’d recounted everything that had happened during the weeks he and Serenna had been apart.
She was stunned to learn that Jassyn and the prince—now wanted by the capital—had openly defied Elashor and the king. Each revelation struck like a hammer, shattering the fragile illusion of the life she’d expected to return to on Centarya. The uncertain future loomed, impenetrable as the twilight pressing against the windows.
But it wasn’t only her own fate that weighed heavily on her. Helpless humans and others like her—those bred for their magic and wielded as weapons—remained shackled under Elashor and the king’s unyielding rule. Their web of power snared countless lives, including those of her mother and brother.
Yet beneath her grief and fear, a strange relief stirred. Vesryn was here, reunited with those he’d thought lost.
Serenna probed the shining nexus between them, but a fortified silence met her—a barricade fully locking away his emotions.
She had no right to intrude, yet Vesryn’s retreat stung. He just needs time to process everything, she told herself, forcing the unease away.
Jassyn’s voice drifted up the stairs, the words carrying a hesitant question. “Are you certain this is the best place for me?”
Serenna halted, glancing down. A soft globe of light hovered around Jassyn’s shoulders, illuminating the scar’s pale seam on his cheek.
“Wouldn’t it be better if I stayed with Vesryn and Mara?” he pressed, fingers twisting around a curl.
Serenna shared a look with Fenn. “Maybe he has a point,” she said.
After Lykor’s violent eruption and sudden disappearance, she couldn’t predict what he might do if he were in Jassyn’s presence again. “What if Lykor—”
Fenn lifted a claw. “I know you’re both worried,” he began, gaze steady as he took in their concern. “But when Lykor disappears like this, Aesar brings them back once the storm has settled—that’s how they’ve always handled it.” He paused, chewing absently at his lip ring. “Lykor wouldn’t abandon us. Not now.”
Serenna nodded as Fenn’s reassurance unraveled some of her tension. The prince’s decision to remain with his mother for the night made more sense now. Mara’s dwelling was near Kal’s—which Aesar preferred over Lykor’s chambers. Clearly, everyone expected Aesar to drag Lykor back.
Fenn beckoned Jassyn upward, a smirk tugging at his lips. “We can share a bed if you’d sleep better with someone at your back.”
Jassyn’s mouth parted, his words caught between confusion and protest.
“You’re staying here with us?” Serenna asked, her lips twitching because she knew Fenn meant every word. As they reached the top of the landing, the circular loft curved around them. Its ring of doors led to various bedchambers—including the one she’d stayed in these past few weeks, a few down from Lykor’s.
Fenn’s expression softened as he took her hand. “Even if you might not need a guard anymore with the reavers gone and your magics restored,” he said, his thumb brushing lightly over hers, “I’m not ready to leave you yet, she-elf.”
A warmth unfurled behind Serenna’s ribs. Had the night not drained her, the feeling might’ve spilled into tears. “I’m not ready for you to leave either,” she whispered, shoving away the haunting memory of his body riddled with crossbow bolts.
Fenn glanced down at the dried blood smeared across his chest, his tattered tunic long since discarded. “And besides,” he continued, eyes flaring with a roguish glint that promised trouble, “Lykor’s showers are far more comfortable than the ones in my clan’s dwelling. Two of us couldn’t fit in those cramped—”
Jassyn cleared his throat in pointed interruption. Fenn only grinned, turning as Jassyn reached the top of the stairs. In one fluid motion, he slung an arm around Jassyn’s shoulders, drawing him close.
“You know,” Fenn said, his voice an inviting purr, “I’m sure we could make room for three if you’d care to join.”
Jassyn slipped from Fenn’s grasp. “I’ll…let you two enjoy the extra space.” His eyes darted to Serenna with a silent plea for intervention. “I should probably get some rest.”
She released a resigned sigh and grabbed Fenn’s claw, steering him toward the bathing chambers. “You’ll get used to him,” she told Jassyn over her shoulder. “Pick any room you like. Except that one,” she hurriedly added, pointing to Lykor’s open door. “On second thought, maybe stay in the one next to mine.”
Jassyn edged toward a doorway, but Fenn didn’t allow him to slink away unnoticed. “Don’t you wish to clean up?”
Jassyn’s hand tightened around the door handle. “I’ll wait until you two are…finished.”
Unbothered, Fenn shrugged.
A sudden chittering mewl drew their attention as Aiko padded out of Lykor’s room. She squinted, surveying the intruders in her tower. In a rustle of leathery wings, she leaned back on her haunches, wiggled twice, then launched into the air. A blur of dark fur, she flew straight at Jassyn, evidently deciding he was most worthy of her attention.
Jassyn’s eyes widened, but he quickly cradled his arms beneath Aiko as she collided into his chest. She planted her tiny paws on his leathers, stretching up to nuzzle under his chin.
“Is this…a vulpintera?” he asked, a chuckle escaping while he stroked the ridge of Aiko’s fluffy back, her wings folding delicately at her sides. “I’ve only seen their skeletons in displays.”
Serenna gave a dismissive sniff, resigned to the fact that the fox-faced bat, as usual, preferred attention from anyone but her. Fenn reached over to scratch the vulpintera’s fuzzy ear, coaxing out a contented purr.
Aiko headbutted Fenn’s palm before she climbed onto Jassyn’s shoulders, curling around his neck. Jassyn started toward his claimed bedchamber but hesitated. “She’s Lykor’s, isn’t she?”
“Lykor can’t begrudge her choice of company,” Fenn assured him.
Jassyn’s brow creased like he was about to object, but his shoulders sagged, mirroring Serenna’s own fatigue. Aiko nudged his cheek, dissolving his reluctance. With the vulpintera draped around him, Jassyn retreated into the room, closing the door softly behind him.
Fenn wrapped his claws around Serenna’s waist and pulled her close. His breath was a warm caress against her ear as he murmured, “Now, where were we?”
The husky words sent a shiver down her spine as she caught onto his intentions. Serenna managed a disbelieving laugh as desire flared through the bond. Hours spent entangled in the volcano’s heart and the chaos of near-death clearly hadn’t dulled his stamina.
“We were getting you cleaned up,” Serenna insisted, gripping his arms. But the moment Fenn’s lips grazed the rapid pulse at her throat, her resolve crumbled, a soft gasp escaping. “And then…” Knees weakening, her voice dwindled to a whisper as Fenn’s fangs skimmed over the area where he’d previously bitten her. “And then we’re getting some sleep.”
Fenn pulled back just enough to meet her eyes, a satisfied smirk curving his lips. “We’ll see.”



CHAPTER 7





SERENNA


Fenn scraped his talons along the doorframe as he entered the bathing chambers, bypassing the marble tubs and leading Serenna to the central shower. He twisted the handles affixed to the wall, releasing a cascade of water. The aroma of minerals from springs deep within the fortress filled the air, steam coiling around them and cocooning the room in warmth.
As Serenna peeled off her clothes, Fenn’s burning gaze took her in, the heat of it quickening her pulse. But even as her confidence wavered, she tilted her chin, letting each garment fall one by one.
Her cheeks flushed as Fenn pinned her in place with his simmering stare, shedding his trousers with an infuriating slowness until only a knowing grin remained.
She tore her eyes from his and stepped under the shower, the hot spray a welcome distraction.
Fenn joined her, reaching past to snatch up a bar of lilac-infused soap. Somehow, he’d pried her favorite scent from her and tracked it down from a place she couldn’t fathom.
“You’re covered in more blood,” Serenna argued as he deftly formed a lather.
“Let me,” he countered, sweeping her hair over one shoulder. With careful strokes, he scrubbed the dried crust from her collarbone, erasing the last traces of her wound.
Serenna wanted to argue, but her protest dissolved like the suds under his touch. Fenn moved behind her, the pressure of his claws melting layers of tension.
Biting back a groan, she closed her eyes and leaned her head against his chest, breathing in the floral fragrance. Fenn’s fingers skimmed her skin, tracing a reverent path that left the bond’s power humming.
She bit her lip as guilt pooled in her thoughts. He’d only meant to return her force talent, but in his delirium as he’d hovered near death, he’d unknowingly bonded himself to her instead—and she’d accepted without a second thought.
Fenn stilled the slow, soapy circles, his claw tightening around her hip. “Does something trouble you?” he asked, the connection pulsing with an undercurrent of concern.
“I…” Serenna faltered as she turned to face him. She reached out, resting a hand on his arm. Unable to meet his gaze, she watched rivulets of water trace the contours of his shoulders.
“I know you didn’t mean to bond with me,” she managed, hauling the words over the knot in her throat. “You were trying to return my power.”
She swallowed, an ache deepening. Her heart, with all its fierce hopes and covetous desires, quietly pleaded for him to choose her—to want this connection between them.
But Serenna forced herself to continue. “We don’t have to keep it.” Her voice frayed to a whisper, each word an unraveling thread. “We could dispel it…like Lykor did.”
Fenn’s claw jerked away from her waist. Hurt flashed, a jagged bolt lancing through Serenna’s chest. Her words lingered in the steam, the splash of water the only sound.
“Is that what you desire?” Fenn finally asked. His attention shifted to the wall, a muscle feathering in his cheek as he placed the soap back on its shelf. “You’d want to destroy the magics between us?”
“No,” Serenna said, tightening her grip on his arm. “I just…wanted you to have a choice.” She brushed her thumb along his skin. “I completed the bond because…” Because I wanted to. Forced to confront the feelings she’d harbored for him, her throat cinched tight. “I didn’t want you to be alone.”
Fenn’s features softened, a steady longing reflecting in his eyes. “Could we keep it?” he asked, brushing a stray tear from her cheek. “If it’s something you’d want too?”
Heart daring to flutter with hope, Serenna blinked. “You…you really want to stay bonded?”
“Why wouldn’t I?” Fenn stepped closer, trailing his talons along her arm, the gentle scrape making her shiver, her magic pulsing faintly against his touch. “You’re fierce,” he said, his claw curling over her hand. “I’d be honored to share these magics with you.”
Relief rushed through her, like a breath after drowning. But it was fleeting. Beneath it, a shadow stirred, a truth she’d buried for too long.
“There’s something I need to tell you,” Serenna said, remorse wrapping around her voice like a vise. “It might change your decision.”
She tightened her trembling fingers around Fenn’s, holding on as if bracing for impact. He tilted his head and the bond vibrated faintly, an unspoken question urging her forward.
“I was about to tell you before the reavers attacked,” she said, clasping Fenn’s claw with both hands. “You know Vesryn and I…” She hesitated, the unfinished thought tangling in her throat. “It’s complicated, but there’s more between us than what I’ve told you. A bond formed, like it did with Lykor. But we haven’t accepted it. Not yet.”
Not yet. The words loomed as a selfish admission, her want for something deeper with the prince too.
“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” Fenn’s question was quiet, but she felt the sting of her betrayal. “I thought…” He shook his head, water streaking down his face.
“I was afraid you’d tell Lykor,” Serenna admitted. “And I didn’t know if the coercion would somehow force him to find Vesryn through me. But…I did something worse than not telling you about the bond.” She tucked Fenn’s claw to her chest. He deserves to know everything. “The night I gave you my force talent…” Her voice cracked as the words spilled into the space between them. “I did it to manipulate you.”
Eyes widening, Fenn went unnaturally still in that wraith way of his. His claw slipped from her hands, curling into a fist at his side. He said nothing, his eyes flicking across her face, like a knife probing for truth. But the bond only exposed his emotions, confusion and hurt colliding.
“I offered my magic so you’d untether me,” Serenna confessed, her voice nearly drowned by the steady patter of water. “I thought Vesryn would come find me.” Unable to face Fenn’s hurt, she stared at the drain, wishing she could wash her shame down it. “But he didn’t. And I’ve regretted using you like that ever since. Not because the prince didn’t appear, but because you didn’t deserve it.”
She silently begged for forgiveness, but Fenn’s continued quiet was the only reply. “I know that sounds selfish, but I wanted to reunite Vesryn and Aesar and it seemed like the only way. I didn’t know what else to do. I’m…I’m so sorry I used you.”
Fenn lifted her chin gently, forcing her to meet his gaze. “Then these magics aren’t mine to keep.” Serenna’s ribs tightened as the fire in his eyes dimmed. “I thought what you gave me was freely offered. I…” Withdrawing, he glanced away, the bond writhing with hurt. “Knowing it wasn’t…” His voice caught as he exhaled slowly. “You should take your magics back. I won’t hold on to something you regret giving.”
“No,” Serenna said quickly, stepping closer. “I don’t regret it.” She brushed his arm, her fingers lingering.
Fenn’s brows buckled, his expression caught between confusion and longing.
“I regret how it happened, but I don’t regret giving you my power. You’re important to me,” she said, heart bared. “More than I can explain.”
Fenn extended a talon to brush a strand of hair from her face. “I know.”
“I want you to keep the talent,” Serenna insisted. “And I’d like to discover what we can do with the bond.” An idea kindled. “Actually… Maybe we can try something now.”
Propelled by curiosity, Serenna plunged down the bridge connecting them, blindly reaching through the depths of their shared Well. Fenn blew out a rough exhale, shivering as his Essence ignited at her call, rippling around them like shimmering starlight.
“That feels…very intrusive,” he chuckled, seizing her hips. “But if you’re in the mood to grab something else…”
Serenna huffed a laugh but maintained her focus, channeling his force talent. Magic coiled at her fingertips, flaring blue. She released a pulse of power against the cascading water. The stream fractured and sprayed outward, droplets scattering like diamonds.
“You can use my other talents now,” Serenna beamed, her excitement building with every word. “You’re already a natural with force, but now you’ll be able to—” She broke off, her thoughts racing ahead of her words.
“We can figure it out together,” Fenn finished, his palm finding hers, entwining their fingers. Water sluiced down his torso, the mist beading on his skin. “I want this,” he said, tapping his temple with a growing smirk. “I enjoy sensing that feeling you get when you stare at my chest.”
Serenna snapped her focus back to his face.
Fenn’s grin softened, his expression shifting to something deeper, more vulnerable, before he added, “And I felt that you would have missed me if I…if I had faded away.”
Serenna squeezed his fingers. “I’m glad you didn’t,” she said hoarsely, the words scraping against the hollow ache in her throat. They weren’t enough. They could never be enough. If Jassyn hadn’t been there to pull Fenn back from the brink. If she had lost him—
“Serenna,” Fenn whispered, halting her spiraling thoughts. He lifted her hand to his chest, pressing her palm over the steady beat of his heart. “I’m here.”



CHAPTER 8





SERENNA


Serenna’s vision blurred as she stared up at Fenn, the steamy chamber dissolving. She reached up slowly, brushing the sharp line of his jaw and inhaling his scent of cedar and snow. Their breaths mingled in the humid air as she wove her fingers through his hair, drawing him closer.
The world fell away when she pressed her lips to Fenn’s, the heat of his body eclipsing the water’s warmth. The kiss began as a gentle spark but quickly ignited into a consuming flame as he gripped her waist, tugging her flush against him. Magic surged through her veins, the bond thrumming with shared longing.
Fenn’s mouth claimed hers with a ferocity that banished the fear of what she’d nearly lost. His arms wrapped around her, their skin sliding together under the gentle spray of water.
Serenna’s fingers mapped the planes of his chest and the ridges of his scars, tracing the silent stories they told. Fenn shuddered, his breath hitching as her touch drifted lower, curling around the hard proof of his desire.
“We shouldn’t,” he murmured. But his hips betrayed him, his rigid flesh pressing deeper into her palm.
Serenna stroked him slowly, freeing a rumbling groan from his chest. “Why not?” she challenged, her lips curving against his, daring him to protest as his body bent to her touch.
“I can sense that you’re still sore,” he rasped, claws digging into her hips like he couldn’t let go. Smug satisfaction smoldered beneath his hesitant restraint.
“And you’re entirely too pleased with yourself for being the reason for that,” she retorted.
Serenna’s breath abandoned her as Fenn’s lips swept a trail of fire along her throat, the scrape of his fangs nearly melting her spine. Not to be outdone, she slid her coiled fingers faster along his length.
Hips bucking, Fenn snarled, the sound tearing from his throat as his canines lengthened. “You don’t play very fair.” He nipped the sensitive skin under her ear, a feral light blazing in his eyes. “But who am I to deprive you of what you want?”
In one fluid motion, he swept Serenna off the ground, claws roving lower to cup her backside as she wrapped her legs around his waist. Muscles flexing, Fenn’s abdomen rippled against hers, his rigid length trapped between them.
Serenna hooked her arms around his neck and leaned back, breathless at the sight of him—wild and beautiful in the misty glow. Water glistened over the planes of his carved flesh, the veins of his arousal standing out like winding rivers.
Fenn’s mouth recaptured hers and Serenna snagged his lower lip between her teeth, tugging at one of his piercings. A guttural sound of approval reverberated through her chest as he pressed his length against her center. She gasped, nails digging into his shoulders. Her hips rolled to meet his, pressure mounting with every shift.
“She-elf,” Fenn panted as he slid her higher and lower against the rigid flesh pinned between them, each shift coiling a knot of pleasure deep in her core. A soft chuckle melted into a ragged groan as his head tipped back.
“Stars, slay me…” His words dissolved like the steam coiling around them, his feral eyes drawn back to where their bodies merged.
The bond flared, a heady pull of emotions—hunger, desire, and a gentle current of warmth amidst blazing fire. Moving with him, Serenna let it consume her.
“Mark me as yours,” Fenn said, his voice quiet and unguarded. He angled his neck, baring himself fully.
Her gaze dropped to the faint punctures already etched into his skin. “But I don’t have fangs.”
“Then do your worst,” Fenn growled, his claws tightening on her hips as he dragged her against him, eyes flaming with challenge and want.
Serenna’s heart stuttered. It wasn’t an order, but a wave of surrender rolled off him, a need to belong to her, to be branded as hers.
Her lips hovered above his collarbone, not in hesitation, but under the weight of what this moment meant—what he was offering to her. Himself. A trust she wasn’t sure she deserved. Yet she burned to prove herself worthy, to honor the devotion he’d laid before her.
Serenna latched onto his neck, her mouth and tongue claiming him with desperate certainty. Every sweep of her lips a wordless answer, every scrape of her teeth an unspoken vow etched into his flesh, her promise to match his trust with her own.
Fenn snarled, a primal sound as his grip tightened on her hips. Chasing her pleasure, Serenna matched his rhythm, surrendering to the fire coursing through her veins. Her breaths quickened in time with his groans as he guided her movements along his length.
“Fenn,” Serenna gasped, her voice breaking on his name, needing more of him.
Fenn’s lips curved with wicked knowing. A squeeze to her backside drew a startled squeak from her, the sound morphing into a breathless laugh. He swept her from the shower and carried her to a counter.
Serenna squirmed, chilled marble meeting her bare skin when he set her down. Fenn slid the head of his arousal against her seam, teasing her center. Leaning forward, his warmth surrounded her, his lips claiming hers once more.
Locking her legs around his waist, Serenna dug her fingers into his biceps, tugging him closer. A low sound rumbled in Fenn’s throat when he sank into her a fraction, their ragged gasps tangling in the heated air. When she lifted her hips, Fenn surged forward, plunging deeper, her body taking in more.
Reality splintered, leaving behind only the tempest of shared desire. Serenna’s head fell back, a moan slipping free at the way he stretched her, at the way her body yielded to his girth.
Bracing a claw beside her hip, Fenn cradled her shoulders with the other, swearing softly into her neck. Leaning back on her hands, Serenna arched into his touch, moving with him, each slow thrust building a delicious ache.
As he moved to clutch the tops of her thighs, Serenna’s gaze swept over him, eyes lingering on the way he moved, how every muscle coiled and flexed. Water beaded along the ridges of his stomach, catching on the hard lines of his scars, his jewelry clinking faintly with every stroke.
Serenna rocked with him, every rolling movement reeling her closer to the edge. Fenn retreated, not quite letting her fall. The loss left her breathless, but he drove back into her, filling her completely.
Returning to her mouth, Fenn tugged her bottom lip between his teeth. His fangs grazed her skin, the scrape sending a shiver cascading down her spine.
Serenna cupped his face, surrendering to the sounds he dragged from her, each noise breaking free from a place beyond control.
Brimming with smug satisfaction, Fenn smirked against her lips, triumph sparking as he seated himself fully. His hips rotated with slow precision, each deliberate motion a torment so exquisite it left her writhing. Serenna gasped as his claws drifted from her thighs, sliding upward to claim her breasts, rolling her sensitive peaks between his talons with reverent roughness.
“Touch yourself,” Fenn growled, his voice now a heated command. He froze, eyes glowing as they shackled her with the unspoken dare.
Primal heat ignited as Serenna nearly shivered with an inexplicable frenzy at his order. Even as warmth flushed her cheeks under his attention, her breath quickened. She held his gaze, embracing the challenge in his eyes, and let her fingers slip between them—eager to obey.
Tracking her movements with a lethal intensity, Fenn remained preternaturally still, his chest rising and falling faster than hers. He gave a low, satisfied rumble and sealed it with a kiss, his tongue sweeping past her teeth to dance with hers before drawing back.
Circling her fingers over her pulsing flesh, Serenna ground her hips into Fenn’s, tension twisting tighter with every motion. Her inner walls fluttered around his steel length—then she shattered. Stars burst behind her eyes as her body clenched around his, her cry piercing the air.
Fenn snarled and surged forward, driving deeper with relentless strokes. She sensed his pleasure erupting like oil catching flame, searing through her in blinding pleasure. The connection rippled with crashing waves, each one sharpening her awareness of him—of his fierce devotion, his undeniable need, his undying affection. Fenn shuddered against her as he spilled into her, each pulse of his release claiming her in ways that defied words.
Breathless and trembling, Serenna’s ears rang as her blood pounded, the echo of sensation leaving her half-dazed. She clung to Fenn, bracing herself as the world came back into focus one heartbeat at a time. The bond thrummed faintly now, a soft echo of their shared ecstasy, their hearts beating in perfect tandem—a harmony of belonging.
Fenn rested his forehead against hers as they caught their breath. “These magics…” He let out a rough chuckle. “I didn’t realize we’d feel each other’s pleasure like that.”
Unable even to form words, Serenna huffed a laugh, sweeping his hair out of his eyes.
“Let’s get you warmed back up,” Fenn said, wrapping his arms around her, his heat chasing away the cold. “And after that,” he added, “a few hours of sleep would be most welcome.”



CHAPTER 9





SERENNA


In her bedchamber, Serenna slipped into a silk nightgown, the fabric feeling weightless against her skin. Across the room, with a towel slung distractingly low on his hips, Fenn wandered to the blinds. Shadows swallowed the first blush of sunlight as he pulled each curtain closed.
Serenna perched on the edge of the bed, curling her fingers into the blankets as Fenn tossed his towel on a hook and swaggered toward her. Despite herself, she shamelessly stared at the exposed contours of his body, his lean strength etched with a tapestry of scars.
“Let me take a wild guess,” Serenna said, her cheeks heating as she steered her eyes away from the hollow of his hips and back to the smug tilt of his mouth. “You sleep naked, don’t you?”
Fenn’s smirk slowly unfurled as he shrugged. “I see no reason to imprison myself in fabric while I slumber.”
Serenna rolled her eyes, though a smile tugged at her lips. But whatever retort she’d been about to unleash dissolved on her tongue as hesitation flickered across his face.
Fenn rubbed the back of his neck, the nervous motion betraying what his steady voice didn’t. “May I comb your hair?”
Serenna blinked at the unexpected offer. It had been weeks since anyone had tended to her—and even then, the handmaidens in Vaelyn had acted out of duty.
But there was a quiet significance to his words that made it feel like more than just an idle gesture. Whatever it meant, Serenna could tell that it mattered. Her chest tightened and she nodded.
Forgoing her brush, Fenn settled on the bed behind her, his talons threading through her hair with an intimate gentleness. Each careful stroke sent tingles racing across her scalp, unraveling the tension from the night.
Serenna closed her eyes as the rhythmic pull steadied her, loosening more than just the tangles in her hair. She let herself drift, indulging in the moment. But the reprieve slipped away, fleeting as stars fading at dawn.
Although Fenn was showering her with unwavering care, she sensed an undercurrent of unease and sorrow—a muted ache lingering in his heart.
The evening had been merciless to him. Aside from him nearly dying, his sister—the one who’d led the reavers’ attack—was gone without a trace.
Serenna opened her eyes, angling toward him on the bed. “Fenn,” she said hesitantly, placing a hand on his knee. “Are you okay? After everything? After Taryn?”
He paused, his talons stilling mid-stroke. Silence stretched between them before Fenn sighed, his voice resigned. “She made her choice.”
“I…didn’t see what happened to her,” Serenna said. Her focus had been on him—not the reavers.
“It matters not,” Fenn murmured, resuming his steady glide through her hair. “Whether she met her fate in the shadows or disappeared through one of Lykor’s portals, her decision was made long before the battle.” He exhaled slowly, releasing some of the unspoken grief before his voice softened. “But knowing that doesn’t make it any easier to let go.”
“I’m sorry,” Serenna whispered, gently squeezing his knee. The words felt inadequate, but she had nothing else to offer.
“At least a few things turned out right tonight.” Fenn said, shifting before beginning to weave her hair in a loose braid. “I know how much it meant to you to see your princeling again.”
Serenna’s vision blurred, fingers digging into the sheets. Fenn’s sincerity tore at her, summoning remorse. He’d been a steady flame in the darkness, yet each step toward him felt like swinging a blade through the fragile thread that bound her to the prince. It wasn’t fair to him, her inability to decipher her own selfish desires.
What lingered between her and Vesryn—the care she felt when he appeared in the fortress—left her convinced that whatever existed between them wasn’t over. Serenna’s chest constricted, her heart a tangled snarl of yearning and guilt.
Fenn’s quiet curiosity brushed against her awareness, a gentle nudge that only heightened her hesitation. She was taking too long to speak, but the turmoil brewing within her was already exposed.
Fenn had laid his intentions bare weeks ago—his desire for her, his willingness to commit to her alongside his relationship with Koln. She trusted him, but she wasn’t quite sure how such an arrangement would work—or what that would mean for her and Vesryn.
Slowly, Serenna turned toward him. “Does it make me awful to still be thinking about the prince? To dwell on him while you’re here? And after we just…” Wincing, she trailed off, shame rising hot in her cheeks.
“I can sense that you’re troubled,” Fenn said quietly, pressing a claw lightly over her heart. “You need to talk to your princeling. Untangle this confusion and hurt.”
Serenna hesitated, her remorse coiling tighter. “What if…what if Vesryn and I decide that what’s between us is something worth exploring further?”
“Love isn’t some finite ember to hoard,” Fenn said, adjusting her plaited hair over her shoulder. “If your heart burns to kindle something with him, who am I to extinguish a flame that isn’t mine?”
Serenna shook her head. “How is all of this supposed to work with multiple partners?” Her voice faltered, though Fenn himself was proof that it was possible. “What if I get jealous when you’re with someone else?”
“Jealous?” he asked, cocking his head. “Isn’t jealousy simply fear wearing another face—fear of losing what you cherish?” He lightly grazed her wrist, rubbing his thumb over her palm. “I’m not going anywhere.”
Serenna studied their entwined hands, absorbing his reassurance. Fenn was everything she wanted—a foundation of trust and belonging, steady as the magic humming between them.
“You make it sound so easy,” she murmured, leaning into his touch.
“It’s not all the time.” Fenn chuckled, then sprawled out on his stomach, wrapping his arms around three pillows.
Serenna bit her lip, glancing away. Fenn’s right. Talking to Vesryn is the first step to figuring out whatever this is. She grabbed her brush from the nightstand and ran it gently through Fenn’s cascading strands. Burrowing deeper into the pillows, a low rumble of contentment escaped him as he closed his eyes.
After smoothing out his hair, Serenna slipped into bed beside him. Fenn rolled over, tucking her against his chest. His voice drifted into her mind, low and drowsy. Do you think we can dream together with these magics?
Serenna smiled, warmth blooming in her heart. As her eyes fluttered shut, her thoughts skimmed against Vesryn’s awareness, his proximity a quiet solace despite his emotional walls.
Tomorrow, she’d summon the courage to face him—if he was ready. She owed that to him, to Fenn, and to herself.



CHAPTER 10





JASSYN


After a restless afternoon spent trapped in the ebb and flow of shallow sleep, Jassyn had accompanied Serenna and Fenn to the lower levels of the fortress, the area untouched by Vesryn’s battle with Lykor the night before. Lured by the scents of rich fare wafting through the streets, Fenn had insisted on dining in the stronghold’s mess halls despite Serenna’s protests that Kal’s kitchens were closer—and quieter.
Their path had wound through tiered gardens aglow with luminous blooms and past makeshift pastures where wraithlings were brushing a flock of fuzzy miniature goats. The creatures’ bleats had followed them, echoing faintly beneath the steady buzz of conversation as warriors filtered in and out of the dining commons.
A molten stream pulsed like a heartbeat, spilling fiery light across the cavern walls as the vein fed the kitchen hearths. Heat seeped into the stone, radiating a comfortable warmth as Jassyn leaned over his empty bowl.
After Serenna’s numerous warnings about the wraith cooking everything with an overabundance of mushrooms and lichens, Jassyn had warily eyed the questionable contents of the dish. But rather than tasting like something scraped off a rock, the soup had been richly seasoned, the bite of an unfamiliar spice lingering pleasantly on his tongue.
“This ‘grotto stew’ was actually good,” Jassyn admitted, setting his spoon down regretfully.
Across the long wooden table, Fenn’s eyes gleamed in the firelight. “You sound surprised. Did you believe we feast on elven flesh?”
Serenna choked mid-bite, wrinkling her nose before shifting on the bench to jab him in the ribs.
Jassyn idly traced a groove carved into the table—a talon scrape in the grains. “Well…” he began, but his answer withered under Fenn’s knowing smirk. There was no need to voice the misconception.
Koln led a group of wraith over to their table, greeting Fenn with a slap on the back. Their laughter and rough camaraderie rang out, bouncing off the cavernous stone.
Koln’s curious gaze lingered on him uncomfortably as the soldiers murmured amongst themselves of how he’d decimated an area of the stronghold’s plants to save Fenn’s life. Burdened by the attention, Jassyn dropped his focus to the table’s gouged surface.
Solitude had always been his refuge. The sanctuary of his quarters on Centarya, the island that had once felt like home, had been his shield against the realm. That was nothing but a memory now, abandoned when he and Vesryn fled.
His thoughts drifted to what else he’d left behind—Nelya and the ring of trusted magus. Despite Elashor’s tightening grip, surely they still shared moments like these wraith warriors, stolen respites where fellowship formed. He hoped they would endure.
Mired in his ruminations, Jassyn only caught fragments of the conversation around him—Fenn’s boasts about Serenna incinerating reavers and scattered remarks about Lykor’s absence. The latter snagged his attention, dragging up the image of the gauntlet crashing into his face.
He almost understood the fury behind it. He’d only tried to help, but that hadn’t mattered. Clenching his hands, Jassyn resisted the urge to trace the jagged scar etched into his skin—a permanent reminder of the choice he’d made.
Hesitation had been his failure—a weakness that had left him defenseless. He wouldn’t let it happen again. Next time, he’d act without pause, without doubt, to protect himself, even if it meant wielding coercion.
His pulse quickened as the memory tingled through his fingertips, the effortless domination. This new whispering strength, promising that he’d never be powerless again. Exerting control—forcing obedience—should have horrified him. Instead, it thrilled him. A stirring he buried deep, a rush he didn’t dare confront.
A prickle at the back of his neck jolted Jassyn out of his thoughts. On the far side of the cavern, Vesryn emerged from the mouth of a tunnel, drawing back a curtain of bioluminescent moss. He moved like a storm rolling in on the horizon as he prowled around the rows of tables, ignoring the watchful eyes of the gathered wraith.
Fenn trailed off mid-sentence when Serenna stiffened on the bench, her spine snapping straight. Tilting his head, Fenn’s eyes flared as he watched the prince approach.
“Don’t,” Serenna hissed under her breath, darting to grip Fenn’s arm before he even moved.
Fenn glanced down at her, an unrestrained grin nearly splitting his face in two.
Jassyn tried to interpret the silent exchange between them, but he couldn’t make any sense of it. Only then did he realize that Koln and the warriors had left for their evening patrol.
Focusing on the prince, Jassyn reflexively reached through the bond. He slammed into a solid wall, his cousin’s emotions still sealed away. Judging from the shadows smudged beneath Vesryn’s eyes, he clearly hadn’t found any rest.
In a single fluid motion, Fenn unfolded from his seat. Towering at his full height, he stretched his claws over his head, dominating the space. “Princeling,” he drawled, the word hanging somewhere between a greeting and a challenge.
Vesryn halted a few paces away, eyes flicking over the remnants of their meal. His arms tensed, fingers twitching at his sides as Fenn sauntered toward him.
Fenn looped around him, close enough to brush shoulders, sizing the prince up with predatory delight. Nostrils flaring, Vesryn tracked Fenn’s movements as annoyance deepened his scowl.
“I prefer taller males,” Fenn mused, his voice a low purr as he came to a halt at the prince’s side. His eyes burned a deliberate path down Vesryn’s leathers, his amusement flashing along with his fangs. He shrugged, glancing at Serenna. “But I suppose he’s…adequate. If you insist.”
Jassyn held his breath when Vesryn’s irritation spilled into something darker, a muscle feathering in his jaw. While tall by elven standards, he was a full head shorter than the wraith warrior—a fact Fenn obviously enjoyed highlighting.
Serenna groaned and dragged her palms over her face. Jassyn was reluctant to get involved, but the rising tension hammered in his pulse. He cast about for an excuse to divert Fenn, but Vesryn spoke first.
The prince’s voice was quiet, yet it held a lethal edge. “Remind me,” he said, briefly glancing at Serenna before pinning a glare on Fenn. “Who are you, again? Wraith target practice?”
Fenn barked an explosive laugh, genuine mirth reverberating off the stony walls. “Bold words, coming from the elf who went down with one shot.” His grin stretched wider as he made another slow circuit around the prince. “I’m hers,” he said, tipping his chin toward Serenna.
Jassyn tensed alongside Serenna as they sensed the same thing—Vesryn’s mental barrier had stretched thin, his patience fracturing.
Fenn had to stop his prodding before Vesryn erupted.
Doing the complete opposite, Fenn instead delivered a slap to Vesryn’s backside, the crack echoing through the cavern. “I want a pair of these trousers,” Fenn crooned, deliberately giving the prince a squeeze. “Where did you—”
Vesryn’s fist flew straight at Fenn’s face.
Cackling wildly, Fenn disappeared, warping to the prince’s other side.
Baring his teeth, Vesryn spun on his heel, swinging another punch.
Fenn caught it mid-strike, his roguish grin devouring Vesryn’s scowl. “Oh, I think we’ll get along just fine, Princeling.”
Vesryn yanked his hand free and lunged, but Fenn warped again, reappearing behind him.
“Your speed is lacking,” he taunted, jabbing the prince’s shoulder with enough force to make him stumble.
Boots scraped against stone as Vesryn whirled, snarling as his fists went flying. Fenn darted back, the blows slicing empty air. The two circled around the dining furniture, their clash drawing raucous cheers from the gathered wraith.
Jassyn rose, rounding the table to sit on the bench beside Serenna. Her eyes bounced back and forth, following their swinging arms.
“Should we…do something?” he asked, uncertain what they even could do, just as Vesryn’s punch missed Fenn by inches.
Serenna picked one of her nails, a knot of worry forming between her brows. “Fenn’s just…” She huffed, gesturing helplessly. “I don’t know. Testing him?”
Jassyn perched his elbows on the table, resting his chin on his fists. “Vesryn could end this anytime with magic.” He winced as Fenn’s fist slammed into the prince’s gut with a dull thud, doubling him over.
Before Vesryn recovered, Fenn slipped behind him, fangs gleaming in the firelight. He hooked an arm around the prince’s neck, yanking him back into a chokehold.
Vesryn twisted sharply, dropping his weight. He drove a shoulder into Fenn’s ribs, forcing him off balance. Wrenching himself free, the prince threw savage blows at Fenn, fists a blur. Fenn blocked the first, snared the second, but the third—a brutal uppercut—snapped his head back.
Fenn staggered, chuckling darkly as he worked his jaw. Their breaths came in bursts as they circled each other, quiet hostility simmering. Vesryn shifted his stance and Fenn’s grin lingered as he matched the prince step for step. But his eyes flicked to Serenna when she pointedly cleared her throat.
Fenn rolled his shoulders and inclined his head toward the prince, clacking his talons together in a gesture that seemed more like acknowledgment than mockery. Vesryn’s eyes narrowed to slits, but before he could react further, Fenn warped again.
Jassyn nearly jumped off the bench when Fenn appeared beside him.
“Come on, pretty elf,” Fenn said, his tone light, yet leaving no room for argument. “We’d better give them space to talk before the princeling tears up the kitchens. If the pocket goats spook, Lykor will flay all our hides when he returns.”
Fenn’s claws curled gently around his arm, tugging him to his feet. Jassyn cast a fleeting look at Vesryn, but the prince’s focus had already shifted to Serenna.
“I did promise Koln I’d bring you to the Lagoon,” Fenn continued. With an insistent pull, he gave Jassyn no chance to protest. Fenn herded him toward a tunnel and Jassyn’s feet scrambled to follow.
As they reached the edge of the chamber, Fenn glanced back at Vesryn and then to Serenna. “Let me know if you need anything,” he said, tapping his temple.
Serenna nodded, her smile strained but steady. “I’ll be fine.”



CHAPTER 11





SERENNA


Serenna locked eyes with Vesryn as Fenn ushered Jassyn down a darkened tunnel, the air charged with unspoken words. She resisted the urge to hurl a berating thought at Fenn for unnecessarily poking the prince’s pride. Now, the fallout was hers to handle—a male nursing raw knuckles, bruised ribs, and a wounded ego.
Vesryn exhaled unevenly, still wrestling with his temper as she pushed herself to her feet.
“Do you want me to mend you?” Serenna ventured, the question cautious.
“I’m fine,” Vesryn clipped, cutting off any further offer.
He rolled his shoulders stiffly, a faint wince betraying his effort to appear unaffected. Dismissing his injuries, he swept his gaze over her, the weight of it sending heat across her cheeks.
A furrow of uncertainty tugged at his brows. “You’re different,” he said at last, softer now.
Serenna steadied herself, digging her nails into her palms. “A lot has happened.”
“Did he hurt you?” Vesryn asked, his tone measured, yet edged with something sharp.
Serenna couldn’t tell if he meant Lykor or Fenn. “When I portaled here, Lykor and I had a…misunderstanding.” She forced herself to hold his eyes. “In a way, we worked it out, but he took my power when—”
“He what?” Vesryn snarled.
His fury lashed through the bond, the sudden drop of his mental wall a thunderous clap that rattled through Serenna’s skull. She stiffened as the overwhelming force of his presence flooded her mind.
In an instant, the prince closed the distance, his rough hands cupping her face. “He’s the reason your eyes are ringed with red?” His voice wavered, trembling with rage, fingers shaking as he brushed back a strand of her hair. “I should have known that beast was the one who began turning you into a wraith.”
Serenna placed her hands gently over his, wading through the onslaught of his outburst. “The coercion—” She stopped herself. Lykor had initially pilfered her power on his own. “He did what he thought was necessary. To protect his people.”
“There’s no excuse for this.” Vesryn’s grip flexed before he released her and stepped back, as though distance might temper his rage. “I’ll make him return your talent. Or I’ll talk to Aesar and have him do it.” His jaw tightened while his frustration bled into the silence. “My mother explained…” Face falling, he shook his head and trailed off.
Serenna let the subject drop, knowing Vesryn wouldn’t change Lykor’s mind. She bit back the impulse to steer the conversation to why she’d portaled to Lykor in the first place. Now wasn’t the time.
Fingers twitching at his sides, Vesryn scanned the cavern as more wraith warriors filtered in, the volume of their conversations increasing around the tables. “We should talk somewhere else.” The command left no room for refusal.
A portal spiraled open, rippling like a midnight sky as it carved through the air. Serenna blinked when the prince extended his hand instead of charging through with his usual expectation of her to follow. Clasping his palm, she stepped into the black veil, heading into the unknown.
Before she could collect her bearings, another rift gaped open, dragging her through darkness. Realm after realm blurred past until they emerged into stillness.
Serenna’s breath caught as her eyes drank in the sky, streaks of crimson and gold painting the clouds. The sun dipped behind jagged limestone bluffs, casting molten light across a tranquil bay.
Vesryn’s voice carried a faint note of hesitation when he spoke. “This is where I wanted to bring you. The night of the Solstice.”
“What is this place?” Serenna asked, her voice floating with awe. Fragrant with salt and gardenia, a balmy breeze tugged at her hair. She slipped off her boots, the cool ivory sand spilling between her toes, the grains sparkling like starlight.
“It’s where I was the night I first sensed you.” Vesryn jerked his head toward the dense canopy framing the cove. “I was hunting a group of wraith in that jungle.”
The prince slumped to the sand, leaning against a rock that was softened by the embrace of creeping vines. Joining him, Serenna folded her legs to her chest and studied the curve of the coastline, a maze of verdant cliffs rising from the surf.
Vesryn plucked a white flower from a slender tendril, its satin petals catching the last rays of sun. “The moons rose right over those waters,” he said, nodding toward the center of the horizon, where the sea and sky merged. “In that moment, I knew I’d rather watch the lunar eclipse here than suffer through another affair in the capital. I just didn’t expect I’d want someone to join me.”
Serenna curled her fingers around her knees, fighting the ache swelling in her throat. The quiet admission was one she’d waited so long to hear—he remembered that he’d invited her. “I thought…” Her voice faltered as she glanced up at him. “I thought you invited me to the palace.”
“I invited you to the Summer Lunar Solstice,” Vesryn corrected, turning a petal absently between his fingers. “I had no intention of making an appearance in Kyansari—unless you had your heart set on going.”
Serenna couldn’t hold back the question that had gnawed at her for weeks, sharper than a persistent thorn. “So why did Ayla
still think you were taking her to your engagement announcement?”
Vesryn frowned before slowly facing her. “You’re upset.”
“Of course I’m upset,” Serenna snapped, her ire and humiliation rising. “Ayla made it abundantly clear that you were expecting her. You told me you were late. Late for what? Her?”
“Yes. I was late for her.” Vesryn bit out the words, crushing the flower in his palm. “But I never planned to take her to that engagement dinner myself. I intended to spin an illusion around one of my rangers, who then would’ve gone in my place. But after you and I captured those wraith…”
He uncurled his fingers, releasing the petals into the breeze, the remnants tumbling down the shore. “I needed my officers to stay where they were—I couldn’t risk word getting out and there wasn’t time to think of anything else.” He shook his head, gaze fixed on the horizon. “So I did my duty and endured that wretched dinner. But then I sensed you were gone. First from Centarya and then from the bond.”
Serenna drew an unsteady breath, struggling to anchor her churning frustration after weeks spent drowning in unanswered doubts. She knew now that the engagement had dissolved, but that didn’t lessen her festering anger.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” she whispered, fighting to keep a level tone—and a level head. “If I had known…” The rest of the thought disintegrated as quickly as it had formed. If she hadn’t left, she never would’ve discovered the wraith stronghold and the truth behind it. And she never would have met Fenn.
“That duty changed nothing between us.” Vesryn shrugged. “I didn’t think it mattered.”
“You didn’t…” Serenna gaped at him, disbelief extending far beyond the boundaries of her mind. “You didn’t think about how I’d feel seeing your betrothed prancing up to your chambers minutes after you…after we—” Her voice broke, catching on the words.
Vesryn sighed, raking his fingers through his hair. “That wasn’t how I intended our first time to happen.”
Serenna stared out at the bay, at a loss for words.
“But the engagement wasn’t important to me,” he insisted. “I told you that.”
“It was important to me.” Needing distance, Serenna surged to her feet, frustration flaring hot in her chest. She rapidly blinked, refusing to release the burning tears. “How many times did I have to ask? All I wanted was to know if we had a future! I just wanted—”
Before she could finish, Vesryn rose abruptly and gripped her shoulders. “I wanted to bring you here for the Solstice,” he said, his voice quieter now, almost pleading, “to ask if you’d accept the bond.”
Serenna froze. It wasn’t just his confession—it was the fragile hope it carried. How he admitted that he wanted something more. Once, accepting the bond had been her only desire, but now she wasn’t sure.
“I wanted the night to be special,” Vesryn continued, barely audible over the gentle breeze. “I wanted to bring you here to watch the moons eclipse, to take my time with you.” His fingers tightened around her, as if he feared she might slip away. “But after we captured those wraith, I wasn’t thinking straight. That wasn’t how I wanted it to happen.” His eyes searched hers, desperation flickering in their depths. He swallowed hard, clearing his throat. “I haven’t touched anyone in a hundred years—not since the night I thought my brother died. Not until you.”
The world seemed to tilt beneath Serenna’s feet, her anger fading to an ember. In its place, a hollow ache spread through her chest, chilling her to the bone.
Vesryn’s voice wavered, unsteady as moonlight rippling over the sea. “Everything changed when this bond formed. You…you brought me back to life.” His thumbs skimmed down her arms, but Serenna was hesitant to let the warmth unfurl. “Then I fucked it up. Just like I always do.”
The prince stepped back, hands falling away as he knotted his fingers behind his neck. He blew out a long sigh, his eyes lifting toward the blooming stars. “I spent weeks searching for you, terrified you were hurt. Or worse.” When his gaze finally dropped back to hers, grief mired the bond. “But now that I’ve found you…I feel like I’ve lost you.”
His quiet admission splintered through her. The heavy evening wrapped around them, the silence broken by the waves lapping against the shore. Despite this small step toward reclaiming what they once shared, it felt like they had taken two steps back. Serenna reached out and brushed his arm, hoping to bridge the widening chasm of misunderstanding and hurt.
“You haven’t lost me,” she whispered, her tears finally spilling over, tracing paths down her cheeks.
“Haven’t I?” Vesryn tensed under her fingers, eyes flicking to where he’d healed fang marks on her neck the night before. “I heard you bonded with that wraith—”
Serenna pulled her hand back. “Fenn is my friend,” she said carefully, heart lurching in a sudden sea of turmoil. “He’s kept me safe—”
“And a lot more than that, it seems,” Vesryn snapped, though his voice held more misery than bitterness.
But his words still struck deep. Serenna nearly recoiled. Almost slammed the bond shut, retreating from this tangled mess of hurt. But she’d experienced the same ache of jealousy weeks ago when she thought she’d lost the prince.
Serenna lifted her chin, her resolve blanketing the guilt that threatened to surface. She wasn’t ashamed—she refused to be. Fenn had been her foundation when her world shattered. She wouldn’t apologize for that, wouldn’t cast him aside just because the prince had finally decided what he wanted.
Vesryn must’ve sensed the shift because his shoulders slumped as he glanced away. “You were supposed to be mine,” he said, an anguished whisper. “I thought this bond forming between us meant something.”
“Then why did it never feel that way?” Serenna’s voice cracked, the question slipping out on a ragged exhale. Her chin quivered, Vesryn’s pain a fractured mirror of her own.
Comparing Vesryn to Fenn felt like a betrayal—but unlike Vesryn, Fenn had never left her doubting her place in his heart. Serenna forced out the question that burned on her tongue, perhaps the one that had wounded her the most. “Why did you always leave me uncertain about what was between us?”
Vesryn flinched, just a flicker of movement, but enough for Serenna to see the wound left behind. His expression crumpled and so did the rest of him, his knees hitting the sand before her.
“I know I failed you and I’m sorry,” he whispered, emerald eyes searching hers. “I could lay out all of my excuses, but words are a pathetic means to make amends.”
Serenna tensed, a scathing retort rising—that if he had only spoken to her sooner, none of this would have happened. But looking at him now, kneeling before her, already broken, she couldn’t bring herself to twist the knife any deeper.
Reading her hesitation, Vesryn stilled, his hand hovering in the space between them. Serenna didn’t pull away as his fingers tentatively grazed hers before cradling her palms.
He trembled, like he wasn’t sure if he still had the right to hold her at all, before saying, “I want to prove to you that this bond means something to me.”
Serenna’s breath hitched as a flood of his emotions swelled—pain and longing entwined with fragile hope. For a moment, she swore she felt the threads of their bond quivering, straining to weave together as a truth settled—she couldn’t deny his care for her. Imperfect, perhaps, but real.
“I wasn’t raised to expect one person to belong to another, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want you for myself,” Vesryn admitted, his jaw tightening before he forced out an exhale. “But that’s selfish. You shine too brightly to be a star snatched from the sky and hidden in my shadows. But if someday, you ever want to accept—”
His palms tensed around hers, head snapping to the west.
“What is it?” Serenna asked, her pulse jumping in response to his alarm.
“Jassyn.” Indecision contorted Vesryn’s face. “I—I felt a pull.” His eyes unfocused before drifting back to hers, brimming with worry. “He’s probably fine. We—”
“Should go back,” Serenna finished softly as she squeezed his hands, tugging him to his feet.
But the words still felt like a retreat, not a resolution. And despite having the conversation she’d so desperately longed for, she wasn’t sure it had brought any closure at all.



CHAPTER 12





JASSYN


Refusal was a futile notion. The claw anchored to Jassyn’s shoulder made that abundantly clear. Fenn’s relentless energy drove him forward like a rushing current, sweeping him deeper into the fortress whether he liked it or not.
Torches burned sporadically along the winding passages, casting flickering shadows across rocky walls blanketed with luminous moss.
An abrupt shift in the bond sent a jolt through him, the prince’s proximity now a faint speck in his mind. Fenn’s talons briefly tensed against him—Serenna must’ve portaled too.
Eventually, Jassyn dared to question if they were really destined for this Lagoon.
“It’s too early for excitement there,” Fenn explained, his tone light but his grip unyielding as he steered Jassyn through the spiraling tunnels. “Trust me, where we’re going is much more…intimate.”
That’s not exactly the relief I was hoping for.
Anxiety ricocheted around Jassyn’s chest with every step, the air thickening with warmth as the passages seemed to close in. A bead of sweat trickled down his neck, sliding uncomfortably under his collar.
Fenn scraped his talons against an arched entryway then warped ahead as a chamber came into view. Seeing no other option—he’d never be able to navigate back without a guide—Jassyn hesitantly followed.
A misty haze wreathed a lone turquoise pool that snaked across the uneven floor, its surface chalky and still. Droplets of condensation beaded along the jagged contours of stony walls, where glistening lichens clung like delicate veils, bathing the cavern in a cyan glow.
Fenn plucked a folded towel and a flimsy pair of wading shorts from a rocky shelf, holding them out. Jassyn blinked, momentarily jarred. His eyes flicked from the garments to Fenn, whose grin only widened—all fangs and unspoken invitation.
Jassyn shoved damp curls out of his face before reluctantly accepting the clothing. Profoundly unfamiliar with wraith culture, he had the nagging suspicion that he’d unwittingly agreed to something.
He cleared his throat. “What are—”
“We’re taking a dip in the pool,” Fenn interrupted, eyes igniting with delight.
Jassyn’s pulse quickened, his grip on the meager fabric tightening. Fenn’s interest was anything but subtle. Yet he couldn’t decide if this wraith simply cast charm wide or if it was something more deliberate, reserved for him—though Fenn had clearly already grown close to Serenna. Either way, it would be prudent to steel himself for whatever—
Fenn’s trousers hit the ground.
And so did Jassyn’s stomach.
He spun away so quickly that he nearly lost his footing on the slick stone. Heat surged up his ears as he locked his eyes on the pool.
Behind him, Fenn chuckled, his voice wrapped in velvet-edged teasing. “You elves are so…reserved. Don’t worry. This is my father and Aesar’s preferred spot. But my father is busy with his duties and Aesar hasn’t yet returned so it’s all ours.”
The realization struck like a plunge into icy water. They would be entirely alone—intentionally. While the notion of privacy was faintly reassuring, the clothes in Jassyn’s hands suddenly felt impossibly heavy, as though they’d been replaced with stones. This was a mistake. Surely Fenn didn’t expect…
Fenn swaggered around him, steam swirling in his wake. A scrap of fabric covered his lower half, though his mane of hair did most of the work. Easing himself into the steaming pool, he threw his arms out, talons clicking along the rocky ledge.
Jassyn swallowed hard, feeling cornered and out of options. Even if he managed to retrace the path through the twisting tunnels, returning to the Aerie alone wouldn’t be safe—especially if Lykor appeared.
Unsettled and uncertain, Jassyn lingered, his fingers resting on the hem of his shirt. The heat of the room pressed against him. Slowly—reluctantly—he peeled his tunic over his head. But when he reached for the waistband of his trousers, his courage faltered.
“I won’t peek,” Fenn drawled, his smirk audible as he tilted his face up to the ceiling, the muted glow glinting in his piercings.
Skeptical, Jassyn kept his attention fixed on the wraith. He kicked off his boots with a hesitation that bordered on defiance, wondering if simply dipping his feet into the water might be enough to placate Fenn.
The air suddenly stirred. Pressure converged in the cavern and Jassyn whirled as a portal ripped open in the chamber.
His brow furrowed, an unfamiliar tightness tugging at his scar. Was the prince portaling to his location with Serenna in tow? Such a diversion would be a welcome rescue, swiftly granting him freedom from this awkwardness with Fenn.
A fragile ember of hope flickered, only to be doused by blind terror.
Jassyn shuffled backward as Lykor stumbled through the rift in a blast of wind and snow. Heart a riot in his chest, Jassyn slammed a shield around himself, the violet barrier crackling as he braced for the worst.
Calculating his escape, Jassyn whipped his head to the tunnel, weighing his options. His thoughts fractured as Lykor suddenly toppled forward, crashing to the cavern floor.
With a strangled curse, Fenn shambled out of the pool, warping to Lykor’s side just as the rift disintegrated. Water streamed from his hair and shoulders as he crouched next to Lykor, claws hovering above his back. “It’s Aesar. He’s hurt.”
Paralyzed by fear and indecision, Jassyn could only gape. The figure on the ground didn’t stir. His eyes snapped to Fenn. “How do you know it’s Aesar?”
Fenn didn’t look up, talons curling into the frozen fabric of Lykor’s tunic. “Lykor would never come here.” His voice held a brittle edge, worry cracking through.
Relieved, Jassyn unraveled his shield and rushed to Aesar’s side, his bare feet skidding on the slick rock. Aesar’s collapse had spared him from a private swim with Fenn, but a sting of guilt quickly followed. The scar on his brow tingled, an uncomfortable reminder that he might’ve been the one to drive Lykor to such reckless extremes. I was only trying to help.
Fenn turned Aesar over and they both drew in sharp breaths. Frostbite had crept across the tips of his ears, a jagged blackness etched stark against his bloodless skin. Ice clung to his tunic and trousers, the fabric frozen stiff. He wasn’t even shivering—a harrowing stillness that betrayed his dire condition.
Jassyn unleashed a wave of Essence, spiraling the magic outward to assess the extent of Aesar’s injuries. The first brush of power told him everything he needed to know. Aesar’s heart fluttered weakly, his skin perilously cold as he hovered near the brink of death.
“What the bleeding stars was he doing?” Jassyn muttered, more so to himself as he wove magic around Aesar’s motionless body. Encased in a sheath of ice, his boots wouldn’t be coming off until they thawed. Clumps of frost clung to his raven hair, the tangled strands long since ravaged by wind and snow. “Was he walking across the Wastes without a cloak?”
“Lykor might’ve been portal jumping,” Fenn offered. “He and my father quarrel endlessly over his plans.” The metallic click of his lip ring tapping against his teeth filled the silence as he chewed on it, eyes tracing Jassyn’s magic. “Aesar must’ve seized control and dragged them back.”
Jassyn hesitated, hands trembling as he reached for the ice-crusted gauntlet encasing Aesar’s claw. Mercilessly cold, the metal cage bit into his palms as he pried it loose. He winced as Aesar’s flesh peeled away with the movement, thin layers sticking to the armor. The talons within were blackened and splintered, some shattered completely. A few fingers jutted at unnatural angles, frozen solid.
Fenn shifted beside him. “Can you help him?”
The damage might be done. The thought came as an unwelcome intrusion that Jassyn shoved aside.
His gaze darted to the steaming pool, where heat beckoned, a doubled-edged salvation. He needed to thaw Aesar’s clothes before they leeched away the last slivers of life, but submerging him in water would be risky—he’d have to regulate Aesar’s heart and blood flow with Essence as he warmed.
“Yes, but we need to move him,” Jassyn said, making up his mind.
Spurred into action, Fenn hauled Aesar up, wedging himself beneath his shoulder. Jassyn slipped under the other side and together they rose, dragging Aesar to the pool. Straining under the weight, Jassyn gritted his teeth, biting back any sound—especially with Fenn bearing most of the burden.
The water hissed as it consumed Aesar’s battered body, steam billowing in misty clouds. Fenn grabbed their towels, propping Aesar’s head on the rocky shelf.
Jassyn slid into the pool, the scalding water weighing down his trousers, singeing his skin. Pushing his discomfort aside, he knelt next to Aesar and cast out a wave of mending, ruby ribbons of Essence unraveling from his palms.
He started with the organs—coaxing life into systems teetering on collapse, whispering warmth into veins that had nearly surrendered to the cold. The intricate lattice of healing demanded every ounce of his knowledge. So absorbed in weaving his power over the injuries, Jassyn almost forgot about Fenn’s quiet presence until he spoke.
“I have no magics to assist, and my father will want to know that Aesar has returned.”
Jassyn nodded, focus locked on the strands of mending braiding into Aesar’s chest. Down the bond, he sensed the prince was still realms away. He tugged on the connection, knowing he’d want to be informed too. “I’ll let Vesryn know as soon as he’s back.”
Fenn’s claw touched his shoulder in silent acknowledgment before he vanished down the tunnel in a blur of shadows.
A rhythmic drip of water echoed somewhere deeper in the cavern, marking the slow passage of time. Heat seeped further into Jassyn’s bones, weighing his limbs with exhaustion as he worked. But he pressed on, moving to knit Aesar’s skin back together in seamless waves, leaving behind unblemished flesh as blackened flakes dissolved.
Jassyn exhaled in relief as warmth began returning to Aesar’s body, steam curling from his thawing hair. Tremors seized Aesar’s muscles, the violent shudders sending ripples through the water, each one a defiant beat of life.
Channeling another wave of Essence through him, Jassyn assessed his progress. An old injury kept drawing his attention—Aesar’s shoulders twisted unnaturally, his spine curved and splintered in ways that even magic couldn’t repair. Jassyn’s throat tightened at the sight of the mutilation, the sheer depth suggesting near-constant pain. He wondered if there was anything he could do. Maybe Thalaesyn—
Suddenly, a rattling breath escaped Aesar, the sound scraping against the cavern walls. His eyes fluttered open—still glassy, but it was progress.
Their gazes locked. Aesar flinched and recoiled, splashing in the water to sit up. His head whipped around, wild eyes racing around the chamber before pinning Jassyn with a ferocity that froze him in place.
Aesar bared his fangs.
Jassyn’s heart seized as fire flared to life in his irises.
Not Aesar.



CHAPTER 13





JASSYN


Lykor lunged.
Heart vaulting into his throat, Jassyn stumbled backward, water sloshing around his thighs. His hands flew up, a desperate surge of power streaking from his palms.
Caught in the invisible snare of magic, Lykor jerked to a violent halt.
For a heartbeat, something fractured in Lykor’s expression, a fissure in his rage. But it hardened as quickly as it came, his snarl ripping through the humid air.
Jassyn’s breath caught. If Lykor broke free, there’d be no stopping him. But beneath the fear, something darker flared—the thrill of control seeping into his veins, feeding the frantic rhythm of his heart.
Shoving the feeling aside before it could take root, Jassyn drew in an unsteady breath. He retreated a few steps, but the added distance felt meaningless with Lykor’s immobilized fury filling the space between them.
“I—I’m sorry,” Jassyn stammered, wrapping a shimmering shield around himself, the thin barrier an illusion of safety. The apology sounded hollow, pathetic even. “I was just mending you.”
Lykor continued snarling, Essence sputtering around him. But his magic refused to ignite, his Well likely drained. Fangs elongating, anger blazed even brighter in his eyes.
“Why won’t you die?” Lykor’s voice cracked like a whip through the chamber.
The question slipped out before Jassyn could stop it. “Why did you pull that punch?”
The words were quieter than he intended, half-swallowed by his own confusion. Lykor’s gauntlet should have shattered his skull completely—left him lifeless. But it hadn’t.
Lykor strained against the confinement, every tendon bulging. “If you keep using your vile magic on me,” he spat through clenched teeth, “I won’t make that mistake again.”
A pit opened in Jassyn’s stomach as he realized that coercion thrummed between them. The power he wielded hadn’t been deliberate—it had been a reflex, instinct. Survival had driven his hand, shackling Lykor without conscious thought.
“That—that wasn’t my intent.” The explanation sounded feeble, even to him. “I—” Hands trembling, Jassyn faltered, no defense rising. Slowly, he released the magic, letting the constraints unravel.
Lykor surged to his full height, eyes locking onto him with a fire that promised devastation. Muscles twitching, his body coiled to charge. But then, as if struck by an invisible force, his legs buckled, sending him splashing down. Swearing profusely, Lykor shoved himself back upright. His talons scraped against the stone edge of the pool, water dripping down his arms.
“Get the fuck out of my sight,” he growled around ragged breaths, the flames in his eyes stoking.
Jassyn tensed, his heart pounding in his throat. But guilt wrapped around his feet, fettering him to the spot. He couldn’t retreat. Not without trying to explain.
Holding his breath, Jassyn lowered his shield, a silent gesture of surrender, a plea for understanding. His thoughts churned, searching for some way to make amends for the torment he’d dredged up. “I didn’t mean to—”
The words barely escaped his lips before Lykor’s growl ripped through the air. “Are you fucking deaf?”
The apology died in Jassyn’s throat. No excuse would suffice. Lykor’s pain mirrored his own—impossible to confront. Jassyn knew that agony all too well. The despair of submission, the helplessness of being at another’s will.
Perhaps the best thing he could do was walk away. Steeling himself, Jassyn inhaled deeply and turned toward the tunnel leading out. At the edge of the water, he hesitated. He could feel Lykor’s murderous glare boring into him, itching between his shoulder blades.
Jassyn knew he shouldn’t look back—knew it was a mistake—but he had to try one last time. His throat tightened as he faced the crimson fire in those scorching eyes.
“Do you need anything else mended?” Jassyn asked before thinking better of it, driven by an inherent need to finish what he’d started. “I didn’t have time to—”
Lykor erupted from the pool, water streaming off his broad shoulders. Every fiber of Jassyn’s being screamed at him to flee as Lykor stormed up to him. But an inexplicable gravity anchored him in place, drawing him into Lykor’s wrath as though letting the confrontation play out was the only path forward.
Each of Lykor’s steps devoured the space between them. Jassyn straightened, but his height was no match for Lykor’s bulk. The sheer force of him—his size, his rage—was a stronghold of strength that made any advantage meaningless, his presence an inescapable force.
Jassyn’s breath hitched as Lykor stopped close enough for the heat of his fury to feel tangible, smothering the air between them.
“Does it make you feel strong,” Lykor snarled, his voice a blade scraping over stone, “to overpower someone like that?”
The accusation struck too close to a truth that Jassyn didn’t want to acknowledge. Words eluding him, he remained staring and frozen.
Fists forming at his sides, Lykor bared his fangs in the silence that followed. “If not for Aesar, I’d tear you apart.” Chest heaving, his arms flexed, muscles straining in what had to be an active battle against Aesar’s intervention. “Get the fuck out of my fortress.”
A faint trace of irritation surfaced through Jassyn’s fear. No matter what he said, Lykor wouldn’t hear him. He was too blinded by his own anger.
“I only wanted to help,” he snapped, sharper than intended.
“Why?” Lykor demanded, eyes blazing.
“Because I know what it’s like to be controlled.” The words escaped before Jassyn could haul them back. His ribs tightened as memories clawed at him, threatening to shred the barriers he’d built around his past—a place he refused to revisit.
Lykor leaned closer, his voice a venomous hiss. “Is that so? And did you also happen to be the king’s favorite pet? I don’t recall seeing you in the kennels.”
Lykor’s gaze raked over Jassyn’s bare chest before flicking to the scar cutting across his brow. Jassyn swallowed as something unreadable flashed in his eyes—too fleeting to interpret.
Disgust. It had to be disgust. His skin crawled with the certainty that Lykor saw everything he despised—weakness, and a reflection he couldn’t bear to face.
Lykor sneered, his scrutiny sharpening. “You don’t look beaten or broken to me.”
Bitterness sparked to life. Not at Lykor, but at the past that clung to him, a shadow he’d never outrun.
Jassyn’s finger jabbed into Lykor’s chest before he even realized it, forcing the larger male to stagger back a step. He’d probably just sealed his own death, but words tore free from him anyway, decades of anguish erupting in a flood.
“I was broken and used in a different way,” Jassyn seethed, the confession spilling out. “And if you want to compare who had it worse, then fine. You win.” His jaw tightened, the muscles aching from how hard he clenched his teeth. “My prison was a stars-cursed palace, not a dungeon. But the cage was just as real.”
His breath shuddered as he fought against the harrowing turmoil. “You don’t have to forgive me for what I did to you.” His finger shook as he pressed into Lykor, courage wavering. “But believe me when I say that I regret forcing you to relive those horrors.”
Lykor glared into Jassyn’s face. “You were one of their half-breed experiments, weren’t you? A collar around your throat, trained to heel.” His words sliced through the air, a blade honed with cruelty. “Tell me, did they even bother calling you by name, or were you just another pretty trinket in their collection?”
Jassyn recoiled, yanking his hand back. He hated it—hated how Lykor was right. How being powerless stripped him bare, left him exposed. He wouldn’t allow it anymore. He wouldn’t be weak.
Never again.
A stream of telepathy surged to Jassyn’s fingertips, twisting into coercion. It whispered promises of dominance, of vengeance. He could decimate that scorn, break Lykor’s strength.
But the thought swiftly curdled in his gut, turning rancid. The sickening weight of it was a visceral reminder of the harm he’d already inflicted, the fragile trust he’d shattered when Lykor had asked for his help in the jungle. Jassyn clenched his fists, severing the magic before Lykor noticed how close he’d come to having his mind pulverized out of spite.
Lykor’s lip curled over his fangs. “I hope what they did haunts you. Every fucking day.”
Jassyn flinched, the words striking hard—more painful than the gauntlet that had shattered his face. But he refused to look away, even as his defiance frayed under Lykor’s scathing scowl. Heat flushed through him—anger, shame, and the sting of Lykor seeing too much.
When he couldn’t endure it any longer, Jassyn pivoted sharply, voice low as he bit out, “It does.”



CHAPTER 14





LYKOR


Lykor hurled his longsword into the snow, the heavy blade plunging into the churned earth with a muffled thud. Steam erupted from his mouth, each exhale twisting through the air as he fought to smother the fire raging in his lungs.
Across from him, Kal twirled his own sword in a ridiculous flourish. The light from the setting sun glinted off the steel, stabbing straight into Lykor’s eyes.
“You’re quite out of practice,” Kal said, his smirk dripping with the satisfaction of nearly impaling Lykor in every bout.
“Fuck off,” Lykor snapped between gasps, jamming his fingers into the stitch gnawing at his ribs. He glanced up at his balcony, perched high on the mountain slope, and considered warping back to his quarters.
A chuckle unfurled in Lykor’s mind, echoing against his skull. He’s not wrong, Aesar commented, his voice sliding through their shared mindspace. Unfolding Kyansari’s library around him, Aesar leaned against a window, golden light spilling across the glass spires beyond. Amused. He didn’t even pretend otherwise.
Kal lashed out with his boot, kicking Lykor’s sword into the air and catching it by the hilt.
“Admit it—you’re just annoyed that Aesar didn’t bother regenerating for you last night.” He flipped the blade once before tossing it at Lykor.
Stepping to the side, Lykor let the sword plummet back into the snow. “No, I’m thrilled you two found it necessary to conspire behind my back and haul me out here for this”—he flicked a hand toward his discarded weapon—“sparring.”
After driving Jassyn away the evening before, Lykor had relinquished control to Aesar, granting him the luxury of a night to weep and wallow with his long-lost twin. The alternative would have been weathering Aesar’s incessant dramatics and accusation about how Lykor had supposedly wronged Jassyn.
And this—this—was the reward for his generosity, condemned to endure Kal’s insufferable presence. Lykor glared at his captain and then at the snow-covered field that had become a stage for this pointless humiliation.
Aesar tilted his head, eyes unfocusing.
“I hate when you two do that,” Lykor muttered as Kal’s telepathic whispers brushed around the edges of his mind—an irritation he dismissed entirely, unwilling to waste a thought on whatever nonsense Kal was feeding Aesar.
The infuriating grin Kal gave him was begging for a fist to wipe it off his face. “Aesar decided it would be best if you burned off some of that homicidal rage before our meeting.”
Ignoring the jab, Lykor clenched his gauntlet, the metal squealing. For once—perhaps for the first time in decades—Kal wasn’t the leading contender on his list of people to strangle. No, that honor belonged to someone else. If he saw Jassyn again… Lykor’s thoughts sharpened, finally hearing all of Kal’s words.
“What meeting?” he growled, his focus snapping to the captain.
Kal nodded at the sword buried in the frosty powder, clearly star-bent on another round before he’d answer.
With a frustrated exhale, Lykor trudged forward, snow crunching under his boots as he stooped to snatch the blade. Using Essence to retrieve it would have spared him this indignity, but his depleted Well left him with no other choice. Aesar’s eyes gleamed with maddening delight, drinking in the sight of Lykor’s degradation, reduced to performing something so mundane.
WHY AREN’T YOU THE ONE CROSSING SWORDS WITH HIM? Lykor muttered. OR DID YOU GET YOUR FILL OF THAT LAST NIGHT?
Aesar smirked, flopping down to a couch, the sunlight in the library only brightening with his amusement. After that stunt you pulled in the Wastes, he said, you owe me an entire month’s worth of evenings with him.
Lykor rolled his eyes, hefting the weapon as the weight settled in his palm. Sweat chilled against his brow, but he dismissed it, shaking loose strands of hair from his face.
He wouldn’t best you every round if you drew on my knowledge, Aesar noted. When he shifts left, he’ll feint.
Lykor cracked his neck, wincing as a sharp twinge fired down his spine. YOU’RE WELCOME TO TAKE OVER.
Aesar’s derisive snort echoed in his mind. Not interested.
Kal adjusted his stance, bronze hair gleaming in the sun. Aesar’s pointed cough grated against Lykor’s fraying patience. Grinding his fangs, Lykor decided on the direct approach—lunging straight for the captain.
Steel screeched as their blades collided, each strike vibrating through Lykor’s arms. He wielded his blade like a bludgeon, hacking through the icy air with no rhythm as he hurled his weight behind every blow.
Lykor grunted as a clash of metal locked them in place. Kal’s eyes flared before he twisted free, leaving Lykor to stumble forward. Snow sprayed in a glittering arc as he caught himself, whipping his blade up just in time to block Kal’s next strike.
Breath ripping from his chest, Lykor’s body screamed its protests against the captain’s unrelenting assault. Each move drained him faster than he wanted to admit, but he met every attack head-on.
“The meeting is after sunset,” Kal said, his voice obnoxiously steady as they broke apart, circling each other while Lykor caught his breath. “We need to discuss what comes next. I asked Mara, Thalaesyn, and Vesryn to join—”
“The wraith will continue as planned,” Lykor growled, his tone sharp enough to silence any dissent. “The prince’s presence changes nothing. That bumbling human army will wander to our doorstep any day now.”
His people were ready—prepared to flee as soon as he located another haven. But that was proving harder to do than he’d hoped. The exhaustion from yesterday’s portal jumping through the Wastes still clung to him like a second skin. He’d pushed himself too far and—
And that was stupid, Aesar cut in. You’re lucky Jassyn—
“I want Jassyn gone,” Lykor snarled, anger flaring white-hot.
Breath misting in the frigid air, Lykor pressed forward, sword flashing as Kal parried his strikes. The clash of steel rang in his ears, every collision a fresh demand on his strained muscles.
When Kal broke away, Lykor rolled his shoulders, trying to shake off the ache. Freedom from the coercion should have felt like relief, but the cost still chafed—proof of how easily his will could be overridden.
That elf’s presence was intolerable. His violation of Lykor’s mind, unforgivable. If he—
If you think I’ll stand by and let you finish what you started, Aesar hissed, his words colder than the steel in Lykor’s grip, I’ll—
Lykor shoved Aesar away. “Vesryn and Thalaesyn can stay.”
HAPPY?
Aesar would whine endlessly if Lykor drove off his twin. And as much as he loathed the role Thalaesyn had played in paving the way for the king, the researcher had his uses beyond warming Mara’s bed.
Throwing his head back, Aesar groaned. As touching as their reunion is, I really didn’t need a reminder of that.
“But you’ll see that the elf leaves,” Lykor ordered, punctuating the point with a sharp jab of his sword. “We don’t need more mouths to feed.”
Kal scoffed humorlessly, his blade catching Lykor’s with a quick twist of his wrist. “Since you disposed of all the reavers, I think we can spare the resources.” He cocked his head, drawing back to rest his sword over his shoulder. “Speaking of, where exactly did you send them?”
Aesar hummed in agreement. That is a good question.
Lykor had entombed that knowledge behind the obsidian doors in his mind—a fortress of darkness Aesar wouldn’t dare breach. Nightmares festered there, the rotting remnants of their imprisonment.
“The reavers aren’t our problem anymore.” Lykor’s lip curled at the memory of where he’d sent those bloodthirsty fools. They had wanted a fight, so he’d ensured they got one. “That’s all you need to concern yourself with.”
Kal pressed his lips into a thin line, but he didn’t argue further. “Get cleaned up,” he clipped, sheathing his sword at his side. “I’ll meet you in the war room.”
Lykor’s eyes narrowed as the urge to dismiss Kal’s command simmered—no one ordered him around, least of all Kal. But leaving his captain to scheme unchecked with Vesryn and Mara was a risk he refused to take. He could already picture the chaos their combined meddling would unleash—an unholy trinity poised to fuck up his carefully laid plans for his peoples’ exodus.
Kal raised a hand to his chest, extracting a small orb of shimmering Essence. He arched a taunting brow before extending it to Lykor. “So you can open a portal and save us the hassle of warping—”
Lykor moved before Kal finished, snatching the orb. The radiant magic pulsed in his palm as he crushed it in his fist, the miniscule offering trickling into his Well.
He shoved the hilt of his sword into Kal’s chest with enough force to stagger him, then tore open a rift to his sleeping chambers. Without sparing his captain another glance, Lykor stormed through, slamming the portal shut behind him before Kal could follow.
Aesar shook his head. You’re such a prick.
I’M JUST FOLLOWING HIS ORDERS, he shot back.
Ah yes, Aesar drawled, because you’re the pinnacle of compliance.
Lykor ignored Aesar’s commentary, shrugging out of his armor and tugging on a loose tunic and trousers. He stalked to the mirror, scowling at the mess reflected back at him. Knotted midnight strands spilled across his shoulders—a fitting crown for his frustration.
YOU STILL WON’T LET ME CUT IT?
Nope. Aesar glided his fingers through his silvery hair in their mindscape—he preferred to appear in his original form—a pristine reflection of his twin.
Lykor muttered a curse as he shed his gauntlet. He retrieved a comb, yanking it through the tangles. He tried to plait the upper portion, but the fingers of his claw fumbled, clumsy and ill-suited for this unfamiliar task. Each failed attempt ignited his frustration further, his jaw threatening to crack as he gritted his teeth.
With a snarl, Lykor hurled the comb behind him, his heaving breaths fogging the glass. Even his fucking hair defied him, mocking him with a twisted mess.
Digging his fists into his eyes, Lykor clenched his fangs before asking, A LITTLE HELP?
Arching a brow, Aesar’s voice dripped with amusement. Since when do you braid your hair?
SINCE NEVER AND NOW I KNOW WHY I DON’T BOTHER.
Aesar rose from the couch, folding his arms as he hovered in the library’s atrium, patiently waiting for Lykor’s inevitable surrender.
Lykor’s shoulders twitched, every muscle recoiling against the decision. But the stubborn knots left him no choice. With a resigned sigh, he released the tension in his arms and let go.
The tingling sensation started at his fingertips, a warm rush sweeping up his arms as Aesar reached through him. The shift was seamless, as though the muscles were never his at all.
Aesar dove in fully, pulling their arms up to their scalp. Their fingers deftly flowed through the strands with a grace Lykor could never hope to master as Aesar wove their hair into an intricate plait.
Concerned about your appearance? That’s new. Aesar twisted their mouth into a smirk in the mirror, the thin braid a glaring display of his superior skill. Hoping to see a certain elf?
Lykor snarled, wrenching control back to tie off the hair with a leather strap. IF I SEE HIM AGAIN, HE’S DEAD.
Aesar’s low chuckle was a knowing challenge. You can lie to yourself all you want but—
But Lykor wasn’t listening. He rammed Aesar back into a corner in his library, slamming the doors behind him.
With a sharp flick of his wrist, he ripped open a portal to the war room, using the last dregs of Essence from Kal.
He snatched his gauntlet, jamming the cold steel back over his claw. Storming through the rift, he braced himself for the wretched ordeal waiting on the other side.



CHAPTER 15





LYKOR


The first to arrive in the war room, Lykor sat at the head of the ironwood table, drumming his fingers against the polished surface. Long shadows crept over the stronghold, stretching thin like his patience. Through the fractured window, the sun bled over jagged peaks, streaking the horizon in molten hues.
A draft swept through the cracks in the shield, hissing against the broken glass. The ward needed reinforcing, but Serenna could handle it—her reckless blast had shattered the window in the first place.
Aesar’s voice slipped in through his thoughts. I see you can finally deign to recognize her by name.
Lykor stilled his tapping fingers, his gauntlet grinding into the wood. I’M GOING TO BE AT MY WIT’S END WITH THIS LOT AS IT IS. I DON’T NEED YOU CHIMING IN TO MAKE IT WORSE.
Still, breaking the bond had dulled his instinct to loathe the girl for breathing and, grudgingly, she’d earned a fraction of his respect. She’d proven her usefulness, and he nearly admired her loyalty to Fenn. Though Lykor would sooner gouge out his own eyes than admit it aloud.
Footsteps echoed through the chamber as Kal, Mara, and Thalaesyn entered, taking seats near the center of the table in front of sprawling maps.
Lykor’s thoughts churned as he assessed the group, already calculating where their magic would be most useful. Thalaesyn had obviously shared some of his talents with Mara. Both now appeared similar to Kal—suspended between elf and wraith—their burnished hair and midnight skin blurring the line between twilight and ethereality.
Aesar tilted his head, studying the changes in his mother and the researcher. They’ve rebonded. I’m sure of it.
SO TOUCHING.
Kal placed both Hearts of Stars on the table. Shards of sunlight refracted through the prisms, scattering bursts of color.
Flicking his wrist, Lykor lashed one relic with a tendril of force, snapping it to his palm.
“You keep the other,” he muttered when Kal raised his brows. Tucking the Heart into a pocket, he added, “In case misfortune finds either of us.”
Kal’s silence was a blessing, though the look on his face demanded answers Lykor had no intention of providing. As soon as Lykor shifted back in his seat, his eye twitched—Fenn and Serenna’s laughter ricocheted down the corridor, grating with far too much mirth.
As they entered, Fenn reached up to scrape his talons against the doorway—an adolescent habit for luck that he refused to outgrow. His grin stretched wide as he slid into the seat beside Lykor. Serenna settled next to the lieutenant, but Lykor hardly noticed, his thoughts fragmenting when Jassyn and Vesryn appeared.
Eyes thinning to slits, Lykor locked onto Jassyn—whom he’d deemed the most dangerous in the room. His gaze snagged on the scar he’d wrought, the torchlight making it gleam like an accusation.
A reminder of his own rage.
At the time, it had seemed justified. Now, it felt like a weight. Heavy. Crushing.
His chest compressed, that useless organ pounding against his ribs.
Aesar’s voice rippled with disapproval. You went too far and you know it.
The thought burned, hotter than he cared to admit. A rumble vibrated through Lykor’s throat as his fingers curled against the edge of the table, the ironwood creaking while he smothered the guilt. Regret was for the weak.
By all means, keep snarling. That always works. Aesar blew out a sigh, his chiding laced with exasperation. I figured you could see the difference between a threat and a weapon.
Anger was simpler than admitting Aesar was right, the truth an intrusion burrowing under Lykor’s skin. But coercion wasn’t just a weapon. It was also a noose, tightening with every stolen choice. And he refused to let anyone wield that power over him again.
“He’s not welcome here,” Lykor gritted out, scouring Jassyn with a glare.
Jassyn stiffened, his eyes darting toward the exit. Vesryn straightened, snatched Jassyn’s arm, and hauled him to the table. The prince lowered himself to the seat at the opposite end, facing Lykor with stony defiance.
“He stays,” Vesryn clipped, “whether you like it or not.”
Lykor’s fangs extended, provoked by the challenge in the prince’s tone. “This is my fortress,” he growled. “And I won’t suffer him within these walls. I want him gone.”
Vesryn folded his arms. “And I want my brother present. But it seems we don’t all get what we want.”
Lykor’s gauntlet screeched as he clenched his fist, but Fenn spoke up before he could spit out a retort.
“Lykor is the reason Aesar survived—the reason the wraith have survived.” His claws clicked against the table. “You will show him proper respect, Princeling.”
Vesryn’s gaze snapped to Fenn and then shifted to Serenna, sharp and searching. He opened his mouth, but whatever he was about to say, he locked back behind his jaw.
“We’re here to discuss what comes next,” Kal interjected, his soothing voice doing little to douse the smoldering tension.
“I agree,” Lykor grated out, shoulders twitching with annoyance. “The sooner we—”
“Who put you in charge?” the prince interrupted. “Shouldn’t we vote on who will lead us?” He raised a hand. “I vote Aesar.”
Lykor sneered. “This isn’t a fucking council.” He jabbed a finger at the door. “If you don’t like how I run things, see yourself out.”
More than ready to expel his irritation, Lykor leaned forward. “What are you anyway? A prince of nothing? Enlighten me as to what you’re bringing to this table aside from your complaints.”
“I lead the rangers,” Vesryn shot back. “And we have nearly a hundred fighting dracovae, all paired with elven-blooded warriors.” Crossing his arms, his fingers began tapping an agitated tempo. “I need to relocate everyone somewhere safe before the capital extends its reach to us—it’s only a matter of time.”
Lykor’s lip curled. “If you’re suggesting my stronghold, think again. We’re already housing more strays than I want.”
Aesar halted his pacing in their mind. A hundred Essence-wielders would be a significant asset. He flicked out a hand. Perhaps you’d complain less about being the only one with magic if we combined our forces.
“We can fend for ourselves,” Vesryn insisted, a tendon straining in his neck. “Can’t you see the advantage of having scouts cover more ground from the air? From what Kal has told me, my fliers could give us early warning if that human army approaches.”
Lykor rolled his eyes. “I wouldn’t think you’d need reminding that the cold will kill your beasts—likely even faster than your idiocy.”
Vesryn’s nostrils flared as he shifted in his chair, as restless as Lykor felt.
“We all want the same thing—safety for our people,” Jassyn said quietly. A reminder.
Lykor hadn’t meant to look at him, but his gaze landed again on the jagged seam slicing through Jassyn’s eye. The scar shouldn’t have mattered—shouldn’t have felt like a blade twisting in his chest, each glance at it sharper than the last.
But it did.
Lykor bared his fangs and Vesryn tensed, but Jassyn placed his hand on the table in front of the prince, a signal for restraint.
“We need to address our wraith,” Jassyn continued, unflinching as he met Lykor’s scowl head-on, those soft amber eyes daring him to feel the sting of regret. “The king has drained hundreds of elven-blooded, as well as scores of Centarya’s former recruits, and released them across the realms.” He turned toward Thalaesyn, a silent acknowledgment passing between them. “We’ve unraveled the coercion that renders them mindless, but the rangers collect more wraith every day. We’re running out of room.”
“I can assimilate them into our ranks,” Fenn offered, immediately perking up. “The ones who want to fight. For the rest, our crafting districts offer a wealth of trades to master.” He shrugged, spinning a ring in his ears. “Not everyone’s destiny lies in being a warrior.”
“Most of the recruits were nobles, like I was,” Serenna added. “Any adjustment might be difficult if—”
“They’ll adjust,” Lykor snapped. “Or they can find someone else foolish enough to take them in. I’ve no tolerance for useless nobility.”
But those stripped of magic, discarded like refuse after the king drained their power—they weren’t nobles anymore. Allowing them to join his number wasn’t born of sympathy. It was recognition of a grim kinship, how they were victims of the same torment. Lykor knew that terror too well to ignore it.
Ripping his mind away from the past that threatened to resurface, he jutted his chin at the lieutenant. “You’ll oversee the integration personally. If any of them prove too lazy to pull their weight, I’ll hold you responsible.”
Thalaesyn gave a thoughtful nod. “Losing their magic has left many unmoored. We’ll need to give them purpose—a place to belong. With the state of the realms, there’s no safety for them outside your walls.”
A disgusted growl wrestled out of Lykor’s throat before he thrust his finger toward the researcher. “This is your fault. You were too desperate, so reckless with Essence in trying to reverse that sterility curse.” His chest heaved as decades of pent-up fury suddenly rekindled, blazing under his skin. “Galaeryn wouldn’t have learned how to steal power if you didn’t do it first! You handed him the knowledge he needed.”
That’s not entirely fair, Aesar said quietly, the sun fading from his library, turning the room dark. The king was already on that path.
Sucking in a breath, Lykor refocused and realized everyone was staring at him.
“I’ll work with Fenn to reorganize the squads,” Kal said quickly, seizing the lull to interject. “The reavers left gaps that need filling.”
As if anyone cared about his meticulous handling of such trivialities.
“Our clans are organized for departure,” Mara said. “We’re ready to leave at a moment’s notice. Thal and I can oversee the civilians.” Her hand settled over Thalaesyn’s in a quiet show of solidarity.
Lykor’s gut twisted at the gesture of affection in what had to be a flash of disgust.
“Speaking of,” Kal began, twirling a braid between his fingers. “How far across the Wastes did you navigate? You really should bring someone else with—”
“I’m making progress,” Lykor muttered, sensing Fenn nearly vibrating out of his seat, undoubtedly on the verge of volunteering himself.
But he hadn’t ventured very far to the west—barely enough to justify the lie. The only way to reach new ground was to portal as far as the eye could see. Fabricating gateways from horizon to horizon after his battle with the reavers had drained Essence faster than he cared to admit, the strain chipping away at his pride.
“How far, exactly?” Vesryn pressed, jade eyes sharpening in a slant of sunlight. “Aesar and I combined our power and portal jumped with the dracovae to find that jungle. If you can’t manage it, I could bring Naru and Trella here—”
“I’m not bonding with you to cross the mountain ranges,” Lykor snarled, fangs flashing at the sheer audacity of the suggestion.
“And what does my brother have to say about this?” Vesryn grated, ignoring Lykor’s contempt. “I want to hear his thoughts.”
Forming a tight fist, Lykor’s gauntlet scraped channels into the table. “You’ll have plenty of time to gossip when Aesar is out.”
Nostrils flaring, Vesryn’s restraint finally broke. “Does he have any say at all?” He shot out of his seat, the chair skidding behind him. “You can’t keep him locked up!”
Bypassing Kal—who apparently wouldn’t follow an order anyway, seeing as how Jassyn was still present—Lykor flicked his wrist to Fenn. “Lieutenant, escort the prince out. It seems he can’t accept our leadership.”
Fenn’s eyes flared, his grin all fangs as he rose to his full height. “With pleasure.”
“Fenn, sit down,” Serenna hissed. She pointed at Vesryn. “And you too. We’ll get nowhere if you can’t bring yourself to make some concessions. You’ll have time to discuss matters with Aesar in the evenings.”
“I wouldn’t have to make any concessions if Aesar were here now.” Baring his teeth, Vesryn skewered Lykor with a glare as he planted his fists on the table, pitching forward. “Aesar deserves better than to be locked away—he deserves better than you.”
Lykor slammed his gauntlet down, the crack reverberating through the chamber. “You don’t get to accuse me of anything when it comes to him. You lost your right to have an opinion the moment you weren’t there for him!”
Aesar’s voice rippled into his thoughts, sharper than before. That isn’t helping.
HE DOESN’T GET TO TALK TO ME LIKE THAT, Lykor seethed.
Shadows surged in a billowing cloud around Vesryn, darkening his side of the room. Jassyn shot out a hand to grip the prince’s shoulder, settling him back into his chair.
“Lykor belongs here as much as anyone,” Jassyn said, his palm pressing down to root Vesryn in place.
“I don’t need my right to exist to be defended,” Lykor snarled, his irritation threatening to erupt at Jassyn’s interference.
Vesryn’s eyes clashed with his. “My brother has more of a right to be here than you.”
“Oh, do you believe that?” Lykor scoffed, leaning forward, his talons scoring grooves into wood. “I exist because of you. Tell me, Prince,” he spat. “Where were you when Galaeryn came for Aesar? You call yourself his brother but you weren’t there when he needed you.” Lykor drove a finger into his own chest. “I was. I protected him because you abandoned him.”
Vesryn tensed in his seat, the curtain of rending flickering before dissipating.
“Tell us where you were that night,” Lykor demanded, the words a knife aimed straight for the prince’s heart.
“Lykor,” Mara murmured from across the table.
He ignored her. Vesryn swallowed, gaze dropping while Lykor railed on. “Tell us where you were for twenty years while we rotted in that special place Galaeryn carved out for us in those mountain dungeons. Tell us—”
Stars, that’s enough, Aesar said, breaking through the fog of Lykor’s rage. What more do you want? Do you really need to keep kicking him while he’s already down?
YES, Lykor fired back, his anger roaring.
Vesryn isn’t responsible for what our sire did. Aesar’s tone softened. It’s time to let the past go. I did.
Lykor’s gaze shifted back to the prince, who was staring pointedly out the shielded window, refusing to meet his eyes.
Serenna cleared her throat, the only one brave enough to break the silence. “So, we’ve decided that Mara and Magister Thalaesyn will oversee the civilians. Kal and Fenn will integrate the new wraith from the rangers.”
Dragging her lip between her teeth, she studied the prince. “Vesryn will coordinate their arrival with his officers.”
She shared a look with Jassyn next—one Lykor ignored before her focus landed squarely on him. “And while you make progress crossing the Wastes, Jassyn and I can search the jungle for the other Heart.”
“Good,” Vesryn clipped, the word snapping like a blade into its sheath. “We have everything settled.” Pushing away from the table, he extended a hand and opened a portal. “I’ll confer with the rangers.” Turning sharply, he disappeared through the rift without a backward glance.
Lykor muttered under his breath, wishing he could vanish just as easily. His spine flattened against the back of his chair when Jassyn rose, trailing silently after the prince. Glaring at the portal fading behind them, Lykor ground his fangs, thoughts churning in a whirlwind he couldn’t sort.
The chamber rocked.
A tremor rattled through the stone. The walls shuddered, iron sconces screeching in their brackets.
Lykor shoved to his feet, gripping the table as it shivered beneath his palms.
“Was that—” Serenna started, her words evaporating into the heavy thrum reverberating through the room.
This wasn’t an earthquake.
No one moved. Every pair of eyes locked onto him, expectant. He didn’t have the answers—but they looked at him like he should.
The realization slid through Lykor like ice, chilling his blood as dread clawed up his spine. The air vibrated with a charge that could only be one thing—a massive pulse of Essence.
Warping to the window, Lykor’s breath hitched as he scanned the valley below.
Magic spilled across the dying sky, crashing over the landscape. Portals tore open in rapid succession—gaping voids rupturing the air.
Lykor tracked the figures appearing through the rifts. White-armored ranks moved with precision, their heavy cloaks blending into the snowy backdrop. Their hands lifted in unison, Essence streaking from their palms in concentrated streams, aimed at the fortress.
Pressure mounted as their power lashed against the volcano. Each strike threatened to rip the stronghold apart stone by stone.
Then came the wraith.
They spilled from the rifts, shadows clawing their way into existence. Their snarls pierced the air, shrieking with the promise of death as they surged toward the entrance tunnels.
Lykor’s heart thundered in his chest. He turned sharply, meeting the wide, stricken eyes of everyone else.
This was no mere attack.
This was annihilation.
Their end.



CHAPTER 16





SERENNA


Joining everyone at the shielded window, Serenna squinted against the twilight veil swallowing the mountains. A tide of face-painted wraith poured from portals, a dark flood of havoc unleashed in the valley below.
“The reavers?” she whispered, dread closing her throat like a vise. But I thought Lykor put an end to them.
“Where exactly did you send them, Lykor?” Kal demanded, every word a stinging lash.
Lykor slammed his gauntleted fist against the shield. “Kyansari.” He spat the capital’s name through his fangs like a venomous curse.
“Are you mad?” Chest heaving, Kal’s eyes blazed as he whirled to face Lykor. “You didn’t think
the elves might extract our location? Your arrogance has spawned our doom!”
“I thought the reavers would take a few elves with them before the capital wiped them out,” Lykor hissed, lip curling. “But clearly I overestimated their usefulness.”
He didn’t wait for a response. Pivoting, he barked to Mara, “Sound the alarm. Prepare the clans for evacuation.” Rounding on Kal and Fenn, an inferno burned in his eyes. “Gather the warriors and collapse the tunnels. Destroy the lifts. Nothing gets through without a fight.” He clenched his jaw, every tendon in his neck corded with strain. “We hold the fortress until our people are beyond their reach.”
Kal crossed his arms. “I would ask where you plan to take us, but it’s a pointless question since you’re completely out of Essence.”
Serenna’s heart lurched. Lykor—their greatest asset—was hindered by an empty Well. Her eyes darted to the magister and Mara, unsure if they would have the strength to move the entire population. Regardless, it wasn’t likely either would fight as viciously as Lykor.
“Aesar could have restored our Well last night,” Lykor snarled, jabbing his armored finger into Kal’s chest. “But no, he was too busy basking in his little family reunion and wasting time with you.”
Kal knocked Lykor’s claw aside, his voice taut with fury. “Don’t you dare pin this on Aesar.” He flung an arm toward the window. “Your folly brought the elves to our doorstep.”
Lykor sneered, opening his mouth with a retort, but Mara cut him off. “Enough, you two.” With a swift motion, she extracted Essence from her chest, shimmering light pooling in her palm. Thalaesyn mirrored the gesture, the pair extending the glowing orbs to Lykor.
“I’ll need more than that,” he muttered, snatching the magic. He absorbed the power, glowing veins carving through his torso in fiery lines.
“It’s enough to get you to nightfall,” Mara said curtly before clutching Thalaesyn’s hand. “We’ll prepare the citizens.”
As they disappeared, Serenna’s gaze swept back to the frosty expanse. More portals had spiraled open, now disgorging countless waves of humans that swarmed like locusts and blotted out the snow. Next to the rifts, she spotted flashes of white leathers beneath flapping cloaks, the disciplined formation turning her blood cold.
“This…this is Centarya, not Kyansari,” she said, scanning for the capital’s plated armor but finding none. Fenn’s claw settled on her back, a silent offer of strength as her stomach soured. “Where is the capital?” Serenna glanced at Lykor, though she was unsure why she sought answers from him.
But Lykor’s mind was elsewhere—lost in thought or perhaps conferring with Aesar. He stared down the mountain, shaking his head as he uttered a string of curses.
Kal blinked rapidly, clearing the haze of a telepathic message. “I’ve relayed orders to our officers.” Stepping closer to Lykor, he placed a hand on his arm. “Lykor,” he said softly, words heavy with the weight of what was to come.
“I know,” Lykor growled, his acceptance bitter as he shoved Kal off. “I’ll keep portals open for as long as I can, but if the residential district falls, I can’t wait for you—or the warriors—to rendezvous.”
Serenna stiffened when Lykor’s attention unexpectedly landed on her. “Summon your prince back here.” His shoulders twitched as he turned to leave. “We’ll need him if we’re to survive this.” Then he vanished into shadows, warping out of the war room.
Serenna exhaled shakily, reaching through the bond. She found Vesryn far to the east and hauled on the silver cord between them, hoping he’d feel her urgency despite the distance.
“I’ll grab my armor,” Fenn said, clasping his father’s forearm in a firm farewell. “Then I’ll take the tunnels on the north side—they’ll likely breach that direction first. Unless they start portaling directly in.”
With a nod, Kal hurried out of the chamber. Fenn turned toward her, his mouth parting.
“I’m coming with you,” Serenna insisted before he could suggest otherwise.
Chewing on his lip ring, Fenn hesitated, worry and pride warring in his eyes. At last, he inclined his head, jewelry clinking softly as he curled his fingers around hers—a vow to fight at her side, not in her place.
“Together, then,” he murmured before warping them to the lower levels.

Only minutes ticked by as Serenna and Fenn stopped by Kal’s household armory to don their spiked wraith leathers—wraithling armor in her case. Eyes glowing like embers in the dark, Fenn then transported them to the stronghold’s northern entrance tunnel.
“She-elf, if it comes to fighting…” Fenn trailed off, fidgeting with his new chain mail gloves. They clung tightly to his claws, each talon plated with gold.
Serenna’s steps slowed as they entered the tunnel, but she shackled the creeping tide of doubt. “I know what we have to do,” she assured him, words steadier than the frantic beat of her heart. Yet those from Centarya had no idea what they were truly fighting for, and the humans ensnared in the conflict were the least guilty of all. “Even if they’re innocent, blindly following gilded lies.”
“They won’t be the first—or the last—blameless to bleed,” Fenn replied solemnly. Hefting the bandolier slung over his shoulder, he scanned the encroaching darkness, light from flickering torches stretching their shadows across the stone. “We need to reach the other side—where the collapsing mechanisms are located.”
Serenna nodded, forcing her breaths to steady. The northern tunnel lay steeped in an unnerving silence, brimming with the charged stillness before a lightning strike, lifting the hairs on her arms.
Fenn had dispatched the rest of his squadron to the next entrance, leaving just the two of them to seal this one. Their Essence was a slight advantage—or perhaps a beacon that would draw unwanted attention.
Kal’s telepathic messages to Fenn relayed grim news—Centarya had unleashed the reavers first. A few hundred swarmed the fortress with the human army marching on their heels.
“We should try to conserve our magics if we can,” Fenn cautioned, determination tightening the angles of his jaw. Dying evening light bled around a bend to the opening outside, two hundred paces ahead. “Lykor might need more power to hold the portals open.”
Worry swelled behind Serenna’s ribs. This battle wasn’t one they could win through bloodshed. Their victory hinged on the moments they could steal—precious slivers of time for the wraith to flee. Without Lykor able to fight, Vesryn’s strength would be crucial to holding the line. Still sensing him across the realms, she reached down the bond, tugging at the prince with increasingly desperate insistence.
Taking Fenn’s caution to heart, Serenna reached for her earthen power, unspooling flames from the torches anchored to the walls. Threads of fire spiraled around her as she wove them into small globes, the burning spheres orbiting them as they walked.
A chorus of snarls suddenly echoed down the tunnel.
Serenna’s chest seized, imprisoning the breath in her lungs. A horde of reavers charged into view at full speed, the thunder of their feet shaking the ground.
Fenn yanked his short bow over his shoulder, drawing a barbed arrow from the quiver at his side. Earlier, he’d grumbled about leaving his preferred crossbow behind—too slow to reload in the chaos of battle.
“Sounds like fifty, perhaps more,” he warned as the snarls multiplied, the reavers flooding into the tunnel. “We need to end them fast—before the humans follow. We won’t outlast the numbers the mortals will throw at us.”
Images invaded Serenna’s mind as every breath became a struggle. She was back at Centarya, fighting for her life. The fear. The screams. Fangs nearly tearing into her throat.
Except… Her eyes snapped back into focus on the reavers. They should have been warping—but they weren’t. They didn’t even carry weapons.
“Fenn,” Serenna whispered, her voice sounding hollow as she stared at their frenzied charge. At the way they jostled each other to scramble ahead, guttural snarls ripping through the air instead of words. “I think they’re compelled.”
“Mind magics?” Fenn asked skeptically, glancing between her and the wraith as he nocked an arrow. He shook his head, either in denial or disbelief, but the flash in his eyes revealed his resolve. “It makes no difference. Their lives were forfeit the moment they turned on Lykor.”
Serenna forced a steady breath through her nose. This was no different than facing the wraith Vesryn had released on her in the dungeons. Though her instincts screamed for her to call on rending, she forced herself to focus on her whirling globes of fire. She agreed with Fenn—expelling so much Essence at the start felt like a reckless gamble.
Fenn released the arrow, the quarrel smacking into the face of the foremost reaver with a sickening thud.
Serenna shuttered her mind against the brewing fight. She twisted the fire into long coils of flaming rope, locking her gaze on the wraith dashing toward them.
Fenn loosened another arrow, the barbed tip embedding itself in a reaver’s chest. It shrieked but kept running, limbs flailing before an arrow in the eye sent it crashing to the ground, trampled by those behind it.
The snarls grew louder, the horde devouring the distance, only a hundred paces away now.
The limits of her shaman power pressed against her. She could harness the elements at hand, but couldn’t conjure them from nothing—each strike would consume some of the flames.
Serenna gripped her determination with all the strength she could muster and shoved that thought aside. The reavers were closing in too fast to dwell on it.
Hurling her hands forward, Serenna attacked with her fiery whips, serpents striking prey. The flames sought out vulnerable flesh, slithering into mouths and noses, scorching eyes, incinerating brains, and charring hearts.
Some fell, but the reavers still surged forward, the tunnel funneling them into a writhing mass. Claws raked the stone walls as they clambered over their fallen, eyes burning with mindless fury.
Seventy paces. Not enough time to second-guess, barely enough to survive.
A wraith warped forward in a blur, talons outstretched toward Serenna. Shrieking, she staggered back, the stench of scorched flesh singeing the air as she sliced her fiery whip across its throat. The reaver screeched and fell, convulsing as embers engulfed its body.
“Get behind me!” Fenn barked, the authority in his voice leaving no room for argument. Yet beneath that trained precision, Serenna sensed a faint trickle of worry. He fired his bow with ruthless efficiency, each shot landing true. But for every reaver slain, two more lurched forward.
Moving behind his shoulder, Serenna’s heart pounded alongside the snarls echoing through the tunnel. Sweat slicked her palms as she lashed her whips at the front line, the flames noticeably smaller now.
Thirty paces.
With gnashing fangs and feral hunger, the reavers would overrun them any second.
“Now might be the time to use your magics!” Fenn shouted.
Abandoning her fire in a plume of smoke, Serenna unleashed a burst of violet light, slamming a shield across the width of the tunnel. An arm’s length away, the wraith crashed into the barrier, stumbling as they fell backward. Snarling to reach them, they began clawing at the ward—clawing at each other—a frenzied mass of fangs and talons.
Fenn panted heavily, sweat streaking his face as he lowered his bow. “We still need to find a way to reach the entrance.”
Serenna nodded, tying the ward off, knowing it wouldn’t hold long under the relentless assault.
A harsh, rhythmic clicking sliced through the air and Fenn started swearing. Serenna’s head snapped around, stomach plummeting as a pod of scorpions burst around the corner, blocking the way they’d come. Dozens of serrated legs skittered forward, spiked tails arching high.
She didn’t think. Shadows erupted from her fingertips, a violent blast shredding the closest beasts. A chorus of hisses cut short as their armored carapaces shattered. The sharp pops of bursting shells ricocheted off the stone, glowing ichor spraying in arcs across the walls.
“Above you—” Fenn’s shout came too late as he raised his bow.
A crushing blow struck Serenna’s skull, driving her to the ground. Pain exploded behind her eyes as the back of her head smacked against the unforgiving stone.
Her shriek matched the scorpion’s as pincers snapped inches from her face, serrated ends ripping through her hair. The creature’s segmented body pinned her, scraping against her leathers, its barbed tail striking.
In a blur, Fenn appeared above her, fangs bared and snarling. Claws slashing in a golden arc, the gilded tips of his armored talons tore cleanly through the scorpion. The severed halves flew through the air, crashing against the sides of the tunnel.
More creatures surged forward. One launched from the wall, landing squarely on his back. With a hiss, its pincers clamped around his arm. Venom dripped from its tail as it slammed against his armor.
A spear of shadow burst from Serenna’s palms as she scrambled to her feet, obliterating the beast. Grinding her teeth, she unleashed a wave of darkness, engulfing the rest of the pod that rushed down the tunnel. The scorpions vanished into the shadowy depths, hisses silenced one by one.
“File my fangs,” Fenn growled as he shook off the severed pincer, ichor dripping from his gloves. “I hate scorpions.”
Vision swimming as she gasped for air, Serenna’s legs trembled while she reeled in her power. The air was suffocating, thick with the putrid tang of entrails strewn across the ground.
The snarls of the reavers behind them reached a guttural crescendo, shaking the walls. Serenna spun around, breath catching as cracks splintered across her shield. The barrier flickered, glowing fissures spreading.
Before she could reinforce it, the ward exploded in a burst of violet light. The reavers surged forward—a tidal wave of fangs, claws, and death hurtling straight for them.



CHAPTER 17





SERENNA


Serenna threw her palms forward, unleashing another crackling wave of light. A shimmering dome encased her and Fenn, but it was too late to barricade the wraith further away again as they swarmed from every direction. The shield wasn’t a protective wall—it was a cage.
The mindless reavers slammed into the barrier with bone-jarring force, their talons raking against her shield. Snarls and shrieks ricocheted through the tunnel as they battled the ward, a frenzy of flailing limbs and snapping fangs.
Teeth clenched against the strain, Serenna channeled every ounce of her power into reinforcing the shield. Their survival now eclipsed any need to conserve Essence for Lykor.
Churning like a living landslide, the wraith tore at each other in their rabid rush to reach them. One clung to another’s back, biting deep into its throat before being yanked down and trampled under the surge. Their numbers choked the tunnel, blotting out the faint light at its mouth, smothering the dome beneath a mountain of gnashing jaws.
“Serenna.” Fenn’s voice cut through the chaos as he stood like a pillar of fortitude at her side.
Gulping in air, she spared him a glance. He chewed a lip ring, studying the reavers clawing to breach her shield. Something told her that they were thinking the same thing—there was no way out unless she risked expending all her power on rending.
Fenn unsheathed a pair of long knives from his spine. Gold-plated knives.
“Stab them through the shield,” Serenna gritted out, her arms trembling as she poured more strength into the ward. “I’ll repair it as you go.”
Fenn’s brows shot up, his attention snapping between her and the snarling creatures smashing against the barrier, their red eyes burning in the dark. “Can you hold it long enough?”
“If you start now,” she urged.
A grin spread across his face. “It’ll be easier than shearing a napping pocket goat.”
Fenn strode forward, knives flashing in the violet light. The gold ripped through her magic as he plunged a blade deep into a reaver’s eye. The wraith spasmed as he yanked his weapon back, collapsing in a twitching heap. Fenn didn’t hesitate. His other knife struck the next as it lunged to replace the fallen, talons scraping across the dome.
The reavers shrieked, undeterred by the growing pile of corpses under their feet. Brutally efficient, Fenn cut them down one by one, blood spraying in black arcs across the shield.
The metallic stench burned Serenna’s throat, turning her stomach. But she had to help—she couldn’t hold the shield forever and the battle was far from over. The humans would soon arrive if they didn’t collapse the tunnel, and stars help them all if Essence-wielders followed.
Fingers trembling, Serenna tied off her magic and reached for the daggers strapped to her thighs. She drew a sharp breath as she unsheathed them, her grip on the leather hilts unsteady as she approached the writhing wall of wraith.
It was one thing to attack with magic, somewhat detached from the act, but taking a life with her own hands…
“She-elf,” Fenn said, his voice breaking through the overwhelming haze of her mind. Blood dripped from his face, his grin gone, replaced by quiet worry. “You don’t have to—”
Serenna thrust her golden blade through the shield, driving it deep into a snarling reaver’s neck. Flesh tore and blood spurted in a hot, sticky spray, drenching her arm as the creature crumpled. Yanking the blade free, she stretched her magic to bolster the ward, muscles tensing as she forced herself to move to another.
The reavers had chosen this path long ago, their fate sealed. The memories of Fenn nearly slaughtered by them on multiple occasions stoked her resolve. Baring her teeth, Serenna focused on the next.
Her world shrank to the relentless rhythm of striking and slashing through the shield. Stab. Thread her magic back into place. Stab. Tighten the shield. Always moving to the next. An endless torrent of enemies closing in.
Time blurred. She couldn’t tell how many she’d killed—only that her lungs burned and her ward thinned with every breath.
A claw wrapped gently around her arm, breaking through her trance. “You got him, she-elf,” Fenn murmured. He tugged her back to her feet, away from the twitching, mangled remains she’d been repeatedly hacking.
Disoriented, Serenna blinked. Not a single reaver remained standing. She hadn’t noticed that she’d dropped her shield or collapsed to her knees. Her breaths came in ragged gasps, the nauseating taste of blood coating her tongue, the stench of entrails clinging to the tunnel.
Gagging, her vision blurred as tears carved tracks through the gore streaking her cheeks. Serenna’s grip on the blades loosened, every limb shaking. It took her three tries to slide the weapons back into their sheaths. She didn’t bother cleaning them—there was no point. This wouldn’t be the last time she’d need them.
Serenna reached for Fenn’s claw and ruthlessly steered her mind back to their mission. But they would have to wade through the corpses to reach the end of the tunnel. If these had been humans instead of compelled wraith…
No. She banished the thought, her sanity already dangling by a frayed thread. She wouldn’t let herself falter. Not now.
Delving into the depths of their shared Well, Serenna sparked Fenn’s side, drawing on his force talent. Raising a trembling palm, she unleashed a blue wave that hurtled bodies through the air, their mangled limbs flopping lifelessly as they smacked against the walls. The sickening thuds made her instantly regret the waste of Essence, bile burning her throat.
Fenn squeezed her hand, their sticky palms melding in a grim embrace as he gently encouraged her forward. The offered reassurance steadied her unraveling nerves, but it wasn’t enough to stifle the crawling sensation creeping under her skin, the blood of the slain clinging to her.
After a few moments, the mouth of the tunnel widened, revealing the frigid landscape beyond the fortress.
Suddenly, Serenna wrenched free from Fenn’s grip, the motion more than frantic. Bolting to the open air, she collapsed into the snow.
The icy crystals bit into her palms, but she welcomed the sting, embraced the cold. Grabbing handfuls, she smeared it over her arms and face. She scrubbed furiously, grinding the frozen shards against her flesh as if it were that simple to erase the horrors of the fight.
Serenna barely registered Fenn kneeling beside her, his claw a comforting weight on her shoulder. Her focus narrowed on suppressing the nausea roiling in her gut.
She’d taken lives before—always in desperate acts of survival or to protect others. But this felt different. Forced to fight husks under the king’s control, killing had become an unthinking rhythm. For the first time, the war felt undeniably real, its peril pressing down on her chest.
“I’m okay,” Serenna whispered, though the words rang hollow, meant as much for herself as for Fenn. “We—” Her voice cracked, and she swallowed hard, eyes squeezing shut. “We need to keep moving.”
Fenn squeezed her shoulder, whatever words he was saying muffled by her pulse roaring in her ears. He drifted away as she tried to steady herself, dragging in shaky breaths, the air clouding around her.
Her resolve felt as fragile as the flakes spiraling down from the sky. With trembling fingers, Serenna raked trenches through the snow, mustering her strength. She’d refused to stay behind—demanded to accompany Fenn. She wouldn’t slow him down any more than she already had.
A thunderous crash ripped Serenna free from the tangled maze of her thoughts. She twisted around, spotting Fenn at the tunnel’s entrance, deftly manipulating an array of levers embedded in the stone.
Each mechanism groaned as he pulled or flipped it, the ceiling shuddering above. A torrent of boulders plummeted down, shaking the earth and spraying shards of stone.
Serenna staggered to her feet as the storm of debris settled. Dust hung in the frigid air, the tunnel nearly entombed. “The rocks will only delay the Essence-wielders,” she said, her voice sounding distant. “The magus can clear the way with force.”
Fenn glanced over his shoulder, offering the faintest smirk. “Lykor planned for that.” He pulled a final lever. With a heavy clang, gold-plated chains crashed from the ceiling, the gleaming web trapping the rubble below. A cascade of rock followed, burying the net and sealing the entrance completely. “We’ll see how they fare when their magics disintegrate against that.”
With the tunnel collapsed behind them, Serenna swept her gaze over the endless expanse ahead. The distant army loomed along the far side of the volcano. Night had fallen, the gathered clouds blotting out the stars and spilling snow.
Fenn’s claw slipped into her hand, his cloaking shadows coiling around them like a misty shroud. Darkness encompassed them, rendering them invisible to all but wraith.
With two quick bursts, Fenn warped them around the base of the keep, closing the distance to the next entrance.
Serenna’s stomach plummeted. It was overrun, the defenders nowhere in sight.
Concealed a safe distance away, they watched as humans flooded into the tunnel, a river of bodies streaming into the keep. One figure, clad in red leathers and a hooded cloak, oversaw the operation. They stood out like a single drop of blood on untouched snow, stark against the magus hovering at the end of the line.
Fenn pulled Serenna closer, his arm wrapping securely around her shoulders as they began discussing their next move. His warmth seeped into her, a brief solace against the ice frosting deep in her bones.
“You should warp me behind the magus,” Serenna said. “Since you can stay invisible, I…” she leaned into him, absorbing his heat while her mind raced, calculating her odds of standing against twenty trained Essence-wielders. “I can keep them distracted while you pull the levers from the shadows.”
Expression grim, Fenn frowned at the advancing army, spinning a ring in his brow. “I’m not keen on making you a target. Could you stir the snows? Submerge the entrance from here?”
Serenna shook her head. “We need that golden net deployed.” She swallowed hard, forcing herself not to dwell on the blameless humans who’d be crushed under the rocks. They had no choice. “Without it, they’ll clear the way in minutes.”
Fenn’s eyes unfocused, his attention shifting inward. He blinked rapidly before exhaling roughly. “It’s not going to matter,” he said with a sigh. “My father just sent word—one of the southern tunnels is also lost.” His shoulders sagged under the weight of the news, defeat dragging him down. “Humans will pour into the fortress no matter what we do here.”
“How much time do we have?” Serenna asked, heart leaping into her throat. The prince still hadn’t returned, and tugging on the bond felt useless. “Do we need to regroup back inside?”
Before Fenn could respond, a shadow unfolded in front of them. Serenna tensed as a female appeared, twin golden braids swaying, her skin shimmering like the first blue light of dusk. She only knew of one elven wraith female—Mara.
But this wasn’t Mara.
Gaze pinned on Fenn, a fanged grin spread across the female’s lips. Her crimson eyes blazed with amusement and malice before she crooned, “Hello, brother.”



CHAPTER 18





JASSYN


Fleeing the suffocating tension of the war room, Jassyn pursued Vesryn through the portal. The meeting had gone more smoothly than he’d expected, but remaining in Lykor’s presence felt as reckless as braving a storm of knives, each glare poised to cut him down.
The rift spat Jassyn into chaos.
The ground bucked beneath his boots, nearly pitching him back into the portal before it vanished. A hurricane of Essence whipped through the air and drowned all thought. Jassyn slammed a shield around himself, uncertain if the prince was venting his frustration in another magical tantrum or—
The answer roared through the dracovae stables, where the barn had become the heart of a battlefield.
Screams and weapons clashing hammered Jassyn’s senses, the onslaught already raging. Freed from their stalls, dracovae screeched, talons shredding through soldiers. Scaled tails cracked like whips, scattering bodies as the beasts fought alongside the rangers.
Twenty paces ahead, Vesryn was a tempest. His glaives carved in arcs of steel and shadow, obliterating any who approached.
Recognition struck like a blow. Jassyn froze, horror immobilizing him. The attackers wore gleaming white plate—Kyansari’s warriors, dispatched to crush the prince’s rangers. And judging by their glazed expressions, they were all compelled.
Vesryn’s voice rose above the cacophony as he bellowed orders to Flight Captain Zaeryn and the officers to retreat. With a sweeping thrust of his glaive, the prince ripped open a new portal beside him, its dark expanse wide enough to swallow a dracovae.
Rangers and former Centarya initiates—now wraith—formed a fragile bulwark around the rift, holding back the overwhelming tide of Kyansari’s soldiers. But their efforts to usher the beasts through only drew more attention, the prince now the eye of the storm as the soldiers targeted the portal.
Shadows erupted from the tips of Vesryn’s weapons. The darkness writhed and coiled, ensnaring an encroaching warrior.
They’re compelled, Jassyn frantically sent through the bond.
A violent slash of rending streaked down the corridor, shredding the prince’s magic. Freed from Vesryn’s shadows, the soldier staggered forward with a wordless cry, her sword glinting as she wildly charged.
Vesryn’s face twisted with wrath as he spun, his glaive severing her head in a single, sweeping stroke.
Jassyn’s stomach lurched as a spray of blood arced through the air, the soldier’s lifeless body collapsing in a twitching heap on the dusty ground.
A little help then? Vesryn snarled, throwing himself out of the path of a rampaging dracovae. Showing mercy is a death sentence for us.
Jassyn’s eyes darted around the fray. He didn’t have time to unravel the coercion gripping scores of warriors. But there had to be a way to avoid killing them, to override the commands driving their actions and—
A concussive blast bludgeoned Jassyn’s shield. He staggered, thoughts rattled loose as the burst of Essence shuddered the air. Searching for the source, he tracked the concentrated surge of power to the opposite end of the barn.
Before he even registered the motion, a gold-plated knife was in his trembling fist.
Elashor.
Of course the general was here.
A dark regret burned through him. He shouldn’t have stopped Vesryn from ending Elashor’s life when they’d fled Centarya.
The general exuded an unnerving calm, even as Zaeryn led a squad of rangers straight to him, likely to divert attention from Vesryn and the retreating forces. Striking out ruthlessly, Elashor’s longsword flashed with lethal precision as Essence raged around him. Multiple rifts loomed nearby, spilling an unceasing tide of reinforcements into the barn.
Jassyn’s thoughts raced. Could Elashor truly control so many minds at once, or were the soldiers individually operating under a command to kill? Either way, taking the general down—disrupting his influence and closing his portals—would be the only way to end this senseless slaughter.
Time ground to a halt. Dread cinched its noose around Jassyn’s throat as Elashor moved with terrifying speed, punching out a blast of force. Zaeryn stumbled as his sword swung toward her middle. Too fast to stop.
The blade struck with devastating impact, cleaving through armor and flesh. Blood sprayed as Zaeryn crumpled.
Jassyn’s hesitation shattered, pulse rapidly firing into a thundering roar. He didn’t have time to second-guess—he knew what had to be done.
The corridor stretched impossibly long, teeming with skirmishes he couldn’t afford—and wasn’t equipped—to join. Each clash of steel and surge of magic felt like it widened the chasm between him and the general.
His gaze snapped to Vesryn. He needed a portal. Now.
Jassyn reached through their bond, sinking into Vesryn’s side of their Well. The prince’s focus blazed like a beacon, his magic a maelstrom barely contained.
Jassyn plunged into the depths of Vesryn’s power, sparking the prince’s portaling talent. He fumbled with the unfamiliar ability as he tried to ignite the skill. His control wouldn’t be perfect—the prince had only shown him the basics—but it had to be enough.
With a violent twist of Essence, Jassyn ripped open the space before him. The air wavered, twisting into a void, its other end unfurling behind Elashor, where Zaeryn had fallen. Tightening his grip on his knife, he took a steadying breath and stepped through the veil.
Jassyn dropped beside the flight captain, his shield flaring to encircle her. Blood gushed from her abdomen, darkening the dirt. Each of her breaths was a shallow hiss, teeth locked in a grimace as her trembling fingers clutched at the gaping wound.
Around them, blades clashed, dracovae screeched, and Essence crackled through the air, tearing the barn apart.
Zaeryn’s eyes fluttered, voice a rasp, silver hair stained with blood. “Save your—”
But Jassyn tuned out whatever selfless plea she was wasting her breath on. The rangers couldn’t afford to lose her and he refused to let Elashor claim another life.
He spared a glance at the general and the surrounding soldiers. A force of destruction that rivaled the prince, Elashor was effortlessly cutting down the remaining rangers confronting him. Jassyn had only moments before that wrath turned toward him.
Ruby light poured from his palms as he swept a desperate blanket of mending over Zaeryn’s middle, driving the lattice of magic against her ravaged flesh. Precision didn’t matter—only surviving the frenzy of battle.
Without pausing to think, Jassyn cast a wave of telepathy toward her, dulling the bite of her pain. The idea had kindled from Fenn’s venom—he suspected Essence could distort the mind in a similar way.
A sudden blast of force tore through a stall door, sending a hailstorm of splinters crashing against his shield. But Jassyn didn’t flinch, his focus riveted on threading the delicate, dangerous magic.
Zaeryn’s breath caught, a startled sound slipping free as his coercion locked into place. Her grey eyes flew to his, glassy with confusion and shock.
“Can you crawl through the portal back to the prince?” Jassyn asked, setting a hand on her shoulder. A dracovae thundered past, its talons pounding the ground, the vibrations jarring his teeth. “I’ve only patched your wounds. We need to get you to Thalaesyn.” He hesitated, but Zaeryn deserved the truth. “I’ve also blocked the pain temporarily—I can’t say how long the magic will hold.”
The flight captain’s gaze lingered on her fallen warriors, regret creasing her brows. With a shaky nod and a hoarse whisper of thanks, she grabbed her glaives. Jassyn slipped his arm through hers, helping her through the rift.
Once Zaeryn disappeared, Jassyn pushed to his feet and dissolved the portal. His focus narrowed on Elashor.
It was past time for the general to answer for his crimes—against Serenna, against him, against countless others whose lives he’d helped destroy. Images of Lykor in the prison seared through Jassyn’s thoughts. Elashor lurking in the shadows. Watching. Learning. Reveling in the king’s torment.
The last time he’d burrowed into the general’s head, he’d glimpsed fragments of the king’s plans—priceless knowledge.
Jassyn’s determination crystallized, sharpening to a lethal point. Elashor wasn’t just the enemy—he was the key to answers they couldn’t afford to lose. Jassyn would tear through his defenses, butcher his mind, drag every shadowed secret into the light.
With his intent honed to a deadly spear, Jassyn’s hands flew out, hurling every ounce of his telepathic strength at the general.
But his mind slammed into a wall, a fortress of stone. Elashor’s glacial eyes snapped to his, the icy glare chilling him to the bone.
Jassyn gritted his teeth as he battered against Elashor’s impenetrable mental barricade. This wasn’t going to be as simple as slipping past Lykor’s shattered defenses.
The general sneered as he punched out his fist, a slash of shadows pulverizing the final ranger in front of him. Blood dripped from his blade as he stalked forward, bones and entrails slapping to the ground around him.
Fear mauled Jassyn’s chest, but he shoved it away and reinforced his shield. His grip tightened around his dagger, the hilt slick with sweat as he frantically searched for a crack in Elashor’s ironclad defenses.
He couldn’t match the general’s strength. Not without the power of the earth.
The stables offered few elements to draw on—just faint wisps of surrounding air, a far cry from the torrent of lightning he’d wielded when he’d faced Elashor at Centarya.
Wait.
Jassyn’s attention darted to the threads of wind, then back to Elashor, a predator closing in.
It couldn’t be that simple…
With a sharp, decisive yank, Jassyn wrenched the currents around the general, stripping the air from his lungs.
Elashor’s eyes bulged, his sword clattering to the ground. Essence flailed erratically around him as he clawed desperately at his throat.
Seizing the opening, Jassyn abandoned his shield and lunged, plunging his golden knife deep into Elashor’s shoulder. The blade punched through a gap in the plates of armor, sinking to the hilt with a jarring resistance. Elashor staggered back as his magic winked out, still gasping for air.
His portals snapped shut, cutting off the influx of soldiers. Jassyn tensed as the remaining troops surged past them, but they were clearly focused on annihilating the prince’s forces. Ironically, Elashor’s plight went unnoticed as they left the general to fend for himself.
With Elashor disarmed and struggling for breath, Jassyn struck again. Essence rippled like a shimmer of heat, coiling with menace as he twined a strand of telepathy across his fingertips, morphing it into something sharper. Darker. He slammed into Elashor’s skull, demolishing his barricade.
Power surged through Jassyn as he seized control over Elashor’s limbs, driving the general’s knees into the packed earth.
Catching his breath, Jassyn’s hands trembled, buzzing with the wild energy of victory. The crashes and clangs of battle faded to the edges of his awareness. For now, it was just him and Elashor.
The general’s face had turned a mottled shade of blue. Pursing his lips, Jassyn briefly considered letting him suffocate. He deserved no less—deserved far worse. But a trove of knowledge was locked inside his mind and Jassyn intended to claim it first.
With a flick of his hand, he released the surrounding air.
Elashor hacked violently, swearing between ragged gasps.
“You’re going to surrender every buried secret,” Jassyn snarled, his voice unrecognizable.
A thrill bolted through him at the thought of unraveling the general’s mind thread by thread. At last, he was the one pulling the strings. No longer a pawn in the realm’s machinations, no longer shackled by its control.
“And no interruptions this time,” Jassyn added, weaving a crystalline shield around them as he recalled how the prince had intervened before.
Elashor’s chest heaved as he dragged air back into his lungs, his face twisting with rage. He opened his mouth but Jassyn punched a burst of wind down his throat before he could speak, a liberating rush taking flight as the general gagged on his words.
Wasting no more time, Jassyn channeled coercion, worming into Elashor’s skull, burrowing deep into his brain.
The general fought back despite the tether, not needing magic to raise twisting barricades like iron and stone—each path a maze concealing the truths Jassyn sought.
But he pushed harder. Reaching forward, Jassyn dug his fingers into the sides of Elashor’s head, the physical contact breaking through a layer of resistance, his magic plunging deeper.
Blood trickled from the general’s shoulder, streaking crimson down his armor. An unwelcome shadow of doubt flickered through Jassyn’s resolve. He could almost hear Lykor’s scorn, see the silent judgment in his eyes as he compared him to the king. The memory of that incinerating stare—so full of hate—haunted him.
But this wasn’t the same.
Elashor wasn’t a victim. He was a monster—a wielder of cruelty and destruction. Jassyn would demand retribution for every life he’d claimed, every soul he’d shattered. The stakes were too high for second-guessing, too dire for guilt.
Jassyn shoved his reservations into the darkest corners of his mind. Vesryn was right—mercy had no place here.
His magic shredded Elashor’s dwindling defenses, the remaining foundation crumbling under his assault.
Show me everything, he demanded.
Time stretched between Jassyn’s heartbeats as he delved into the depths of Elashor’s mind, threading through the labyrinth of his thoughts. Rounding the first corner, the echo of a conversation with King Galaeryn drew him to halt.
The memory seared itself behind Jassyn’s eyes—the king, cold and commanding, ordering the construction of a harbor on the beaches of the southern realm—Serenna’s mortal home.
The vision shifted, dragging Jassyn deeper. He witnessed Queen Arianna of Vaelyn—Serenna’s mother—under Elashor’s control, her expression vacant as the general spun threads of coercion into her mind.
How long ago was this? Jassyn pressed, grasping for clarity amidst the deluge of revelations.
He sensed Elashor’s resistance rising, but the answer spilled out regardless. Decades of poisoning the mortals’ minds, but centuries of forging secrets in the shadows.
Serenna’s human bloodline, chosen for its ties to the ancient shamans. Queen Arianna, compelled to bear Elashor’s offspring, commanded to drain resources from her kingdom, funneling precious goods to Alari. A harbor commissioned mere weeks ago.
A foreboding dread soured Jassyn’s stomach but he rammed into Elashor’s mind, forcing him to yield everything. What is Galaeryn planning?
A storm twisted in Elashor’s thoughts, the wrath of the Maelstrom, churning in the Cerulean Sea. Tendrils of the king’s ambitions unraveled before him, exposing their schemes—Galaeryn’s intent to use shamans to subdue the magical storm and sail to distant shores.
Jassyn’s question surged forward. Why does he want to cross the sea?
Baring his teeth, Elashor fought against him, trying to shield their secrets. But the dam broke, his memories crashing through Jassyn’s mind in an unstoppable tide.
That dormant magic will be ours, Galaeryn had told Elashor. The Aelfyn demand it.
Thoughts spiraling, Jassyn reeled, struggling to process the flood of information. The Aelfyn? The very notion defied reason—the elves’ ancestors had been extinct for millennia.
Show me how that’s possible, Jassyn ordered.
Through Elashor’s eyes, the past unfolded—the general had bound himself to the king’s cause, his hunger for power insatiable. He’d fed on Galaeryn’s aspirations, their shared pursuit of supremacy a dark alliance.
Yet Elashor had watched and waited as Galaeryn siphoned Essence over the years. The compounded magic had reshaped the king, augmenting his talents, warping his very being.
Jade eyes had morphed to molten silver, a transformation Galaeryn believed aligned him with their revered ancestors. It was then that he began claiming the Aelfyn spoke to him—distant whispers carried on starlight, urging him to harvest the world’s slumbering power.
Their ancient ancestors had failed before, their strength matched by the dragons, guardians of the earth. The Aelfyn had all but destroyed themselves in the process, leaving the skies stripped of winged protectors in a bitter act of vengeance.
Jassyn flinched as a hand clamped onto his shoulder, wrenching him free from Elashor’s mind.
“Stop,” Vesryn commanded, dragging him away from the general.
Stumbling, Jassyn blinked rapidly. His vision blurred, the past and present colliding. Regaining his balance, he shoved Vesryn off.
“I’m not finished yet,” he snapped, swiping irritably at an itch beneath his nose. Blood smeared his hand, jolting him back to the barn. His body trembled, sweat plastering his curls to his face, each breath a gasp like he was drowning on air.
The stables sharpened around him. They were alone. Vesryn’s portal had vanished, leaving only the aftermath of destruction. Scores of Kyansari’s soldiers writhed in shadows, restrained by the prince’s magic. The rest—dead or dying—were scattered across the blood-soaked floor.
Jassyn stumbled back from the general, pinching the bridge of his bleeding nose. Dismay hollowed his chest, fear of what he’d uncovered pooling within. If Galaeryn believed he could speak to the Aelfyn, then this was far worse than they had feared. The overload of Essence hadn’t just made the king powerful—it must’ve driven him mad.
“We’ll take him with us,” Vesryn muttered, sheathing his glaives on his spine. “We need to get back to the fortress. Something’s wrong. I sensed Serenna—”
A deep thrum of magic pulsed through the barn, a soundless drumbeat. The vibration rattled Jassyn’s teeth, setting every nerve alight. His heart raced as he turned toward the source.
A portal ripped through the corridor, slicing one of Kyansari’s soldiers in half. The warrior didn’t have time to scream as their body split, the severed halves falling away like a log cleaved by an axe.
Vesryn tensed beside him. The hairs on the back of Jassyn’s neck prickled as Elashor started chuckling, an ocean of power surging through the rift.
The first thing Jassyn saw was a polished leather boot, its toe glinting with a wicked crystal spike glowing with trapped Essence. His lungs stopped working as the figure fully emerged, the prince’s panic slamming into him.
Galaeryn. The king.
Silver hair shimmered with the luster of starlight, his skin pale and luminous as moonlit snow. His features were cruelly elegant, sharp in their symmetry, unsettling in their perfection—and disturbingly timeless. He looked impossibly youthful—younger than Vesryn—yet there was an eerie depth to him, the kind of ancient knowing that didn’t belong in a face so unlined. Even his robes radiated brilliance, the jewels encircling his fingers and studded into his ears humming with Essence.
Jassyn’s hearing dulled to a distant buzz as the king’s silver eyes swept over the stables, landing with chilling precision on Elashor, still kneeling in the dirt.
Jassyn frantically sent a thought to Vesryn. The king must’ve realized—
The world ignited. A blinding conflagration erupted from the king, flooding the barn with the brilliance of a thousand bursting stars.
Vesryn seized Jassyn’s arm, throwing a shield around them.
Time slowed as Essence burned through the prince’s ward, an otherworldly flame that wasn’t quite fire searing through the threads.
Incapacitated by terror, Jassyn’s thoughts spun, grasping for understanding. Illumination didn’t have that kind of power. It couldn’t—
Vesryn rammed into him. They tumbled toward the ground but the impact never came. Jassyn pitched forward, weightless as he plunged into nothingness.



CHAPTER 19





SERENNA


Alive?
The unspoken word crashed through Serenna’s mind, Fenn’s thoughts bleeding into hers. His shock scalded her through the bond, a blistering wave of disbelief as he stared at his sister.
Before either of them could react—or fully process Taryn’s transformation into an elven wraith—she struck like a serpent. Her hands lashed out, seizing both of them and wrenching them into a warp.
The violent pull yanked Serenna sideways, wringing her stomach inside out when the world dissolved into a spinning vortex of weightless shadows.
She stumbled as they reappeared, boots crunching on frozen ground as she gasped. Icy air knifed down her throat, vision swimming before it snapped back into focus.
Magus in white leathers surrounded them. Serenna’s heart slammed against her ribs as she searched for an ally—even an acquaintance—but there were none.
“Taryn,” Fenn snarled beside her, pivoting to face his sister. His eyes ignited. “How?”
Taryn tilted her head, her satisfied smile all fangs as she twisted a sun-colored braid around a finger. Instead of answering, she nodded in deference to someone behind them. “Here they are, Your Majesty,” she purred, presenting them as a prize.
Serenna turned as the magus peeled back like petals revealing the heart of a bloom. That lone figure in red she’d noticed before glided forward, measured steps radiating authority. Globes of illumination hovered around her, highlighting the chilling gleam in her sapphire eyes.
Not a magus—just a disturbing family reunion of her own.
Ayla.
The voice of Serenna’s half-sister chimed around the circle, a command directed at no one in particular. “A shield, so he can’t vanish.”
A burst of energy crackled around them, violet ribbons of magic unfurling. The threads webbed through the air, weaving into a crystalline prison that thrummed with power. Vibrations pulsed against Serenna’s ribs, the threat pressing down like the weight of the frozen sky.
The hood of Ayla’s cloak rippled around her face, painted lips curling into a triumphant smirk. “So,” she mused, eyes sweeping over Serenna before landing on the volcano behind them. “Our new friends were right. This is where you disappeared to.” She stepped closer, her gaze sharper than the icy wind. “Our sire scoured campus for you, you know. But he assumed you’d run off, cavorting with our exiled prince.” Savage delight deepened her grin. “I cannot wait to be the one to return you.”
Serenna’s nails bit into her palms, the sting a tenuous anchor. She couldn’t let Ayla drag her back to Centarya—not with what she knew of Lykor’s plans. The reavers might’ve been oblivious, but the king’s coercion would tear the truth from her, crushing their rebellion before it began.
Caged by the ring of magus, summoning any power would be inviting a storm—a reckless act of defiance that would only provoke retribution. But escape wasn’t just necessary—it was the only option. Lykor had made it brutally clear that he wouldn’t rescue them if they failed to return.
Desperation clawed at Serenna as she yanked on the bond with Vesryn, her thoughts frantic. Where are you?
Fenn bared his fangs at his sister. “What twisted bargain did you strike with the elves?”
Ayla answered before Taryn could, a tinkling laugh spilling from her lips. “An unusual opportunity presented itself—one that you might say fell directly at the king’s feet.”
Ayla’s calculating gaze raked over them, lingering long enough to feel invasive. “After my sire’s legion subdued these reavers, the king devised an inventive use for those who surrendered—an alliance.” She gestured to Taryn. “The king does have a way of turning the tides to his favor.”
Ayla’s icy eyes snapped back to Fenn. “We’re here for your leader. This ‘Lykor,’ or whatever Prince Aesar is calling himself these days.”
Serenna folded her arms, steadying her trembling hands. “We? You mean humans and half-breeds led by a recruit? That hardly sounds like a group sent to handle a mission so critical.”
Ayla’s mask of composure cracked, indignation brimming as she drew herself up. “I was entrusted with the importance of this,” she hissed, adjusting her cowl. “And
unlike you, I don’t disappoint.”
Serenna ignored Ayla’s self-importance and pressed on. “Have you not questioned how the wraith came to be? How those with you have power now?”
Taryn had obviously been given stolen talents. Of course Ayla knew. And if she’d been unaware a few weeks ago, she surely knew now—perhaps even played a part.
“The king has been meticulous, exclusively extracting power from half-breeds this past century.” Ayla sneered and waved dismissively. “Pure-bloods are far too valuable for such crude harvesting now that he has a source.”
Serenna clenched her teeth and swallowed the retort that human blood also tainted her sister’s veins. The truth didn’t matter to someone like her, drenched in arrogance, privilege, and denial.
Arguing was a waste of precious time. Even Ayla’s gloating wouldn’t last forever and their chance to escape would be forfeit when she finished. Serenna’s gaze darted to Fenn.
His silence smoldered, fury darkening the glare he aimed at Taryn. They needed a way out—now—before Ayla delivered them back to the elves.
Taryn studied her nails—her talons now gone—and said, “Those of us who refused the terms…” Her attention flicked to the tunnel where the humans had entered the fortress. “They were sent in first, minds broken—fodder even lower than the mortals.” She flicked her fingers, conjuring an orb of light. “But a few of us were granted the blessings of the stars. Half the talents now, the rest after Lykor’s capture.”
A slow smile curled her lips as she studied the illumination dancing above her fingertips. “Quite the generous arrangement, really. Few can claim the honor of portaling an army to this ‘untouchable’ stronghold—but I can.”
Taryn stepped closer to Fenn, a feverish light glowing in her eyes. “We’re pure-bloods, brother. We’ll stand high in the realms—next to the elves. The king has promised us lands—a place to rule over half-breeds and humans.”
Fenn scoffed. “And what happens after your usefulness expires? You think the elves won’t simply snatch your magics back?”
Serenna read the defiance in Fenn’s tone and tensed, dread flooding her veins as Essence flared around him.
“I wouldn’t do that,” Ayla clipped, snapping her fingers. The magus responded instantly, magic sparking to life around their circle. “A portal.” Her gaze slid away, as though her captives no longer warranted her attention. “Take them to the top of the Spire. Tethered and under guard. They’ll make an amusing trophy for the general when he returns.”
A gateway ripped open, its darkness yawning wide to devour them and seal their fate. Serenna’s pulse drummed in her ears, each beat a countdown. Ayla’s words landed like lead in her chest, pressing heavier with every breath.
The top of the Spire. That was Vesryn’s office—the commander’s office. Ayla couldn’t have been put in charge of Centarya. It defied all logic. Had Elashor cast aside the magisters and magus for her? An unthinkable possibility, but here the magus were, obeying her every word.
Likely sensing Serenna’s rising panic, Fenn wrapped his fingers around hers, the chill from his chain mail gloves seeping into her skin.
“What’s the matter?” Ayla lilted, voice spun like silk. “You look pale. Have you finally pieced it together?”
Serenna swallowed hard. She had no other plan but to keep Ayla talking—anything to delay the surrounding magus from shoving them through the rift.
“No, I suppose even you couldn’t have anticipated this,” Ayla continued, saving her the trouble of speaking. “As you know, the king provides the realms with exactly what they need—stability, order, a future.” Her tone sharpened, mockery crystallizing into triumph. “A unified royal family, forged from the purest bloodlines. The strongest bloodlines. And since the prince failed to perform his duty, the king took matters into his own hands.”
Pausing, Ayla’s eyes gleamed as she lowered the hood of her cloak. “Which means you now have a queen.”
A sleek, triangular jewel on Ayla’s forehead drew Serenna’s attention. The crystal glinted from the center of a silver circlet, previously hidden by her cowl. Its edges shimmered like fractured starlight, core pulsing faintly. Serenna’s breath hitched. The material was hauntingly familiar—like the Heart of Stars, but a smaller fragment.
Heartbeats stretched as Serenna pulled her focus away from the strange gem, grappling with Ayla’s words. Her eyes widened at the terrifying shift in power. Ayla wasn’t just Centarya’s commander—she carried the mantle of the elven queen.
Ayla tapped her painted lips, the gesture dripping with cruel amusement. “I see you’re catching on.” She took a step closer, peering into Serenna’s eyes and squinting at the reddish halo. “You might recall my gracious offer—to step in as my surrogate.”
Fenn tensed beside her, a low rumble wrestling free from his chest as Ayla leaned down.
She wrinkled her nose at Fenn’s flashing fangs before dismissing him. Her whisper curled against Serenna’s ear. “I’ll make sure you have a special place. A broodmare deserves a barn, after all.” Straightening, she pointed at the portal. “Off you go, then. Return to campus so I can finish here without indulging in any further distractions.”
Fenn’s thoughts sailed down the bond, his claw tightening against Serenna’s palm. We need to take to the skies. He cast a quick glance upward, the heavy cloak of night draped over the valley.
What? Serenna’s heart thundered as panic tangled with disbelief. A dozen plans raced through her mind, each disregarded as quickly as it formed. The grim-faced magus closed in, the pressure of Essence pulsing around the ring, ready to force them through the dark void.
Warping up, Fenn clarified, calm and certain.
Up? You can’t get through the shield, Serenna pushed back, her desperation rising.
Fenn radiated assurance, steady as the surrounding mountains. My talons can.
Had they not been teetering on the precipice of disaster, Serenna might’ve quipped about whether he could also draw water from stone. Instead, his bold assertion made her pause, eyes flicking down to their entwined palms.
Clarity struck like lightning, slicing through her turmoil. The wicked points of Fenn’s armored gloves glinted gold in the faint illumination.
He must’ve sensed her next question. I can warp as far as I can see, but we’ll be free falling until I can reach a safe landing. A flicker of uncertainty wove down the bond. I haven’t attempted this great of a distance before. We might not make—
“Enough stalling,” Ayla snapped, shoving Serenna hard enough to make her stumble.
Ayla’s crystal flared like a beacon as it emitted a sharp metallic whine. But there was no time to dwell on the strange noise slicing through the air.
Do it! Serenna urged, ramming into Fenn’s side, gripping him like a lifeline.
A hook snagged Serenna’s insides. The world darkened, tilted, and shifted wildly out of control.
Through the chaotic maelstrom of Fenn’s warp, Serenna wrestled to summon her power. A gasp escaped her as they materialized near the peak of the shield, suspended twenty paces off the ground. Fenn’s golden talons struck the shimmering ward, ripping it open in jagged lines.
Below, shouts rose and Essence surged, the magus scrambling to refortify the shield. Hairs lifting, Serenna sensed ripples of magic clawing upward, fingers of power reaching to drag them down.
Shadows erupted from her, a writhing tomb that devoured the magical assault below. Essence crashed against her darkness in furious waves, but her rending consumed it greedily, tearing the power apart.
Fenn didn’t falter. Like a moth shedding its cocoon, he hurtled them upward through the gap cleaved in the shield.
The world spun as they ascended, Serenna’s stomach yanked up her throat with every jarring warp. The rapid shifts slammed her heart into her spine, her control over Essence slipping free.
Eyes squeezed shut, she forced a thought out. Won’t Taryn be able to follow?
Let her try. Fenn’s disgusted growl rumbled through her mind. We’ll see how well she manages, being only half wraith.
The rush of altitude stung Serenna’s cheeks, every fleeting reappearance in midair sending a jolt through her middle before Fenn flung them forward again. His fatigue bled through the bond, the intervals between jumps stretching longer as his strength waned.
When Fenn’s boots slammed into solid ground, Serenna’s hope flared—if they could warp faster than the magus could portal after them, they might actually escape. But before she could orient herself or check for pursuers, he slung them into another jump.
The world blurred as Fenn propelled them up the volcano’s treacherous slopes. Rocks crumbled beneath his claws as he scrabbled for purchase. Each jarring reappearance left Serenna yelping and tightening her grip around him, her mind too scattered to track how many times they nearly tumbled down.
Every leap felt like it could be their last until Fenn finally stumbled to a halt, chest heaving in rapid bursts, each breath fogging the icy air. Serenna let go of him, loose gravel shifting beneath her boots as she staggered, head spinning like a top. Frigid wind howled across the summit of the volcano, sweeping flurries of snow into the frosty night.
Having only been so high while soaring through the skies on Naru, Serenna stared at the breathtaking expanse—an endless sea of white. Scattered pinpricks of Essence flickered like distant stars, portals tearing open along the slopes. Cold dread sluiced through her veins—they had to keep moving.
Serenna swayed to the rim of the volcano’s crater, the vast chasm opening to the fortress far below. She glanced at Fenn, then back to the sheer drop. “We have to jump to the bottom, don’t we?”
Fenn’s expression was grim as he shed his chain mail gloves, tucking them behind his belt. “My father relayed that most of the lifts inside have been dismantled, but I haven’t heard from him since…” Trailing off, he peered over the edge, studying the gaping pit. He worriedly picked at his talons. “Lykor began the evacuation, at least. But I don’t know what waits for us below.”
Serenna hugged herself against the biting wind, voice trembling as she spoke. “We have to go,” she whispered, the words catching in her throat. If the wraith were still fleeing through Lykor’s portals, there might yet be time. But if they had been left behind… She swallowed hard, unwilling to entertain that thought.
Without warning, Fenn gripped her hips and hoisted her up. Serenna squeaked, arms snapping around his neck, legs locking around his waist.
His mouth claimed hers—fierce but fleeting, stealing her breath in a molten heartbeat. For luck, he growled into her mind.
Devoured by the flare of his desire, heat rushed through Serenna’s chest as Fenn broke the kiss. A feral grin hooked the corners of his mouth. To whatever end.
Then he jumped.



CHAPTER 20





LYKOR


Aportal ruptured the air. With a strangled curse, Lykor barely warped clear. He’d been overseeing the evacuation in the residential district, regenerating with the scattered scraps of starlight ricocheting off the cavern’s mirrors.
Essence hummed as Vesryn and Jassyn tumbled out in an undignified heap, the rift collapsing behind them so abruptly that it nearly sheared the prince’s boots in two.
Lykor stormed toward them, each step dropping like a hammer. Ignoring Jassyn’s floundering, he snatched the prince by his bandolier and hauled him upright.
“About time you showed up,” Lykor growled, irritation at the delay boiling his blood. “I need more portals—”
“Where’s Serenna?” Vesryn interrupted, panic rising in his voice.
He spun, wild eyes darting toward the volcano’s crater. Essence thundered in chaotic bursts, reverberating through the fortress like the heartbeat of a dying beast.
“The king attacked the Ranger Station, but I thought I sensed her…” Vesryn stiffened upon noticing the evacuation lines, eyes widening as he took in the scene. Draped in cloaks, rows of wraith waited with their burdened packs, wraithlings clinging to their parents’ legs, faces etched with silent terror.
“What the bleeding stars is going on here?” the prince demanded, whirling toward the two portals where Mara and Thalaesyn calmly ushered the clans through.
A fresh surge of irritation ignited in Lykor’s chest, stoked hotter by the prince’s misplaced priorities. The dusty stables didn’t matter—not while his fortress crumbled and his warriors died to buy precious time. And fretting about the girl? Pathetic.
What does he mean the rangers were attacked? Aesar interjected, his voice a coil of concern in Lykor’s mind. He’d been restlessly pacing since the evacuation began, worry mounting with every passing moment. Nevermind. Every second we delay, the noose gets tighter. Vesryn won’t focus until you answer him. Just do it.
“Your fucking academy is invading my fortress.” Lykor flung an arm toward the battle’s distant cacophony, where screams and the clash of steel echoed through the caverns. “And the girl is following orders. Open more rifts to that druid jungle,” he barked. “I don’t have time to align your short-sighted priorities with the reality of our impending doom.”
Vesryn’s jaw tightened but Essence sparked to life as he obeyed without further argument. When four more portals spun into existence, Lykor allowed himself a shallow breath of relief.
Then Vesryn paled. “The—the jungle?” His gaze flicked to Jassyn, then back to Lykor. “That’s where I just sent the rangers and our wraith. Do your people even know we’re allies? What if—”
Lykor’s patience shattered like glass under a blow. “Then go through and regulate, Prince.” He shoved Vesryn toward the rifts.
The ground shook beneath him again as Essence roared through the stone. The warriors spilling their blood needed him, every drop a stain on his hands. This invasion—this chaos—was his fault and he needed to shield them from it.
But the terrified civilians clutching their wraithlings needed him too. If they didn’t make it out, their deaths would be his doing. He had to save them all.
We need to get to Kal, Aesar urged, the storm of his thoughts battering Lykor’s mind, the clipped echo of his boots striking across the library’s marble grating in Lykor’s skull. He said humans are everywhere. They can’t return and they’re getting slaughtered—
I’M WORKING ON IT, Lykor bit back, agitation bucking against his ribs.
His threats had been hollow and Aesar knew it. They weren’t leaving anyone behind—not even Kal. Especially not while the blathering fool still carried their other Heart of Stars.
Lykor brushed the relic resting in his pocket, a reminder of what was at stake. He ground his fangs, cursing himself for the folly of relying on someone else—he should have kept them both.
Fingers clenching, Vesryn took a step back toward the overlook, away from the portals—away from where Lykor needed him. “I have to go to Serenna.”
Lykor seized the prince’s tunic, yanking him forward until their faces were inches apart. “I’ll bring her back—along with everyone else,” he growled. “For now, she’s with the lieutenant and he’ll die before anything happens to her.” Vesryn’s nostrils flared but Lykor railed on. “You’re needed here.” His muscles tensed, ready to drag Vesryn through the portal if necessary. Or, stars fucking forbid, beg Mara to deal with her unruly son. “Keep order in the jungle. If we’re overrun, I need you to dissolve the portals.”
Lykor didn’t wait for the prince’s reply as he pushed him away. Twisting on his heel, he stalked to the edge of the viewpoint, where the fortress clung to the volcano’s slopes. Its tiered levels jutted from the rock, stone pathways winding between towers anchored deep into the mountain’s bones.
From the lower streets, the roar of mortal voices surged upward, tangling with the clash of steel as they slammed into the wraith protecting the retreat.
Aesar received a vision and it flashed in Lykor’s mind—a fleeting glimpse of Kal and his warriors pinned between humans pouring through the unsealed tunnels. From above, archers unleashed relentless volleys, raining death—obstructing any chance of warping.
Flayed by frustration, Lykor’s shoulders twitched. Portaling closer wasn’t an option—the prince had just proven the risk by nearly splitting him in two. He needed to warp, but efficiency demanded vantage. His gaze latched onto an archway spanning the upper levels. From there, he could map the quickest route.
Steering his awareness to the center of his chest, Lykor folded in on himself. Something clamped around his arm just before he warped.
He wasn’t alone.
Boots struck stone—two pairs. Jassyn stumbled beside him as they reappeared a hundred paces higher. Lykor whipped his hand out, snarling a curse—half at Jassyn, half at himself for seizing the elf’s leathers and hauling him back from the ledge.
Jassyn’s eyes darted across their precarious perch, widening as he stared at the abyss below. The blood drained from his face as he met Lykor’s glare, swallowing hard before managing to speak.
“Vesryn sent me to help you.” He extended the prince’s sheathed blades. “Well, to make sure Serenna is safe.”
Aesar perked up, recognizing his glaives from a life long past. We could use his help.
Lykor ignored him but accepted the weapons. As he slung the leather strap mechanically across his spine, his gaze flicked to Jassyn’s face.
Blood. A faint smear streaked his cheek.
It didn’t matter.
Yet his eyes hunted for an injury, finding none. An ember of relief kindled—unwanted and swiftly smothered under scorn. Whatever had happened to Jassyn at the stables was irrelevant. Letting anything beyond hate surface felt like a betrayal after everything Jassyn had done.
You don’t have to like him, Aesar continued, his tone sharper now. But he’s not the king. His talents are an asset.
Lykor’s lip curled as he grabbed Jassyn by the front of his armor, hauling him close in a gesture that the elf’s height made more awkward than intimidating.
“Fine,” he hissed. “But if you even think about bending my will, I’ll eradicate you from existence.”
Aesar tossed up his hands. Do we really have time for this?
Lykor’s irritation flared, but Aesar was right. Concessions. Jassyn could be used for now, and discarded later. Accepting his help wasn’t surrender—it was strategy.
With a glance at the next tier, Lykor yanked Jassyn into another warp. He jumped from bridge to bridge, each shift carrying them closer to Kal’s location.
Eventually, they reached a slender path suspended high above the fray. A few levels below, a landing stretched between them and the wraith, bristling with archers. Their volleys tore through the air in deadly arcs, slicing downward toward Kal’s fighters.
The violet glow of a shield drew his attention—Serenna’s—the fragile canopy flickering under the relentless hail of arrows. Her ward deflected the attacks from above, but the sides gaped open, leaving the wraith exposed as they clashed with the mortals.
The human horde churned like a storm-fed river, flooding from tunnels on the ground level. Steel rang like distant thunder, the wavering torches casting shadows across the stronghold walls. Hundreds of mortals clad in mismatched scraps of armor pressed in from every direction, shoving Kal’s fighters toward the cusp of slaughter.
Lykor edged along the narrow path while Aesar murmured suggestions about where to descend. No longer having the wraith ability of cloaking—a price paid weeks ago when he’d siphoned that ranger’s talents—left him vulnerable. Exposed. And he felt it now, the prickle of hostile eyes latching onto them from below.
A shout rang out from one of the archers, followed by the whistle of arrows shrieking toward them. Before Lykor could warp, Jassyn’s hands flew up. A shield webbed out between them and the hail of quarrels, solidifying just in time. The arrows struck the barrier, clattering to the stone.
Lykor’s scowl tightened, a flicker of grudging acknowledgment creeping in. Maybe the elf would prove more useful than he’d expected. But that didn’t mean he trusted him.
“We’ll have to kill them,” Lykor said bluntly, ignoring the archers for the moment. Decades in the Wastes had honed his instinct for survival, but he’d always avoided taking the lives of helpless mortals. That restraint cracked now under the weight of necessity. “Are you prepared for that?” He clenched his gauntlet at his side as he met Jassyn’s gaze. “Or should I leave you up here?”
Jassyn folded his arms, a fresh volley of arrows ramming against his shield as he scuffed a boot against the stone, pointedly staring down. “There might be another way.”
“There’s not,” Lykor snapped, jerking his chin toward the incessant archers firing at them. “This is war, not a debate.” He jabbed his finger into Jassyn’s chest, baring his fangs. “Unless you can burrow into every brain down there and force them to stand down, their lives are forfeit.”
Jassyn’s jaw tightened, but resignation settled heavily onto his shoulders. He gave a reluctant nod, abandoning any further argument.
Stalking toward the edge of the barrier, Lykor pressed his palm against the shimmering surface. Essence flared around him as he moved to unravel a small window in the ward, but Jassyn beat him to it.
Lykor grunted, sparing Jassyn a glance that might’ve been a glower before fixing his focus on the mortals assaulting them from the bridge below. Igniting the scant power he’d restored, shadows erupted from his palm. The writhing cloud of darkness plummeted toward the archers, expanding as it fell.
Brief screams rang out before the blanket of rending smothered them. When the fog finally dissipated, the bridge stood eerily silent—except for the steady drip of blood falling on stone.
Next to him, Jassyn shifted his weight but remained quiet. Lykor unsheathed the twin glaives strapped to his back. The blades felt unwieldy, the strain they put on his spine a nuisance.
Essence had always been his weapon of choice—brutal, efficient, unburdened by the weight of steel. But with his reserves running low, he needed to conserve what remained for a portal once they reached Kal.
Lykor stiffened as Aesar’s voice broke through his thoughts.
I can do it.
Grinding his molars, Lykor choked back the retort clawing its way to his tongue. This wasn’t the time for one of their disputes. Not while his people were dying. They needed speed—precision. And as much as it blistered his pride to admit, Aesar’s mastery might be the necessary edge when they warped down.
NO HALF MEASURES, Lykor growled into the depths of his mind. WE WON’T MAKE IT OUT IF WE’RE TRYING TO SPARE EVERY LIFE. OUR PEOPLE COME FIRST.
Aesar exhaled slowly. I know.
The droning thunder of his heartbeat punched between his ears, cold sweat sliding down his neck. Lykor’s grip on the glaives tightened before he forced his fingers to slacken, hesitantly relinquishing control.
A cold shiver ignited at his fingertips, snaking up his limbs with an eerie numbness as Aesar slipped into place. Lykor braced himself, a knot in his gut twisting tighter as he fully ceded. Becoming the observer. Watching through their eyes.
Rolling their neck, Aesar hefted the glaives to test their balance—a bird stretching its wings, recalling how to fly.
The slight crease in Jassyn’s brow, his perceptive frown seeming to detect their shift, scraped against Lykor’s nerves. Muttering to himself that it didn’t matter—any halfwit could tell them apart—Lykor hovered at the brink of Aesar’s awareness. Close enough to intervene, yet careful not to disrupt.
Feeling their body move without his command felt like teetering on the edge of a chasm. Every instinct screamed at him to seize control. But he had no choice—he had to trust.
Aesar focused on the battle below. Countless humans swarmed around the fifty wraith holding a shrinking perimeter next to one of the tunnels. The tumult of combat left no room to materialize within the compressed ring of soldiers.
“We’ll jump to the outskirts of the mortal lines,” Aesar explained for Jassyn’s benefit. “From there, we’ll carve a path through to reach Kal. As soon as you drop your shield, we’ll jump.”
Inhaling deeply, Jassyn raked his hand through his tousled curls. “I’m ready.”
Aesar inclined their head in acceptance, sealing their fate. “Grab my arm.”
Lykor nearly flew out of their skin at the sudden contact, the press of Jassyn’s fingers against their wrist jolting through him.
Abrupt. Invasive. Far too close.
Buried memories unearthed. The king’s cold hands on him, voice like silk but poisoned with venom. Coercion slithering through his mind, contorting his thoughts. For a heartbeat, he was back in the prisons—powerless, his will twisted into another’s weapon.
Lykor ruthlessly severed his unease. This wasn’t the time to falter.
As soon as the ward’s violet strands dissolved, Aesar warped.
Their boots struck the earth behind the humans, the clamor of battle swallowing the sound. The bitter sting of bile scorched their throat, the stench of entrails and metallic blood snaking up their nose. Lykor knew Aesar was far from eager to press forward, but there was no sidestepping now.
The cavern floor churned with bodies, the ground slick with blood and littered with the fallen. Cries of pain twisted into wet gurgles, wraith and human alike collapsing beneath the tide of combat, trampled into pulp.
But Aesar’s focus was homed in on Kal. The human forces squeezed like a tightening vise, pressing against the wraith that desperately held their line.
Weapons bared and bloody, Kal and Fenn fought side by side at the front while Serenna defended their backs, her shield abandoned. Essence flickered around them like dying embers, their magic nearly drained.
Jassyn thrust his palms outward. Flames ripped free from nearby torches and sconces, streaking toward him in a molten storm. The nearest humans spun, eyes widening in fear. Shouts rang out as they raised their weapons and charged.
Shifting their weight, Aesar lowered his glaives, the blades flashing in the fire. Balanced and lethal, a hunter poised to strike.
Grim and white-faced, Jassyn whipped his arms, unleashing a flaming torrent into the human ranks—a searing wave that consumed the front line in a screaming inferno.
Panic ignited. Mortals broke formation, shouts morphing into shrieks as they stampeded over each other to escape the blazing chaos.
Seizing the opening, Aesar flowed into the rhythm of battle, drifting into remembered fighting stances that decades hadn’t dulled. The glaives spun in his grip, slicing at the first human who stood against them. A collision of steel rang, showering sparks.
It became less like a fight and more of a dance—a deadly sequence of gliding, dodging, bobbing, and weaving. The blades whirled, every step pressing their advance forward, the humans too disoriented by Jassyn’s fire to maintain any semblance of order.
Lykor sensed Aesar shrouding his mind against the shuddering impacts, the wet squelch of skin yielding. He ignored the way metal sliced through flesh, jarring their teeth as the blades crunched, sinking into bone.
Aesar refused to register faces lest his concentration shatter under regret—he couldn’t let himself see the innocents caught in the tides of war. A cruel twist of fate had made reasoning with the mortals impossible, their ears deafened by the elves sowing seeds of fear across the realms.
Unflinching, Lykor watched through their eyes, detached as Aesar’s glaives tore free against a body’s suction. His own senses were dulled to the carnage, stirring nothing within him. This was battle—brutal, necessary, and unworthy of remorse.
Beside them, Lykor caught glimpses of Jassyn unleashing bursts of raging flames to tear a path toward Kal.
If we make it through this, Aesar gritted out, muscles screaming from overuse, chest hauling in air faster than they could suck it down, we need to start conditioning.
BE MY GUEST, Lykor muttered.
Now it was his turn to restlessly pace in the darkness of their mind, silently seething as he watched. His talons itched to intervene, to rip a path of destruction. At least the elf had proven his worth.
Lykor inwardly scowled as soon as the reluctant appreciation materialized. Perhaps keeping access to the shaman power held more value than the fleeting satisfaction of driving Jassyn away.
Through the remaining mortals separating them, an unspoken coordination passed between Jassyn and Serenna. Sweeping his arm, Jassyn launched a stream of fire toward her in a blazing comet. Serenna reached out, snatching it from the air, the molten coil wrapping harmlessly across her wrist.
The fire shifted, drawing taut, a mooring line of flame connecting them. They swept the arc of destruction through the human ranks like a blazing scythe.
Flesh sizzled and blackened, the stench of burning meat choking the air. Acrid smoke curled upward as the ground was reduced to a smoldering wasteland of charred corpses.
The inferno sent fresh panic tearing through the humans. Those caught in the path of the flames scattered, dropping weapons as their ranks crumbled. Burning bodies began shoving and trampling over one another as they fought each other to get back down the tunnels. Fleeing.
Finally, Aesar and Jassyn reached Kal and his warriors as the humans disappeared. Their retreat wouldn’t last. If those from the academy were closing in, they would soon drive the humans back into the fight.
Kal panted heavily, wiping away remnants of gore that clung to his brow.
Aesar sheathed his glaives and clasped Kal’s forearm. “Vesryn will need assistance in the jungle.” With the last dregs of their Essence, he opened a portal. “It sounds like my brother brought some old friends. Help keep the peace.”
Kal simply nodded. Of course he’d obey Aesar’s orders without a combative remark. His grip briefly tightened against their arm before releasing them, waving the battle-weary wraith through the rift.
Impatience roiled within Lykor, a tempest battering the walls of his restraint. He was done sitting idle. Ramming Aesar aside, he seized control, reclaiming his limbs. He didn’t hear Aesar’s protests because something—someone—collided with his chest.
Stunned, Lykor blinked as Serenna wrapped her arms around his middle. Hugging him. WHAT THE—
Before he could process the absurdity of it, Fenn approached behind her. His eyes glowed, clearly intending to follow her lead.
Arms stiff at his sides, Lykor bared his fangs at the lieutenant. “Don’t you fucking dare.”
“I knew you wouldn’t leave without us,” Serenna said with a laugh, squeezing the air out of his lungs.
He was certainly considering it now.
She stepped back with a grin that only widened when she caught Fenn’s eye. Triumphant. Whatever asinine exchange passed between them, Lykor didn’t care to decipher.
“But if you didn’t steal my portaling talent,” she snipped, refocusing on him, “I could have gotten us out of here.”
Lykor’s lip curled as he scruffed her by the back of her armor, propelling her unceremoniously through the portal.
Scowling and ensuring Fenn wasn’t going to embrace him in the same manner, Lykor tracked him until he disappeared through the void too. Only then did he study the darkened tunnel where the humans had fled, noticing the hum of Essence approaching. The invasion was far from over.
Time pressed heavily against him—he couldn’t afford any more delays, but one more task demanded his attention.
The last of the group filtered through the portal. Safe. Lykor’s eyes narrowed. All except one.
“Go with the others,” he ordered.
Arms crossed, Jassyn remained in place. His brow furrowed deeper until the scar slicing across it paled. “Are you going somewhere else?”
Reading Lykor’s intent, Aesar objected. Absolutely not. You are not risking—
“It doesn’t concern you,” Lykor clipped, addressing both of them before forcing Aesar away.
Jassyn’s gaze shifted upward, drawn to the thundering pulse of Essence reverberating through the keep. “Do we really have time to linger?”
Lykor rounded on Jassyn, jabbing a finger at him. “There is no ‘we.’”
“We need to get back to the others,” Jassyn insisted, pursing his lips.
Lykor’s shoulders twitched, irritation tightening his spine. He weighed his options—it would be easy to toss this stubborn male through the portal like Serenna. Rid himself of the constant insolence, this grating calmness.
“And if I refuse?” Lykor gritted out. “Are you going to stop me?”
The question hung between them, a guillotine poised to drop. A dare, to see if Jassyn would cross that line and bend him into compliance.
Jassyn didn’t look away, the amber in his stare unwavering, as searing as molten gold. Heat prickled up Lykor’s neck as that look wormed under his skin, burrowing around.
Jassyn’s might wasn’t in strength—it was control, the kind that could crush him with barely a thought. But restraint held him back. And that discipline mocked Lykor with everything he wasn’t.
Authority without fury.
Power without chaos.
Lykor hated it. Hated him.
And yet beneath that seething hatred, something deeper and more treacherous stirred—a shadow he dared not confront.
“No,” Jassyn finally answered, his tone infuriatingly defiant. He drew himself up, towering just enough to make Lykor’s annoyance spike. “I’m coming with you.”
Exasperated, Lykor threw his hands up, a sharp breath hissing between his teeth. He was tired of fucking around. “Fine.”
With a flick of his wrist, he unraveled the open portal, its destination irrelevant now. This was his operation, and he would take control the way he always did—by force. Jassyn’s obstinacy wasn’t worth the fight, and if he was so star-bent on following, then Lykor would ensure it would be on his terms.
“If you insist on accompanying me,” Lykor sneered, “then make yourself useful.” He thrust out his palm. “Essence. Now.”
Jassyn hesitated, suspicion flickering across his face. But he complied, drawing a sphere of light from his chest. Before he could fully extend his arm, Lykor snatched the orb, its energy crackling into his Well as he absorbed it.
“And not a word,” Lykor growled, ripping open another gateway, “when we get to the other side.”



CHAPTER 21





LYKOR


“Goats?” Jassyn spluttered when he stepped through the portal behind Lykor, disbelief strangling his voice as the void vanished.
“What did I just fucking say?” Lykor snapped, yanking open the gate to the makeshift pasture nestled deep in one of the stronghold’s crevices.
Bioluminescent vines and moss clung to volcanic rock, casting a faint glow. Overhead, bridges arched into a stony lattice, their shadows swallowed by the gloom. In the distance, the fortress shuddered again, faint tremors shaking the ground.
The dwindling seconds pounded against Lykor’s chest, each a driving spike. His people were slipping away to safety, but the elves were closing in. Time was a blade against his throat—he had to finish this swiftly.
Lykor whistled sharply and flicked his wrist, slicing the air open with another portal. The rift unfurled, the other end spilling open to a secluded stretch of rolling green hills—a sanctuary far from civilization where the herd would be safe.
Jassyn’s lips twitched as forty pocket goats trotted toward them, their woolly heads bobbing and jostling. A few bold ones butted against his legs as they milled around. “You’re seriously evacuating goats?”
“I didn’t ask you to follow me,” Lykor muttered. Delicate hooves pattered like rain on stone as the flock converged.
Aesar grumbled in his mind. This detour is excessive. He retreated back into the library, rubbing the mirrored ache in his skull.
Lykor clenched his jaw as he watched the goats vanish through the rift one by one, their bleats dissolving into silence. He’d already ensured that Aiko made it to the jungle, but the forest wasn’t an option for the flock—especially not now with dracovae that would be eager to snatch them up.
The last goat hesitated at the portal, tiny hooves tapping before it leaped through. An absurd pang clamped Lykor’s chest as he collapsed the rift. He wasn’t going to miss the flock—he barely tolerated their incessant bleating—but they had meant something once. An attempt to give the wraithlings a shred of normalcy in this merciless world.
And he couldn’t abandon even these creatures to the fate that awaited them—slaughter. Blood was blood and his hands were already drenched.
Lykor rolled his shoulders, as if that would shake off the invisible touch of Jassyn’s probing gaze. “What?” he bit out, turning toward the elf.
Jassyn shook his head. “Nothing,” he said lightly, but a grin fought to surface. “I just didn’t expect…” He gestured around the cavern. “This.”
Lykor bristled, certain Jassyn was mocking him. And yet, against all reason, some treacherous part of him wondered what it would take for that half-formed grin to stretch into a real smile. A fleeting, insidious thought—one he crushed instantly, stamping it out like a stray ember before it could ignite into something worse.
Aesar, ever vocal, withheld his usual barbs, though Lykor sensed his amusement. He floundered briefly for what to say, but a pulse of thundering Essence spared him.
The thrum of energy jerked his eyes up to the bridges. Dread thrashed in his gut. He’d idled for far too long.
Elves—the mixed-blood from the academy—flooded the paths above, their white leather armor haloed by Essence. The fortress groaned, another tremor shaking the foundation. Cracks raced through the stone walls, showering the cavern floor with dust and loose shards.
Portals ruptured the air beside them.
DRACOVAE’S TITS!
With no time to think, Lykor seized Jassyn’s arm and warped. The world blurred and—
Lykor collided with something solid, the impact rattling his teeth as he and Jassyn staggered back. Baring his fangs, he spun.
Caged.
A violet shield cinched around them, its pulsating energy suffocating. Power hummed, the current of Essence prickling along his arms.
Lykor clawed at his Well but dredged up only drops of magic from his depleted reservoir. Rending flickered, a faint wisp of shadows smoking feebly around his fist. Not enough to scrape through.
Like a trapped animal, he lashed out with his gauntlet, each desperate strike useless against the ward.
Magic spilled from the elves advancing through the portals, streams of Essence reinforcing the barrier. A hundred—maybe two—surrounded them, hands outstretched, raw power hovering at their splayed fingertips. The bioluminescent light cast shadows across their faces, expressions grim with purpose.
“Give me what’s left in your Well!” Lykor barked, fear burning away as fury ignited. “Or do something useful and unravel this fucking shield!”
Jassyn’s hands shook as he pooled magic into his palms. His eyes darted around the elves, a swarm of hornets closing in for the kill.
Before he could offer the gathered power to Lykor, the barrier shattered, splintering into fractured light.
In its wake, shadows surged. Darkness coiled around Lykor and Jassyn like binding chains, driving them to their knees.
Helpless.
Lykor wrestled against the rending, his muscles straining in vain. This was his doing—his reckless stupidity had dragged them into danger. And for what? A herd of fucking goats.
A savage snarl ripped from his chest as two females stepped forward, breaking from the circle of Essence-wielders. Lykor’s glare seared between them—an elf clad in blood-red leathers and…a partially transformed wraith.
Disbelief jolted through him. Peering at her, Lykor processed the bones woven into her golden braids, the paint rimming her eyes. A hollow laugh escaped him, the realization bitter in his throat.
Of course the elves had infused the fucking reavers with Essence, no doubt twisting them into puppets with empty promises of power.
“That’s Lykor,” the traitorous reaver crowed, her voice honeyed with triumph as she turned to the crimson-haired female at her side.
Lykor glanced at Jassyn, whose eyes were unfocused and distant, staring at nothing. Of all the fucking times to go catatonic.
He’s probably sending for help to clean up your mess, Aesar fumed, flinging an accusatory finger.
But Lykor needed him, the bite of his shaman power. Or his darker side. That vile, gut-wrenching coercion that could bludgeon minds and obliterate wills.
Lykor loathed it, his lip curling at the thought, but right now, he’d turn that weapon against these elves—do whatever it took to tear them free from this stars-cursed disaster.
“Interesting,” the female in red mused. A crystal embedded in her diadem gleamed as the elves summoned globes of illumination.
Lykor’s nostrils flared when she reached for him, plucking a strand of his hair and twirling it around a painted nail.
“A portal to the palace,” she clipped over her shoulder before shooting him a smirk. “We’re going straight to the king with these two.” Snapping her fingers at one of the Essence-wielders and the renegade reaver, she said, “See that we’re expected.”
A rift unfurled and the pair disappeared.
The threat of the king sent a tremor rippling through Lykor, instinct flaring to life. He didn’t think—he shoved Aesar deep into the recesses of their mind. Cocooning him in safety, locking him far away from this rising peril.
Taunting him, the female trailed a finger along Lykor’s jaw. He snapped his fangs at her before he could stop himself.
She flinched and yanked her hand back, her lips parting to release a quick gasp. But her shock dissolved as quickly as it had appeared, teeth flashing through a serpentine smile.
“You’re going to be a delight,” she purred, seizing the back of his head. “Your brother was incredibly dull, but you…” She twisted her fist in his hair, yanking his neck back so her glacial eyes could bore into him. Dissecting piece by piece. “I’ve heard so many fascinating things,” she murmured, her voice a velvet razor. “I can’t wait to discover what makes you
tick.”
Releasing him, the female flicked her wrist. The rending closed in like a tightening noose, jerking Lykor to his feet.
Gliding around him, the elf skimmed her palms over his tunic, a slow and deliberate sweep—a dominating performance. Essence spiraled around them, wisps of magic landing on his skin, slithering like vipers savoring their prey.
Lykor bared his fangs, molten rage erupting as he thrashed against the shadowy bindings. He was going to rip every bone from this elven bitch’s hand, grind them to dust, and shove the ashes down her throat until she choked. But he wouldn’t stop there. He’d tunnel up her arms, string her up by the tendons and—
Her hands slid lower, toward the waistband of his trousers. Lykor’s heart nearly punched free from his ribs.
It wasn’t the pathetic attempt at provocation that froze him—it was what she might uncover.
Her fingers brushed over the concealed object he’d so witlessly carried here. Moments stretched. Lykor’s chest compressed, lungs straining as if the air had turned to stone.
The female cocked her head, crimson hair spilling over her shoulder like a curtain of blood. She rooted around in his pocket, drawing out the Heart of Stars.
Lykor’s breath stalled, vision splintering as the halo around the relic ignited with color, the hues of her talents shining brightly. The light seared into his eyes, blinding him with the sting of his failures.
He should have left the artifact with Mara, given it to the prince, buried it in the jungle. Should’ve thrown it into the fucking sea. Anything but this.
The female’s eyes gleamed with curiosity as she tilted the prism in her palm. “Now this is unexpected.”
Lykor’s thoughts fractured, spiraling under the calamity he’d wrought. Galaeryn’s face flashed in his mind—those malicious silver eyes gleaming as the Heart fell back into his grasp.
A key to the chained dragons.
But the relic was only the beginning—the worst was yet to come.
Lykor would be dragged back to the dungeons. The king would rip into his mind, tearing out every secret he’d fought to protect.
He could already feel it—coercion slicing through his thoughts, pulverizing any resistance. The elves would find the wraith hiding in the jungle. The world would fall, his fleeting dream of freedom lost to shadows.
Lykor’s breaths came too fast, too shallow. The weight of his folly crushed down, suffocating him, each gasp sharper than the last.
His hearing muted to a distant hum as the female turned away, already losing interest in him. She slipped the Heart of Stars into her cloak. Claiming it as her own.
“And why in the stars are you here?” the elf demanded, turning her attention toward Jassyn.
She twisted her wrist and the rending coiled tighter, yanking him to his feet. Jassyn rapidly blinked as he came back to himself, finally rousing from the depths of his mind. A subtle flash fossilized his amber eyes into dark defiance.
An unnatural wind stirred through Jassyn’s curls. The female, blinded by her own arrogance, missed it entirely.
But Lykor didn’t. A wicked shiver of anticipation skipped his pulse as he watched the exchange, hobbling his breath to see what chaos Jassyn would summon.
The female dismissively waved away Jassyn’s stony silence—his detached and hollow look. “No matter,” she said with a pointed sniff, reaching out to grab at Jassyn in the same way. “My sire will be pleased to have you—”
Her shriek split the air. One moment, the red-haired female was standing there smirking. The next, she was stumbling back, arms and shadows flying up in a frantic attempt to ward off lashing vines. Roots ripped free from the walls as the plants came alive, whipping toward her in a ravenous frenzy and wrapping around her limbs.
Moss and lichen anchored to the stone pulsed with an ethereal glow before withering as Jassyn siphoned their life force. Like stardust swept by a phantom gale, luminescence bled from the plants, shimmering flecks streaming through the air.
Lykor’s breath hitched as the glowing spores shot toward the surrounding elves. In a heartbeat, they detonated, splattering across faces, blooming with sickening speed. Mushrooms erupted from eyes, burrowing deep into sockets before bursting into grotesque clusters of fungal growth.
The rending around Lykor and Jassyn disintegrated. The leader screamed, clawing at her face as she fled through the portal.
With a snarl, Lykor yanked Aesar’s glaives from their sheathes, steel hissing as he resorted to fighting with metal.
He didn’t need to bother.
Lykor’s eyes widened, his grip on the weapons slackening. An uneasy awe tangled between his ribs, his brain fumbling to process the scene.
Jassyn was already a storm unleashed, raining destruction, veins in his arms glowing green with otherworldly light. Teeth bared, he whipped golden blades from his leathers, his movements wild and savage. The daggers streaked too fast for Lykor to track, gold flashing as elves crumpled beneath their bite.
But that wasn’t what made him stare.
It was the fucking plants.
Leafy tendrils erupted through throats, splitting skin like overripe fruit. Elves toppled forward, choking on gurgled screams that bubbled through gaping mouths. Fingers shredded eyes, desperate to purge the parasitic infestation bursting to obscene life. Lichens branched rapidly in necrotic lines, crawling across cheeks and throats, rotting flesh into putrid pulp.
The stench hit next. Death, taking root. It slammed into Lykor like a fist, colliding with his gut. His stomach churned at the sourness of decay, yet…the revulsion never came.
He couldn’t tear his gaze away. The glowing spores, beautiful as starlight, twisted into something monstrous. Something so insidiously creative. A deadly elegance.
Lykor felt outside of himself, unmoored and floating, his stupid eyes latched onto Jassyn. Seeing him in a different light. The elf moved with unsettling precision. But there was grace, too—an art in the way he painted death with his fingertips.
Lykor’s knuckles tightened around the glaives dangling uselessly at his sides, his pulse hammering loud enough to shatter thought. A foreign heat simmered in his chest. He strangled the traitorous surge of his blood—the way it roared when Jassyn turned, amber eyes blazing.
Impressed or not, it didn’t matter. Jassyn was a weapon. An asset, just as Aesar had claimed.
Essence thundered at Lykor’s side.
He blinked, instincts snapping back just in time. Whipping his glaive up, steel squealed against steel as he intercepted a sword that had nearly split his idiotic skull. The impact jolted through his arms, teeth grinding together from the force of the blow.
Snarling, Lykor shoved the brazen elf back.
Shadows converged and erupted into a spray of blood and bone. Lykor whirled, hunting for the source of the rending.
And then he saw it.
The elves were fighting each other.
Blades and magic clashed as ally turned into foe, the Essence-wielders tearing each other apart. Before Lykor could even comprehend what was happening, the elves started opening portals. The attackers bolted for the rifts, their retreat a blur of white armor.
Mind stalling, Lykor stood frozen, stunned and disoriented as the fight disintegrated before his eyes, the army unraveling. A few dozen elves remained behind, but they stood down, sheathing weapons before their magic winked out.
Silence settled around the bodies littering the cavern floor—twisted, broken, most overgrown with fungal blooms. Lykor nudged one fallen warrior with his boot. A puff of glowing lichen stirred, exposing pieces of brain with mushrooms clinging to the folds.
The surreal haze cracked, and loss hit him like a blow. The Heart of Stars was gone—ripped from his grasp. Its absence hollowed him out, an ache so deep that it carved into his bones. He’d failed. Delivered the relic that was meant to be their salvation straight into the king’s hands. There was no telling what Galaeryn could do with it, what he could twist out of the dragons if he found the slumbering beasts first.
Tearing away from the ruin of his thoughts, Lykor crossed his arms, glaring at the lingering elves. When he turned to demand an explanation, he found Jassyn hunched with a small female standing at his side. Hands braced on his knees, his shoulders shuddered with each ragged breath.
Slowly, Jassyn straightened, passing murmured words to the elf. He blew out a sigh, dragging his fingers through his curls before finding Lykor.
“This is Nelya,” he said, nodding to the female. “And this…” He paused, the faintest glow of pride showing before he gestured to the other elves. “This is our ring of rebel magus.”



CHAPTER 22





SERENNA


“You don’t remember?” Serenna’s voice wavered as she wiped her tears and untangled herself from her friend.
Jassyn had warned her that Velinya was one of the former initiates transformed into a wraith, but the reality hadn’t settled until Velinya had warped across the clearing, colliding into her arms in a crushing embrace.
Velinya, nearly unrecognizable, shook her head, a black curl slipping free from her braid. “I remember the attack on Centarya and then…” Her crimson eyes glowed softly, unfocusing. “Then I woke up in the dracovae stables.”
She cleared her throat and leaned over the apple cart Serenna had been unloading. Her claws hovered, nicking the fruit before she dropped the apples clumsily into the basket at their feet.
Under Mara’s direction, most of the camp’s occupants were processing supplies. Gentle sunlight filtered into the glade through the surrounding canopy, the perfume of blooming flowers hanging sweet in the air.
“Forgetting is a mercy,” Velinya whispered, her expression vacant as she stared at portals opening across the clearing. “All I know is that I feel…empty without my magic. I don’t even know what I’m supposed to do now.” Her eyes landed on Serenna before she shrugged. “Survive, I guess. Like everyone else.”
Survive. The word hung between them, thick as the jungle air.
With the fortress fallen, survival was the only thread left to grasp. Serenna didn’t need Aesar’s tally to know the cost of their escape—blood had been the currency, countless lives spent like coin.
The previous evening, Vesryn’s rangers and their dracovae had limped into the jungle, their ranks cleaved in half. But they’d managed to evacuate nearly a hundred turned wraith like Velinya. Jassyn and Nelya’s magus were a surprising addition, but their numbers barely reached a few dozen.
Nearly two thousand survivors from scattered backgrounds were crammed together beneath the canopy, uncertain how to build order from ruin.
But the fractured assembly was slowly knitting together. Thalaesyn, Jassyn, and the healing magus had claimed the hollows of massive trees, transforming them into a makeshift infirmary.
Through the bond, Serenna sensed Vesryn to the southeast, hunting with the rangers and dracovae, while Fenn scavenged farmlands with Lykor somewhere in the northern realm.
Serenna unloaded the cart mechanically, the spoils a product of Lykor’s impatience. He’d all but flayed his warriors with snarls and scathing glowers, herding them through portals before dawn.
He seemed determined to outfit their entire ramshackle camp before noon, raiding the supply lines to Alari with ruthless efficiency. After much grumbling, he’d even reluctantly permitted a handful of magus to join the forays under Kal’s direction.
“Is there a plan?” Velinya asked beside her. She fumbled for a basket in the cart, movements sharp and quick, her body still a stranger.
Serenna bit her lip, searching for words—anything that might offer hope. “Lykor is working on it,” she finally said. An empty answer. “He thinks there will be refuge across the Wastes.”
“And if there’s not? What if the elves find us here first?” Velinya’s crimson eyes caught a shard of sunlight, fear flickering to life. “At Centarya, I barely touched a weapon, and I don’t think I have elemental powers like you and Jassyn.”
Serenna heard her own buried fears reflected back at her. The expectation to be something she wasn’t. In Velinya’s case, taking up arms.
“Not everyone has to fight,” she said, watching the former queen pull order from chaos across the clearing. “You helped manage Vaelyn’s court for years. I’m sure Mara could use you—someone who knows how to hold the seams together.”
Velinya was nodding as Serenna finished. Before she could say more, a burst of activity spilled from a portal at the center of the glade. Fenn’s presence leaped back into Serenna’s mind, the bond blazing brightly from his close proximity.
Essence rippled from his outstretched claw as he walked backward, streams of force dragging loaded wagons through the rift.
Crossing her arms, Velinya released an amused scoff while Fenn’s squadron funneled more supplies into their camp—canvases for shelters judging by the bursting carts. “Typical. Males will always find shortcuts to avoid work.”
Serenna’s lips twitched as Fenn casually hauled another set of carts through the rift with Essence. Lykor emerged when the final wagon rumbled through, flicking his gauntlet to seal the portal shut. Without a word, he stormed through the warriors, carving a path into the jungle.
Fenn flashed Serenna a grin before leaning in to exchange quick words with Mara, who was briskly organizing and doling out the plunder. With his task apparently complete, he then wove through the clusters of wraith processing supplies in the clearing, sauntering toward her and Velinya.
Flinging an arm around Serenna’s shoulders, a ribbon of Essence darted from his fingertips, hooking an apple from the cart and snapping it into his waiting palm.
“This is your friend from your ocean home, she-elf?” he asked, biting into the fruit.
Serenna barely got through the introductions before Velinya’s eyes began to dance with curiosity, flitting between her and Fenn, obviously piecing together a story. Serenna shot her a pointed glance, pressing her lips into a tight line—a silent plea to save the questions for later.
“Koln’s squadron scouted a lake nearby,” Fenn began, squeezing Serenna’s shoulder to draw her closer under his arm. “It’s no Lagoon, but everyone thinks it’ll do.” He took another bite of the apple, eyes on fire with mischief. “We should bring Velinya—and the wraith your princeling collected. After everything they’ve endured, they deserve some proper fun.”
Spluttering, Serenna’s cheeks flamed as she shoved him off. “I’m—I’m not… You can’t even swim!” she shot back, glaring at him. Crossing her arms, she added, “And finding a replacement for the Lagoon was everyone’s first priority?”
Fenn shrugged and Velinya’s delighted laugh rang out. “Are we going tonight?” she asked, fingers steepled over her mouth. “I’ve heard about this…Lagoon.”
“How—?” Serenna started, then clicked her teeth shut. It hadn’t been a full day, but evidently rumors here had already sprouted wings.
Fenn’s jewelry clinked as he raised his brows, his mouth quirking when he glanced down at her in question.
“You—you can go with Koln,” Serenna stammered, heat crawling up to the tips of her ears. Velinya was practically bouncing on her toes, buzzing with eagerness. Serenna flapped a hand at her friend. “And take Velinya so she’s not begging me all night.”
Fenn chuckled, cocking his head as he asked Velinya, “Has she always been this shy?”
“Not shy, exactly.” Serenna’s traitorous friend grinned, the tips of her fangs peeking out as she shot her a sidelong glance. “But back at court, whenever she tried sneaking around her mother’s watchful eye, she got caught. It was a scandal every time.”
With a groan, Serenna buried her burning face in her palms. Now there were two of them—both utterly insufferable.
Fenn snorted, dragging his lip ring between his teeth. Serenna tried to sever whatever calculated jab he was preparing next with a sharp elbow to his ribs.
But that didn’t deter him.
Fenn launched into an exaggerated retelling of the time she’d supposedly ordered him to bite her—though Serenna recalled it differently—before diving into an elaborate explanation of the pleasures of wraith venom. He listed each benefit in painstaking detail for Velinya, who clearly hadn’t realized how effective small doses could be. With sweeping gestures—on Serenna’s body—he pointed out the ideal spots to sink their canines.
A sudden burst of pressure cleaved the air, interrupting Fenn mid-demonstration as he began tracing lower, toward the crease of Serenna’s inner thigh—his favored spot for a bite. Entirely unrepentant, he tossed her a wink before turning toward the colossal portal unfurling at the clearing’s western edge—the space designated for returning rangers and dracovae.
The surface of the rift rippled as Vesryn strode through, silver hair tousled by the wind. Naru followed behind him, tossing his head, feathers and scales glinting with black iridescence in the sunlight.
A booming huff escaped the dracovae, morphing into a series of chattering clacks as he snapped his beak at the prince, making his displeasure known. Secured to his saddle with glowing blue ropes of force, Naru dragged an elk carcass, the massive kill scraping across the ground.
Vesryn led Naru aside as rangers filed into the glade, each dracovae bearing spoils from their hunt. Releasing a sharp trill, Naru stamped a taloned claw, craning his neck to squint while the prince unfastened the saddle.
A light kindled in Fenn’s eyes as he studied Vesryn across the clearing. “I should relay Lykor’s orders about delivering kills to the kitchen area Mara organized to the south.”
Serenna sensed Vesryn’s exhaustion, saw the heavy drag to his movement. But Fenn radiated restless energy. His piqued interest made it clear he’d found his next opportunity to antagonize the prince.
The stolen hours of sleep the previous night had been tense enough. Both males had stubbornly vied for the same spot at her back, as if the forest floor couldn’t accommodate them both.
Serenna bit the inside of her cheek, weighing her options. Caution was the safest course—for Fenn, at least—until they all found a way forward.
“Maybe Lykor should be the one delivering that information,” she suggested, knowing full well that Vesryn wouldn’t tolerate orders from anyone—especially Fenn.
But Fenn waved her off, adjusting his bandolier around his shoulder, focus riveted on the prince. “I still need to see if your princeling secured any of those leather trousers for me.”
With that flimsy excuse, Fenn vanished in a blink, warping across the glade to materialize beside Vesryn.
Naru instantly spooked with an earsplitting screech. His wings snapped out, feathers and scales fanning wide. The dracovae danced in frantic circles, talons snagging in the straps of his loosened saddle.
Serenna rubbed her forehead, a weary sigh escaping as Vesryn darted around Naru, voice low but strained as he worked to free the dracovae’s legs and soothe the agitated beast. She decided that if Fenn pushed the prince too far, it would be his mess to sort out—she wouldn’t intervene.
Velinya edged closer, towering a full head over her now. “How is all of that working for you?” she asked, a knowing smile curving her lips.
Serenna groaned. “I really don’t think it is.”
Freed from his saddle, Naru lashed his tail, prancing off into the trees while Fenn snared the prince in conversation. Frustration poured from Vesryn in sharp waves, crashing against the smug satisfaction rolling off Fenn.
“So you’re entertaining three males now?”
Serenna’s head whipped to her friend just as Vesryn jabbed a finger into Fenn’s chest. “Three?”
Velinya twirled a loose curl. “Well, Fenn mentioned another partner and—”
“And Koln is Fenn’s partner,” Serenna blurted, desperate to derail Velinya’s musings.
“If you say so,” Velinya said, tracing the point of a talon as they watched Fenn circling the prince. “It seems like you have your hands full with those two as it is.” She trailed her claws over her hips with a wistful hum. “It’s a shame I haven’t had the chance to test out this form with anyone yet.”
“I don’t see how it would be any different,” Serenna insisted. And then grudgingly admitted, “Well, except for the fangs.”
“Have you thought about…” Velinya trailed off, her teasing unrelenting, “having both of—”
“Don’t say it,” Serenna hissed through her teeth, grabbing Velinya’s arm as though she could physically halt the rest of that outrageous thought.
Her heart raced at the sheer absurdity of it, mortification blazing across her cheeks again, which only sent Velinya into a fit of giggles. The idea of visiting this lake began to seriously tempt Serenna now—if only for the satisfaction of shoving her friend in.
“Everything is complicated enough as it is,” she mumbled, her gaze wandering back to Vesryn and Fenn. The prince stood with his fists clenched, glaring as Fenn’s animated gestures toward his leathers grew more exaggerated. It would only be a matter of time before Fenn started comparing their heights again.
“I’m going to find Jassyn,” Serenna said, snatching a few apples to stage an excuse for her retreat. “I’m sure he hasn’t eaten anything since dawn.”
If Fenn didn’t have an audience, maybe he’d leave Vesryn alone. Or maybe he’d find himself on the receiving end of the prince’s shadows.
Before Velinya could revive the conversation, Serenna hurried into the jungle.



CHAPTER 23





SERENNA


Serenna’s steps slowed at the sight of Trella pacing around a tree.
The dracovae’s feathers shimmered like frost, reflecting the sunlight filtering through the canopy. She restlessly prowled over gnarled roots, talons scraping furrows into the earth.
If Trella was here and this agitated… There was only one explanation.
For a fleeting moment, Serenna considered turning around as Lykor’s voice thundered from within the tree, his anger a sharp-edged torrent.
The ground trembled, the sudden jolt making Serenna jump. With a dramatic chuff that rustled the leaves above, Trella dropped to her belly, long neck snaking forward to peer through the opening.
Gathering her courage, Serenna lobbed the apples she was carrying toward the beast, unsure if dracovae even ate anything besides meat. The fruits landed with dull thuds and rolled past Trella, the offering utterly ignored.
With bated breath, Serenna inched around the dracovae, who seemed more fixated on Lykor than her.
“I don’t care if you wiped Aesar’s ass when he was still swaddled,” Lykor snapped at Thalaesyn as Serenna slipped into the hollow trunk. “Your association with Mara and her family means less to me than dracovae dung.” Lykor stalked closer to the magister, boots thumping against the polished wood. “If you’re with us, you’re under my command. If you disagree—”
A muscle ticked in Lykor’s cheek as Jassyn drifted away from a cluster of magus tending to injured wraith in makeshift cots.
Lykor ignored him, swinging his gaze back to the magister. Threads of viridian light pulsed through the ancient bark, sharpening the angles of his jaw. “If you refuse to follow my orders, I won’t hesitate to send you through a portal to the capital’s prisons.” His voice lowered, darker than an abyss. “Or perhaps you’d prefer becoming acquainted with the mountain dungeons where Galaeryn kept the wraith—where he denied us even the shadows of stars.”
Serenna winced as Lykor drove a gauntleted finger into Thalaesyn’s chest, each jab punctuating his words. “Then you’d understand what we felt—what your arrogance cost us.” His eyes blazed like an inferno. “Galaeryn never would have learned how to pilfer power if you hadn’t paved the way and created the wraith first!”
Thalaesyn stepped out of Lykor’s reach, the words lingering between them like a rotting wound. “If I had known—” The magister shook his head, his gaze dropping to the floor. “I was trying to reverse the sterility curse. I thought…I truly thought I was helping our people.”
“Helping?” Lykor’s scoff was drier than ash. “Did that delusion help you sleep at night? All you did was hand Galaeryn the key to an endless source of power!”
Thalaesyn dragged a hand through his golden hair, face contorted with guilt. “Do you think I don’t know that?” His voice lowered, barely above a whisper. “I carry that weight every day. I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to atone.”
Serenna knew his apology wouldn’t matter. Regret was powerless against the past, and Lykor’s fury left no room for forgiveness.
Lykor let out a harsh breath, the metal of his gauntlet grinding under the strain of his clenching fist. Scowling at his armor, his fingers curled tighter, like he’d rather be crushing the magister’s throat.
His eyes refocused, flaring as they landed back on Thalaesyn. “Did you know Galaeryn claims to hear the voices of the Aelfyn?” Lip curling, Lykor gestured to his head. “It began after his eyes turned silver. He’s convinced they’re speaking
to him—giving him commands.”
Serenna shuddered at the terrifying thought. Voices of the Aelfyn? Lykor might be volatile, but at least the voice in his head was real.
Lykor’s words dripped sarcastic venom. “Galaeryn believes he’s chosen. That if he offers these Aeflyn another source of power—or enough pilfered Essence—they’ll reward him with a place at their side among the stars.”
His voice shook, fury fraying the edges as he bit out through his teeth, “So if you want to ‘atone’ and help stop his reign, then you can start by following my orders. Return to Alari. We need to reclaim that fucking Heart.”
So that’s what this was about.
Serenna bit her lip, swallowing the urge to remind him that they still had a relic—now under Mara’s watch. But Lykor’s temper burned too hot for reason, and she doubted he would care about anything beyond reclaiming the one they’d lost.
But if the king used the relic Ayla had stolen, the consequences could be catastrophic. Serenna understood Lykor’s dread—the thought of the king freeing one of the chained dragons and twisting that ancient power to his will…
The threads of light in the tree flickered, pulsing like a heartbeat as Jassyn eased closer. The movement snagged Lykor’s attention, his eyes narrowing to slits. Serenna tensed as his fangs flashed, but Jassyn didn’t flinch.
“I agree with Thalaesyn,” Jassyn began slowly, holding out a palm as if soothing a wild animal. “Returning to Centarya—or the capital—is a risk that accomplishes nothing.” He shook his head, brushing curls away from his face as he met Lykor’s scalding stare. “Wherever that Heart is, it’s beyond our reach. And if we’re caught…” Jassyn hesitated, glancing at Nelya, who beckoned Thalaesyn back to aid a wounded warrior. “The king would tear the location of this jungle from us. We’d lose more lives—and the other Heart.”
Tension coiled in Lykor’s neck as Serenna watched him wrestle with that thought. His fists clenched at his sides as if sheer force could crush his frustration into submission. Jassyn was right and Lykor knew it.
A twinge of sympathy pierced her. For all his rage and cutting words, Lykor’s greatest flaw was the burden of his care, as if the fate of their people balanced entirely on his shoulders. It wasn’t just pride that made him lash out—it was fear. Fear of failing those he’d sworn to protect. Fear of watching everything he’d fought for crumble to dust.
“I could start searching for the Heart here,” Serenna offered, stepping forward. Her pulse quickened under Lykor’s scowl, but she kept her voice steady, providing him a way out—a chance to pivot without surrendering.
Lykor crossed his arms over his armor, rolling his eyes. “I’ve searched for weeks and found nothing. What makes you think you’ll do any better?”
Serenna bristled, seared by a hot flash of annoyance. Of course his only thanks would be scorn.
“You obviously haven’t explored everywhere,” she shot back, planting her hands on her hips and matching his glare. “Fenn and I found the Heart in your fortress,” she reminded him. “And let’s not forget—I’m the one who brought you the relic from Centarya.”
That certainly hadn’t been intentional, but she’d claim it now—to fuel her argument and needle this ungrateful male a little further.
Serenna ticked off her fingers deliberately. “That’s two of the five Hearts that I’ve had a hand in locating for you.” She tilted her chin, daring him to argue. “So if anyone’s qualified to locate the one here, it’s me.”
Lykor stooped down to growl in her face. “Then why aren’t you crawling through the jungle to prove it?”
Serenna clenched her teeth. “I’ll get started. Do we have a map? Maybe you can mark where—”
“A map?” Lykor barked an explosive laugh as he straightened. “Oh, right. I forgot. Let me just reach into my pocket and pull it out.” He patted down his leathers, then mimed the motion theatrically, flinging a finger in her face—a crude gesture she slapped away. “No, the druids didn’t leave behind any fucking maps.”
Jassyn cleared his throat. “Vesryn and I didn’t get to explore much yet, but—”
“Then maybe you and Serenna should knock your heads together instead of flapping your tongues,” Lykor gritted out.
A chattering mewl drew everyone’s gaze upward. Aiko glided down from a level above, her wings rustling faintly.
While organizing supplies, two of Fenn’s sisters had sworn to Serenna that Lykor had ordered them to retrieve the vulpintera during the evacuation—above all else. That he’d threatened to wear their hides if Aiko didn’t make it through a portal.
Aiko landed on Jassyn’s shoulders, curling snugly around his neck. Lykor scowled at the purring vulpintera, muttering something about treachery before swinging his focus back to Jassyn.
“Are there any other shamans in the ranks here?” he asked through his teeth, shoulders twitching.
Jassyn scratched behind Aiko’s ear. “A handful, according to the family trees Vesryn and I recovered from the capital. Most have been turned into wraith, but that shouldn’t affect their power.” Shifting his weight, he studied the threads of light etched into the bark. “Though as far as I know, Serenna and I are the only ones who’ve manifested the elemental magic.”
Lykor’s eyes glowed as they swept over Jassyn, calculating. “Then organize them and pry out their abilities. I want them trained.” His gaze shifted to the magus and flicked over the magister with cold indifference. “Thalaesyn has enough menders. He can spare you.”
The prince’s presence brightened in Serenna’s mind. She and Jassyn both turned toward the entrance a heartbeat before Vesryn stomped through.
“You’re not going to order my people around,” Vesryn said sharply, his words as clipped as his stride.
“I’m not wasting my time arguing with you,” Lykor muttered. A burst of force lashed out from his gauntlet, yanking a cloak from a supply pile at the side of the tree.
Vesryn’s jaw tightened as Lykor slung the furs over his shoulders.
“Where do you think you’re going?” the prince demanded.
Lykor sneered. “I’m going to do something useful and continue portal jumping where I left off.”
“Right now? You can’t go alone,” Vesryn protested, exasperation spilling out as he threw up his arms. “Aesar and I—”
“I’m not Aesar,” Lykor snarled, the rough words making Serenna flinch. “Every day we rot in this jungle is another day the king inches closer to finding us. Sit here with your thumb up your ass waiting for him. I don’t care.”
“Wait.” Vesryn’s hands flexed at his sides, but he let any retorts die on his tongue. “I’ve been trying to catch you all morning—I need to talk to you about what happened in the stables.” Brows drawing tight, a sliver of unease drifted down the bond. “The king wielded illumination in a way I’ve never seen before. It was brighter than sunlight and burned through my shield. I—I don’t know what would’ve happened if that magic had touched us.”
Vesryn shared a glance with Jassyn, perhaps a wordless communication. But he had Lykor’s attention.
“I’d…appreciate knowing what Aesar makes of it,” Vesryn said, his voice less forceful now.
Serenna winced despite his measured—almost deferential—tone. Lykor’s eyes nearly exploded into flames as he stalked up to the prince, cloak whipping around his ankles.
“Aesar
hasn’t had the luxury of indulging in pedantic pursuits while I’ve been clawing for survival,” Lykor hissed, his scathing words raising the hairs on Serenna’s arms. “But you don’t need to be a scholar to grasp that we’ve hardly scratched the surface of Essence. Use your fucking brain for once. Surely your experience with rending has enlightened you to the fact that magic exists in tiers.” Lykor’s scowl slid toward Jassyn, including him in his disdain. “And he can tell you that telepathy isn’t confined to simple mind communication.”
Lykor shoved the prince’s chest hard enough to make him stagger. “If you think there’s something useful to illumination, then you can figure this…sunfire out yourself.”
Without waiting for a response, Lykor slashed open a portal, the inky vortex humming with power. He threw Vesryn a final glare over his shoulder before storming through.
Serenna barely had time to exhale before Jassyn mumbled, “I’ll make sure he comes back in one piece.” He peeled a purring Aiko off his shoulders, her wings fluttering briefly as he handed the vulpintera to the prince.
Vesryn’s nostrils flared, but he gave a curt nod, flicking his wrist to summon a cloak from the pile Lykor had raided. Jassyn caught the furs midair, clutching them to his chest before darting through the rift.



CHAPTER 24





SERENNA


Serenna glanced between the prince and the portal, which remained open longer than expected. Jassyn, of all people—measured, deliberate, and cautious—had hurled himself into the unknown after Lykor.
“Do you think they’ll be all right?” Serenna dared to ask, staring at the rift, expecting Jassyn to be flung back through it.
“Jassyn can handle himself,” Vesryn said, scratching Aiko under her chin as the vulpintera purred softly in his arms. “But keeping Lykor alive? That’s the real challenge—especially if Lykor is star-bent on exploring the Wastes alone.”
Vesryn shook his head and strode toward Thalaesyn and the magus. He joined their conversation, low voices fading into the background—a discussion of needed supplies. Serenna didn’t linger to catch more.
Everyone else had their purpose, their vital role in this shifting war, but she…
Well, she had brazenly declared to Lykor that she was the most qualified to find the Heart, so now she’d follow through. His entire plan hinged on gathering more relics to free the dragons—their only hope to counter the king’s growing power. Whether Lykor liked it or not, he couldn’t do it all alone.
She’d uncover the Heart before
Lykor finished crossing the Wastes. And not because he’d find it “useful,” but to prove to herself that she could.
Serenna stepped out of the tree, purpose crystallizing with each stride, her boots crunching against the pathway of stones. The warm air settled around her, thick with the scent of damp soil and moss.
She wove around Naru, who was sprawled in the grass, claws scything the air as he rolled onto his back, sending tufts of greenery flying. Much calmer now, Trella lay nestled in the curve of thick roots, one eye cracked open to watch her mate frolic.
“Serenna.”
She halted as Vesryn’s voice broke the stillness. Turning, the jungle seemed to hold its breath around her—leaves barely whispering in the canopy above, splintering sunlight across the forest floor.
Aiko sprang from the prince’s arms, leathery wings beating in quick bursts as she soared into the towering trees. Naru’s eyes pinned with interest, keen and unblinking as he tracked the vulpintera. She landed gracefully on a low-hanging branch, tiny paws weaving nimbly through the tangled vines.
Serenna’s pulse quickened when Vesryn reached her side, the world shrinking to the space between them. With last night’s chaos and this morning’s frantic efforts, every moment since they’d entered the jungle had been a blur. They had barely spoken, their paths crossing only in brief glances, both consumed by their own tasks.
Vesryn opened his mouth but hesitated, uncertainty shadowing his eyes. Slowly, he reached out, his fingers skimming a trail along her arm.
Her power stirred involuntarily, a spark igniting. Serenna drew a shuddering breath, the humid air clinging to her lungs.
She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed this—missed him—until now. Stolen moments of fleeting touches, the push and pull of their unresolved tension, the charge of magic racing between them. The absence had hollowed her, leaving a void she hadn’t fully acknowledged.
“I felt you tug on the bond,” the prince murmured, his gaze capturing hers. “Last night, when I was at the stables.” He shook his head, eyes unfocusing on the dracovae. “If we hadn’t been under attack, I would have—”
“I know,” Serenna cut in gently, brushing aside the apology he didn’t owe. “I’m sorry about the rangers you lost.”
Regret settled over Vesryn like a heavy cloak as his fingers slipped from her arm. The silence constricted her throat, his sorrow engulfing the bond. She hated how they stood so close, yet how vast the chasm between them felt.
“It wasn’t your fault,” Serenna said, her hand finding his, wishing she could pull him free from the undertow of his doubts. She squeezed his fingers, willing him to see that he was stronger than his failures, better than the shadows he couldn’t shake off.
“They trusted me to lead them,” Vesryn whispered, his voice trembling like the leaves rustling above. “And I failed them, just like I failed my brother.” His jaw tightened, the lines of his face drawn taut with guilt. “Lykor is right,” he mumbled to himself, shoulders curving in as if bracing against his own words. “I have no business leading.”
Serenna scoffed, making no effort to temper her scorn. “That’s not true. Lykor is cruel because he can’t stand the inconvenience of being questioned—especially by someone who might be right.” She tightened her palm around his. “You’re still the prince we need—that I need.”
The bleakness in Vesryn’s eyes ebbed as he stepped closer, cupping her cheek. “I haven’t even managed to do that right.” His thumb traced a tender path, leaving an arc of tingling warmth in its wake. “Nothing has turned out how I thought it would and…I don’t even know if I can do this without you.”
“You won’t have to,” Serenna whispered, searching the emerald depths of his eyes.
Vesryn’s lips nearly curved, but the effort withered before it could fully form. His touch lingered for a heartbeat longer before his hand fell away.
He wasn’t the same and neither was she. Distance, circumstance, and time had chiseled them into shapes that no longer aligned. The foundation they’d once stood on had crumbled—but he was still here, still willing to try.
“Why don’t you come search for the Heart with me?” Serenna asked, breaking the quiet. She scanned the tangle of trees, the activity in the glade obscured by the greenery. “Unless the rangers need you?”
Vesryn glanced at Naru, now curled in the grasses, a massive mound of scales and feathers rising and falling with the steady rhythm of sleep. The prince’s sigh sounded more defeated than anything else. “Zaeryn can organize the next hunt. There’s no hope of waking Naru without risking a limb.”
Serenna’s lips twitched. “Not even with a few rabbits?”
For the first time since they’d been reunited, Vesryn chuckled softly. “If we stumble across any, you’re welcome to tempt him yourself.”
His humor faded as he studied the dense underbrush of ferns, reaching out to rub a serrated leaf between his fingertips. “But I doubt the jungle holds anything beyond plants and insects anymore. Aesar and I found nothing that suggested otherwise when we explored…a century ago.”
Serenna sensed the ache of the past still engraved in Vesryn’s thoughts, a haunting echo trapped in the corners of his heart. Even with his brother returned, the veil of mourning lingered, sorrow for a future lost. Serenna laced her fingers with his, offering what comfort she could.
“Did either of you have any guesses as to how this jungle came to be?” she asked, gently tugging him along the winding pathway back to the glade.
This pocket of life defied reason, flourishing where only ice should prevail. Cradled in the snowy mountains, far beyond the reach of warmth or rain, it thrived—impossibly alive. Just like the wraith fortress, something unseen shielded it, magic beyond their perception.
“I’ll spare you Aesar’s long-winded explanations,” Vesryn said with a dry snort, coming back to himself. “Ask him sometime if you have hours to spare. But his favorite theory?” He pursed his lips, lost in thought before waving around the jungle—what remained of one of the ancient druid cities. “The Wastes weren’t always the frozen desolation we know. Perhaps this whole mountain range was once a vibrant jungle and the fabric of the world was altered.”
Serenna slowed mid-stride, her footsteps skipping over gems embedded into the paving stones, each one shimmering with a strange, captive light. “The druids had such power?” The Wastes stretched far beyond her imagination—as vast as the realms combined—if Lykor’s grumblings held any truth.
“Maybe they didn’t shape the earth alone,” Vesryn said, brushing aside a cluster of hanging vines. “There could’ve been an alliance with shamans and dragons—forged to shield humanity on this side of the world before their races fell. Whatever happened, no one alive knows the truth. Too much has been buried by time.”
Even if the ancient races had sacrificed everything—lives, legacies—it hadn’t been enough. The Aelfyn had navigated the sea and defied the Maelstrom’s wrath, risking everything to reach mortal shores. In the end, it was the elves who’d survived. And now, they seemed determined to finish what their ancestors had started.
Serenna stepped over gnarled roots with her hand in the prince’s, her heart growing heavy beneath the shelter of braided branches.
But the dragons ended up in chains. If the druids reclaimed some of the Hearts, why did they never free them? Perhaps it hadn’t been that simple. Or maybe their race vanished before they had a chance.
There was so much they didn’t know—even with the shaman power she and Jassyn possessed. The limits of their connection to the earth were still being stretched. She clung to the hope that uncovering more of her abilities would tip the scales in their favor.
Serenna drew a deep breath, the humid air heavy with the hum of verdant life. “Jassyn did something I’d never even considered with our elemental power,” she mused, tracing the intricate fenestrations in a gargantuan leaf as they passed by. “He somehow harnessed and transferred life to heal Fenn—”
Vesryn’s hand stiffened in hers, killing the rest of her words. The name struck like flint on steel, igniting something dark in his expression. He drew to a halt at the treeline, the bustling camp coming into view.
Tents dotted the bank of the stream like wildflowers, smoke curling from cookfires into the sky. Unexpected laughter rippled through the activity as a horde of wraithlings splashed in the shallows, warping as they chased one another through the water.
“My brother said that wraith watched over you,” Vesryn all but gritted out, a prickle of jealousy stabbing her like a thorn. “That he protected you.”
Serenna tamped down the surge of irritation rising at the prince’s contempt. A heated defense wouldn’t soften him. It would only drive the wedge deeper. She wanted Vesryn to see Fenn as she did—steadfast, loyal, a pillar of strength—rather than a rival. But even she could admit, Fenn wasn’t making that easy.
Serenna packed her lungs full with a fortifying breath, willing herself to stay calm. I got myself into this.
“Fenn is important to me,” she said gently.
The prince’s annoyance flared, bright like a star streaking across the night sky. His fingers twitched before withdrawing from hers, the sudden absence carving distance between them.
The rift between them stung sharper than Serenna expected, but she couldn’t blame him. She knew that bitter twist of envy all too well—and hated how her actions were now the cause.
Vesryn’s jaw flexed as he studied the makeshift settlement, though his thoughts seemed to drift far beyond it. Kal, his band of warriors, and a group of magus emerged through a portal, ushering through another load of supplies.
“Aesar respects him,” Vesryn finally mumbled, each word dragged up like a stone from the depths of his frustration. “And he holds an affection for him like he would a son.” A muscle feathered in his cheek. “I don’t like that wraith—or even want to—but…” He exhaled sharply, resignation in the sound, and continued to avoid her eyes. “I’m glad you had someone watching your back when I couldn’t.”
“Fenn didn’t replace you,” Serenna said quietly, her heart twisting for the hurt she’d inflicted on the prince. Bridging the gap, she rested a hand on his arm. “You’re important to me too.”
Vesryn didn’t respond at first, didn’t seem to breathe as he tensed under her fingertips. Finally, he cleared his throat and tore his gaze away from the camp, his eyes landing back on hers.
“I know this isn’t the time or the place to figure out whatever this is, or could be, but…” He suddenly captured her shoulders with a fierce tenderness, hauling her against his chest. “If these moments are all we get,” he murmured, brushing the crown of her head as he rested his chin there, “then I’ll take them.”
Serenna sank into his embrace, resting her cheek against the worn leather of his tunic. His heartbeat thrummed a steady rhythm through his ribs as he squeezed her close.
In that moment, the dangers beyond the jungle and the shadow of an uncertain future vanished, held at bay by the quiet certainty of his arms.



CHAPTER 25





JASSYN


Jassyn plunged through the portal after Lykor, each step a rebellion against his better judgment. He might be courting death with this reckless pursuit.
The rift flung him into a world of savage cold, where a violent gust of wind clawed in greeting, raking him with icy talons. Jassyn wove a shield—not as a preemptive defense, but to stave off the bitter chill.
Or so he told himself.
The jagged silhouette of the wraith fortress loomed in the distance, the volcanic ridge a shadowed crown against a cloud-streaked sky. Boots sinking into the shifting snow, Jassyn drew his cloak around his shoulders.
Ahead, Lykor stood as if forged from the surrounding mountains, crimson eyes flaring with a dangerous glow. He jabbed a finger toward the portal, the motion sharper than the biting wind.
“Go back to the jungle,” he growled, voice rolling across the frozen expanse like distant thunder.
A gale howled between them, whipping Jassyn’s curls across his face. He shoved them back with a trembling hand, the cold seeping through his shield.
“I’m coming with you,” he said, voice steady despite his pounding heart. Tunneling his awareness into the frosty air, he swept out a hand and forced the wind to part around them.
Lykor’s lip curled over his fangs, disdain sculpted into the unforgiving planes of his face. “No. You’re not.”
Without waiting for a reply, Lykor stalked toward him in a deliberate challenge, each step punching through the snow, his breath billowing in furious plumes. Jassyn braced himself, clutching his cloak tighter, anchoring his feet against the reckless rush of standing his ground.
He’d done it before and he’d do it again if that’s what it took to crack through the wall Lykor had built around himself. Whether it was guilt for using coercion against him, a sense of duty to make amends, or some darker thrill, Jassyn held firm as this storm of a male bore down on him.
Retreat wasn’t an option—not with what was at stake in their resistance against the king. Not when Lykor’s relentless drive might lead to his own destruction.
“Let me help,” Jassyn insisted, his pulse a thudding wreck as shadows writhed in Lykor’s fists. A streak of rending slashed through his ward, the magic fraying like his nerves. His breath hitched. “I…I can weave shields, restrain the wind, or—”
With a snarl, Lykor’s gauntlet struck forward. Jassyn tensed, but he saw the motion falter—so slight it could have gone unnoticed—before Lykor seized the front of his cloak.
“I don’t need your help,” Lykor hissed, steam curling around his words.
For an agonizing moment, Jassyn was certain that Lykor would hurl him back through the portal, reducing his effort to nothing but a stubborn mistake.
“I barely managed to mend you the last time you portal jumped alone,” Jassyn pressed, meeting Lykor’s blazing glower. It was madness to provoke him, to trust that Lykor wouldn’t obliterate him on the spot. But he didn’t back down. “Maybe if you let me accompany you, you won’t end up freezing to death.”
Lykor’s eyes narrowed, fangs flashing inches from his face. “Enlighten me as to which part of no you didn’t understand.”
Jassyn drew a shuddering breath, the icy air stabbing his lungs as temptation whispered through his mind. He could force Lykor to accept his assistance—perhaps even erase the memory of this argument.
But that wasn’t something he could live with. The thought unraveled as swiftly as it had formed, tension draining from his shoulders. The decision had to be Lykor’s—this would never work unless he knew that he still held the reins of control.
“I know you don’t trust me,” Jassyn said softly, “and you can throw me back through that portal if you want.”
He hesitated, throat squeezing tight as he searched Lykor’s eyes. “But I’ve been where you are. I know what it’s like to chase something so hard that it leaves you in pieces. You don’t have to do this alone or tear yourself apart in the process.”
A flicker of confusion flashed across Lykor’s face before his features shuttered. “What the fuck is that supposed to—”
Something shrieking slammed into them.
The impact clubbed the air from Jassyn’s lungs, an animalistic scream lancing through his ears. Fangs snapped perilously close to his throat as he tumbled, cloak twisting around his legs. His shoulder struck Lykor’s armor as they crashed into the snow.
Warping to his feet, blue light erupted from Lykor, bursting outward in a violent pulse. The shockwave of force flung their attacker through the air, body spinning against the gray sky before crashing to the ground.
The snow seared into Jassyn’s hands as he wrestled free from his furs, staggering upright.
A wraith skittered toward them on all fours, its lurching limbs a nightmarish distortion of life. Tattered leathers clung to its wasted frame, braids frozen into brittle knots. Frostbite had gnawed its ears to mangled stumps and blackened eyelids framed a vacant stare, oblivious to the barren world.
A tremor ran through Jassyn—not fear of the wraith, but of what it symbolized. Another soul bent and broken, shackled to servitude. One of the compelled.
I can fix this.
Essence flared to life in his palm, its steady hum sharpening his focus. Casting out an arm, Jassyn whipped telepathic chains around the wraith’s mind.
The creature’s snarl fractured into a choked howl. Its limbs seized mid-lunge, immobilized under his control. As the wraith faltered, so did he, the irony biting deep.
He hadn’t hesitated. Hadn’t questioned. But did it even matter if the end justified the means?
Jassyn stole a glance at Lykor, each beat of his hammering heart a condemning echo of his choice. To brazenly wield the magic Lykor despised—almost as much as he seemed to despise him—was hardly a convincing bid for trust.
Lykor stood motionless, arms crossed over his armor, his sneer cutting between Jassyn and the writhing wraith. Shadows coiled around him like a second cloak, seething with quiet menace. A silent fury burned in his eyes, one that promised swift consequences.
Jassyn swallowed, his chest tightening. This is different. I can free it.
Sometimes it was necessary to inflict a wound to heal a deeper scar. And the alternative—leaving the wraith bound, stripped of its will—was a cruelty he refused to allow. Surely Lykor would understand.
Clearing his throat, Jassyn forced the words out. “I can take it back to the jungle,” he offered, gesturing to the subdued wraith. “Untangle the coercion. We could heal—”
Darkness lashed from Lykor’s fist, obliterating the wraith in an eruption of blood and bone.
Jassyn staggered, the severing of his control jolting through him like a physical blow. The remains splattered across the snow in gory chunks, dark streaks staining the pristine frost.
He whirled toward Lykor, disbelief crowding out the edge of his shock. “We could have helped it!”
“The reavers are traitors,” Lykor growled, the words remorseless. Restless shadows churned around him as though waiting for another chance to strike. “You’re naive if you believe they deserve to wake up from their fate.”
Jassyn stared at him, a shiver that had nothing to do with the chill scraping down his spine. Words stuck to his tongue, half-formed and useless as he glanced at the steaming smear on the ground. He could do the same to me.
With a metallic squeal, Lykor’s claw tightened, his armor groaning under the strain. His scowl darkened as he glared at his fist, shadows rippling around his knuckles. Muttered words tumbled from his lips—unmistakably aimed at Aesar.
Lykor’s eyes suddenly snapped back to him, flaring like embers caught in a gust. “We’ve lingered too long.” His gaze cut to the volcano in the distance before he flicked his gauntlet, snapping the portal to the jungle shut.
Essence coiled around him as he wrenched open a new rift. Across the snowy valley, the other end gaped like a wound against the horizon. Without waiting for a reply, Lykor strode forward, boots crunching through the snow.
Over his shoulder, the wind carried his growled words. “If you’re so insistent on following, then keep up.”
Tugging his hood over the points of his ears, Jassyn released a breath, his chest tight against the icy air. Somewhere in this mountain range, far to the south, the prince flickered at the edge of his awareness. He hurried through the gateway, never once tempted to tug on the bond to have his cousin retrieve him.
The fortress dwindled to a speck behind them, devoured by the expanse. A shadow cutting through the drifts, Lykor moved ahead, carving rift after rift into the frozen void.
Jassyn rushed after him, the monochrome landscape blurring into an endless sea of white, broken only by the ice-capped peaks. Portal by portal, they advanced, bridging valleys and threading through narrow passes. Each gateway opened just far enough to reveal what lay ahead, the only means to navigate into the unknown.
Most believed crossing these mountains impossible—even the king had deemed the effort futile. But Lykor seemed determined to press beyond any boundary, intent on proving the world wrong.
Ice clung to Jassyn’s boots, each step heavier than the last. The rhythm of their passage—portal, trudge through snow, portal—lulled him into a weary trance as an hour passed. His breath misted before him, the cold creeping deeper with every stride.
Without warning, Lykor stopped.
The sudden halt jarred Jassyn back to himself. He skidded, nearly colliding with Lykor’s rigid spine.
Turning slowly, Lykor’s eyes burned through the frost-filled air. “Why are you really here?” he asked, his voice low and dangerous. Then, sharper, “Were you sent to ensure Aesar’s safety?”
Jassyn blinked. A flicker of irritation sparked at Lykor’s assumption, but guilt quickly smothered it.
Aesar hadn’t even crossed his mind. It wasn’t Aesar who needed him—it was Lykor. And the fact that Lykor believed an obligation to Aesar had drawn him here cut deeper than Jassyn had anticipated. But can I blame him?
Unbidden, fragments of Lykor’s past surfaced in Jassyn’s mind—glimpses he’d never meant to see. Rejection. Isolation. Even from those closest to him. Kal and Mara—well-meaning but blind—had tried to coax Aesar back, denying Lykor’s existence. They’d tried to shove him into the mold of a prince he never was. Their ignorance hadn’t been malicious, but it had come at a cost.
“I’m following you through these portals,” Jassyn said, his voice nearly stolen by the wind. “Not Aesar.” He shoved his numb hands into the folds of his cloak, silently cursing the absence of gloves. He forced himself to continue despite the disbelieving flash in Lykor’s eyes. “Your life isn’t worth any less than his.”
Lykor’s jaw tightened, the muscles straining beneath his cheek. His leathers creaked as he rolled shoulders, his gaze skimming over Jassyn’s scar before breaking away entirely. No acknowledgment. No rebuttal. But for the briefest moment, something wavered in that molten stare—something unguarded, almost vulnerable—before it vanished.
Snow began to fall, flakes gliding through the stillness between them.
“I’m here because I chose to be,” Jassyn said quietly. “Not because Aesar’s my—”
“Don’t,” Lykor snarled. His eyes ignited, the Essence shimmering around him combusting into shadows. “Don’t try to make this about duty. Or family.”
Jassyn stiffened, breath catching. “I wasn’t.”
Lykor stepped closer until they were chest-to-chest, their exhales misting in the frigid air. “Whatever ties you think we share, they don’t exist.” His voice dropped lower, colder, each word honed to a cutting edge. “Aesar might be your kin, but let me make this clear—I’m not. And I never will be.”
Lykor turned before Jassyn could react, darkness trailing in his wake as he tore open another portal. Without a backward glance, he prowled onward, swallowed by the midnight void.
Stumbling across the snowy ground, Jassyn rushed through the gateway, fearing that Lykor intended to leave him behind for good.
Emerging into the boundless white beyond, he caught the faintest glimpse of Lykor’s boots disappearing through another rift. The cold frosted his lungs as he drew a stinging breath. Each portal felt like a door slammed shut, another barrier raised. Still, he pressed forward.
Lykor could keep running, keep driving him away. Jassyn was determined to follow—however long it took. He recognized the unyielding walls Lykor had built around himself. But isolation was fear disguised as armor, a burden Jassyn hadn’t even realized he’d carried until Serenna had refused to let him be alone.
And now here he was, trying to breach someone else’s fortress, knowing full well the unease of allowing another to get close. Maybe that’s why he couldn’t turn back no matter how many times Lykor tried to push him away. He understood how easy it was to cling to the lie that solitude was safer—how much harder it was to accept the possibility that someone might care enough to reach out.
And as the horizon stretched endlessly before them, Jassyn knew with burning certainty that he was chasing someone who needed to know they didn’t have to face the darkness alone.



CHAPTER 26





SERENNA


“The last time I held the Heart, the dragon spoke of searching in ‘nature’s roots, the shade of the glade,’” Serenna said, finishing her explanation for the prince. The insight had come from what Lykor believed to be the voice of one of the chained dragons—his theory that her connection to the earth allowed her to hear it.
“So, where do we start?” Vesryn asked, scanning the towering expanse of trees surrounding the clearing. He tipped his chin toward one, its sprawling canopy stitching the sky into fractured patterns of light. “That behemoth over there?”
Serenna hummed noncommittally and cast her awareness outward, attuning herself to the jungle. She skimmed past wraith and rangers butchering their kills, over the magus meticulously arranging supplies, and around a flight of dracovae sprawled in shafts of sunlight. Each pulse of plant life thrummed through the forest, weaving among the leaves above, twisting around the roots below.
Closing her eyes, Serenna sailed deeper into the resonance. Every inhale wove a tapestry of scents, sweet blossoms mingling with woody resin. Her breath snagged as the rhythm faltered, her awareness plunging into a sudden void. The break jarred her like a missed step, a hollow where she expected a constant pulse.
Serenna’s eyes flew open, drawn to the tallest tree, looming above the others.
Her heart quickened, the emptiness within the tree scraping against her senses like a dissonant chord. Of course it’s the one Vesryn pointed out.
Gnarled and ancient, its bark knotted in harsh whorls. A crown of twisted branches clawed skyward like jagged talons, pooling sharp shadows on the ground.
Dragging her teeth along her bottom lip, Serenna glanced at the prince and shrugged. “We have to start somewhere.”
Vesryn arched a brow. “You didn’t have to make a show about agreeing with me.”
Serenna rolled her eyes, knowing there was no convincing him otherwise.
They wove a path around wagons stacked high with supplies as they angled toward the far side of the clearing, the massive tree growing larger with every stride. Near the stream, hammers clanged as a group assembled a makeshift bridge. Waist-deep in the current, wraith hefted beams into place, their efforts bolstered by magus weaving Essence.
Serenna’s steps slowed as they reached the sprawling base, her breath hitching at its sheer size. The colossal trunk spanned so wide that she doubted even fifty wraith linking arms could encircle it.
She exchanged a look with the prince before reaching out, fingertips sinking into the spongy moss clinging to the bark. The void struck her immediately. The tree’s rhythm pulsed unevenly, layered with something foreign. It wasn’t quite the hollow emptiness she’d anticipated—it thrummed, alive with an undercurrent of purpose.
Something ancient stirred within, its presence pressing against her. The weight of unseen eyes lifted Serenna’s hairs, as though the tree itself was watching her.
A whisper of movement stirred the canopy, so faint she might have imagined it. Yet the leaves rustled, their motions too synchronized to be guided by the wind.
The sensation deepened, a silent pressure coiling around her awareness. Serenna’s breathing shallowed, her pulse drumming in her ears.
Then, a soft creak. Not from the trunk, but from deep within the earth, as though the roots themselves were shifting in slumber.
A twig snapped in the undergrowth beside her. She whirled toward the sound, heart hammering—
“Is it saying something?” Vesryn asked, plucking a spiky blossom from a nearby vine. He winced, jerking his hand back as a hidden thorn pierced the pad of his thumb.
“What kind of flowers bleed?” he muttered, scowling at the broken petal as it oozed a liquid that gleamed like his blood.
Withdrawing from the trunk, Serenna shook off the unsettled feeling, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “The tree isn’t ‘saying’ anything, but there’s something more to it. I can feel its life force and…” She hesitated, searching for the right answer. “Maybe there’s druidic magic? Whatever it is, I can’t fully grasp it.”
Vesryn grimaced and pinched the thorn from his skin before flicking it to the ground.
He tilted his head, eyeing the gnarled surface. “Sounds like it has something to hide.”
Serenna nodded slowly, tracing the deep grooves in the trunk. “The open trees—like those we’re using for the infirmary—seem as though they were intentionally shaped or guided to grow hollow. But this one…” A faint wind stirred through the glade, swaying the branches above. “I think it might’ve been similar once, but now it’s sealed.”
Vesryn unsheathed a belt knife, using the blade to strip back a layer of bark, clearly expecting to uncover something. Frowning, he ran his fingers through the glowing sap that trailed from the cut.
“Can you…open it?” he asked. Shadows sprang to life, coiling across his arms like living smoke. “Or maybe I could—”
“Let me try first,” Serenna interrupted before he began hacking the tree into firewood. Though Jassyn would probably be better at this, she thought, planting her palms against the trunk.
Drawing a grounding breath, she centered herself before channeling her awareness outward. Relying on instinct, Serenna focused on the rippled texture beneath her fingertips. A roiling torrent of life ebbed and flowed as she plunged into the tree’s river of energy.
The deeper she anchored herself to the rhythmic pulse, the more certain she became that something lurked deep below. With her power entwined with the tree’s, Serenna braced herself and shoved.
Resistance thickened beneath her touch, a force pressing back as if aware of her intent. Energy writhed within—not yielding, but recoiling, clinging to itself in silent defiance.
Beneath Serenna’s palm, the pulse stuttered, then surged—a violent, thrumming protest. She drove her will further and a tremor ran through the trunk, deep and shuddering.
A deafening crack split the air, echoing through the clearing like thunder shattering the sky. Serenna staggered, her pulse lurching as if the fissure had torn through her instead of the wood.
“What if I kill it?” she gasped, hand flying to her racing heart. She stared at the thin, jagged line now ripping up the center of the trunk.
Vesryn shrugged, flipping his knife and catching it. “Looks fine to me. Why not just close it the same way you’re prying it open? You know, after we have a look inside.”
Serenna chewed her lip, unease winding in her stomach as glowing sap wept from the wound. The ancient tree towered over the glade, feeling like the heart of the jungle itself. “I don’t want to hurt it.”
Clicking his tongue, the prince tapped his blade against the bark. “With how big this thing is? I doubt it’ll notice.” He held his thumb up to her face. “That thorn did more damage to me than you scratching at the trunk.”
Saving her breath, Serenna bit back her retort that perhaps the sting would make him think twice before touching things he shouldn’t.
Refocusing on the tree, Serenna reached for the energy coursing within, coaxing and urging the split to widen. The wood resisted at first, creaking and groaning under the strain until the fracture slowly splintered apart.
Drops of water beaded along the freshly exposed bark. As carefully as she could, Serenna channeled her focus into folding the outer layers inward, smoothing the edges to seal the wounds.
Vesryn watched intently, sliding his knife back into its sheath before peering into the darkened hollow. Veins of green light began flickering to life, tracing up and down the interior of the trunk.
“If it decides to swallow us, you can force it open again, right?” he asked.
Serenna groaned. “I wasn’t even considering that until now.”
“In any case, we can always rend or portal our way out.” The prince conjured tiny globes of illumination and the orbs whirled ahead, pushing the shadows back. “Looks inviting enough.” With a shrug, he squeezed through the gap.
Spine tingling, Serenna recalled the terrors of the previous time she retrieved a Heart—the volcanic chamber collapsing around her.
As she hesitated at the threshold, a strange awareness slid across her senses, almost as if the ancient sentinel was aware of the intrusion.

Vesryn’s hovering spheres of illumination guided them as they followed a twisting path downward through the trunk. The bark walls, slick with moisture, pressed close as the spiral constricted. Roots coiled over one another, weaving a rough semblance of a staircase. A steady emerald glow coursed through the tree, its hum resonating in Serenna’s skull like a second pulse.
“Do you hear that?” she whispered.
Vesryn paused, tilting his head. A thin veil of fog swirled around his boots, his orbs of light dimming slightly as he strained to listen. “Hear what?”
“That…thudding.” Serenna motioned uncertainly, the sound echoing from every direction. “Maybe we should wait for Jassyn to return.” A shadow of doubt slithered into her mind, whispering that she might not be prepared for this. “Aside from today, I haven’t manipulated this branch of elemental power before, and he’s—”
“Currently in the middle of nowhere, leagues away from here,” Vesryn finished as he continued down the path, his steps steady despite the uneven terrain. “You survived enemy territory, incinerated a renegade wraith leader—which I still need the full story of—and you’ve already located one Heart. I’d say you’re ready for a new challenge.”
“But Fenn and I nearly died retrieving the last one,” Serenna countered, her voice rising, every instinct urging caution against the prince’s certainty. Her mind flashed to the memories of collapsing stone and magma closing in. “I just want to be careful if we find another relic. That’s all.”
“Well, you’re with me this time,” Vesryn muttered, irritation clipping every syllable. His tone softened, though it carried the infuriating sharpness of someone who believed every word. “I’ve never put you in a situation I didn’t think you could handle.”
Serenna couldn’t stifle the faint huff that escaped her, a slip of disbelief. She opened her mouth when his spreading smirk dared her to argue, but thought better of it and exhaled a loaded sigh instead. She should’ve known the prince would push her past what she thought were her limits—he always did.
With every step downward, the air thickened, heavy with the weight of the tree’s ancient breath. Growing cooler and more pungent, the air saturated her lungs with the sour tang of decay and the loamy musk of damp earth.
“Careful,” Vesryn warned, extending a hand after stepping over a lattice of knotted vines.
Serenna gripped his palm and scrambled over. Ahead, the path tapered, braided roots curling upward into an archway, funneling them deeper down the tree’s throat.
Shadows leaped along the narrowing walls, contorting into disturbingly lifelike shapes. Serenna’s skin pebbled as motion wavered at the edge of her vision. She edged away from the trailing vines, unable to shake the feeling that the plants might lash out and ensnare them. Or drag them further into this tunnel that was beginning to feel like a living tomb.
Sensing Vesryn’s burning curiosity—the complete opposite of her uncertainty—Serenna cast a glance at him. His restless fingers twirled, weaving a thin stream of illumination around his hands. Flicking his wrist, he sent the shimmering strand of liquid starlight gliding forward to join his globes of illumination.
But the darkness peeled away as the passage spilled them out of the tunnel. “‘The shade of a glade,’” Serenna whispered, her eyes drifting up to trace the ceiling of the vast, hollow chamber. “We must be underneath the camp then. How far down did we go?”
Her question hung unanswered while Vesryn’s attention riveted on the center of the chamber. Massive roots sprawled across the ground like the limbs of a great beast, curling upward and twining together to form a pedestal. Nestled among the gnarled mass rested a Heart of Stars, the prism bathed in the tree’s eerie jade glow.
Vesryn took a step forward, but Serenna seized his arm. “Wait!”
Cold unease laced through her veins as her eyes darted across the vaulted cavern. Beside the Heart’s resting place stood something else—vines braided tightly to form a staff, a guardian watching over the relic. At its peak rested a crystal, a sharp and glinting triangular gem, its facets familiar—much like the strange jewel she’d seen in Ayla’s diadem.
Serenna’s fingers tightened against the prince. “What’s on top of that staff?” she asked, her voice taut as she pointed.
Vesryn’s gaze lingered on it, interest kindling. “There’s only one way to find out,” he said with a shrug.
Lifting a hand, he summoned a thread of Essence, directing it toward the crystal fragment. “I wonder—”
Before he could finish, the gem flared to life. The air around the crystal shard trembled, faint distortions rippling outward. A burst of ebon light erupted from its core—if it could even be called light at all. The glow was deeper than darkness, a midnight abyss splintering open to devour the brightness around it.
Vesryn staggered, his orbs of illumination and raw stream of Essence wrenched from his grasp, surging toward the staff. Consumed without a trace, the magic vanished the instant it touched the shard, leaving behind a shadowed glow.
Now lit only by the veins of green light flickering in the bark, the chamber descended into an oppressive silence. Even the tree’s thrumming had ceased, replaced by a stillness so dreadful it seemed to suck the air from the cavern.
Serenna’s breath rasped in her ears as her eyes locked with Vesryn’s.
“That crystal shard just siphoned my magic,” he said in a hushed voice, his gaze returning to top of the staff as the light within the gem faded to a faint, glimmering void. Alarm flickered across his face, but it didn’t mask the fascination pulsing down the bond. His hand twitched, as if tempted to reach for the fragment. Mesmerized, he took a step closer to the staff, ignoring the Heart. “I think—”
A high-pitched whine swelled, rapidly rising to a keening wail. Serenna clutched her ears, the sound slamming into her skull like lightning given voice.
Brilliance erupted from the crystal, a tidal wave of illumination detonating outward.
Flinging her hands forward, Serenna wove a shield in frantic desperation, ribbons of magic knotting together.
It didn’t matter.
The torrent of light devoured the chamber in a flash brighter than an exploding sun, shattering her ward.



CHAPTER 27





SERENNA


The prince slammed into Serenna, driving the air from her lungs as they crashed to the ground. Shadows erupted from him, tearing outward to brace against the shard’s blinding tide of light.
With her chest crushed to the earth, each of Serenna’s shallow inhales rasped against the weight of Vesryn’s arms, locked around her like a fortress.
Another burst exploded from the crystal, striking the prince’s magic. Serenna’s vision blurred as a hurricane of light and dark collided, sending shockwaves through the chamber.
“That gem—” Vesryn’s strained voice broke through her rising panic. “It’s reflecting the illumination it absorbed.” He gritted his teeth as he unleashed another blast of rending. “Tenfold.”
A surge of radiance slammed into his power, shredding the darkness into frayed ribbons. Serenna’s heart seized—rending was supposed to dismantle other magic, not be unraveled by it. A torrent of Essence detonated from the prince, but the wall of shadows began to buckle.
Vesryn’s ragged pants sawed in her ear, his disbelief crashing against hers as the crystal’s light ripped through his power. “I can’t hold it off!”
Serenna’s thoughts raced, colliding in frantic succession. “What if the shard is triggered by Essence?” It made sense—her experience in the volcano proved that the druids had left behind safeguards, clearly designed to defend the Hearts. “The crystal didn’t start attacking until your magic got close.”
“Then we need to get out of its range.” Vesryn split the air with a portal. Seizing Serenna’s arm, he started crawling through, hauling her along before she could suggest that they abandon this cavern entirely.
The rift spat them out near the base of the tunnel that wound back up the tree—beyond the searing flood of light. In the center of the chamber, the crystal fragment continued to blast molten beams, scorching jagged streaks where they’d been moments before.
Serenna sagged against the earth, pulse thundering as the cavern descended into an uneasy stillness. She eyed the crystal as its glow ebbed, dimming until it lay lifeless.
“Last time, we couldn’t touch the Heart without triggering a trap,” Serenna said, trembling as she recaptured her breath. “With this one, it seems we can’t even use Essence with that crystal guarding it.” She brushed away strands of hair clinging to her face. “Maybe I can manipulate the roots around the pedestal and draw the Heart to us without getting too close.”
Vesryn surged to his feet, Essence flaring around him. “I have a better idea.”
“Wait! Don’t…” The words died on Serenna’s lips.
Before she could stand or stop him, Vesryn launched a coil of force toward the Heart. Blue magic streaked across the chamber, a whip of energy that tore the relic free from its perch. Hurtling through the air in a blur, the Heart landed squarely in his outstretched palm.
Color bloomed from the relic, its halo blazing like a prism set aflame. A cascade of light spilled over Vesryn’s face, sculpting every angle of his triumph.
Serenna stiffened as a chilling crawl swept over her skin. Beneath her, the tree stirred, a deep vibration reverberating through her bones.
The ground erupted before she had time to process the warning.
A vine shot upward, striking with the speed of a viper. A white-hot lance of pain ripped a cry from her throat as the shoot skewered her palm, its woody stem jutting out the other side.
“Serenna!” Vesryn’s shout rang distantly, muffled by the roar in her ears. The prince dropped the Heart and flung a slash of rending through the vine, severing its hold.
Serenna staggered to her feet, cradling her injury. Gritting her teeth, she yanked the shoot free, her palm throbbing with every pulse.
“That’s what I meant!” she snapped, trembling as blood trickled down her wrist.
Threads of mending sparked around Vesryn’s fingers, the crimson glow deepening the pallor of his face. His hand shook as he reached for her, the guilt pooling in his eyes as raw as her open wound. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think…”
His words trailed off as the ground convulsed again.
The pedestal exploded in a spray of splinters as dozens of vines erupted from the wreckage. Tendrils whipped across the chamber, snapping around Serenna’s arms and legs. The plants yanked her down, her spine slamming into the unforgiving ground.
Air burst from her lungs, leaving her gasping as instinct took over. Igniting Essence, she lashed out with shadows in a desperate retaliation.
The plants seized her faster than she could hack them away, closing in on her as if she alone was declared the enemy. They twisted tighter around her limbs and waist, pinning her to the earth. Panic flared, constricting her throat as her strength began to falter.
Power detonated from the prince. His strikes were frenzied, the chamber shuddering as each surge of magic obliterated the vines. Shoots disintegrated, severed by his assault, their grip loosening in brief but fleeting reprieves.
The ground heaved as new sprouts burst forth. For each they destroyed, two more sprang up, their movements steeped in vengeful malice.
Serenna screamed as thorns erupted from the vines, each spike a cruel needle piercing her flesh. Pain shattered her focus, Essence slipping from her grasp as the stalks swelled, jagged leaves unfurling. They sprouted with sinister purpose, a creeping tide of verdant wrath. Coiling tighter, the living mass sealed her in—as though the tree itself sought to entomb her beneath its fury.
The world shrank under the press of plants, her breath reduced to shallow gasps. Serenna flinched as the crystal—momentarily forgotten—thrust itself back into the forefront of her mind with a keening wail. Though she couldn’t see it, she felt the gem’s pull—an insidious force that devoured Vesryn’s magic and unleashed it back at him in a screeching eruption.
The prince’s struggle roared through the bond, his magic wild like a caged storm. Each wave of Essence ricocheted off the earthen walls, the chamber pulsing with the chaotic pressure of his power.
The vines only seemed to tighten as he fought back, the crystal continuing to emit piercing whines. A tremor wracked through Serenna as one shoot unfurled toward her face, its serpentine movements eerily deliberate. She whimpered, breaths coming in trembling bursts as she willed the plants to release her.
But her control slipped through the cracks of her panic as images flashed unbidden—the shoots burrowing into her nose, twisting through her eyes, slithering down her throat. Fear roared too loudly, drowning her beneath the crushing pain of the constricting vines.
“Stop!” Serenna shrieked at the prince, choking on terror. His efforts would only provoke the tree—and the crystal—further. “Stop channeling Essence!”
The bond quivered with Vesryn’s reluctance, a silent battle fought in the space between heartbeats. But then his power ebbed, the pressure of his magic fading.
The chamber fell quiet once more, the crystal no longer emitting shrill sounds or bursts of Essence. Serenna’s heartbeat drummed in her ears. The vines stilled, but they didn’t loosen, hovering around her with an unspoken threat.
Vesryn’s footsteps approached the barrier. Though they were only feet apart, the thicket between them felt like an insurmountable divide. Serenna’s breath hitched as her pain suddenly vanished, absorbed by him through the bond.
“Don’t!” she pleaded, the word cracking. “Using our power might make it attack.”
Each ragged breath Vesryn drew fractured the air between them. The plants muffled the prince’s words, his voice tight with frustration and guilt. “I’m sorry.” He exhaled a sharp curse, relinquishing his intervention in a reluctant surrender.
A breaking wave of pain crashed back into Serenna’s body, tearing a helpless sob from her lips. She could feel the tree’s vengeance, every puncturing thorn a promise that it would shred her alive and bury her beneath its wrath.
The faint whisk of Vesryn unsheathing a knife sent her heart pounding even faster. “Don’t harm it,” she croaked.
The prince paced around the verdant prison, cold fury simmering at his powerlessness. “I—I don’t know what to do. The tree should’ve attacked me. Not you.”
Serenna caught a glimpse of his hand as he tried to plunge it through the vines. His fingers stretched, brushing against the leaves as he strained. But he couldn’t reach her.
“I could…” Vesryn began, hesitation expanding through the bond. “I can portal to Jassyn. If I bring him back, he—”
“No,” Serenna hissed. “I can do this. I’m the one who opened this stars-cursed tree.” She clenched her teeth as cool leaves brushed her face, mixing with the warm blood trickling from her wounds. “If I can just focus…” She inhaled sharply, pushing past her pain and their shared worry. “I can steer the vines away myself.”
Before she could even begin, her concentration fractured as the other bond flared—Fenn was back, a blazing presence in the jungle.
His usual calm sharpened into urgency as his voice entered her mind. She-elf?
Serenna spilled what had happened in jagged fragments—the descent into the tree’s depths, the Heart, the lethal shard, and the vines trapping her.
Hang on, Fenn replied, the words both a command and encouragement. I’m warping down.
Don’t use Essence or damage the plants, she warned.
“What is it?” Vesryn asked, obviously reading the subtle change—the relief swelling in her chest.
“Fenn’s on his way.”
“And what’s he going to do?” Vesryn snapped. His fingers clenched around a vine, trembling like he was on the verge of tearing it apart. “I thought you were going to move the plants.”
Serenna ground her teeth, scowling up at the leaves obscuring her view. Now that she’d stopped struggling, the tree had stilled, seeming content to cradle her in this tangled prison.
As Fenn drew closer, a warmth spread through her chest, soft and steady like streaks of sunlight breaking through clouds. Finally, he warped out of the tunnel, materializing beside the prince.
“You’re hurt,” Fenn said quietly through the screen of plants, his protective concern wrapping around Serenna like a comforting shroud.
“What gave it away?” The prince’s question was clipped. “The trail of blood or your bond?”
“The bond first,” Fenn replied, unfazed by Vesryn’s barbed remark. “But the blood—”
“It was rhetorical,” Vesryn interrupted. “Now that you’re here, what’s your brilliant plan? Stating the obvious?”
“Says the male whose strategy seems to be glaring at the tree until it apologizes,” Fenn growled. “I’d rather free her before these vines compost her into mulch.”
“So you’re going to talk us all to death?” Vesryn shot back. “Last I checked, you—”
“Enough!” Serenna shrieked through the plants. “If both of you are going to argue, then just leave. I need to concentrate.”
Both males fell silent. Fenn radiated quiet intensity, every fiber ready to spring at whatever she needed him to do. Vesryn stewed beside him, restless fingers tapping against the vines.
Serenna exhaled shakily, her breath catching on the tight band of pain wrapped around her ribs and the sting of countless wounds.
The tree’s rhythm hummed through her chest, a heartbeat reverberating from deep within the earth. She let herself sink into it, diving past her fear, attuning herself to its pulse.
“She-elf,” Fenn said softly, his voice a lodestone in the dark. “What do you sense?”
Serenna branched her perception outward, brushing against the tree’s vast presence. “The tree feels…furious.” Though the word barely encompassed the raw, primal rage seething through its roots. “We stole something it’s guarded for centuries. I think protecting the Heart was its given purpose.”
Delving deeper, she strained to understand the ancient awareness entwined with the tree. “I think it holds me accountable,” she admitted, realizing why she’d been the target of its wrath. “Since I have a connection to the earth. I should have…asked or somehow conveyed that we meant no harm.”
Vesryn shifted, his fingers retreating from the tangled vines. “This was my fault, not yours.”
“She can set it right with her plant magics,” Fenn said confidently. “She-elf, can you explain to the tree that we intend to use the Starry Hearts to free the dragons?”
“That’s absurd.” Vesryn scoffed. “It’s a tree. You think it cares about noble intentions?”
“The tree seemed to care plenty when you provoked it,” Fenn countered, the glow of his eyes flaring through the leaves. “But go ahead. Try something with that knife. Maybe Serenna will enjoy being strangled further while you stab at its roots.”
The scrape of Vesryn’s blade sliding back into its sheath cut off whatever he muttered under his breath.
When Serenna closed her eyes, a quiet certainty settled—this tree wasn’t an adversary to be conquered. Its strength was ancient, almost certainly bolstered by long-forgotten druidic magic.
Instead of wrestling the vines through sheer will, Serenna softened her approach, delicately threading her thoughts into the shoots. She wove a wordless message of peace, conveying their hopes for the Heart of Stars and that no harm was intended.
A sudden rustle staked a spike of fear straight through her heart. Bracing for the worst, she tensed as the leaves shifted against her skin. But the vines slackened, their oppressive grip relaxing as the tree relented.
“That’s it,” Fenn breathed.
Thorns withdrew, sharp points sliding from Serenna’s torn flesh. The knotted enclosure unraveled one tendril at a time, peeling back as the thicket opened to reveal the space between them. The air lightened, though the tree’s hum lingered, waiting.
Vesryn dove through the gap as it widened. Replacing the vines, he dropped to his knees and hauled her into an embrace, igniting Essence as he clutched her to his chest.
Serenna flinched, expecting the crystal to screech or retaliate, but no pressure rippled to siphon his power. The tree’s tranquility must’ve subdued the gem too.
Ruby light wrapped her in a shroud of mending, sealing the punctures left behind by the vicious vines.
Fenn settled cross-legged on Serenna’s other side, a crooked grin spreading across his face that she found herself mirroring.
“I knew you could do it,” he said, brushing a strand of hair away from her eyes with a gentle talon.
Vesryn’s hands tightened against her, but he kept silent, stoically healing one wound at a time.
Serenna’s eyes widened as her skin knit back together seamlessly, the aches in her body receding. “You’ve improved.”
“Jassyn’s been…teaching me,” Vesryn mumbled. His focus remained on her injuries, but Serenna felt that the harrowing encounter had dented his iron pride.
Fenn’s eyes gleamed with fascination as he leaned forward, tracking the shimmering ribbons of magic that wove between them. “You’re doing brilliantly, Princeling,” he said, nearly reverent. He rested a claw on Vesryn’s shoulder. “Your magics—”
Vesryn shoved him off, every muscle in his jaw flexing. “I don’t need backhanded praise,” he grated out, the fragile lattice of mending he was working on beginning to unravel.
Fenn’s grin faded, the light dimming in his eyes. For a heartbeat, he felt startled—confused and stung. He blinked, uncharacteristically quiet as he processed the rejection, his mouth settling into a measured frown.
Serenna glanced between him and the prince, at a loss for how to manage them.
“I didn’t deliver it backhanded,” Fenn said at last, breaking the strained silence. “It was a straightforward acknowledgment of your skill.”
Vesryn’s eyes flicked to Fenn, but he offered no further reaction, his attention lingering on the last threads of mending. With a controlled breath, he extinguished his power, letting the crimson light fade. He released her carefully, his hands hovering a moment before retreating.
Fenn helped Serenna to her feet as they all rose, his fingers twining with hers.
Her attention immediately darted to the vines now coiled harmlessly around the edge of the chamber. The strange crystal embedded in the staff remained just as quiet—it seemed apparent that neither the gem nor the tree posed a threat if it didn’t perceive one.
Vesryn stared at Serenna’s hand, clasped with Fenn’s claw, pained acceptance clouding his eyes. His fingers twitched, but he didn’t reach out. Instead, he wandered to where the Heart lay discarded on the ground.
The relic flared to life as he lifted it, pooling shadows in the divot of his brow. Movements stiff, he turned back to Serenna and extended the artifact to her. “You should be its keeper.”
She shook her head. “You can be the one to give it to Lykor when he returns.”
Vesryn’s grip tightened around the Heart before he slipped it into a pocket. Steps measured and deliberate, he drifted across the chamber, gaze fixed on the staff—an intricately braided column that rose from the roots.
Serenna’s breath caught, his intent becoming as clear as the crystal perched at the peak. “I think we should leave it,” she quickly called after him.
Vesryn halted, turning just enough for her to catch the curiosity in his eyes. “It seems dormant now. I bet the tree was linked to the shard—or even controlling it—through these roots.”
His fingers drummed restlessly against his thigh before he gestured toward the gem. “Look at it—it’s the same material as the Heart, but its purpose is completely different. If it’s an Aelfyn relic too, then how the druids managed to harness it is a mystery to me. But if this shard can be used as a weapon… We can’t leave it behind.”
Fenn cocked his head as he shifted beside her, his silent interest echoing the prince’s. Vesryn’s reasoning was sound, yet doubt and a tremor of fear for what the crystal might unleash—what it had already unleashed—sent Serenna’s heart thumping in her throat.
“Just…” She hesitated, knowing there was no swaying him. “Be careful.”
Expression unreadable, the prince gave a curt nod. Without so much as a trace of emotion through the bond, he plucked the shard from the staff. In an instant, it disappeared, tucked away alongside the Heart in his leathers.
Vesryn’s hands fell to his sides, curling into fists so tight that the tendons in his forearms stood out. Slowly, his fingers unfurled, as if letting go of something heavier than air.
“I should return to the rangers,” he said, voice more rigid than the set of his stance. Without waiting for a reply, he pivoted sharply on his heel, angling toward the tunnel.
“So that’s it, Princeling?” Fenn called after him, his tone light but charged with provocation. “You’re walking away?”
Vesryn whirled around, emerald eyes blazing. “I’m well aware of when I’m not needed.”
Serenna frowned as she studied his face. What she sensed felt like a farewell. That thought sent her heart tumbling, striking every rib on its descent. She wouldn’t allow it.
“That’s not true,” she protested, taking a step closer to him.
“You’d abandon her?” Fenn added swiftly, dipping his chin toward Serenna, the rings in his ears swinging. “You would walk away the moment it gets too hard?”
Vesryn’s nostrils flared, each breath coming short before his composure shattered. “I’ve already done enough damage,” he growled, eyes pinned on Fenn. “That’s all I’m capable of.”
The bond twisted with the prince’s regret, the ache puncturing Serenna’s chest.
“I’m no leader,” he continued. “The rangers are broken. Centarya is under the king’s heel. I have no true power to enact any change.” His shoulders sagged as he glanced at the ground, toeing a root. “Lykor is right,” he said, scoffing bitterly. “I’m a prince of nothing.”
Fenn drew himself up in a way that carried an unspoken challenge. “You’d permit the past to define you instead of allowing your mistakes to refine you?” His gaze flared when Vesryn’s eyes snapped back to his. “Surely you feel like you’re meant for more than wallowing in defeat.”
Vesryn stiffened, his jaw tightening as he locked onto Fenn’s burning stare. Something sparked in his expression, kindled by the rebuke.
“We need you,” Serenna chimed in, reaching out to claim the prince’s hand, her magic surging at the contact.
Fenn didn’t relent. “Your brother needs you. And Lykor—even though he’d never admit it. He’s borne the burden of command alone for too long.”
“We have this chance to stand against the king,” Serenna said, squeezing his palm. “And we can’t do it without you.”
Vesryn’s eyes softened as they met hers. His uncertainty began to dissolve, replaced by a purpose that straightened his shoulders.
“We should be portal jumping with Lykor and Jassyn,” he said at last, his conviction beginning to burn. “They shouldn’t be out in the Wastes alone.”
His gaze shifted to Fenn, showing the barest trace of grudging respect as he inclined his head—a reluctant inclusion of his presence.
Fenn’s grin gleamed with fangs, as though this was the outcome he’d expected all along.



CHAPTER 28





JASSYN


What had begun as a mere flurry at the fringes of the fortress had swelled into a blizzard, the wind howling mercilessly. Jassyn lost track of the portals after forty—he doubted even Vesryn could manage that many without stopping to regenerate.
But nothing could match Lykor’s unyielding pace. He stayed ahead, always just out of reach, a force of nature tearing open rift after rift.
The landscape they crossed blurred—jagged ridges, barren valleys, and frozen hills shifting with every leap through storm and void. Lykor showed no sign of relenting, even as night descended and the distance between his portals started to shrink.
The cold burrowed through Jassyn’s boots and exhaustion sank deep into his bones. His shield sputtered like a guttering flame, struggling against the wind’s stinging assault. He sensed the first stars igniting behind the cloud-darkened sky, a reminder that he needed to regenerate his depleting Well—and that they needed to return to the jungle.
Jassyn shouted Lykor’s name over the gale, the first time he’d spoken in hours, his voice sounding small.
Lykor didn’t stop. Didn’t even slow.
Squinting through the storm, Jassyn glimpsed spindly silhouettes clawing at the horizon—skeletal trees emerging from the endless white. The next portal dumped them out at the edge of a frozen forest, the blizzard’s gusts winding between the trunks.
Stripped of bark, the lifeless trees loomed, their broken limbs encased in sheets of ice. Jassyn pulled his cloak tighter, shivering as the bare branches scraped together, the spine-chilling screech needling into his skull.
But Lykor trudged on, his scowl fixed on the depths of the wilderness. His shoulders curved inward, and with that subtle slump, Jassyn glimpsed the fissures in his resilience—the confession of weariness he’d never voice.
Lykor drew to an abrupt halt, raw Essence eddying around him in a wavering stream of stars. The faint outline of a portal began to shimmer, but the glow flickered before collapsing in on itself.
He swore as Jassyn closed the distance to reach his side.
For a moment, neither spoke. Their breaths curled in the freezing air, wisps dissolving as quickly as they formed. Even with some measure of wraith blood warming his veins, Lykor’s cheeks were flushed dark, lips pressed into a hard line as though sheer willpower could deny the cold.
Jassyn swallowed, his throat raw and aching with thirst. His limbs shook, his gut hollow from how long they’d pushed themselves. He’d give anything for respite in the warm humidity of the jungle—or for a steaming bowl of that spiced soup Fenn had introduced him to, the memory of it taunting him now.
“Haven’t we traveled far enough for one day?” Jassyn rasped, burrowing his hands deep into his ice-crusted cloak. “We should go back, rest, and gather supplies before we push any further.”
Staring at the spot where his portal had unraveled, Lykor drew uneven breaths, his chest rising and falling in bursts. Jaw tightening, tension coiled in his shoulders before he sagged, exhaling a disgusted sigh. He parted his lips to speak, but the words never came.
A sudden gale ripped through the forest, its monstrous howl rattling the frozen canopy. The treetops groaned under the wind, their branches colliding in a cracking cacophony. A cascade of ice broke free, spiraling downward in a razor-edged storm.
Jassyn shoved his hands forward, pouring the last of his strength into his fraying shield. Violet light fountained from his fingertips, twining together in trembling strands.
The ice struck his barrier with sharp pings, splintering into gleaming fragments that scattered across the frozen ground. Splitting his focus, he reached for his elemental power and tried to seize the descending shards.
Before he could halt the deadly barrage, the wind slammed into him from the side, slicing through his weakened ward. Knocked off balance, Jassyn stumbled, the snow shifting beneath his feet.
In a blink, Lykor’s gauntlet shot out, snatching the front of his cloak.
Jassyn’s stomach twisted with the churn of nausea as he was wrenched into a warp.
The world lurched when he reappeared, his magic yanked out of his control. Jassyn’s back smashed into a snow drift wedged between a tangle of trees, the impact driving the breath from his lungs.
Lykor had somehow remained upright, standing in defiance against the storm. The torrent of ice struck just beyond them, the onslaught shattering against the earth in a lethal assault.
A sickening thud and a grunt snapped Jassyn’s attention back to Lykor. Fangs bared, he clutched a shard of ice, its jagged tip buried deep at the slope where his neck met his shoulder. His knees trembled, then buckled, and he crashed to the ground.
“Lykor!” Jassyn’s voice cracked as he called out, panic hooking a noose around his throat as he scrambled to Lykor’s side.
“I’m fine,” Lykor gritted through clenched teeth, swaying as he sat upright.
But the black-red blood pouring through his fingertips told a different story. With an almost feral motion, he ripped the icy fragment free and hurled it aside.
“Fine?”
Jassyn’s voice pitched higher, skepticism biting into his words as Lykor clamped a hand over his gushing wound. “That icicle was practically a harpoon.”
Scraping the dregs of magic from his Well, Jassyn reached out, ribbons of mending light springing around his palm.
“I said I’m fine,” Lykor snarled, his glare flaring hot, his growl stopping Jassyn cold.
Frustration sliced through his exhaustion, and Jassyn shot back, “Then by all means, let me know when you’ve had your fill of bleeding out.”
The silence hung between them, brittle as the frosty air. Jassyn pursed his lips as Lykor’s erratic pulse spilled his blood in the fading light, each beat steadily draining him of life.
His hands itched to shake sense into Lykor, to snap him free of this needless defiance. Though he doubted it would do any good to try.
Instead, Jassyn exhaled warmth into his numb fingers and folded his legs beneath him, forcing the irritation down. If he couldn’t do anything about Lykor’s pride, he could at least shield them from the storm.
He reached for the familiar hum of earth locked within the snow. The icy flakes stirred in response, swirling into a vortex under his control. Directing the fine powder with his focus, Jassyn pressed it tighter, weaving it into compact layers.
Slowly, a dome took shape, walls rising to wrap around them. He left a narrow entryway, just wide enough to slip through, before sealing the rest shut.
Blood drenched the snow around Lykor, his stubbornness clearly knowing no bounds. His labored breathing filled the space as the wind outside muted to a muffled hum.
Jassyn ground his molars but ignored him.
Sacrificing a faint spark of Essence, he conjured an orb of illumination, its soft glow reflecting against the frosty walls. He risked a hesitant glance toward Lykor, his pulse stuttering when he realized Lykor was already watching him, that unreadable gaze burning steady like the core of a smoldering star.
“We can portal back,” Lykor growled around a shallow breath. “But I’ll need more Essence.”
Jassyn swallowed, gauging his depleted reserves before admitting, “I don’t have enough for that.” Lykor’s eyes ignited, but he rushed on. “Not until the storm passes and I can regenerate. But I have enough magic to mend you.”
Clearly intent on brooding, Lykor didn’t respond.
“Would you truly rather bleed out than accept my help?” Jassyn bit out.
The muscles feathered in Lykor’s cheek as his jaw worked silently. “I don’t…” He shifted, his leathers creaking before he finally muttered, “I don’t tolerate magic touching me.”
The admission struck Jassyn like a hammer to the chest, driving a weight into him that he didn’t want to acknowledge. I should’ve known.
Their gazes locked, Lykor’s eyes simmering with challenge, daring him to mock what he couldn’t change.
Jassyn’s hands curled into fists on his knees. He understood. Maybe not entirely, but enough. Avoiding what cut too deep—what threatened to reopen old wounds—was a pain he knew far too well.
“I’m sorry,” Jassyn whispered. He assessed Lykor without his power, reading the blue tinge creeping across his lips, the tremor settling into his limbs. “You’re losing too much blood. I need to do something for you now before it’s too late.”
Heartbeats ticked by, each one tightening the band around Jassyn’s ribs.
At last, Lykor’s resistance cracked. He sighed begrudgingly through his teeth. “Fine,” he hissed, the word landing like a defeat, as though Jassyn had wrestled his surrender by force.
Movements stiff and disjointed, Lykor slipped his cloak from his shoulders in halting motions. Unwilling to sabotage this uneasy truce, Jassyn remained silent, not daring to offer any help—or point out that there was no need for Lykor to expose the wound.
Fingers clumsy, gauntlet catching at every buckle, Lykor battled with the straps of his armor. When he peeled away the blood-soaked tunic underneath to bare his chest, he gave a curt nod. Not acceptance, but a command to proceed.
Exhaling slowly, Jassyn extended his hand, streamers of Essence unfurling from his fingertips. The magic braided together before flowing into Lykor’s flesh, weaving broken vessels back together.
Though his breath came rough and heavy, Lykor remained unnervingly still while Jassyn swiftly mended him.
Keeping his focus on the fresh injury, Jassyn resisted the urge to linger on the scars etched into Lykor’s shoulders and twisted along his spine—ravaged remnants of torment endured. He idly wondered if he could reconstruct the damage—he’d done it before using the prince’s shadows on Serenna’s “mended” finger—but he doubted Lykor would ever allow it.
When the puncture fused shut, Jassyn dug beneath his armor, his numb fingers fumbling as he retrieved a knife. He sliced a strip of lining from his cloak and packed it with snow. Cupping the fabric in his palms, he transferred what little heat he could muster, softening the frozen crystals.
With the damp cloth poised in his hand, Jassyn hesitated, hovering above the streaks of blood. Lykor didn’t look at him, but he gave the barest nod. When Jassyn pressed the cold fabric to his skin, Lykor flinched.
“Sorry.” Jassyn cringed as he wiped the area clean. “I know it’s cold.”
“It’s…not that.” Lykor’s voice was rough, even for him.
Jassyn stiffened, his gaze drifting down to where his hand rested against Lykor’s chest. Healing him was just another task, no different from any other. He’d done this countless times before.
Except this time, a glimmer of something unfamiliar stirred, a subtle nudge urging him to pull away. But the heat radiating from Lykor’s skin anchored his palm in place like ivy clinging to a sun-drenched wall, starved for warmth.
Jassyn forced himself to speak, his words tumbling out in a rush. “I’ll—I’ll try to hurry. I can heal without contact, but regenerating blood…”
Trailing off, he focused on Lykor’s marrow, rapidly weaving strands of mending through the intricate tapestry of his bones, restoring what had been lost.
“You’re a skilled healer then,” Lykor murmured, the words oddly distant, as if exhaustion had ground away the edges of his usual scorn.
Jassyn’s eyes darted across Lykor’s face. It was still him—not Aesar—who’d dispensed the compliment. Probably blood loss.
Unsure how to respond, Jassyn stayed silent, lacing together the healing lattices to restore his blood. Beneath his palm, Lykor remained an unyielding stone, but his heartbeat hammered in a way that clashed with the erratic drum of Jassyn’s pulse. The thumping scattered his concentration away from the delicate procedure, drawing his attention to the distracting warmth where their skin touched.
I’m just exhausted. Talking would be a better way to occupy himself than letting his thoughts brew in silence.
“The wraith…” Jassyn began, the question teetering on his lips. He cleared his throat, searching for words that wouldn’t betray his ignorance or provoke offense. “You’re…warm. I noticed the first time I mended you—and when I healed Fenn too. But you and Kal… Fenn has one talent, yet he looks fully wraith, while both of you…”
The words unraveled into uncertainty. He hadn’t premeditated whatever he was trying to ask, and it showed. So unlike him to lose the thread of his own thoughts.
“The transformation is a spectrum,” Lykor offered, saving Jassyn from any further stumbling. “It manifests differently in everyone.” His gauntlet creaked as he flexed it, forming a fist in his lap.
“Why does the shift happen?” Jassyn asked softly.
Lykor’s eyes briefly unfocused before he rolled them. “Aesar would be thrilled to indulge you with that conversation.” He grunted humorlessly before shaking his head. “Only the stars remember the past, but perhaps the Aelfyn were all wraith before harnessing Essence. Their greed didn’t end there—it stretched beyond their homeworld, consuming this one too.”
Having never heard that theory before, Jassyn frowned thoughtfully, tucking away the information for later. His illumination drifted around them as the storm pressed faintly against their icy cocoon, the wind a muffled whistle.
Lykor’s lip curled, his expression darkening as he continued. “The king destroyed any history we had. He buried our ancestors’ folly—their attempt to steal the dragons’ magic. And perhaps more. Galaeryn intends to finish what they started, but I’ll do everything in my power to stop him.”
The storm outside suddenly felt like the least of their worries.
Jassyn blinked as Lykor shifted. Crimson eyes lifted to his face, pausing to trace the scar slashed across his brow. For a fleeting moment, their gazes locked.
Only then did Jassyn realize his hand was still pressed against Lykor’s chest, the mending long since finished. Heat rushed to his face as he jerked away, the movement quick and awkward.
Jassyn’s pulse hammered in his ears, a frantic rhythm that felt too loud in the stillness. Lykor didn’t move, remaining steady, unblinking. Thoughts spinning, Jassyn inched away, searching for anything to ground himself.
“This haven we’re trying to find,” he began, voice tight as he scrambled to redirect the moment. “You hope to discover where the dragons are chained—”
“It’s our only chance,” Lykor growled, punctuating his words like he’d explained this a hundred times before. “The dragons were thought to be immense vessels of strength, conduits of elemental power. If we can find one and release it, I have to believe the beast would protect us. Their might would make a difference if we’re to stand against the king.”
Lykor reached for his armor, disregarding his soiled tunic. He added quietly, “I just want a world where my people no longer live in fear.” The glow in his eyes dimmed. “We’ve already suffered enough.”
Jassyn averted his gaze and twisted a curl between his fingers as Lykor donned his armor. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed each movement was dragging, slower than the last. But beneath the exhaustion, that unyielding force burned on. The same drive that had pushed him to the brink of collapse from overusing his power. It wasn’t just recklessness. It ran deeper than that—resilience and purpose propelled him forward.
A faint brush of Essence hummed within the dome. Jassyn glanced back to see magic sputtering weakly above Lykor’s gauntlet. He glared at the power that refused to form, now apparently determined to portal back to the jungle despite his dwindled reserves.
Lykor’s body trembled as he wrestled with his depleted Well. Breath coming in rapid bursts, his eyes glazed over—undoubtedly attempting to wring every last drop of power.
“Wait—” Jassyn began, but the warning never left his lips.
Lykor crumpled forward, his fall muffled by the snow.
“Stars,” Jassyn muttered, shoving both hands through his hair.
He stared as Lykor remained motionless, each slowing breath curling into the air. Facedown, he showed no signs of waking as the minutes ticked by.
Jassyn rubbed at the ache latching onto his temples, grappling with the absurdity of Lykor’s stubbornness. It was as impressive as it was infuriating.
Determined to prevent Lykor from getting frostbite again,
Jassyn pushed himself into motion. It was up to him to ensure that they both survived the night.
Gritting his teeth against the effort, Jassyn cursed Lykor’s bulk as he rolled him over. Slowly, he dragged Lykor out of the blood-stained snow, arranging his cloak more securely around his limbs and brushing off the lingering frost.
When he finished constructing what little comfort he could, silence pressed in, broken only by the brush of wind against their shelter. It was then that he felt the full weight of his own weariness, the cold burrowing deeper as he shivered uncontrollably. Blowing warmth into his hands, he tried to chase the lingering numbness from his fingers, though it felt like a losing battle.
Jassyn hesitated before deciding to sit next to Lykor, wrapping his fur-lined cloak tighter around himself. He glanced down, watching the slow rise and fall of Lykor’s chest. No sharp commands, no biting retorts. Just the quiet, unguarded stillness of sleep.
Jassyn sighed, scooting even closer to the warmth radiating from Lykor’s body, drawn more by instinct than intent. He doubted Lykor would forgive him for it, but in this moment, survival mattered more than pride.
Tucking his legs up and resting his head on his knees, fatigue began tugging at Jassyn’s eyelids. Every blink became a battle against the chilly embrace of oblivion.
He thought he sensed Lykor stirring beside him, but he couldn’t tell if it was his mind drifting between dreams or reality.
He needed to stay awake—to ensure their shelter held through the night.
But darkness began to claim him.



CHAPTER 29





LYKOR


Lykor surfaced slowly, consciousness dragging him from the abyss of sleep. The world returned in fragments, his senses stirring in jagged bursts.
He stiffened, instantly aware of an invasive warmth—heat from another body. It bled into his chest, seeping into his skin where he expected the bite of cold.
Aesar had returned them to the jungle.
To Kal.
In an instant, an ember of rage ignited, scorching away the last remnants of sleep. Here he was, waking up next to his captain.
Again.
Lykor squeezed his eyes tighter, as if denial alone could make this situation less maddening. He thought he and Aesar had moved past this. That Kal, the insufferable lackwit he was, would have learned some semblance of respect by now.
But no. Clearly the pair of them were incapable of restraint and would never relent, their audacity making a mockery of the boundaries he’d tried to set.
Kal murmured in his sleep and shifted against Lykor’s chest. Disgust surged. Lykor was about to shove him away, rip himself free from the suffocating closeness. But something stopped him.
The body pressed against his was wrong. Lykor knew—before the thought fully formed—that this wasn’t Kal.
He hated how he knew it. Hated the way the realization coiled through him, snaking past his defenses and prying them open.
The scent engulfing him wasn’t pine and leather, wasn’t rough and brazen. It was something else entirely—unsettlingly disarming. Like rain tangled with orange blossoms, a whisper of summer slipping through the cracks of a storm.
The subtlety of it sank into him, scrambling his thoughts. He couldn’t stop it. He couldn’t ignore it. And that infuriated him.
Muscles taut as he braced himself, Lykor peeled his eyes open to face the truth. A mass of dark curls filled his vision, so black that they gleamed with hints of midnight blue.
Lykor froze, his heart thrashing against its cage of bones even as his breath slowed.
Jassyn.
Every fiber of his being locked into place as though bound by steel. He dared not move, unwilling to wake the other male and twist this moment into something unbearably awkward.
And since this was Jassyn, that meant… They were still in the Wastes.
The memory of the storm lingered in splintered remnants—wind howling, ice slicing through the air. Floundering while Jassyn acted swiftly, barricading them in a sanctuary.
The soft crackle of melting snow whispered against the silence, pale light creeping in through the small opening in their shelter, its glow banishing the weight of the dark.
Dawn. They’d been here all night.
A brutal reckoning tore through Lykor, shredding his pride. The bitter taste of failure clung to his tongue.
He’d overreached, dragged them both into the jaws of danger. Because he was too scorching proud, too afraid of yielding. Of what weakness might mean. And now, after endangering them both, all he could do was lie here—indebted to Jassyn’s ingenuity, unworthy of his quiet care.
Lykor tried to ignore the heat flushing his skin and the pliant body molded against his chest. Surely it was the chill that had drawn them together, all but compelling their bodies to seek closeness in slumber. He was no stranger to such conditions. The mountain prisons had taught him the cruelty of cold, where he and the wraith had been forced to huddle like beasts, their only comfort the embrace of earth.
Ever so carefully, Lykor edged up on his elbow. Jassyn’s profile came into view—still, but not peaceful. Tension clung to the corners of his mouth and a wrinkle dented the space between his brows. Lykor willed his eyes away. But they became traitors, moths flying into flame.
They followed the graceful arch of Jassyn’s ear, half-hidden beneath inky curls. His gaze lingered too long, tracing the planes of Jassyn’s cheek.
With an unsteady breath, Lykor tore his eyes away, fixing them on the faint light filtering in through the snow. He refused to let himself sink into emotions that chipped away at his carefully constructed walls. Every instinct demanded retreat—to create distance, reclaim the barriers that defined him.
A faint pressure drew his attention to his claw, draped across Jassyn’s chest. Skin prickling, he tensed as Jassyn’s hand shifted—a featherlight touch that carried an unsettling weight.
His gauntlet was gone, leaving him exposed. Of course Aesar had meddled—how else would he be in this position?
Irritation flared as Lykor tunneled toward their Well, finding it restored. Grinding his fangs, he plunged his awareness inward, ready to berate his ever-conniving other half.
In their shared mindspace, Lykor stormed toward the library’s grand entrance. He hurled the double doors open, the crash thunderous as he barreled into the atrium.
Aesar lounged on a velvet couch by a sweeping window, Kyansari’s rising sun spilling light across his silvery hair. He stretched lazily, glancing up from a tome. Sleep well?
WHY DIDN’T YOU TAKE US BACK? Lykor demanded.
Aesar reclined further into the cushions, lacing his fingers behind his head. You can deal with the consequences for once instead of expecting me to clean up your mess.
Lykor’s shoulders twitched, his patience splintering under Aesar’s insolence. WHAT ABOUT THE MESS YOU’VE MADE?
Aesar shrugged, kicking an ankle over his knee, emerald eyes gleaming with smug amusement. He was shivering.
Lykor’s temper flared hotter. AND WHAT? YOU THOUGHT WARMING HIM UP WAS A BRILLIANT IDEA?
He fell asleep, Aesar said matter-of-factly, as if that could quiet the storm raging through Lykor. And frankly, he shouldn’t have to suffer for your stupidity.
THEN YOU SHOULD’VE TAKEN HIM BACK TO THE JUNGLE! Lykor roared as he threw out an arm, his fury at Aesar’s intervention blazing like an inferno.
Aesar merely arched a brow.
Chest heaving, Lykor clenched his fists and gritted out, WHY ARE YOU DOING THIS?
Aesar leaned forward, the glint in his eyes cold and unyielding. Because I’ve had enough of you pushing everyone away. Especially those trying to help.
I DON’T—
Before he could finish, Aesar wrenched control of their body away, shoving Lykor aside in a violent shift. Lykor gasped as his senses dulled, a void threatening to swallow him. Aesar tightened their grip around Jassyn, pulling him closer to their chest—surely strong enough to rouse him. Just to make his pathetic point.
Lykor’s furious snarl reverberated inside their mindspace as he clawed for control. I FUCKING HATE YOU.
Aesar’s smirk deepened as he relinquished his hold. You can thank me later. Assuming you learn anything from this.
The last thing Lykor saw was Aesar wiggling his fingers at him before he was flung out of the library. The atrium doors crashed shut, echoing in the empty palace halls.
Silently seething, Lykor rapidly blinked, dragging his focus back to the shelter carved from packed snow. Trapped. Jassyn’s steady heartbeat thudded faintly against him, an unwelcome reminder of how tightly he was clutching the elf.
Jassyn stirred, murmuring softly in his sleep. Lykor’s breath hitched, uncertainty knotting in his chest. He needed to untangle himself before the other male woke up.
Slowly, he eased out of Jassyn’s grip, extracting himself inch by inch until the tension bled away and his arm was his own again.
Freed at last, Lykor rolled onto his back, his breath rasping too loud in the stillness. He stared at the iced ceiling, the silent weight of snow pressing down on him, muting the world beyond.
The shelter was no longer a refuge—it was a cage. But to leave, he’d practically have to crawl over Jassyn. That would undoubtedly wake him.
Groping across the ground, his claw scraped against the ice until he found his gauntlet. Lykor jammed the armor back over his talons, the cold metal biting into his skin. He clenched his fist out of habit, the steel screeching in the confined space.
Lykor’s pulse spiked as Jassyn twitched, his fingers raking into the snow as though fending off some unseen torment. A low, broken sound escaped him.
A whimper.
Lykor froze.
Well, Jassyn was probably just fucking cold, like he was. The sooner they got back to the jungle, the sooner—
Another choked cry broke the silence, the helplessness striking a note of discomfort that he tried to ignore. Jassyn’s limbs jerked violently, his body twisting in frantic thrashes.
Warring with himself, Lykor’s hand hovered on the cusp of reaching out. But he was spared from making a decision.
Jassyn bolted upright, gasping for air, his eyes wild and unseeing. He kicked frantically to free himself from his cloak, stumbling toward the small exit with the desperation of a wild animal bolting. Before Lykor fully registered it, Jassyn disappeared.
Cursing under his breath, Lykor surged to his feet and followed. The cold slapped his face as he stepped into the wind, but he ignored it. His focus narrowed on Jassyn’s retreat as he pursued him, slipping between the skeletal trees.
“Jassyn!” The name tore from Lykor’s throat, sounding more like a command than concern.
Jassyn didn’t respond. He staggered a few more paces through the woods before collapsing to his knees beside a tree, his hand braced against the frozen trunk.
The snowstorm had passed, leaving the stripped forest shrouded in an eerie, crystalline stillness. Sunlight speared through bare branches, the ice shimmering with fractured brilliance. Jassyn’s breaths billowed in ragged clouds, his body trembling as his vacant eyes unfocused somewhere far beyond.
Lykor approached cautiously, the crunch of his boots the only sound breaking the brittle quiet. He loomed behind Jassyn, his shadow stretching over the frostbitten ground. The instinct to protect flickered, but he didn’t know what to do with it now.
“Sorry for waking you,” Jassyn mumbled, dragging his fingers through his curls.
Lykor blinked, the apology catching him off guard. Misplaced. Undeserved. He cleared his throat, scraping his skull for something—anything—to say. As if he really had any fucking idea of how to offer comfort.
“Did you…want to talk about it?” The question tumbled out awkwardly, his voice strained as he forced it into unfamiliar territory.
That’s what people did when they were upset. Wasn’t it? Stars, how many times had he listened to Kal spew an endless stream of feelings he couldn’t bring himself to care about.
Jassyn huffed a bitter laugh, hollow as the lifeless forest. He dug his fists into his eyes, shutting out the world.
“No,” he said at last, staring into the distance. Severing the conversation before it could begin. “It’s nothing.”
It sure as fuck seemed like something. The retort nearly launched off of Lykor’s tongue, but he bit it back.
He didn’t want to know. Didn’t want to care. This wasn’t his problem. Wasn’t his burden. He had enough shadows haunting him without fighting someone else’s.
When Jassyn lurched unsteadily to his feet, Lykor moved closer before his brain had any hope of halting the motion. His hand shot out, fingers hooking around Jassyn’s wrist.
The reaction was instant. Jassyn flinched, as though Lykor’s touch had flayed his skin.
Lykor’s grip broke, his hand numb as it dropped back to his side. Heat flared to his cheeks, the rejection knifing through his chest, tightening in his throat. He retreated a step to give Jassyn space.
But guilt was the blade that cleaved through him.
He was the cause of this. Of Jassyn’s distress. Of the scar carved into his face. The torment that chased him even now, catching him in the dark.
The thought twisted around Lykor’s ribs. He knew what it was like to wake choking on nightmares, dragged into the suffocating grip of memories he couldn’t escape. The king’s hands. The pain. How many nights had he clawed at his own flesh, certain he’d never break free?
And the thought that Jassyn might feel the same—that his own presence had provoked it—was unbearable.
Lykor’s gaze lingered on Jassyn’s profile, tracing the tension in his jaw, noticing the way he avoided looking at him—as though even eye contact would cut too deep.
The question anchored in his chest, pressing heavier with each beat of silence. He didn’t want to ask, but he had to know. Needed to. Craved the punishment of the truth. It was no less than he deserved.
Lykor’s voice was barely a whisper, the question carried by the wind. “Did I do this to you?”
Slowly, torturously slowly, Jassyn met his eyes.
White as the snow, the scar Lykor had crafted sliced stark across Jassyn’s face, a glaring testament of the brutal strike. Rage had driven him, but cowardice had delivered the punch.
“I’m sorry,” Lykor breathed, his gauntlet curling at his side. An insignificant offering of words. But he meant it now.
“If you’re forced to relive the pain I caused…” The thought was a cruel irony. He couldn’t take it back. Monsters like him were only capable of destruction. Of ruining beautiful things.
Jassyn blinked, almost startled. “You didn’t do this to me,” he said quietly. He traced the jagged seam that magic hadn’t erased. “This is nothing. A reminder if anything.” His hand fell away and his curls tumbled forward to shield whatever war was waging behind his eyes. “The scars that haunt me are ones you can’t see.”
The words were a retreat, echoed in the steps Jassyn took backward. As if distance could bury the conversation and keep it from returning.
Lykor held his breath, uncertain if he’d heard right. If it wasn’t his actions plaguing Jassyn, then what was?
“We should get back,” Jassyn said, not meeting his gaze. “Vesryn is probably worried.”
Lykor nodded, his throat too constricted to offer more than a mumbled explanation about Aesar regenerating during the night. Thankfully, Jassyn didn’t press him about why they hadn’t returned sooner. Lykor summoned his power, opening a portal back to the jungle.
But before they stepped through, an impulse seized him, a need he didn’t fully understand—the desire to reach out.
“I have dreams that torment me too.”
His voice was so quiet he that almost doubted Jassyn had heard. Witless words for someone who’d already seen the ruins of his mind, the raw wounds the king had left behind. Yet Jassyn’s spine stiffened before he glanced back over his shoulder.
The sun caught the amber flecks in his eyes, softening his expression with something that could have been understanding. Jassyn’s lips parted slightly as though he might speak, but he didn’t. Instead, he dipped his head in the faintest acknowledgment before stepping through the rift.
Lykor stared at the empty space left behind, his chest tight yet strangely lighter. The quiet hung heavy, but it wasn’t empty. It carried a frail connection, burdens neither had spoken aloud. Invisible scars that needed no explanation.
And for the first time, Lykor didn’t feel so alone.



CHAPTER 30





LYKOR


Lykor nearly collided with Jassyn’s back as he halted on the other side of the portal. Sunlight speared through the canopy in fractured beams of greens and golds, illuminating a scene that immediately curdled his mood.
The trio—whose very existence seemed designed to plague him—was already up with the dawn. Lurking too close to the portaling grounds, they were clearly lying in wait for him and Jassyn to return.
Fenn lounged back on his heels, brandishing a stick like a scepter as he thrust it at their campfire. He waved it theatrically while instructing the prince, as if stoking the embers was some sacred art. Perched on a log just beyond them, Serenna watched as a fiery orb flickered above her palm.
Lykor banished the rift, and three heads swiveled toward him and Jassyn.
“Good morning,” Fenn drawled, each syllable dragging like the slow curve of his smirk. His piercings glinted in the firelight as he nudged the prince with an elbow in some unspoken joke.
Vesryn’s lips thinned at the contact. But the faintest twitch betrayed him—a flicker of amusement.
Lykor’s eyes narrowed as their unwarranted suspicion coiled through the air like the fire’s smoke. Whatever discussions had transpired during his and Jassyn’s absence weren’t born of idle curiosity. It was worse. Their delay had been scrutinized, dissected, and greedily devoured by the insatiable maw of speculation.
Serenna’s probing gaze flitted between him and Jassyn. “Care to explain why you two spent the night in the Wastes with no supplies?” she demanded, the question teetering on the edge of accusation. “For some reason, I doubt that was Jassyn’s idea.”
Lykor’s jaw tightened, lip curling as he locked onto her cool stare. He felt no obligation to elaborate, despite her tilting her chin back in challenge.
“We were caught in a snowstorm before we could regenerate and portal back,” Jassyn offered as he settled beside Serenna. Though his attention pointedly shifted to Fenn, who was now stirring a pot suspended above the flames.
While the simple truth, Lykor knew that answer wouldn’t satisfy this insufferable lot.
Fenn’s grin stretched wider as he ladled a bowl of porridge for Jassyn, the scent of yesterday’s elk hunt drifting on the breeze. “Must’ve been quite the snows,” he mused, eyes flaring as he appraised Lykor. “I trust you two managed to stay warm. I know nights in the Wastes have a way of testing one’s…resourcefulness.”
The insinuation needled under Lykor’s skin, unraveling his fraying patience. He bared his fangs. “Lieutenant, I’ll wipe that smirk off your face if you don’t do it yourself.”
“I didn’t realize punishments were on our morning agenda,” Vesryn said, snatching up Fenn’s discarded stick like he’d been waiting to flourish it the entire time. “Do you take requests? Because I have a few ideas for—”
Metal shrieked as Lykor clenched his gauntlet, the sound slicing through the glade. “What the fuck is wrong with all of you?” he growled, bludgeoning the group with his glare. “If the chain of command has broken down this much, I’ll find one to beat you with.”
Vesryn chuckled, twirling the stick in his hands. “Do you promise?”
Lykor snarled. This was a battle already lost. If they wanted to squander the morning with their petty games, then so be it. He had no intention of pandering to them.
Pivoting sharply, he turned his back on their smirks and barbs, seeking solitude in the jungle. Aesar, buried in his library, had remained blissfully silent, but Lykor knew it wouldn’t last. His other half would soon emerge, no doubt insisting that it was “his time.”
But there was work to be done—real work. Lykor’s thoughts shifted to the road ahead. Jassyn was right—supplies would extend their reach, free them from the nightly retreat to the jungle.
Them. The word lingered, branding itself into Lykor’s thoughts. Assuming Jassyn would remain at his side was foolish. Especially after what he’d put him through last night. Yet the idea of him absent, of facing the path ahead alone… Lykor crushed the notion before it could fully form.
“You should eat something.”
The concern in Jassyn’s voice drew Lykor to an embarrassingly abrupt halt before he’d even walked ten paces across the glade. He stiffened, shoulders twitching as he felt four gazes boring into his spine.
Lykor exhaled and dragged a hand down his face. No matter how much he loathed staying, order had to be maintained. Walking away would only surrender control.
He turned back around, steeling himself against whatever nonsense they would hurl his way next. His gaze glanced off Jassyn’s before a glint of prismatic light caught his eye—the prince tossing a Heart of Stars into the air and catching it.
“We had quite the adventure yesterday as well,” Vesryn said, idly bouncing the glowing relic in his palm before lobbing it at Lykor.
Snatching the Heart out of the air, Lykor’s attention immediately veered toward the girl. Undoubtedly, she had a hand in locating it.
Smirking triumphantly, Serenna leaned back on the log, the globe in her palm splitting into five tongues of flame, each flickering above a fingertip. “How many weeks did you say you searched here?”
Lykor’s grip tightened on the artifact, his scowl deepening as he shoved the Heart into a cloak pocket. The sting of losing a relic to that red-haired wench still burned, but he refused to nurse that failure. With two of the five Hearts in his possession, the balance tilted ever so slightly in his favor—even though he hungered for the advantage of more.
“And we found something else that’s…interesting,” Vesryn added, flashing a crystal shard half the size of his palm. Smoother than glass, its surface shimmered with an uncanny resemblance to the Heart of Stars, but it didn’t ignite with the colors of his talents.
The flames above Serenna’s hand nearly guttered out as she released a strangled squawk. “Be careful with that!”
“I am being careful,” Vesryn shot back, rolling the shard along his fingers.
Lykor’s interest sharpened, his attention locked onto the crystal. He strode toward the fire, shedding his cloak as he claimed the space opposite everyone else.
“What is it?” he demanded, already rifling through Aesar’s memories for any scrap of recognition. But the remnants offered nothing, leaving him with the vexing prospect of relying on this group’s haphazard explanations.
Serenna flicked her wrist, sending her burning orb back into the fire. “It almost killed us,” she gritted out, her nostrils flaring. “And we have no idea what that shard does, so the prince shouldn’t keep messing with it.”
“Oh, I know exactly what I’m doing,” Vesryn said, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. His voice dropped, dark with amusement as he arched a brow at her. “You of all people should know I’m quite skilled with my hands.”
FOR FUCK’S SAKE. Lykor rolled his eyes as a flush raced to the tips of Serenna’s ears.
“Since you can’t resist touching things you shouldn’t,” she snapped, “why not try holding onto a shard of common sense for once?”
“Oh, leave your princeling alone, she-elf,” Fenn interjected. He leaned over to pat her knee, but his grin was aimed at Vesryn. “If he needs more practice with fondling, I’d be more than happy to lend my expertise.”
Vesryn pursed his lips but ignored him, spinning the crystal in his palm. “The shard has been inert since the tree released it. It’s no danger to us.”
“You don’t know that,” Serenna hissed. “It absorbed your magic and flung it right back at us. Tenfold, you said!” She glanced around the group, her gaze darting between Fenn, Jassyn, and finally Lykor, silently pleading for someone to back her up. “He used Essence too close to it, and then it attacked us.”
Lykor couldn’t help himself as his curiosity began thrashing. He leaned forward, his focus homing in on the shard as it glinted with potential in the firelight. If this was a device they could control…
“So it’s a magnifier of power?” he asked, absently accepting a bowl of Fenn’s dubious gruel, though his attention remained wholly riveted on the gem.
“That’s exactly what I thought—like a conduit for Essence!” Vesryn exclaimed, casting a pointed scowl at Serenna. “Last night, I prodded it with magic—”
“You what?” she screeched.
“Nothing happened,” the prince mumbled, his fingers curling protectively around the crystal. “Maybe it’s a shard of a Heart of Stars—a Starshard? It could be attuned to whoever holds it.” Dismissive, he shrugged. “You said Ayla wore one. There was magic all around, yet nothing happened with hers.”
Serenna crossed her arms, her glare sharp enough to cleave stone. “That doesn’t mean you should experiment recklessly.”
“If I wanted a lecture, I’d go back to the academy,” Vesryn muttered, tucking the gem out of her sight.
“Do you think it’s an Aeflyn device?” Jassyn chimed in before Serenna could retort. “Or some kind of similar relic? It’s too much like the Heart to be a coincidence.”
Lykor’s gaze flicked to him, lingering longer than he intended. Jassyn absently twisted one of his curls, his expression thoughtful yet distant as he studied Fenn steeping leaves in a battered kettle. When Jassyn’s eyes lifted to meet his, the words poised on Lykor’s tongue dissolved, slipping away like smoke.
“Your fortress possessed mechanisms that we’ve never seen in the elven realms,” Jassyn continued, oblivious to Lykor’s distracted silence. “Maybe the druids somehow had a way to harness that crystal to negate or channel Essence.”
“But Fenn and I didn’t see any gems guarding the Heart beneath the magma,” Serenna countered, glancing at Fenn as he poured tea into a collection of mismatched mugs. “And why would Ayla have one?”
Lykor grumbled under his breath before taking a bite out of his bowl, not tasting the meal. This band of fools could prattle in circles all day, weaving endless theories around the unknown. All that mattered was how to wield it.
“Perhaps if we find ourselves in the company of druids, we can ask them,” Lykor bit out, interrupting their squabbling. The secrets of that extinct race had long since crumbled to dust. “Until then,” he continued, shifting his gaze toward the prince. “If that conduit or Starshard or whatever you insist on calling it can offer us an advantage, figure it out. Just don’t obliterate the jungle by fiddling with it.”
The fire crackled softly as his command lingered in the air. Lykor had little faith that it would be heeded with the way his other orders had been blatantly disregarded left and right. Vesryn’s arched brow only served as confirmation.
“There’s a different matter I want to address—one long overdue,” the prince said, presenting his grievance as though this motley assembly was an exalted council rather than exiles huddled in the wilderness.
With a nod in Serenna’s direction, Vesryn continued, “You’re going to return her portaling talent.”
Lykor stared at him, mechanically chewing through another bite of porridge as it turned to paste in his mouth. Firelight flickered across Vesryn’s face, carving shadows along the edge of his jaw. Lykor let the silence stretch, each passing moment a measured assertion of his control. Only after deliberately swallowing did he respond.
“No,” he clipped. “I need the ability augmented for portal jumping.”
Vesryn’s eyes flashed as he grabbed the flaming stick again to jab it in Lykor’s direction. “No, you don’t. Because we’re coming with you.”
Lykor barked a laugh. “More people will—”
“Be an advantage,” Vesryn finished, tone sharpening.
Lykor drummed his gauntlet against his knee, the metallic rhythm a futile attempt at quelling his irritation. The last thing he wanted was for this group to be trailing him in the Wastes. Fenn would follow his orders, but the girl was beyond insubordinate. And he had a feeling that Jassyn would side with the prince.
Unbidden, Lykor’s gaze slipped to Jassyn, who was quietly asking Fenn about the tea blend he’d steeped. Fenn, of course, immediately launched into an animated explanation, naming every branch and leaf he’d plucked in the jungle.
Lykor knew he should’ve looked away, focused on anything else—the prince’s combative glare, for one. But the way Jassyn leaned in, head tilted, listening like Fenn’s rambling actually mattered—it caught him. Snared him. A splinter of doubt drove itself deep.
What did Jassyn think of him?
It was absurd to care. Absolutely ridiculous. Leadership wasn’t about being liked—it was about making impossible decisions. Keeping everyone alive.
But no amount of reasoning silenced the nagging voice that wondered if Jassyn saw him as no better than the king, stealing power without hesitation.
It didn’t matter. The decision was slipping through his fingers anyway. Aesar was nearly on the cusp of interfering, ready to return Serenna’s ability behind his back.
Appearing on the verge of spouting a flurry of arguments, Vesryn opened his mouth, but Lykor silenced him with a raised hand. He’d relent without a fight. This debate wasn’t worth the air it would waste.
Wordlessly, Lykor lifted his gauntlet to his chest. Delving into his Well, he wrenched the augmented portion of his portaling talent free—the piece that had once belonged to the girl—leaving his own portion of the ability intact. He stared at the light flaring above his palm, grinding his molars, loath to relinquish strength in power.
Eventually, the collective weight of the expectant stares itched between his shoulders, driving him into action. With a dismissive flick of his wrist, he hurled the ability across the campfire.
The light streaked through the air in a sharp arc before Serenna caught the orb mid-flight. Without so much as acknowledging him, she passed the talent off to Fenn.
Jewelry clinking, Fenn’s brows rose as he glanced between her and the ability now hovering above his claw.
“It makes more sense for you to have it,” she said with a shrug. “You’ve traveled farther across the realms and know more locations than I do. You can help portal the wraith around. And if I need to go anywhere…” She trailed off, her gaze sliding toward Vesryn, who was stoically staring at the main camp with his back half-turned. “I’m sure I’ll be with either you or the prince.”
Clusters of elven-blooded and wraith gathered around scattered campfires, but it was clear the prince wasn’t looking at them. The tightness in his shoulders betrayed his sour mood, though whether it stemmed from Serenna’s decision or some internal struggle, Lykor neither knew nor cared. He had no patience for this lovers’ quarrel.
Fenn’s gaze drifted to him, searching for guidance—or permission. Lykor offered a curt nod, tossing aside his empty bowl to seize a stick from the ground.
He wouldn’t admit it aloud, but the girl’s reasoning was strategic and practical. Fenn’s possession of the talent meant he could direct its use when needed. That made this ordeal more tolerable. Barely.
By the time Fenn absorbed the ability, Lykor’s attention had already shifted, drawn to movement at the edge of the glade. The rangers’ flight captain strode into view, her steps purposeful, like she belonged wherever her boots landed.
The scales in Zaeryn’s black leathers gleamed faintly in the morning sun, her sheathed weapons poking over her spine. She nodded to the group in greeting before taking a seat close to Jassyn on the log.
Too close.
The stick in Lykor’s hands snapped in half, the brittle crack cutting through the conversation. A few heads turned, but only briefly.
Lykor’s gaze burned, locked onto the intruding elf before he ripped his attention away, tossing the broken splinters into the fire.
His fangs elongated, digging into his gums. The sting was a welcome distraction from the maddening thought—if Zaeryn inched any closer, she might as well drape herself across Jassyn’s lap.
It didn’t matter. Jassyn could sit next to whoever he scorching well pleased.
“I have the report from that harbor you sent us to investigate in the southern realm,” Zaeryn relayed to the prince.
“A harbor? In Vaelyn?” Serenna asked, a frown forming. “My mother requisitioned supplies before I left for Centarya, but surely construction isn’t anywhere near complete.”
The words droned in Lykor’s ears as his frustration simmered. If Galaeryn had already begun building vessels, then they weren’t just behind, they were losing ground.
If there was time to slip away to those beaches while Aesar was resting… Lykor quickly severed that idea, slamming it behind his obsidian doors. Instead, he considered how many different ways he could make the flight captain disappear.
Fangs grinding, he cut off that thought just as quickly. He couldn’t care less. Obviously.
Jassyn’s voice broke through Lykor’s turbulent thoughts, yanking his attention back to the group. “In the stables…” He hesitated, fingers curling tightly around his mug. “I saw glimpses in Elashor’s mind. The king intends to tether Essence-wielders to conceal their magic from the Maelstrom. If the storm gets close, he’ll force those with shaman blood to control it. That’s how they’ll cross.” He shook his head, firelight casting shadows over the worry etched across his brow. “I didn’t gather much else.”
Lykor barely registered the words as Jassyn shifted away from Zaeryn, ever so slightly. He despised how that small motion extinguished the blaze of jealousy in his chest. It was absurd. Irrational. But still, relief cooled the heat in his veins.
Elbows on her knees, Zaeryn leaned forward, her eyes fixed on the prince. “Vaelyn’s shores are crawling with the capital’s soldiers, and bands of humans are camped beyond the castle walls.”
Vesryn released a disgusted scoff. Fenn wordlessly handed him a log and the prince shoved it into the flames with unnecessary force. Sparks scattered, flaring before fading.
“I’ll portal under the cover of darkness tonight,” Vesryn muttered, wrestling the wood deeper into the fire. “I’ll find out if the fleet has launched—or how close they are. I’ll question someone discreetly and figure out what else they know.”
Information.
Lykor grumbled under his breath, fists curling against his knees. They wanted to scavenge for scraps of knowledge while the king’s vessels likely sailed across the world with one goal—to seize the chained dragons.
Intelligence was useless without action. What they needed to do was destroy these ships, not waste time indulging the prince’s pathetic pursuit of purpose.
Lykor parted his lips, the argument razor-sharp on his tongue. But he bit it back. Let Vesryn cling to his illusion of control. For now.
“I’ll go with you,” Serenna blurted. “If my family is still trapped under Elashor’s influence…” She shook her head, drawing another flame from the fire. “I want to help.”
Vesryn’s expression softened and he gave her a nod before turning his attention to Fenn and Jassyn. “Gather supplies for our journey across the Wastes.” He then lifted his brows at Lykor in a subtle challenge, as if he sensed the rising protest. “I assume you’ll want to leave at dawn.”
Lykor’s shoulders twitched at the thought of being shackled to this unbearable cohort. “I still think it’s foolish for all of us to go. What if the elves invade this location too?”
“All the more reason for us to make haste,” Vesryn replied. Gesturing at Zaeryn, he added, “And besides, the rangers can manage without me.”
Lykor scowled at the flight captain, irritated by nothing more than her presence.
“And in our absence,” the prince continued, “I’ve already made arrangements with Kal, Thalaesyn, and my mother. They’re capable of protecting our people until we return.”
Sensing Aesar stirring back into his awareness, Lykor cracked his neck. No doubt, he was about to unleash a torrent of arguments and agreements, poised to beat Lykor into a pulp with his logic.
“Fine,” Lykor spat, the concession burning like acid in his mouth. He rose to his feet—because the alternative was staying and engaging in this pointless debate. “We depart with the rising sun. And I won’t hesitate to leave behind anyone who’s late,” he growled before stalking off into the jungle.
Lykor turned inward, bracing for Aesar to take over while he plotted his next move. After all, he had his own plans tonight under the cover of darkness.



CHAPTER 31





SERENNA


Seated on the loamy forest floor, Serenna channeled a stream of raw Essence into a vial. The magic pulsed as it spiraled into the glass container, its glow brightening as dusk draped the glade in shadows.
Beside her, Velinya lounged on her belly in the grass, cradling her chin with her claws as she sighed wistfully. “You both had your magic manifested for a century,” Velinya mused, “and the bond just…appeared one day?”
Newly acquainted with Mara, Velinya had wasted no time prying into the past of the former queen and magister.
“The stars seemed determined to nudge us together one way or another,” Thalaesyn said with a chuckle, accepting the vial Mara handed to him.
A luminous ribbon of Essence unfurled from his fingertips, pooling into the bottom of the container. Each vessel they filled became a reservoir—a safeguard against Wells running dry in future battles.
“I was stationed in the palace for research when it formed,” Thalaesyn continued. “And Mara’s family had moved to the capital while Galaeryn hunted for the strongest line to bind to his.”
Mara sniffed and scowled at the vial as she poured Essence into it. “Galaeryn should’ve selected my half-sister.” Serenna’s thoughts immediately leaped to Jassyn’s mother, whose name she had never learned. “She craved a position in court far more than I ever did. But Galaeryn didn’t care about ambition,” she said bitterly. “The only thing that mattered to him was the magic in our bloodlines—to create his perfect heir.”
Her grip on the vessel tightened, the magic flickering. “When I was the only one to conceive, it irrevocably bound me to the throne. And what an honor that turned out to be.”
Velinya sat up with a disgusted huff, shredding the grass beneath her claws.
Serenna’s stomach soured, a shared wave of contempt rising at the king. She placed her glowing container among the growing stockpile, where Essence shimmered within glass prisons. A glaring reminder of how easily power could be twisted into a cage.
“But it was the twins who brought us together,” Thalaesyn said quietly, funneling another stream of Essence into a bottle. His magic entwined with Mara’s, surrounding them as he drew on the illumination talent he’d given her when they’d rebonded. “I’d heard that Mara refused any help, determined to care for the boys herself. Through the bond, I could feel her exhaustion—I don’t think she slept for a week.” His gaze landed on Mara and softened. “We never acknowledged that the connection had formed, even in passing. But one night, I couldn’t ignore it any longer. And I…sought her out.”
“It was Vesryn.” Mara laughed in earnest, her voice warming. “He was the difficult one. Aesar barely fussed.”
Serenna’s lips twitched, not the least bit surprised.
“When I found her in the nursery, she was barely upright, struggling to soothe him,” Thalaesyn said as he corked his vial and set it aside. “Aesar, somehow, slept soundly through all of the wailing.”
“And as soon as Thal entered the room,” Mara cut in, “I shoved Vesryn at him without a word and collapsed onto the bed.”
Thalaesyn grinned wryly. “Mara and I began spending our evenings together, caring for the twins.”
“We kept the bond’s existence between us, but it became something more when we decided to accept the magic,” Mara finished, her hand finding his. “I wouldn’t have been able to survive life in the palace without him.”
Velinya sighed a dreamy hum, tracing lazy patterns in the grass.
The thought of Mara and Thalaesyn enduring a broken and reforged bond filled Serenna with warmth, tempered by an ache she hadn’t expected.
If her path hadn’t splintered from the prince’s, perhaps they would have already accepted theirs. But now, hesitation hung between them—a gulf of guilt neither had ventured to cross.
Unlike Vesryn and Jassyn’s bond—born of necessity—the thought of completing her own with the prince now felt…rushed. Theirs wasn’t just a tactical merging of power—feelings had become entangled, turning the binding into something more than strategy. And clearly neither of them had figured out how to navigate that yet.
Just as Velinya began pressing for more details, two of Fenn’s sisters warped across the clearing to their group. They clacked their talons in deference to Mara before one addressed Serenna and Velinya. “We’re heading to the lake, if you want to join.”
Velinya shot to her feet in a blur. “We’d love to!” She snatched Serenna’s arm, pulling her up with her.
“Maybe next time,” Serenna said, glancing at the dying light—nearly time for her departure to Vaelyn. “I have to meet with the prince.”
Velinya tied back her curls and flashed a grin. “Your loss,” she quipped, linking arms with Fenn’s sisters and all but dragging the pair into the trees. They joined a horde of wraith heading in the same direction, their laughter gradually dissolving into the soft whisper of leaves.
Serenna bade Mara and Thalaesyn farewell and turned toward the jungle, the bond’s thread guiding her toward the prince. The sun’s fading rays slanted through the canopy, stretching shadows across the mossy floor.
Fenn, already at the lake with Koln, radiated excitement for their journey across the Wastes. But Vesryn’s mood felt more subdued, burdened by an undercurrent of unease.
Navigating over a cluster of vines, Serenna’s steps faltered, a similar apprehension slowing her stride. Vaelyn loomed in her thoughts, a fractured echo of home. Jassyn had told her of the compulsion on her mother—and her brother was surely snared in Elashor’s web as well, blissfully blind to the truth as danger closed in.
But the mission tonight wasn’t about a reunion, or even warning them about the elves. Setting foot in Vaelyn’s court wouldn’t just risk exposure—it would drag her family into yet another conflict that they had no part in.
Serenna could already feel the capital’s condemnation, her name surely listed alongside Vesryn’s, Jassyn’s, and those of the magus who’d cast their lot in with Lykor.
The dense underbrush of ferns parted, unveiling a secluded clearing awash in firelight. The glow from the dancing flames traced the silhouettes of Kal and Vesryn as they sat nearby. Speaking in low tones, they sharpened their daggers, the rhythmic scrapes against the whetstones punctuating the crackling fire.
Just beyond them lay Aesar—Serenna assumed—sprawled out in sleep, his head resting on Trella’s forelegs. The dracovae gently glided her beak through his hair, preening with tender precision. Curled protectively beside her, Naru emitted a rumbling chuff, the deep vibration shuddering through the ground.
The rare serenity tugged at a chord in Serenna’s chest as she settled beside the prince, feeling like an intruder. Vesryn shifted slightly, his knee landing against hers.
“You should take a wraith with you tonight,” Kal urged the prince. “Fenn could keep you cloaked—reduce the chances of detection.”
Vesryn’s hand stilled mid-stroke across the whetstone. Fingers tightening around the hilt of his blade, discord reverberated through the bond. Though he offered no words, he obviously didn’t want Fenn’s involvement.
“What about Aesar?” Serenna asked, gently sidestepping Kal’s suggestion.
Vesryn shook his head, voice soft but firm. “He needs rest.” His gaze lingered on his brother, whose chest rose and fell in a peaceful rhythm beneath Trella’s watchful care. “Lykor has been pushing them too hard.”
“And besides,” Kal added with a weary sigh, “Like me, they’ve lost the ability to cloak.”
“We’ll be careful,” Vesryn assured him, sliding his blade into its sheath with a whisk. “A quick in and out. If possible, we’ll bring back a sentry for questioning. But no unnecessary risks.”
Rising smoothly, the prince extended a hand to Serenna, helping her to her feet. For a moment, hesitation darkened his features as his attention drifted back to Aesar, who rolled over in sleep.
“I’ll stay with him,” Kal offered, stretching and shifting as he settled against a tree. “If Lykor stirs, I’ll insist that he rests as well.”
Vesryn gave a slow nod, his shoulders relaxing slightly. Extending his hand, a glimmering stream of Essence whirled around him. The air wrinkled before a pool of darkness unfurled.
Serenna drew a steadying breath and followed Vesryn through the rift’s cool embrace, the jungle dissolving behind them. Before she could regain her bearings, a second portal tore open—and they stepped through.
Rough stone replaced soft earth when they reached Vaelyn’s cliffs. Twin moons climbed the sky, spilling silver light across the bay.
Like blades poised to strike, dozens of massive hulls anchored in the harbor broke the shimmering waves. The angular vessels gleamed with a stark white sheen, severe in their beauty—harsh like the elves. Furled sails swayed with the tide, the pointed masts rising high to spear the stars.
Serenna’s breath hitched as she scanned the shoreline, wooden piers jutting into the water like skeletal fingers. The pristine sands she once knew were scarred, twisted into something monstrous.
Kyansari’s soldiers prowled the beach, their plated armor glaring in harsh beacons of illumination. Beyond them, lines of humans scurried like ants, toiling as if driven by unseen whips. The mortals dragged crates of supplies between the docks and ships, stacking cargo on the piers despite the deepening night.
Serenna covered her mouth as the truth crashed down. The elves had desecrated her home, turning it into a machine grinding toward conquest.
“They’ve already built so many,” she whispered, her words nearly lost to the wind’s mournful howl. We’re too late.
The prince’s hand settled on the small of her back, a silent comfort against the insurmountable fleet—a hundred, perhaps more. “I think it’s safe to assume those in the bay are ready to sail.” His gaze unfocused on the horizon. “If some haven’t already.”
Serenna trembled, dread clamping around her chest as hope shattered under the fleet’s shadow. Even if they managed to reach the other side of the world before the king, it wouldn’t matter. They were so laughably outnumbered.
And what would remain beneath the elves’ unyielding grasp? Serenna hesitantly sought out the castle across the bay, its towers etched into the sky beneath the moons’ pale glow. She doubted her mother was given a say in the harbor’s creation—or in anything anymore.
The wind snapped across the cliffs, carrying the bitter sting of helplessness. She leaned into the prince, searching for an anchor against the tempest roiling inside her.
Mirroring her disquiet, Vesryn shifted closer, a steady presence at her side.
“Do you think we stand any chance of finding the dragons first?” Serenna asked, her voice catching on the edge of fear. She knew it wasn’t fair to seek solace—not when she sensed the prince’s doubts reflecting her own.
Vesryn’s jaw tightened. “I don’t know,” he admitted softly, the honesty landing heavier than any hollow reassurance. “Everything’s shifting, slipping out of reach. I’m trying to hold it all together, but…”
His words faded before he turned to face her. Moonlight reflected in jade pools that glinted with sorrow as his eyes searched hers. Vesryn’s fingers tightened at her waist, as though afraid she might drift away too.
For all his strength, for all the burdens he carried as an exiled prince, Serenna realized that he needed comfort as much as she did—if not more.
The weight of his unspoken fears crashed into her, but beneath the churning turmoil, Serenna sensed something deeper—a longing for something real, something solid, while the realms crumbled around them.
Vesryn’s gaze flicked from her eyes to her mouth, his breath quickening as if he stood on the edge of a precipice.
And then, without warning, his lips crashed into hers.
The kiss swept over her like a storm, consuming and fierce. It wasn’t gentle and she didn’t expect it to be—didn’t want it to be. It was a strike of lightning, a collision of emotions that had been building for too long.
Serenna pressed into him, her own urgency meeting every stroke of his lips, a silent promise that he wasn’t facing this alone.
It was everything they’d held back—unresolved tension breaking free from the pain of being torn apart. Vesryn hauled her closer, like she was the only lifeline left in this collapsing world.
The surroundings fell away with every nip, every brush of their tongues. The ships, the war at their heels, the desperate quest for hope beyond the Wastes—all of it vanished in the span of those heartbeats. In this stolen fragment of time, it was just them, holding each other under the stars, finding comfort in a fleeting moment.
And like everything else, it didn’t last.
The pressure of Essence blasted through the cliffs, a pulse of raw power shattering the moment. Serenna’s breath caught as they broke apart, spinning toward the source.
On the shore below, a massive portal hung open. Black shadows surged from the rift, strangling the night. Lykor strode through the darkness, releasing a hurricane of rending upon the harbor.
Trella burst through before the portal snapped shut, her earsplitting screech rupturing the air. Claws stirring up sand, the earth quaked as she barreled past Lykor. In a terrifying charge, she plowed down the shoreline, trampling the soldiers in her path. Screams erupted from every direction as Lykor and the dracovae descended on the docks.
Vesryn began swearing, each word more vicious than the last. “I have to stop him before he gets himself killed.” Essence flared around him as his gaze darted to hers.
“Don’t you dare send me back to the jungle,” Serenna snapped, reading that stubborn set of his jaw and the protectiveness flaring down the bond. “I don’t know what you’re planning, but you won’t be able to subdue Lykor.”
Vesryn’s fists clenched and unclenched at his sides. “Then what do you suggest we do?” he growled, his attention flicking back to the shadows swarming across the wharf.
Serenna bit her lip, dread twisting deep in her gut as the bitter answer took shape. “We should help him.”



CHAPTER 32





LYKOR


Essence roared through Lykor’s chest, a storm battering his ribs as he stalked along the shore. He punched out his gauntlet and shadows erupted, racing across the sand.
The darkness devoured everything in its path, shattering armor and disintegrating flesh, tearing through the advancing elves. A few defiant warriors bludgeoned his shield with Essence, each futile blow sparking violet flares across the ward.
He’d shoved Aesar’s awareness deep into the recesses of their mind—a simple feat with his other half bound in the grip of slumber. But Aesar’s fury would come. And surely Kal’s too, since he’d been left seething and restrained in a tangle of rending back in the jungle.
Let them rage. By the time he finished destroying Galaeryn’s fleet, their indignation would be irrelevant. Their complaints too late.
Lykor strode across the gore-streaked beach, blood from broken bodies soaking the sand. The humans had already scattered, scrambling up the cliffs in a frenzied retreat. They weren’t his concern so long as they fled—mere insects scuttling away from his power, spared by his indifference.
Reaching the docks, Lykor’s boots thudded against wooden planks. He blasted out another wave of rending to clear the area, his jaw tightening as he surveyed the ships rocking against their moorings.
Starlight glinted off the main body of the fleet anchored farther out in the bay, the distance a silent taunt.
Time pressed like a blade against his spine—he’d have to cut the destruction short if the elves forced the humans into order. Assuming the flight captain’s report was correct, the mortal numbers camped beyond the castle walls were far too great for him to extinguish alone.
A piercing screech shattered the night, wrenching Lykor’s eyes toward the shoreline. He’d almost forgotten about the dracovae.
Trella’s devotion to Aesar had unexpectedly extended to him, though it was as volatile as the beast herself. Insulted by his attempt to leave her behind, Trella had nearly snapped his head off when he’d initially opened a portal too narrow for her massive form.
His fury seemed to fuel her bloodlust. Trella rampaged down the beach, a living weapon carving a path of devastation. Her scales gleamed in the light of the moons, a spray of blood splattering her feathered chest as she ripped an arm away from a soldier’s body. Whipping in a brutal arc, her tail smashed another elf into the sand, talons shredding them in two.
Lykor bared his fangs as a wave of rending streaked toward her. Throwing out an arm, violet light flew from his fingertips, crystalizing protectively around the beast. The shadows slammed into his ward, shattering harmlessly against the barrier.
He unraveled the shield, allowing Trella to resume her charge unhindered. Swearing under his breath, Lykor followed her erratic movements as she surged down the coast.
Without telepathy, he had no way to direct her aimless carnage—a force of nature with no leash. Rankled by the thought, he formed a fist, his gauntlet screeching. If only he could order her to fly—to shatter the masts of the ships anchored out in the waters.
A dark idea struck him. A twisted solution that should have made him pause.
But it didn’t.
He’d done it before. He could do it again. Hesitation was a luxury this war wouldn’t afford. He’d disregard the cost, no matter the stain it would leave on his soul.
Abandoning the docks, Lykor strode back to the beach, homing in on an approaching elf. With a flick of his wrist, a burst of force whipped through the air, coiling around the warrior and yanking her into his outstretched claw. The metal bit into her flesh when he squeezed her throat, snarling into her face as he hacked at her Well.
Essence surged into him, a molten wildfire blazing through his veins as he leeched the elf’s talents. Abilities Lykor had lacked now became his—while those he already possessed violently amplified.
He staggered back from the exhilarating rush, casting aside the husk of a wraith. Whether lifeless or merely stunned, she crumpled to the sand, forgotten before her body hit the earth.
Delving into the depths of Aesar’s knowledge, Lykor sparked the acquired telepathy talent. Extending his mind down the shore toward Trella, he wove his awareness into hers.
THE SHIPS, Lykor commanded, searing images of her splintering masts and ravaging decks to sink their hulls.
Trella’s reluctance echoed back to him, a flicker of instinctual fear. Images bled into his mind—the crash of her body against the jagged cliffs, the snap of wings breaking against unseen rocks.
The dracovae’s poor night vision was an inconvenience at most. A flaw easily remedied.
Lykor released a wave of light, the pulse of energy shooting toward the beast. Illumination wove into Trella’s feathers, igniting her wings with radiance, twin beacons slicing through the dark.
Trella shrieked and barreled forward, driven by unbridled purpose. Glowing pinions snapped out, beating the air in a blinding display. Her haunches coiled before she launched into the sky, taking flight.
Lykor tracked her ascent as she hurtled toward the first ship in a blur of primal beauty. She collided with the mast like a falling star, the pillar shattering with a thunderous roar. Shards of wood burst outward and the folded sails collapsed into a tangled heap, swallowed by the sea.
Trella’s triumphant screech rang out across the harbor as she dropped to land on the ship. She swung her tail through the air, slamming it against the deck with devastating force. Planks buckled and splintered, the wreckage plunging into the water as she leaped back into the sky.
A satisfied smirk tugged at Lykor’s lips as the vessel sank. Destruction was a language Trella spoke with brutal fluency.
Unexpected movement snagged his attention. A shift in the wind. The clash of magic and blades.
Squinting down the shoreline, Lykor muttered under his breath. Illumination revealed the prince and the girl locked in their own battle with a contingent of elves. Whatever they were doing was irrelevant—so long as they stayed out of his way. At least the pair served as a distraction.
Exhaling slowly, Lykor shifted his focus as another wave of warriors closed in around him, circling like a pack of wolves. Reducing them to puddles of gore would be a waste of their magic—too much potential to squander when he could use it instead.
Releasing a streak of blue light, force struck like a serpent, hauling another elf to him. The soldier screamed as Lykor ripped their talents away, siphoning the abilities into his Well.
He turned to the next, their feeble bursts of magic easily deflected. One after another, the elves fell around him, their magic harvested and reforged into his own.
A growing hunger prowled beneath his skin—an insatiable beast gnashing at the bars of its cage, ravenous for more.
Consumed by the squall raging within him, Lykor’s mind clouded with the tide of expanding power. Each pilfered ability augmented his strength, each vanquished pawn another weapon stolen from the king’s magical arsenal.
Wind lashed strands of silvery hair across Lykor’s face, his form fully shifted into that of an arch elf. As he discarded the final warrior, his limbs quivered beneath the weight of what he’d seized.
A heartbeat of uncertainty stretched into two, a whisper of guilt drifting through the storm. Lykor ruthlessly crushed the ember of doubt before it could kindle further. This was no time for regrets. No place for weakness.
He needed more. He couldn’t stop. Wouldn’t stop.
Destroy the ships. Strip Galaeryn of every thrall. The thoughts hammered into his skull, a relentless litany driving him forward as he stalked back to the docks.
With a snarl, he punched out a wave of darkness. The planks exploded beneath his fury, splinters raining into the sea.
Trella’s shrieks ricocheted around the cove, eclipsing the groans of shattered vessels as they sank into the abyss. White wings a molten blaze cutting through the night, she smashed into ship after ship, her destruction fury incarnate.
Shadows detonated from Lykor’s fingertips, obliterating the final docked vessel. Essence poured through him, an uncontainable flood he couldn’t release quickly enough. Power roared in his chest, a volcano on the verge of eruption.
Yet the intoxicating pull to collect more Essence was impossible to resist. Perhaps with this power he could challenge the king. End Galaeryn’s reign.
No. Not yet. That was reckless. Absurd. Not until he claimed more.
A sudden howl of wind slashed through the chaos capsizing Lykor’s mind. His ears pricked as the ocean’s hiss swelled, rising unnaturally.
That wasn’t Essence controlling the waves—it was something else. He looked down the shore, but Vesryn and Serenna were gone.
A snarl twisted Lykor’s lips as he spun, his gaze narrowing. He scoured the beach, the crashing tide—then finally, the cliffs.
Silhouetted against the star-flecked sky, a figure loomed high above on a castle balcony. Arms stretched wide, they commanded the elements, bending wind and water into a spiraling vortex.
The king had harnessed his shamans.
The sea churned violently, a wall rearing higher and higher until it blotted out the light of the moons, its crest trembling with untamed power—aimed directly at him.
Lykor tensed, peering up at the castle. He wouldn’t wait for the strike—he’d take the fight to the fool who dared to challenge him.
With a sharp inhale, Lykor centered his awareness deep in his chest and folded in on himself, warping up the cliffs to crush the shaman where they stood.
Nothing happened.
Realization speared through him. He wasn’t himself. No longer half-wraith.
The wave surged closer, its shadow swallowing the beach. He had no choice. He’d have to portal.
A rift tore open beside him, but it wasn’t his. The void spat out the prince and the girl in a rush of humid air.
Serenna threw her hands up as the towering wall of water began to roll forward to engulf the beach.
The wave halted, its immense weight bowing under her control. Her gasps for air came sharp and quick, teeth gritted against the strain.
Flinging her arms to the horizon, the ocean obeyed. The swell collapsed in on itself, crashing back into the bay with a deafening roar. Sea spray drenched the shore as the surge dissipated into froth.
Then Jassyn emerged from the portal.
Lykor’s breath hitched, confusion thrashing through him. Jassyn hadn’t been on the beach before—he would have noticed.
Suspicion boiling through his skull, Lykor sliced a glare toward the prince. Vesryn had fetched him from the jungle. But why? Certainly not to challenge the lone shaman roosted above.
Vesryn’s voice cut through the ringing in his ears. “Stop!”
Shoving damp strands of hair from his face, Lykor sneered at the command, the futility of it flaying his nerves. What could the prince possibly want?
But it wasn’t Vesryn’s useless order that grated at him. It was Jassyn—his infuriating, silent presence.
Those amber eyes were fixed on him, brimming with something Lykor couldn’t quite pin down. Judgment, perhaps. Or disapproval.
And Lykor loathed how that gaze wormed under his skin. Jassyn had no right to look at him that way—no right to condemn him. Not when he understood nothing of the cost. Vesryn dragging him here only fanned the flames of Lykor’s fury.
This was war, and he’d do what the others couldn’t—what they wouldn’t. Every life he claimed was another blow against the king, another step closer to ending Galaeryn’s reign. And if Jassyn couldn’t stomach it, then he could stay hidden in the jungle.
His presence was a distraction. Orchestrated by the prince. Nothing more.
With a growl, Lykor tore his focus back up the cliffs, locking onto the defiant shaman spawn. Essence hummed through his veins, a storm barely leashed, promising ruin with every pulse.
He could rip that castle apart stone by stone, scatter its bones into the sea, and revel as the hungry tide devoured its dust. Nothing could oppose him—not while he wielded the might of the stars.
Thrusting his gauntlet skyward, Lykor unleashed a rope of force. He lashed his magic around the elf, yanking them off their perch.
Any screams were lost to the wind as he hauled the body down the cliffside. Just before impact, Lykor arrested their fall, the elf’s throat slamming into his outstretched claw.
“Lykor, stop!” Serenna’s shrill voice rose with panic.
He ignored her and tightened his grip, the cold bite of metal crushing against warm flesh. Kicking futilely, the elf writhed as Lykor’s gaze burned through him.
A golden circlet glimmered in the moonlight. The question of why this boy was tethered flickered and died. It didn’t matter, he could still wring out every ounce of power.
“Stop!” Serenna shrieked again. She had the gall to grab his arm, her fingers scrabbling against his gauntlet as though she could halt the inevitable.
Lykor didn’t spare her a glance and didn’t bother acknowledging the prince, shadows whipping around him as he rushed to her side. Let Vesryn try.
He focused on the elf choking in his grip, delving into his Well, hunting for talents to strip away.
“Please!” Serenna’s voice cracked, her hands trembling against him. Wild desperation shone in her eyes as she cried, “That’s my brother!”
Lykor stilled, his eyes cutting to her, then to the prince. He bared his teeth—no longer the threat of fangs. They had the audacity to deny him this?
“He’s one of the king’s thralls,” Lykor snarled as the elf gasped in his claw, feet kicking feebly against the sand. “You expect me to spare him?”
“If he’s coerced, I can help him.”
The quiet words struck Lykor like lightning lancing between his ribs. His wrath stalled, his grip loosening against his will as Jassyn’s steady gaze pierced through the cracks of his control.
“You’re done,” Vesryn said. His voice was no louder than a whisper, yet it carried the bite of a blade pressing against Lykor’s throat. He stepped closer, fingers twitching at his sides, but he halted, hovering on the brink of action. “We can make you stop.”
Understanding crept over Lykor’s skin like hoarfrost, an insidious cold swiftly lifting his hairs in alarm. His gaze snapped to Jassyn’s. Breaths coming shallow, Lykor searched his face.
Jassyn would do it, wouldn’t he? That was why he was here—to force his compliance. Unravel him with barely a thought. Spin compulsion around his brain until he bent, cracked, and shattered.
Blistering rage scorched through Lykor like wildfire. All this boundless power at his fingertips and his mind was still defenseless. Vulnerable. Exposed. Anyone could slip in. Manipulate him. Strip him of his will.
It was too much. Lykor ground his teeth, detesting his own inescapable fragility.
Whispers slithered through his mind, urging him to drain them all. Drain the prince. Drain the girl. And Jassyn—especially Jassyn—before they struck. Hollow them out. Reduce them to wraith. Silence their meddling forever.
It would be simple. Easy.
Necessary.
They were all threats. Challenges to his authority.
Yet the thought of breaking them brought no satisfaction, only a bitter taste he couldn’t swallow. They were still more useful to him alive.
Or perhaps it was weakness.
The pathetic truth curdled into disgust.
Lykor’s chest heaved on the brink of indecision, Essence crackling like molten iron in his veins. He’d already come this far. Why not a little further? The only way to defeat a foe like Galaeryn was to become as strong as him. Stronger even.
Become the king.
Become everything he loathed.
The thought nearly strangled him. He’d soon be raving about hearing the voices of the Aelfyn, just like Galaeryn.
Lykor wrenched his gaze away from Jassyn’s and back to the boy struggling in his gauntlet, gasping face turning blue.
Snarling, Lykor flung the elf to the sand and muttered to the girl, “Of course there’s fucking two of you.”



CHAPTER 33





LYKOR


Lykor stalked away from the group, sweeping his gaze over the wreckage littering the beach as Serenna rushed to her brother’s side. A few elves-turned-wraith stirred weakly in the sand, but he ignored them. Not his concern.
The fleet lay in ruins, splintered hulls sinking beneath the surf. Blood soaked the shoreline, the air reeking of salt and death. His work here was done.
The metallic toll of alarm bells erupted from the castle, slicing through the bay’s stillness. Each clang reverberated through Lykor’s chest, a warning knell. Reinforcements—perhaps a horde of humans—would descend in a swarm. It was past time to depart.
A piercing screech shattered the night as Trella landed on the shore, the ground quaking. Prancing toward him, her talons gouged deep furrows into the sand, feathers streaked with blood that wasn’t her own. White irises locked onto his, a wordless question rippling through their telepathic link—an animalistic need for approval.
As he extinguished the glow from her feathers, Lykor relayed a pulse of appreciation. Her destruction had proven crucial. When she headbutted his shoulder in a demand of further acknowledgment, he indulged her by scratching under the plumes on her cheek.
Lykor cast a cold glance at the group huddled around Serenna’s brother, their hushed murmurs a grating irritation. A crack snapped in his spine as he rolled his neck, the tension in his body refusing to relent.
Now that the fire of battle had cooled, something felt off. Wrong.
His muscles spasmed in erratic jolts, every fiber stretched too taut. Essence thrashed beneath his skin, as if the power he’d claimed carried its own savage intent to rip him apart.
An insidious hiss scraped against the fringes of his mind. It wasn’t Aesar stirring. And that unsettling fact sent a prickle down every bone in his spine.
With a snarl, Lykor crushed the intrusive thought before it could take shape, refusing to entertain such notions. The Aelfyn’s whispers didn’t linger among the stars. That was madness reserved for the king. What he needed now was control—to bleed off the seething magic like draining a festering wound.
The air around Lykor shifted as he ripped open a portal to the jungle. Rather than offering reprieve, the effort deepened the fissures in an already cracked foundation.
He gestured for Trella to go through but she hesitated, ruffling her wings as concern rolled down their link. Sending a wordless reassurance that he wouldn’t be too far behind seemed to placate her well enough and she stepped into the void without further protest.
Lykor exhaled as the portal snapped shut, leaving him alone with the tightening noose of power. The edges of his vision distorted, the world pitching beneath his feet as the pressure under his ribs swelled to a breaking point.
He’d taken too much, too fast. His Well hadn’t had time to adjust. Essence blistered through his bones, heart hammering as if it might burst free from its cage.
He couldn’t contain it. Couldn’t control it. Wild magic clawed at him, a feral force unyielding in its hunger. If he didn’t act, Essence would devour him from the inside out.
The ground rushed up to meet him as he collapsed, hands sinking into the gritty shore. He retched, choking on air that refused to fill his lungs.
A flicker of rage surged, a stubborn defiance loathing the crumbling wreck of his body. This was pathetic. Brought low by his own strength, unraveled by the very power he relied on.
It wasn’t even for him. The wraith
needed this advantage, this weapon he could become.
But there was another way.
Snarling at his own weakness, Lykor slammed a hand to his chest, fingers curling against his armor as he wrestled with his Well. Tremors wracked his body as magic erupted from him, spilling out in blinding waves of light.
Clenching his teeth, Lykor forced the chaotic flow into eight blazing globes—one for each talent. The orbs hovered in the air around him, crackling shards of energy that had nearly obliterated him.
He’d divide these talents among his people—the ones most ravenous for revenge. Perhaps the original wraith who’d endured life in the prisons or those from the academy who’d been transformed.
It wasn’t the advantage he wanted, but this power wouldn’t go to waste.
Hollowed out, Lykor’s breaths came in rapid bursts, each inhale raking down his throat. The world wavered and tilted, but the edges sharpened as his body settled back to a form that felt natural to him. Half-elf, half-wraith, his former five abilities condensed back into place.
Lykor shoved himself off of the ground, forcing his trembling legs to bear his weight, though his muscles screamed in protest. But more fragility wasn’t an option.
Someone moved toward him.
His gaze snapped to the one who dared to step closer, hand extended in a misguided offer of help.
Jassyn.
Lykor bared his fangs, the fires of resentment igniting. Jassyn wasn’t here out of concern. He was here to leash him, to fasten submission around his throat like a collar.
Lykor stalked past, dismissing him without a second glance.
Answers. He needed definitive ones. Now.
Vesryn stepped into his path, planting a palm against his chest. A mistake.
Lykor snarled and shouldered the prince aside, his attention slicing between Serenna and the boy. Both of them stared at him with those unsettling glacial eyes, twin mirrors of judgment.
“Does he know anything useful?” Lykor demanded. “Or is he under the capital’s influence?”
Serenna scowled, tilting her chin up in challenge. “Saundyl isn’t compelled,” she snapped, her grip tightening on her brother’s arm. “If that’s what you’re implying.”
Lykor’s eyes flicked over the golden rings at the tips of his pointed ears, then to the golden circlet resting on his brow. The symbol of submission. Obedience worn as a crown. “Why not?” he demanded.
Saundyl straightened and adjusted the tether perched on his mahogany waves, as if the motion restored some of the composure Lykor had stripped from him. “Because my sire,” Saundyl grated out, “took my wife and son weeks ago to ensure my compliance. Elashor has no need to…coerce me.” He glanced at Jassyn, who’d undoubtedly explained the magic’s nature, given his abhorrent proclivity for it.
Lykor grunted. “Riveting.” He tore open another portal and sneered. “Finish this touching reunion later. We’re leaving.”
Saundyl stumbled back, slipping from Serenna’s grasp. “I—I can’t leave. Elashor might be obsessed with my son’s bloodline, but he’s already promised to hurt my wife if I don’t oversee the ships—”
“What ships?” Lykor flung an arm toward the shattered bay, the wreckage drifting aimlessly in the dark.
“It’s not safe for you here,” Serenna urged. She shared a look with the prince before studying the castle above. “We could retrieve Mother too.”
Saundyl shook his head, voice trembling with quiet despair. “I’ve been ordered to depart with the next wave.”
The next wave.
The words landed like a blow, dread settling in Lykor’s gut like stones. Galaeryn’s forces were already advancing across the world. Every day brought them closer to the dragons, closer to seizing a power that would tip the scales irrevocably if they discovered a way to harness and control it.
Above them, the wind carried the harsh bark of orders. The humans were mobilizing, their ranks poised like an encroaching stormfront. Time wasn’t just trickling away from him—it was hemorrhaging out.
Lykor’s fingers curled into fists, his breath hissing through his teeth. “How many have sailed?” he demanded, needing to gauge the scale of what they faced.
“Ten from this harbor,” Saundyl answered. “But they’re building more in the lumberyards to the west and portaling the vessels directly to the water once they’re complete. We were expecting another score in a few days.”
“Do you know anything about the shipyard’s fortifications?” Vesryn questioned, stepping closer. “How many Essence-wielders might be present?” His gaze flicked to Lykor when Saundyl shook his head. “I could dispatch the rangers to…finish what you started here.”
Lykor’s jaw tightened as he stared at the whirling spheres of Essence talents. He didn’t have the luxury of fighting every battle himself. If he distributed this power with purpose, he could begin forging his own army. But perhaps the prince was right—the rangers and that self-important Zaeryn could surely manage razing the vessels before they ever touched water.
“Are there others like us?” Serenna asked quietly, folding her arms around herself. “With shaman power?”
Saundyl nodded stiffly. “Ten from Vaelyn’s court were already deployed across the sea. More arrive from the other realms by the day—and not just those with Essence. The elves are collecting humans who are manifesting their ancestral power.”
Silence coiled around them, thick as the mist rolling in from the tide. Lykor stilled, his breath sharp through his nose. Humans. Their sheer numbers already made them an insurmountable threat—tens of thousands in the king’s army. But if they also had access to power…
Saundyl flinched as wraith began shambling to their feet along the shoreline, eyes veering away as though denying their existence could erase their presence. “I—I don’t understand how…”
Lykor muttered under his breath. He didn’t have the patience—or desire—to enlighten a blind fool about the grim realities of the world.
Catching a shift of motion, his gaze flicked upward. The cliff face blazed with torchlight, a fiery corona searing through the night. This little excursion was over.
Shadows stirred around Lykor’s feet as he summoned rending and faced the wraith scattered along the shore—a loose end he had no intention of leaving untied. Darkness writhed, tendrils swirling to his fingertips as he lifted his arm.
But before he could release the tide of shadows, fingers hooked around his wrist, firm and halting. The interruption snapped Lykor’s head to the side, a snarl ripping free.
Of course it was Jassyn standing there, wind whipping his curls into disarray, those amber eyes steady beneath the full weight of Lykor’s fury. But it was that scar—always the scar—that commanded Lykor’s attention. That defiant line slashed into his face. A reminder of what Jassyn had endured. An accusation of what Lykor had wrought.
And he hated that mark—hated how it stood as a glaring testament to what his strength hadn’t broken. What he was still too weak to destroy. Jassyn was as much a threat as the king, a fact that burned like acid in his veins. What did it say about his own power if—
With the barest shake of his head, Jassyn conveyed an unspoken appeal. It wasn’t a challenge, but it dared to ask for something Lykor wasn’t sure he could give.
“There’s no need to claim more lives,” he said softly.
And for an agonizing moment, Lykor hesitated, detesting how one person could unmake him so thoroughly with nothing more than a look. How Jassyn had the nerve to touch him, when that morning, Lykor had reached out and he’d recoiled.
Yet now, Jassyn was steady. Unflinching.
As if there was no longer anything to fear. As if he had already decided that Lykor wouldn’t hurt him. That he couldn’t.
Or was it because the undeniable truth was that Jassyn could reach into his mind, bludgeon that vile magic into his skull, and bring him to his knees with a single thought?
That he could coerce him now if he refused to stop.
Lykor’s shoulders twitched as he came back to himself. He yanked his arm out of Jassyn’s grip and growled, “And if their loyalties still lie with the capital?”
Saundyl’s bitter laugh broke the tension, cheeks tinged with anger. “You’ll find most of us don’t take kindly to being controlled—or our families being threatened. But what choice do we have when we don’t even know who is watching and reporting our every move?”
Lykor grunted dismissively, letting his shadows unravel in the wind. This wasn’t his problem. Yet his eyes lingered on Saundyl, catching the flicker of resolve buried beneath the fear. Those pushed to their limits would always choose a side. Whether this boy would emerge as an ally or a liability if they met again was a question that time would soon answer.
“We can take these wraith back with us,” Serenna offered. “They would at least be safe until we figure out where they stand.”
Vesryn shifted closer to her, eyes roving over the globes of stolen Essence drifting around them. “We’ll return their power and—”
“No,” Lykor interrupted, flat and final. “We’re not outfitted to shelter every stray in the realm.” He turned to the girl. “If your brother is delusional enough to stay, then be quick with your farewells.”
Whatever grand scheme the prince had brewing was of no concern to him—Lykor had his own designs for that power. His gaze slid to Saundyl. “And if we find ourselves standing on opposite sides across the sea,” he growled, “you’ll find out just how little patience I have for anyone who dares to put my people in danger.”
Without waiting for his response—or for the prince to spin another argument—Lykor stalked toward the waiting portal. He hurled the globes of Essence ahead of him, the orbs casting a final glow across the sand before they vanished into the void.
One more battle awaited him tonight—an irate captain to placate. Let Kal busy himself redistributing these talents.
At the threshold, Lykor threw his final words over his shoulder. “This changes nothing. We still leave at dawn.”



CHAPTER 34





SERENNA


Serenna stood as motionless as the frozen expanse, her breath a pale wisp dissolving into the frigid air. Eyes stinging in the wind, she blinked against glaring sunlight, its brightness offering no warmth.
Thirty paces ahead, a strange serpent glided through the snow, its sinuous body glinting with icy brilliance.
Fenn remained locked in wraith stillness, though he buzzed with anticipation as his question slid down their bond. Like this? he asked, raising a claw.
A shiver traced down Serenna’s spine, her skin pebbling as Fenn hauled her rending talent up from the shared depths of their Well. Her magic unwound like thread slipping from a spool as he coaxed out her power.
Focus on the head so you don’t disintegrate the whole thing, Serenna instructed as a veil of her magic glimmered around them. She shoved away the dreadful memory of her first rending “lesson” with the prince. And to kill it, you have to mean it. You don’t want to make it suffer.
That snow serpent doesn’t stand a chance against your magics, Fenn mused, shadows curling across his fingertips. A lip ring clicked against a fang as he grinned, a predatory glow flaring in his eyes. The Essence spiraling around his talons pulsed with darker energy, morphing into something more vicious.
From the moment he’d spotted the undulating trail etched into the powdery terrain, he’d been adamant about hunting it—dismissing Lykor’s explicit orders to scout only as far as the next horizon during their midday halt. Rather than warping, Fenn had wanted to practice with his portaling talent and had used it to leap across the valley in pursuit.
Though channeling rending had been Serenna’s idea, she couldn’t help but be amused by his excitement. They studied the creature—nearly as long as she was tall. Its crystalline scales shimmered like sheets of glass, chiming faintly.
I still think you’ll chip a fang trying to eat it, she said wryly.
Surely there’s meat under those frozen scales, Fenn insisted, his shadows hovering, poised to strike. The creature slithered lazily across the snow, periodically dipping its head into drifts. What’s in our packs won’t last forever. And Lykor doesn’t want to waste time returning to the jungle to resupply.
Serenna sighed, pulling her cloak tighter against the howling wind that sliced through even her thickest layers. Though the jungle offered comfort and protection, she couldn’t deny the brutal logic of Lykor’s decision.
Portaling back every night would drain their Essence twice over—once to return and once to retrace their steps. With newly discovered locations, bridging the distance without portal jumping was possible, but the magical cost remained steep. Pressing onward was the practical choice, but practicality offered no warmth against the nipping cold.
Serenna’s boots crunched against the snow as she leaned into Fenn, greedily seeking his radiating heat while he waited for the perfect moment to strike.
You know, he said, tracking the serpent as it dove into a snowdrift and vanished, I have other ways of warming you up.
Serenna’s blood lurched as he planted an image directly into her mind—a vivid, shameless scene of the two of them tangled together, cloaks spread over the snow.
Like he’d claimed, but not in the way he’d intended, a treacherous heat bloomed in her chest, unfurling in a spiraling wave that fanned lower with every heartbeat. Serenna huffed under her breath, attempting to smother her reaction before she betrayed her interest any further.
But Fenn was only encouraged, judging by the smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. His voice continued to slide through her mind like silken smoke. I’m not opposed to taking our time out here and—
The creature suddenly burst from the snow in a shower of glittering frost. Sunlight struck the tips of its translucent scales, refracting into radiant halos that scattered across the ground.
Fenn’s focus snapped back to the hunt, his excitement combusting when the serpent lifted its head—offering its throat as a target. Shadows erupted from his outstretched fingers, colliding with the creature’s skull in a violent detonation of scales and bones. The headless body convulsed, thrashing and spraying blood across the snow.
Fenn twirled skittering shadows across his talons for another moment before releasing Essence. He bumped his shoulder into hers. “I killed it, so you get to clean it.”
Serenna wrinkled her nose as steaming blood pooled around the corpse. “I never agreed to that.”
“You watched me do the work.” Grin all fangs, Fenn reached through the front of her cloak to her belt, unsheathing one of the knives he’d gifted to her. “And I’m certainly not about to miss an opportunity to see you handle one of my weapons.” With a triumphant flourish, he grabbed her hand and slapped the hilt of the blade into her gloved palm.
Serenna scowled as she clenched the knife. “You’re the one who wants to eat that scaly thing.” She swiped the blade at him half-heartedly.
Fenn cackled, warping out of reach. He reappeared next to the slain serpent and crouched to poke at its lifeless body. “Come on.” He beckoned to her. “This is your kill too.”
“I have a better idea,” Serenna muttered, resheathing the knife before striding over to him.
Kneeling in the snow, she summoned a fistful of rending, honing the darkness into a razor-sharp edge. With a flick of her wrist, she sliced cleanly through the serpent’s glass-like hide.
“Very innovative,” Fenn chuckled, leaning back on his heels to watch. The icy breeze swept loose strands of hair across his face as he cast a glance toward the horizon—where they’d left their companions after an awkward, silent meal. “I can see why Lykor is so fond of shadow magics.”
Serenna’s power flickered as the memory of Lykor obliterating the harbor flashed through her mind. Rattled and desperate from the escalating rampage, Vesryn had rushed back to the jungle to retrieve Jassyn, believing his cousin’s talents were the only option to stop Lykor.
And if Jassyn’s presence hadn’t broken through his frenzy… Serenna swallowed hard against the knot tightening in her throat. She might’ve been among the wraith he’d left scattered on the shore.
The gentle weight of Fenn’s claw landing on her shoulder towed Serenna out of her somber thoughts.
“Last night still troubles you?” he asked softly, reading her unease through the bond. When he’d sensed her distress upon returning to the jungle, he’d dragged Koln away from the lake with him, determined to uncover what had happened.
Serenna sighed, her frosty breath vanishing in the air as she reclaimed command of her shadows. She sliced through another row of jagged scales before meeting the concern in Fenn’s waiting stare.
“I don’t know if you’ve ever seen Lykor like that,” she said quietly, the image of Lykor ruthlessly siphoning power still raw in her mind. Cold dread seeped through her bones—her brother had barely been spared. “I think he almost lost control.”
Fenn’s brows pulled together, jewelry clinking faintly as his expression fell. “The sooner we find these dragons…” Claw tightening against her, he trailed off, his certainty about Lykor faltering for the first time.
“It’s not just about the dragons anymore,” Serenna admitted. “My family… I wish Saundyl and my mother were far from Elashor’s reach.”
Hands shaking, a fog of uncontrolled shadows rose around her. Saundyl’s final words still haunted her—their mother was expecting another child by the Winter Solstice.
I abandoned them. The thought struck hard, a sharp pang Serenna forced herself to suppress. Her departure had been necessary—she knew that—but it had come at a cost. It meant leaving Saundyl to bear the full weight of Elashor’s schemes and… She wasn’t sure what would happen if she crossed paths with her brother again.
“If I ever come face-to-face with that excuse for a male who sired you…” Fenn’s growl reverberated through the air, his grip on her tensing with barely restrained fury. “He was never clan to you.”
Serenna released a breath as something deep in her chest loosened and broke free. Despite her former efforts to earn his approval, Elashor had never been family in the way that mattered. And he never would be.
Fenn’s anger and her sorrow churned together, a turbulent storm of shared emotions. She didn’t want to shut him out, but if she let her feelings spiral further, they wouldn’t be hers alone.
Refocusing on the serpent, Serenna pressed her lips together. “There’s more at stake now than I realized. I just hope we’re not wandering endlessly to find the dragons. Time isn’t on our side.”
Flicking her wrist, she cut deep into the creature’s belly with her magic, spilling its steaming entrails onto the snow.
“It’s only been a day and we’ve traveled farther than I’ve ever been from the fortress on foot,” Fenn said, nodding approvingly as Serenna peeled away the remaining layer of scales. “It’s…peculiar,” he remarked, gaze sweeping the endless expanse of white before settling back on her. “With your portaling magics, I feel like I could return to anywhere I’ve ever been.”
“How far do you think you could open one rift?” Serenna asked, welcoming the shift to a lighter topic.
Finished with her task, she rose to her feet and wrapped her arms around herself, warding off the persistent chill.
Fenn stood with her, idly spinning a ring in his ear as he pondered the question. “Without portal jumping? Maybe the span of twenty sky brims.” He stared off into the distance, where their companions were specks against the snow. “Certainly not all the way back to the jungle like Lykor and your princeling.” Fenn cast her a sideways glance, lips tilting in a way that made the frigid air seem less cold. “But if we jump one more, we might find ourselves alone—if you want to delay our return.”
Serenna’s pulse quickened, his desire obviously fueling her own. “Don’t tempt me,” she said, half-considering Fenn’s offer of rebellion.
The thought of postponing their return to an abrasive Lykor and a brooding prince carried a fleeting appeal. But even that temptation couldn’t outweigh her unease.
Lykor’s temper—already volatile after last night’s confrontation—had simmered dangerously throughout the morning, erupting into a heated quarrel with Vesryn by midday. She and Fenn had left the two locked in argument, their clashing opinions descending into relentless bickering over the best way to navigate the Wastes.
Serenna’s shoulders sagged. They couldn’t leave Jassyn caught in the middle any longer than they already had.
Sighing dramatically the same time she did, Fenn said, “I’ll take that as an unfortunate no.” He jutted his chin toward the skinned serpent and smirked. “In any case, you’d better rinse off the meats before we head back.”
“Yes, Lieutenant,” Serenna said dryly, rolling her eyes.
Still, she humored him, extending her awareness toward the snow. Drawing on the flakes, she hauled them into a spinning whorl, scraping the steaming body clean until only glistening muscle remained.
Fenn’s grin widened as he watched her work, satisfied with her compliance. A whip of force snapped from his palm, reeling the cleaned carcass into his waiting claw.
“We should probably save our magics and warp back,” he said, draping an arm over her.
As if they hadn’t just spent Essence on this entirely frivolous excursion.
Serenna closed her eyes and clutched his leathers to brace herself. A rush of weightlessness swept through her, the frosty air evaporating into a muted void. Stomach flipping, lungs seizing on an inhale, the world shifted beneath her feet as Fenn folded them into shadows.



CHAPTER 35





SERENNA


Serenna reappeared with Fenn after the warp, the charged atmosphere between their companions slapping her like a stormfront about to break.
Busy imposing order, Jassyn methodically tucked items into his overstuffed pack. Meanwhile, Lykor and Vesryn stood apart, ignoring each other with a level of disdain that teetered on the edge of absurdity. Spines stiff and arms crossed, they glared in opposite directions across the icy expanse, their expressions twin masks of irritation.
Fenn—either deliberately ignoring or blissfully oblivious to the undercurrent of animosity—proudly waved his kill at Lykor. He earned a dismissive grunt and some muttered complaint about them taking their “stars-cursed time.”
Unbothered by Lykor’s disinterest, Fenn swaggered to his gear and, without the slightest prompting, reenacted the hunt for Jassyn. He mimed the serpent’s demise, punctuating his performance by describing the explosion of its skull as he fastened the creature’s corpse to his pack.
Serenna’s gaze slid to Vesryn while she slung her bag onto her shoulders. Reluctant to disturb the precarious balance between him and Lykor, she caught his eye and subtly tapped the side of her head.
Did you and Lykor come to an agreement? she ventured to ask once the prince’s telepathic link curled around her mind.
No, Vesryn growled, his frustration cracking like ice. I’ll humor him for a few days, but I didn’t think he was actually serious about not going back to the jungle until we’ve crossed the Wastes. He shoved his hands into his cloak pockets, jaw tightening as he skewered Lykor’s back with a glower. Hopefully Aesar can talk some sense into him.
The prince’s eyes flicked to the serpent dangling from Fenn’s pack, mouth twisting with revulsion. I still think we should return every few days to resupply. I’d rather not choke down whatever ropes of meat the Forager Fiend drags back.
Lykor slashed the air open with a portal, the other end appearing across the valley where they’d scouted. Without sparing a backward glance to ensure everyone was ready, he vanished into the midnight void.
Vesryn exhaled slowly, a plume of frosty breath escaping as he rolled his eyes. “He won’t even let me help with the portals.”
Fenn disappeared after Lykor, but Jassyn lingered, stepping closer to Serenna and the prince instead of following. He hefted his pack with some effort, nearly stumbling under the weight of the extra cloaks he’d insisted on bringing.
“At this rate, he’ll run himself ragged before the sun goes down,” Jassyn said, brushing unruly curls from his face. Rather than mirroring the prince’s annoyance, his voice carried a quiet concern.
Temper flaring, Vesryn stalked toward the gateway. “And when that happens, I’m sure he’ll just demand my power.”
Serenna stifled a sigh as she hurried after the prince, the icy wind nipping at her cheeks. When she slipped her hand into his, Vesryn’s strides slowed, irritation softening as his fingers wrapped around hers.
Lykor’s refusal to accept help was maddening. She couldn’t deny that. But Vesryn’s simmering indignation only stoked the flames. Their quarreling seemed almost laughable in the face of what lay ahead.
Then again, Serenna understood why both fought so fiercely to cling onto some semblance of control in a world where so little remained. If these petty squabbles were the height of their troubles, perhaps they should consider themselves fortunate.
“Give him time,” Jassyn said, adjusting a strap on his bag as he matched their pace. “You know he’s used to handling everything on his own.”
“Why don’t you take a turn talking sense into him?” Vesryn bunched his lips before shooting his cousin a pointed look. “For some reason, he actually listens to you without snarling.”
Jassyn reached the rift, hesitating at the threshold before shaking his head. “I don’t think he will,” he finally admitted. “Not after last night.”
Serenna watched him disappear through the portal, her chest tightening under the weight of his resignation. Jassyn always calculated risks, and it was clear he’d decided this battle wasn’t worth fighting. She couldn’t blame him—not when Lykor hadn’t so much as glanced in his direction all day, let alone given any sign he’d heard him when Jassyn spoke.
Lykor’s silence wasn’t indifference. It was a deliberate dismissal.
Vesryn released a short, exasperated breath. “Shall we?” he asked, tone clipped as he gestured toward the rift. “Wouldn’t want to get left behind.”

Time soon lost its meaning, the hours blurring into days as they steadily traveled westward across the Wastes. Snow stretched endlessly, broken only by waves of jagged mountain ranges. Glaciers carved deep trenches in the earth. Their craggy edges formed shadowed valleys amid the ice fields that shimmered under the cold, indifferent sun.
Supplementing the prince’s shields, Serenna’s and Jassyn’s shaman powers strained against the ever-raging elements as the snowy terrain passed beneath them in leaps and bounds. The wind seemed alive in the barren landscape, clawing through their cloaks as if the Wastes itself resisted their passage, a frigid force determined to bar their way.
They pushed their magic to the brink, bending the howling gales just enough to carve a path when snowstorms veiled the world in a haze of white. Yet even their combined efforts couldn’t break the blizzards, and Lykor’s relentless pace allowed no reprieve, forcing them onward through the unyielding storms.
By the third day, the prince had finally managed to erode the unforgiving grind of Lykor’s pace. Aesar had joined them in the evenings, quietly tempering Lykor’s iron will from the shadows.
Lykor had eventually relented, agreeing to alternate with Vesryn on the portal jumps. The concession was as grudging as Lykor himself, a privilege he’d be sure to revoke the instant Vesryn fell short of his expectations.
Serenna kept her thoughts to herself, though the air between them felt more charged with every rift. Even with the burden shared, rivalry brewed as both males stubbornly tested the limits of their power—each determined to spin a portal farther in the distance than the other.
By the time the sun slid behind the snowcapped peaks, the prince had depleted his reserves and Lykor was scraping the last of his power dry. Serenna thought they would halt for the evening, but of course, they didn’t. Lykor always refused to make camp until the first stars flickered to life.
He stalked up to Fenn and demanded, “Give me what’s in your Well.”
While Fenn could have opened a portal to the edge of the horizon himself, his grin stretched wide, like he’d been waiting for this moment. “With pleasure,” he drawled, sparking Serenna’s talent to coax out a globe of illumination, dragging out the moment before he extended the power to Lykor. “If there’s anything else you want from me, all you have to do is ask.”
Lykor’s scowl was sharp enough to flay. He swiped the orb from Fenn’s claw and tore open another rift.
Spinning one of his brow rings, Fenn released a wistful sigh. “One of these days I’ll wear him down.”
Lykor angled toward the gateway, storming through the snowdrifts. But Jassyn stepped forward, intercepting him with a sphere of Essence hovering above his palm. Lykor froze in his tracks, eyes flicking to the magic before his lip curled, as if Jassyn’s offer insulted him.
Jassyn’s shoulders tensed, bracing for a blow. But Lykor only sneered before shoving past him, vanishing through the portal without a word.
Serenna winced, the sting of the dismissal sharp despite not being aimed at her. That was the most acknowledgment Jassyn had received from Lykor since the night in Vaelyn. Lips pressed into a thin line, Jassyn let his hand linger in midair as he stared at the rift.
Vesryn shrugged and approached his cousin, plucking the glowing Essence from Jassyn’s palm. “More for me then,” he said before pursuing Lykor.
Tugging the hood of her cloak tighter, Serenna stepped toward the portal as Fenn sidled up to Jassyn, consoling him about their mutual “rejection.”
On the other side, the sight of Vesryn’s arm draped casually over Lykor’s shoulders drew Serenna to a halt. Her thoughts scattered like windblown snow as she tried to make sense of it—until she noticed the pair gesturing toward the mountains across the vale in conversation instead of argument.
In an oddly abrupt change, Aesar was out now—early. She glanced at the sky.
Twilight crept across the horizon, faint ribbons of pinks and golds painting the peaks. Lykor never permitted Aesar’s presence before nightfall, but she thought nothing more of it.
“We’ll make camp under that overhang,” Vesryn said, pointing to a crescent-shaped rock formation in the distance.
“Shall we see who reaches it first?” Aesar asked, unbothered by the prince’s decision to halt sooner than Lykor would have preferred. He folded in on himself, disappearing in a warp.
Vesryn scoffed, but he spun open a portal and dashed through.
Jassyn hefted his pack, boots sinking as he trudged through the rift with the same exhaustion that dragged at Serenna’s limbs. She made to move, but Fenn snagged her hand.
“Do you want to try warping again?”
“I’ve been trying for days,” Serenna mumbled. “I don’t think I have any wraith abilities.”
“That’s not true,” Fenn countered, tilting his head. “I think your eyes have sharpened—you don’t squint as much in the dark anymore.”
“That’s hardly useful,” she insisted before raising her hands to reveal elongated fingers covered by wraithling gloves. “I can’t warp or cloak. And I don’t even have proper talons or fangs. Maybe I should just give you another talent.”
Piercings swinging in his ears, Fenn adamantly shook his head. “Two’s plenty for me. I’m not about to gamble my fangs for more magics.” He nodded toward the portal, encouraging her to follow the others. “I’ll scout around the area. Maybe I’ll find you another snow serpent since you liked the last one so much.”
Serenna wrinkled her nose. “I only ate it because you didn’t give me a choice.”
Fenn smirked and leaned in. “Perhaps I’ll find something else special.” He lifted his claw, a gentle pressure landing to cradle the back of her neck. “And one of these days, I’m going to get you alone.”
His mouth skimmed against hers, a fleeting graze before he nipped her lower lip. Heat fluttered in Serenna’s chest, but before she could pull him closer, he warped.
She huffed at Fenn’s teasing, her breath curling into the frosty air. Stepping through the portal, Serenna steeled herself to face yet another night of the inevitably awkward sleeping arrangements.
Already settled in, the prince and Aesar had shed their cloaks and were sparring, Vesryn’s short swords striking against the glaives he’d returned to his twin. But the weapons weren’t the only relic of the past he’d surrendered.
For a century, the prince had clung to Aesar’s battered boots, one of the few links to the brother he thought he’d lost. But after much pleading and persuasion before they left the jungle, Aesar had finally convinced Vesryn to set aside that ragged pair for a pristine set of wraith-crafted footwear that matched his own.
“I thought Kal said you’d do anything to avoid sparring?” Serenna remarked to Aesar as she skirted around him and the prince.
Aesar twisted mid-strike, warping to the side in a blur of shadows. Vesryn stumbled forward, cursing about “cheap tricks” and “cheating.” Aesar only smirked, spinning the glaives at his sides.
“I can’t have my brother besting me,” Aesar quipped, his grin sharp as the blades. “Unfortunately, he’s actually improved over the decades.”
Streams of Essence whirled around them both—what little she assumed was remaining in their Wells.
“And this was Lykor’s idea,” Aesar added, shifting his stance as he circled the prince. “He wanted to practice wielding magic while I focus on combat.”
Vesryn lunged, his blades flashing in a wide arc. Aesar’s glaives screeched as he caught the blow. Vesryn hurled a burst of force straight at Aesar’s chest. But shadows erupted around his twin, disintegrating the magic before it landed.
“I can beat both of you,” Vesryn said, nearly winded as he whirled for another strike.
Effortlessly batting the prince’s weapons aside, Aesar arched a brow. “We’ll see about that. I think you underestimate how much Lykor is looking forward to—” Shadows detonated around him before he could finish, lashing at the prince like a hundred whips.
Serenna lingered, watching the fluid rhythm of their clashing weapons and colliding magic as Lykor fought with an unseen hand. There was a brutal artistry to the caged violence, a symmetry in their movements, the way power wove seamlessly through every calculated strike.
Sensing a humming pressure behind her, Serenna turned toward the rocky overhang. Beneath it, Jassyn was twisting a current of wind, sweeping away layers of snow as he began arranging their accommodations.
His shelters had grown more intricate each night, the frozen walls shaped into five distinct alcoves, offering a semblance of privacy.
Pulling herself from the sparring, Serenna made her way toward him to help prepare their camp. At some point, Fenn had been by, his pack leaning neatly beside the others. Serenna released a long, relieved breath as she shrugged off her own bag, its weight hitting the frozen ground with a satisfying thud.
“What do you think?” she asked, brushing her hand across the ice-streaked wall, thankful that the rock shielded them from the wind. “If Fenn can scrounge up something to burn, we could set a fire here,” she said, scuffing her boot outside the overhang.
Jassyn swept his arm in an arc, the icy crystals beginning to stack in response. “We can wall this whole area off.”
“I might as well make my section bigger,” Serenna said with a resigned sigh.
Stretching out her hand, she reached toward the snow beyond where Aesar and Vesryn were sparring. The flakes lifted and gathered, swirling into a whirlwind as she hauled a drift toward herself.
This evening would follow the same unfortunate script as the others. Fenn would somehow manage to claim a spot beside her—in her pocket of space—making Jassyn’s carefully constructed compartments feel pointless.
Serenna could already picture the routine. Fenn would proceed to flash the prince a fanged grin, suggestively patting the space beside himself in invitation. And then Vesryn’s fingers would twitch, his irritation hardly masked, but he’d swallow whatever rebuke lingered on his tongue and stoically settle on her other side.
For all of his shameless antics, Fenn at least kept his clothes on at night. Serenna suspected that it wasn’t out of any sense of modesty, but because even with his warmer blood, he couldn’t ignore the biting cold.
No sooner than Serenna and Jassyn set to work barricading the sheltered overhang with snow, Fenn warped back into the clearing, burdened by a mound of logs and branches.
“We get to have a fire tonight?” Serenna asked hopefully, her steps light as she hurried toward Fenn while he arranged the sticks on the frozen ground.
Longer-burning fires were a rare luxury. Deadwood was scarce and, more often than not, Fenn would have to portal back to familiar terrain to scavenge enough to heat their evening meal.
“And not just that,” Fenn said, digging around in his cloak. With a flourish, he pulled out a handful of sprigs dotted with delicate white fruit. “I found some of those frost berries you like. Perfect for brewing tea once we get the fire going.”
Serenna leaned down and kissed his cheek. “I don’t know what we’d do without you.”
Fenn grinned in response, the bond humming as he tunneled into her side of their Well. Siphoning a stream of magic from her reserves, he channeled her power to fuel his force talent. With a burst of pressure, he gouged a hollow in the ground, the snow scattering like feathers before he began neatly stacking the branches inside.
Essence thrummed in the air, drawing Serenna’s attention back to Aesar and Vesryn clashing in the distance. Rhythmic pulses of magic clashed with the ring of steel.
Catching her staring, Fenn elbowed her with a knowing smirk. “Nothing like two males sparring. Think they’d let me join?”
“To train? Maybe.” Serenna patted his shoulder. “But I have a feeling you’d try to lure them into something else.”
Fenn snorted, snapping a branch. “It’s always a venture worth pursuing.”
Serenna huffed a laugh, drifting over to their packs to rummage for the cookpot and kettle. She flicked her wrist and gathered a stream of snow, steering flakes into the pots.
When Jassyn’s icy wall finally blocked Fenn’s view of the brothers, he sighed and refocused on her. “I’ve been scouting for signs of hot springs, but it seems you’ll have to endure another day lacking that bath you’re about to perish without.”
Serenna grimaced. Washing up with melted snow was a dreadful substitute for a proper bath. She didn’t want to think about the state of her hair, still bound in the tidy braids that Fenn had helped weave before they’d left the jungle. While freezing water around Lykor back at the fortress had been effortless, heating water was a skill that continued to elude both her and Jassyn.
Fenn brushed chips of bark from his claws as he rose. “I’ll venture out again to see if there’s anything to hunt.”
“I think we can survive on what’s in our packs tonight,” Vesryn said as he and Aesar stepped into the enclosure, their cheeks flushed and breaths still heavy.
Fenn tilted his head with exaggerated innocence. “Is your royal stomach too delicate to live off the wilds?”
Vesryn shot him a scowl, dusting snow from his cloak before shrugging the furs back on. He arranged the mantle beneath himself before dropping to the ground, lounging back against the rocky wall. “That furry crab you hauled in last night tasted like it was dredged up from a bog.”
“Snow crawler,” Fenn corrected.
Aesar chuckled as he settled beside the prince, laying his glaives aside. “And yet Vesryn was the one asking for thirds.”
The prince rolled his eyes but didn’t waste more effort on arguing.
Grinning with his victory, Fenn set to starting the fire, striking his talons against a rock. Sparks scattered across the kindling, catching on the dried wood. Flickering to life, the flames crackled as they grew, warmth slowly chasing away the relentless chill.
By the time the stars finished dotting to life across the sky’s dark canvas, everyone had regenerated and dined on Fenn’s hearty soup, a concoction of dried meat and lentils. Serenna nearly choked on a steaming mouthful when Vesryn—having already finished two helpings—fished the Starshard out from his cloak.
The crystal no more than glinted in the firelight before Serenna instinctively slammed a shield around herself. The violet dome pulsed with her irritation, her magic reacting faster than her thoughts.
“Do you have to fiddle with that thing every night?” she demanded, her voice nearly a screech.
Vesryn pursed his lips, turning the Starshard over in his hands as if it were a mere gem to admire rather than catastrophe poised to strike. “I don’t know how many times I have to assure you that it hasn’t done anything since the tree released it.”
“That doesn’t mean it won’t,” Serenna protested. She set her bowl aside and crossed her arms tightly beneath her cloak, scooting back to put as much distance as possible between herself and the crystal. “It’s still unsettling how close you keep it.”
Beside the prince, Aesar drew out his Heart of Stars, the artifact bursting into light with the five colors of his talents. Rather than leaving both relics behind with Mara in the jungle, Lykor had insisted on bringing at least one with them. Aesar and Vesryn leaned in together, expressions intent as they compared the two, murmuring in low tones.
Uninterested in witnessing the Starshard discharging its power and obliterating them to ash, Serenna retreated to where Jassyn and Fenn were cleaning dishes—their night for the chore.
As soon as they finished, Jassyn wandered back to the brothers while Fenn warped away, still hoping to find a creature to hunt. Serenna took her time lingering in their snow dome, doing what little she could to wash up.
By the time she returned to the fire, she breathed a little easier—Vesryn had tucked the Starshard away and was now channeling delicate ribbons of illumination.
Across from him, Aesar sat next to Jassyn, their heads bent over one of the tomes brought from the jungle. Fragments of their low conversation concerning bloodlines and shamans floated above the crackling fire.
Serenna wrapped her cloak tighter around herself and settled beside the prince. “You mentioned that the king harnessed illumination differently?” she asked hesitantly, following the threads of light whirling around his palms. “Like what the Starshard unleashed at us in the jungle?”
Vesryn’s frown deepened, the silver wisps flaring brightly before dimming. “Aesar didn’t have any more insight into its nature,” he admitted, eyes flicking to his brother and cousin poring over their book. “But Lykor’s right about one thing—our abilities have tiers. I should have realized it sooner, knowing what rending can do.”
A muscle ticked in his jaw before he added, “I just need to figure out how the king turned illumination into a weapon. If we face it again, we need to know how to counter it. Or summon it ourselves.”
His brows furrowed and Serenna sensed his frustration rising. Essence pulsed against the snow-packed walls, each surge pressing harder as he strained to force the magic into something more.
Serenna flinched as blinding white light erupted between Vesryn’s palms, a burst of heat punching through the air. Essence extinguished abruptly as he jerked back with a sharp hiss.
Heart pounding, Serenna gasped as he shook out his hands, the acrid stench of singed flesh rising around them.
“It’s nothing,” Vesryn mumbled, wincing as he attempted to hide his palms in his cloak.
“If it’s nothing, then why do I feel it stinging through the bond?” Shifting to kneel beside him, Serenna seized his wrists, tugging his hands into the firelight. Raw blisters and angry welts streaked his skin.
Serenna ignited mending light as Vesryn waved off the concern from Aesar and Jassyn, who quickly returned to their quiet discussion. She met his eyes as pinpricks of unease crept down her spine.
“Illumination burned you,” she whispered, winding healing lattices around his hands, her palms turning clammy while his stayed warm.
Vesryn didn’t seem to hear her. His eyes glimmered with a wonder far removed from pain. “So something else with the talent is possible.” A soft chuckle escaped him as he stared nearly transfixed at the wounds that faded under her touch.
Serenna tightened her grip around his fingers, tugging his attention back to her. “You have to be careful.” Her stomach churned as his excitement swelled, his thoughts obviously not on his injuries, but on the power that had caused them. “Our own magic shouldn’t affect us. But this is somehow different.”
“Then I’ll just make sure I don’t have it so close to me next time,” Vesryn said dismissively, pulling free from her grasp. He flexed his fingers experimentally, flaring a fresh orb of light to life as an unmistakable spark ignited in his eyes.



CHAPTER 36





SERENNA


Seven days out from the jungle, featureless plains gave way to a vast frozen lake stretching to the horizon. Countless spires of ice jutted upward at irregular angles, as if the earth had erupted in a violent upheaval. Deep wounds scarred the surface, shadowed ravines plunging into darkness.
Cracks veined the black ice beneath Serenna’s boots, creaking faintly with every step.
Vesryn crouched at the rim of a gaping chasm, twice as wide as he was tall. “These tunnels are…odd,” he said, leaning over the rim. “It’s like something burrowed through here.”
Serenna kept her distance, content to stay far from the precarious ledge. Fenn, however, cocked his head before dropping to his heels beside the prince.
“I can’t even see the bottom,” he mused, peering over.
“I don’t like this,” Jassyn murmured, moving closer to Serenna. “Do you feel it too?” He scuffed his boot against the frosty ground. “There’s no water beneath this ice. The lower levels of the lake must have drained after the top froze. Somehow.”
Serenna sensed the eerie hollowness beneath her feet and tucked her arms deeper into her furs, staving off the chill. Her eyes flicked over the spiked mounds piercing through the ice field like broken fangs. “And whatever made those tunnels tore through the earth like it was nothing.”
“What the fuck are you two doing?” Lykor snarled at Fenn and the prince. He yanked up his hood, shielding his eyes from the midday sun. Snapping his gauntlet out, he tore open another portal. “We’re not stopping here to admire the view.”
Fenn and Vesryn exchanged a glance, and Serenna sensed the unmistakable prelude to recklessness before they moved. Ignoring Lykor entirely, they both dropped to their chests, each inching closer to the perilous drop as if daring the other to tempt fate.
“There could be something down there,” Vesryn said, studying the abyss. His eyes lit up. “What if there’s a dragon below?” A sphere of illumination bloomed at his fingertips.
Lykor released a sharp, humorless scoff. He yanked the Heart of Stars out of his cloak and brandished it at the prince. “Why don’t you try asking this useless trinket?”
His scowl slid to Serenna, like it was her fault the Heart had fallen silent. Lykor had shoved the artifact into her hands earlier in the week and demanded that she ask if the dragons had any other insight. But not so much as a whisper answered.
Serenna glared back at him, though she agreed that this venture seemed as frivolous as it was dangerous.
“I’m sure Fenn will have Vesryn dangling over the edge by his ankles to get a better look if we linger much longer,” she grumbled to Jassyn as the prince cast the glowing orb down into the tunnel.
Rubbing some life back into her fingers, Serenna froze, sensing a faint shudder beneath her boots. Jassyn shifted beside her, eyes widening before clashing with hers.
A deep, guttural growl rumbled up from the tunnel, shaking the ice. But that wasn’t the most concerning noise.
A piercing whine followed—the same keening she’d heard in the jungle—the unmistakable sound of a Starshard priming to discharge.
The frozen earth fractured and ice shards exploded into the air, glinting in the harsh sunlight. Fenn yelped, snatching Vesryn’s cloak as the ground split apart with a bone-rattling crack.
In a blink, Fenn disappeared into a plume of shadows, warping them away as a chasm split wide open. They reappeared near Lykor as the ledge they’d been on crumbled into the void.
Something massive surged below the frosty layer, rising from the depths. An enormous ice-encrusted limb punched through the surface, followed by another—then another.
Sword-length talons gouged the frozen earth, dragging a massive form upward. A primal roar erupted from the abyss, a seismic force that shook the ground, sending tremors down Serenna’s spine.
Lykor staggered and barked, “Get through the fucking portal!”
Serenna grabbed Jassyn’s hand and dashed toward the rift, the ground fissuring beneath their feet as quakes tore through the ice field. Heart pounding harder with each passing second, she barely had time to react before a shockwave knocked her off balance, the world tilting as she crashed into Jassyn.
Her hand slipped from his as she slammed into the ground. For a fleeting moment, everything seemed to slow.
The ice beneath him groaned, fracturing with another sickening break that echoed across the lake.
“Jassyn!” Serenna screamed, her voice desperate as she scrambled toward him.
The ice shifted under her palms as she lunged, her fingers brushing the edge of his cloak.
Jassyn reached, his hand clawing for hers, but he only caught empty air as the ground gave way.
Serenna watched in horror as he fell, vanishing under the ice.



CHAPTER 37





JASSYN


Jassyn’s heart vaulted into his throat as a void opened beneath him—an endless drop yanking him down. The ground fractured, ice breaking away as he plunged into the abyss.
He tumbled through layer after layer of splintering sheets, his shield flickering, fueled briefly by mind-numbing fright until Essence fled entirely. Air screamed past his ears as his fingers scraped uselessly at the ice, desperate for purchase where there was none.
A stinging slash raked Jassyn’s cheek, but the pain was drowned beneath a flood of panic. His breath came in ragged bursts, pulse thrashing in his ears.
Above, the beast roared, a deafening claim over the surface he’d been flung from.
Body pitching forward, the wind ripped tears from his eyes. This weightless rush of air was too familiar. Falling from the sky when Vesryn had shoved him off a dracovae. The same helpless descent. The ground rushing up to meet him. The inevitable impact looming below.
But this time, he couldn’t see the bottom—only a blinding swirl of broken ice and a choking flurry of snow. Terror detonated in his chest as the pit buried him in a shattered grave with no end in sight.
A metallic squeal cleaved through the chaos. Steel fingers clamped around his arm, a crushing grip biting through his cloak and leathers.
Darkness swallowed him, his vision spinning as the world dissolved, twisted, and folded. The brutal yank wrenched his shoulder, nearly dislocating it as the force tore him from free fall.
With a jarring lurch, the void buckled and the world slammed back into focus. His head snapped sideways, joints in his arm straining in protest as pain shot through them.
Chips of ice exploded around him as he crashed onto his back, a jagged ledge breaking his fall. Impossibly high above, light spilled through the narrow breach that marked the frozen lake’s surface.
“Hold on!” Lykor snarled, his gauntlet tightening around Jassyn’s arm.
Jassyn barely registered the command, grappling with sheer bewilderment that Lykor had followed him into the chasm.
Lykor, who’d spent all week pretending he didn’t exist. Not a glance, not a single word spoken to him since Vaelyn’s harbor. And if Lykor did have something to say, he funneled every curt order through Fenn as though speaking to Jassyn was beneath him.
And yet, here Lykor was, snatching him from the maw of death.
Jassyn didn’t have time to process the whirlwind of shock before an invisible hook yanked at his insides—Lykor hurtling them upward in another warp.
Then another.
Each jump hit Jassyn harder, the gut-wrenching force ripping him apart from the inside out.
Without warning, blinding light exploded into his vision.
They smashed into the ground—blessed, unbroken ground. The impact rattled Jassyn’s teeth, knocking the air from his lungs. His body’s frenzied energy ricocheted through him, leaving his chest heaving and limbs trembling, pinned to the earth by the aftershock.
Lykor didn’t pause.
Of course he didn’t.
Before Jassyn could even think about standing, Lykor was already yanking him up. Jassyn’s head swam but there was no time to catch his breath—Lykor shoved him hard through a waiting portal.
Jassyn stumbled through the rift, the world whirling too fast to keep his balance. His stomach lurched, a rush of bile rising in his throat. Before he could stop it, he doubled over and retched.
Knees buckling, he was barely aware of the hands that halted his collapse. Fenn’s steady grip anchored him on one side, while Serenna’s support held him on the other.
Limbs shaking uncontrollably, shivers wracked Jassyn’s body, cold sweat drenching his skin. The crushing nausea seemed endless, every heave hollowing him out until he could do nothing but gasp for air.
Serenna gently brushed his curls away from his face while Fenn rubbed his back in soothing, rhythmic circles, blaming the number of warps he must’ve endured.
Bitter air burned Jassyn’s lungs and he shuddered, squeezing his eyes shut, desperate to concentrate on something—anything—to stop the world from spinning.
“Pull yourself together!”
Jassyn’s eyes snapped open, the weight of Lykor’s commanding presence ramming his focus back into place, drawing him in even as his instincts screamed to push away. Of course Lykor wouldn’t give him a moment to breathe. He couldn’t decide which emotion burned hotter—fury or humiliation.
Lykor’s lip curled over his fangs as he growled in Jassyn’s face, “The only reason you’re here is because you’ve got a job to do.”
Denied any more time to recover, Lykor ripped him out of Serenna and Fenn’s supportive grip and spun him around. Heart hammering an even wilder rhythm in his chest, Jassyn only now noticed the roaring across the frozen lake. He’d completely forgotten about the massive creature that had emerged from the glacial depths.
“Slip into that thing’s mind and stop it,” Lykor ordered, his voice sharp enough to leave no doubt—it wasn’t a request.
Hundreds of paces away, the beast towered like a mountain, its form twisted with something reminiscent of a monstrous arachnid. Numerous frost-encrusted legs, thick as ancient trees, gouged the ground with massive claws. Translucent spines of jagged ice bristled along its hunched back, a fortress of frozen armor.
But its head was the true nightmare—grotesque jaws splitting its face nearly in two, rows of teeth glinting like shattered glass. Instead of eyes, a single crystal was embedded at the center of its face, flashing as it reflected the sun.
Beside him, Fenn mumbled something about “an icy golem with too many legs.”
Lykor’s snarl cut him off. “It doesn’t need a fucking name.”
Jassyn frantically searched for Vesryn, sensing him across the valley. When he finally spotted him, a fresh wave of fear surged.
The monster was closing in on the prince, moving with unnatural speed, each step defying its massive bulk. The impacts of its thunderous strides shook the frozen lake, sending fractures rippling outward across the ice.
“What is he doing?” Jassyn croaked, sensing the prince’s frustration crackling through the bond.
Swords spinning in a blur, Vesryn darted between the eight colossal legs, shadows whipping in every direction. Darkness struck the icy armor only to dissolve on contact, vanishing against the monster’s hide.
Impossible.
“There’s a Starshard absorbing his magic!” Serenna gasped.
Jassyn didn’t have time to look back at the behemoth’s face. Lykor snatched the front of his cloak and barked, “Can you control it or not?”
“C—control it?” Jassyn stammered, Lykor’s demand hitting him like a blow.
He became acutely aware of the narrow space between them, Lykor’s incinerating gaze scalding him. For a moment, their eyes locked. Too long, too intense. Something more than frustration charged the air around them.
He must be desperate, Jassyn realized, if he’s asking me to use coercion.
Eyes blazing, Lykor’s fangs flashed inches from his face, dangerously close. “If you can control me,” he hissed, “you can control that.” He flung a gauntleted finger toward the beast. “Subdue it. Or get that lackwit back here before he gets pulverized so we can portal.”
It took some effort to tear away from Lykor’s searing glower, but Jassyn forced his focus back toward the rampaging colossus. His chest tightened with a swell of worry as he reached for Vesryn’s mind, sending a desperate thought down the bond. We need to leave. Now.
Dodging around the hulking legs as they impaled the ice, Vesryn didn’t respond, his attention locked on the behemoth. Shadows lashed at the icy armor, but the magic disintegrated as the crystal on the golem’s head went darker than night, siphoning the prince’s power like parched earth swallowing rain.
Serenna’s voice pitched higher. “Tell him to stop throwing rending at it before it channels his magic back at him!”
Too far across the expanse to be of any use, they all helplessly watched the prince.
Jassyn pushed harder, urgently barreling into his cousin’s mind. You need to get out of there!
Vesryn shoved a thought back against him. It has one of those Starshards!
What does that matter? Jassyn snapped. You—
A massive leg scythed toward the prince, its claw hammering into the ground with a thunderous crack. Snow and ice erupted in a spray as Vesryn dove through a portal, reappearing behind the beast.
Jassyn’s heart leaped into his throat, every muscle locking. Whatever you’re doing isn’t working! It was too strong. Too fast.
Get everyone out of here while I have it distracted, Vesryn ordered, more determined now. I’m not leaving until I get that crystal.
Jassyn recoiled, disbelief spiking. You can’t be serious!
Vesryn darted beneath another strike, shadows lashing around him. I know what I’m doing, he shot back, flaring a shield against an explosion of ice. There’s something important about the Starshards—I can feel it. It could be the advantage we need.
That gem is absorbing everything you’re throwing at it! Jassyn’s thoughts spiraled as he scrambled for a way to recall the prince. He should have known by now that logic wouldn’t reach his cousin, but he tried anyway. It’s going to—
Vesryn slammed a barricade between them, severing their communication. Irritation flamed hot in Jassyn’s chest. Completely at a loss, he drove a hand through his curls. He was trying to help him—to save him—but the prince never listened.
Unsheathing two long knives from his spine, Fenn tracked the beast’s movements, calculating. “If I can take out its legs—”
“Absolutely not,” Serenna said, snatching his arm.
“You can’t fell that thing with those toothpicks,” Lykor growled, pacing like a caged animal, his shoulders jerking tight. “Have you failed to notice that it’s armored in fucking ice?”
Fenn’s grip on his blades tightened. “We can’t just stand here.” He chewed a lip ring, gaze flicking between Serenna and the prince. “I could warp in and grab him.”
“Stay where you are, Lieutenant,” Lykor snapped. Eyes flaring, he whirled to Jassyn. “Are you even trying to do anything useful?”
Jassyn’s throat constricted, but he forced the words out. “Vesryn’s not leaving without the Starshard.”
Lykor scoffed bitterly, throwing his head back. “Aesar figured as much.” A sneer etched harsh angles into his face before he bit out his next words. “So back to my first plan. I don’t care how you do it—just fucking stop it.”
Jassyn swallowed hard. There was no choice.
Clearing his mind to steady the tumultuous storm, Jassyn drew on his Well. He hauled on telepathy, spiraling his magic outward. The stream of power skated across the frozen expanse, toward the looming beast. Tendrils of magic unfurled, weaving a delicate lattice in the air.
“Hurry!” Serenna’s voice was a distant echo, lost to Jassyn’s ears. In a race against the pulsing crystal, he shoved his arms forward and lashed out with his power, diving into the behemoth’s mind.
When his magic brushed the beast, everything unraveled. The threads of coercion frayed and snapped. A violent jolt erupted in his skull, the backlash a hammerblow striking down the length of his spine.
Jassyn staggered, choking on a gasp as the crystal ravaged his power. The gem didn’t just disintegrate his magic—it latched onto his Well. A voracious force surged, siphoning away his Essence in consuming waves, hollowing him out.
Reeling, Jassyn wrenched himself free with a desperate burst of will, severing his access to Essence before the crystal drained his reserves entirely. Vesryn had failed to mention that the Starshard could draw directly from their Well.
Jassyn’s hands trembled uncontrollably as he dropped his arms, unease spreading. He hesitantly met Lykor’s eyes and shook his head.
Coercion—or any magical assault—wouldn’t work.
Lykor’s jaw tightened, but Jassyn felt no judgment—only grim acknowledgment. Something else flickered in his eyes, a fleeting glimmer of concern that dimmed behind a scowl before Jassyn could be certain it had been there at all.
The realization knocked him off balance, as if he’d plunged into another free fall.
For all his scathing commands and stony detachment, Lykor had been worried about him. It felt wrong somehow, like a misplaced priority. While perhaps heedless and foolish, Vesryn was the one entangled in a battle, fighting for his life. But Lykor’s focus had landed here—on him.
The behemoth’s roar ripped Jassyn’s attention back across the frozen lake. Whether it was Vesryn’s relentless assault or Jassyn’s failed attempt to breach its mind, it had only grown more enraged.
A piercing whine erupted, so shrill that it sliced through Jassyn’s senses. He clapped his hands over his ears, but the sound blurred his vision, driving stakes of pain through his skull.
The Starshard blazed with a brilliance that rivaled the sun. The creature lunged, jaws gaping wide, a monstrous cavern of ice and death opening.
Vesryn’s fear lurched through the bond—a sudden pulse of dread. Then the shard detonated, unleashing a storm of shadows, barbs of darkness streaking toward the prince.
“No,” Jassyn whispered, the word escaping him as a flicker of knowing seized his chest. Somehow—just for a breath—he could see it, as if the beast’s next move had already been written.
Ears ringing from another deafening roar, Jassyn broke into a sprint as the crystal on its head went still again. Through the billowing cloud, he glimpsed Vesryn encased in a shield of violet light.
Jassyn threw his hands up, ripping spikes of ice from the ground as he ran forward. He had to distract it—do something.
The frozen spears flew ahead of him, but the monster lunged at the prince with an alarming burst of speed, its horde of legs screeching across the lake.
Jassyn’s breath hitched. He wasn’t going to make it. There wasn’t anything he could do against a mountain carved from ice. His projectiles glanced harmlessly off the frosty hide.
The creature’s head crashed down with the force of an avalanche, the earth shuddering beneath its weight. Its monstrous jaws snapped shut, engulfing the prince.
Jassyn halted in his tracks, skidding to stop.
Vesryn was gone.
Devoured whole.



CHAPTER 38





SERENNA


“Vesryn!” The scream tore through the frozen air, a broken cry Serenna barely recognized as her own.
Wind lashed at her cheeks as she sprinted toward Jassyn, who was still staring at the spot where the prince had vanished into the behemoth’s maw.
Her awareness flew down the bond, the connection still shining with Vesryn’s life force. He’s not dead. Relief sparked only for fear to smother it. But for how long?
Sliding to a halt on the ice, Serenna grabbed Jassyn’s arm for support, each breath a gasp scraping her throat. Essence shimmered around her, but she hesitated, unsure of the best way to wield it.
Jassyn rapidly blinked, face pale as he cleared the haze of a telepathic sending. “Vesryn said he can’t portal out. The Starshard is absorbing Essence—even from within. He’s trying with his swords, but I don’t think…”
Together, they watched in disbelieving silence as the creature heaved itself upright, its massive form blotting out the sky. The ground shuddered as its serrated legs scraped for traction, spiked pillars of ice piercing the earth. Snow cascaded from its back in brittle sheets as it shook itself like a colossal hound, an avalanche of frost crashing down.
Serenna’s breath seized when the beast shifted, its eyeless face angling toward them.
Shadows unfolded next to her, Lykor swearing profusely as he materialized with Fenn.
“I’ll kill the prince myself if that golem doesn’t finish him first,” Lykor snarled, yanking his pack off his shoulders and slamming it to the ground. “Release Essence. Now!” He dropped to a crouch, his gauntlet nearly shredding the bag as he rummaged around. “And before you start flapping your tongues with a thousand questions, Aesar is convinced that the Starshard his brother is so obsessed with can track our magic. If we stop feeding”—he gestured theatrically—“that thing our location, we might just buy some fucking time.”
There was no reason to argue. Serenna’s nails bit into her palms as she forced herself to sever the flow of power. The comforting pulse of Essence abruptly vanished, its absence leaving her unsettled and unmoored.
She shuddered as the monster halted and lifted one massive, spiked leg. Its talons flexed above the ice as though searching—or sensing—like a spider testing the vibrations of its web.
The grating squeal of Lykor’s gauntlet yanked Serenna’s attention back to him. He wrestled a torch and flint from his pack and struck his metal claw against the slab of stone. Sparks scattered, tiny bursts of light spraying across the oiled cloth. With a hiss, the torch sputtered to life.
Muttering something unintelligible about depending on “stars-forsaken shamans and candle snubs,” Lykor thrust the torch at Jassyn.
Jassyn blinked before snapping into action. His hand shot forward, and Serenna sensed the faint burst of pressure as he tugged on the flame. Coaxing the fire, the stream curled around his fingertips, condensing into a sphere that hovered above his palm.
Without pausing, Lykor ruthlessly struck the flint again, relighting the torch before shoving the burning end toward her.
“We need more than that!” Serenna’s voice rose with desperation as she gathered the fire.
She stared at the feeble light, laughably small against a mountain of ice. Her pulse thrashed in her ears, every heartbeat a relentless countdown to the prince’s final moments. The image of him trapped and dying burned behind her eyes. “We’ll never reach Vesryn with just torches!”
“I’m working on it,” Lykor gritted through his fangs, jaw tight as his gauntlet screeched against the flint again. He ignited more torches, slowly increasing the size of their flames.
The beast began planting one leg in front of the other, scraping across the ice with slow deliberation, deciding to resume its previous course.
“I have an idea, she-elf,” Fenn murmured as he stepped closer. His claw landed on her shoulder, a steadying weight. “I don’t want to leave you, but it might be our only chance to save your princeling.”
Serenna dug her fingers into Fenn’s arm, sensing the clash of regret and stubborn resolve—he’d made up his mind. His gaze flicked to Lykor, who was still swearing and hunched over his task, sparks flying from his gauntlet while Jassyn gathered scraps of flame.
For a moment, Serenna thought Fenn might ask for his permission. But he didn’t, his eyes swinging back to hers, flaring with a soft glow.
“Whatever you do, steer clear of the portal—and don’t follow.” He gently pried her fingers from his arm, his touch lingering as he folded his palm around hers. “I’ll return when I can. I promise.”
The fire above her hand faltered. Serenna opened her mouth to protest, but Fenn quickly provided a reassuring squeeze before slipping off his pack and abandoning it on the ground.
Then he vanished, warping to the far side of the valley, a distant speck against the backdrop of broken cliffs and endless snow. He released a burst of Essence, the pulse shooting outward like a signal flare, immediately drawing the behemoth’s attention.
As it spun, a deafening bellow tore through the valley, the sound reverberating through Serenna’s chest as the frozen earth trembled beneath her feet.
With the force of an avalanche, the beast hurled itself forward. Claws screeched and skittered over the ice, carving deep gouges as it closed the distance to Fenn.
He didn’t move, holding his ground until the monster was nearly on top of him, jaws splitting open to consume him. At the last possible moment, Fenn’s arm whipped out, tearing open a portal just large enough to slip through. He warped through the void, leaving the rift open behind him.
Sliding to a stop, the creature loomed over the portal. The air around the Starshard rippled, dark distortions pulsing with a ravenous energy. Yet the crystal remained inert, seemingly unable to siphon the magic from the rift itself.
Maybe Essence needs to be aimed directly at it, Serenna thought.
Slowly, the beast extended a foreleg. Its talons plunged into the portal, probing the unseen space beyond, fishing for Fenn in the void.
“I don’t know what that oaf thinks he’s doing,” Lykor growled as another torch roared to life, “but we have two options. We either throw everything we’ve got at that thing in some grand, pathetic attempt to subdue it—and join the prince in its gullet for our trouble.” Hair spilling across his eyes, Lykor scowled first at the golem shadowing Fenn’s portal and then at the fire above Jassyn’s palm. “Or—my preferred option—we get the fuck out of here.”
“We’re not leaving Vesryn!” Serenna snapped, her flames blazing brighter.
She still sensed the prince’s life force—it wasn’t flickering yet, but every passing moment only teetered him closer to the brink. She refused to let the creature claim him without a fight, clinging to the hope that whatever Fenn had planned would turn the tide. His presence grew fainter, leaping eastward, leaving her with no guesses why.
“Of course we’re not leaving him,” Lykor muttered, rolling his eyes skyward. “Aesar would never allow it.”
Heart racing, Serenna studied the globe of fire whirling around her fingers. “What if we melt the ice around the Starshard? If we can dislodge it—”
Lykor’s sharp, humorless laugh cut through her forming idea. He surged to his feet and flung the last torch aside, the smoldering cloth hissing as it hit the snow.
“What else do you think the fire’s for, you shaman scourge?” He shrugged off his cloak. “Ripping that crystal loose might be our only chance.” Reaching over his shoulders, he yanked Aesar’s glaives free from their sheaths on his spine.
“You can’t seriously be considering taking Vesryn’s place,” Jassyn said, his gaze drilling into Lykor. “We all saw that colossus swallow him.” His eyes drifted toward the creature prowling around Fenn’s portal, circling like a shark scenting blood. “He’s still lodged in its throat, barely holding on with his blades.”
“That leviathan is going to charge the second you two start throwing fire at it.” Lykor cracked his neck, a ripple rolling down his arms. “Aesar and I will hold its attention. If you can rip that gem off, I’ll obliterate it with rending to free the prince.” The wind howled, carrying the distant groan of shifting ice. “Let’s hope the fucking stars are on our side for once. Burn it,” he ordered.
Without another word, Lykor warped.
He reappeared behind the beast and unleashed a punch of force. The detonation slammed into its icy hide, blasting a flurry of snow outward. Attention wrenched from Fenn’s portal, the colossus spun to face him with a thunderous roar.
Lykor flowed like a shadow, glaives a blur as he warped one jump after another, hacking at icy limbs. One moment, he drove a blade into the monster’s flank. The next, he vanished, only to strike its opposite side.
Serenna twisted her wrist, coiling the fire into a searing stream before lashing it toward the Starshard. In a blinding arc, the flaming whip raced over the lake and snapped across the creature’s eyeless face, sparks scattering like falling stars.
But it didn’t respond—didn’t even act like it felt it. The golem’s focus remained locked onto Lykor, tracking him as he warped between its legs in a blur of motion.
Redoubling her efforts, Serenna clenched her fist and gathered the flames into another blazing thread. She cracked it through the air, hurling fire at the crystal again.
But then came the dreaded sound. The one she should have been prepared for since the Starshard had gone dark, absorbing Lykor’s power.
A metallic whine rose, screeching across the valley, scraping against her nerves like a blade drawn across glass. Knees locking, Serenna’s heart stuttered against her ribs as she braced herself.
The crystal shard ignited, blazing with the fury of an exploding star. A concussive blast of force erupted toward Lykor.
Like smoke on the wind, he vanished an instant before the wave of magic struck. The impact ruptured the frozen lake, exploding a ring of ice outward. Shockwaves rippled across the valley, crumbling into the abyss below.
Serenna staggered as the earth heaved, the tremor rattling through her bones.
“Take my fire,” Jassyn said, voice taut. He flicked a hand, sending flames toward her.
He crouched, bracing his palms against the frosty ground, a pressure shuddering outward from his fingertips. The ice groaned in protest but the fractures began to shift, the splintered surface slowly knitting back together. “If that creature crashes through, it’ll just crawl back out again. But if we fall? I don’t think Lykor can warp us both out.”
Serenna nearly blurted that Jassyn shouldn’t worry—if they fell in different directions, she already knew who Lykor would prioritize saving. Lykor’s reaction when Jassyn had vanished beneath the earth stayed with her—the first flicker of fear she’d ever seen from him.
With a sharp exhale, Serenna rolled the fire into a burning ribbon. Flinging out her arm, she aimed the flames beneath the Starshard’s edge, fighting to pry it loose. Sizzling steam erupted where fire collided with ice, but the hide refused to melt with any speed.
At the same time, she reached through the bond, sensing Vesryn’s life force beginning to falter, weaker than before. Her heart stumbled up her throat as true fear settled, their time to save the prince running out.
The creature roared, slamming massive forelegs into the earth, fissures snaking across the ice as it barreled toward Lykor. Out of the corner of her eye, Serenna caught sight of Jassyn, trembling with the strain of reforging the shattered ice beneath the beast, weaving the sundered lake back together by sheer force of will.
Another screeching whine pierced Serenna’s ears, the Starshard’s wail splintering her vision as the sound drove an axe of agony deep into her skull.
Her breath hitched as a cataclysmic wave of shadows exploded from the crystal.
A sudden burst of violet light webbed from Jassyn’s fingertips, the thrown shield vanishing into the canopy of rending.
Before Serenna could blink, the dome of darkness detonated, blotting out her view of Lykor.
The beast reared its head, eyeless gaze snapping toward the hum of Essence crackling in Jassyn’s palms. Rising to his feet, he cursed under his breath.
But Lykor emerged, encased in the shimmer of Jassyn’s protective ward. As the shield unraveled, he hurled another blast of force into the frozen flank. The magic detonated, cracking shards of ice from its hide.
With a shriek, the creature slid as it spun back toward Lykor, legs scraping across the broken ground.
Teeth clenched so tightly that her jaw ached, Serenna spooled her dwindling fire into another arc. When Lykor angled the behemoth’s head back toward her, she flung the flames toward the monster’s crown. The attack skated uselessly around the Starshard, the icy armor swallowing every flicker of heat.
Serenna’s pulse hammered as she poured everything she had into the molten ribbon. Frustration scorched her, cold beads of sweat clinging to her brow. “This is taking too long!”
A useless complaint to vent her desperation—she didn’t have any better ideas.
The earth trembled beneath her boots.
But it wasn’t from the monster’s wild charge.
Serenna’s eyes snapped to Fenn’s lingering portal the moment it erupted.



CHAPTER 39





SERENNA


Ageyser of lava burst through the portal in a volcanic torrent, spilling molten rock across the frozen lake. The air shimmered with waves of blistering heat as fire melted ice. Deep cracks splintered across the frozen surface before crumbling into the void below.
Lykor warped to Serenna and Jassyn’s side. “If we live through this,” he panted, his barked laughter half-hysterical, “I’m promoting Fenn above Kal.”
A grin spread across Serenna’s face as hope ignited. A realm away, Fenn’s presence flickered like a faint thread, but he’d managed to bridge the distance, stringing enough portals together to deliver the fire—a gift from the heart of the volcano itself.
She reached for the inferno, wrenching every scrap of flame under her control just as the portal cut the deluge off. An extension of her will, the fire obeyed, a wave surging up off the ground. But she’d have to be careful with the prince still trapped inside the beast.
Throwing out her hands, Serenna whipped the flames into a churning storm. The vortex roared to life, spiraling upward in a blazing cyclone before she hurled it straight at the Starshard.
Halfway across the lake, the behemoth didn’t waver. Didn’t veer from its rampaging charge, following the trail of Essence radiating from Lykor.
Dropping back to his knees, Jassyn shoved his palms against the frozen earth, forcing the splintering surface in the golem’s path to hold.
The torrent slammed into the creature’s face with cataclysmic force, the collision booming across the valley. Billows of steam erupted in violent clouds, hissing as the fire seared deep into frozen armor. Ice shrieked under the assault, fractures snaking across its neck and skull.
Faltering, the beast’s limbs shuddered as it nearly ground to a halt. Sparks and embers whirled where flames met frost. Every step became a battle, the massive bulk trembling as it fought through the raging torrent.
Serenna’s hands shook, her breath coming in ragged gasps. Sweat streaked her face, stinging her eyes as she funneled all of her power into the inferno.
Fire devoured ice.
The creature’s eyeless face began melting into a shapeless lump. Thick rivulets of water poured down its crumbing frame as its head caved in, disintegrating under the blaze. Dislodging at last, the Starshard slipped free, tumbling end over end before striking the ground.
Serenna yanked the fire back, hurling the tide across the valley—as far as her strength allowed.
The golem swayed, then crashed to the earth in a smoldering heap. A blinding cloud of snow burst into the air, the ground convulsing under the impact of its fall.
Serenna staggered as the tremor rattled through her legs, colliding with Lykor. With a rough push, he shoved her back upright. Cracks spiderwebbed beneath their feet, the ice groaning. But Jassyn’s power surged, fusing the fractured sheets back together.
Before the quaking subsided, a portal opened next to them.
Clutching ice-coated swords, Vesryn stumbled forward, sheathed in frost, blood trickling from dozens of wounds. His legs buckled almost immediately and he collapsed into the snow, the weapons slipping from his grasp.
Serenna’s heart slammed against her ribs, tangled in a clash of relief and fear. “Vesryn—” More emotion than sound, his name escaped her as she dropped to her knees beside him.
On his other side, Jassyn’s hands were already ablaze, glowing with mending light. Essence unfurled quickly, lattices of magic weaving through the prince’s battered body.
Frost clung to Vesryn’s hair and lashes, his breath coming shallow and fast. Serenna slid an arm under his shoulder, helping him upright.
“Did you get the Starshard?” Vesryn rasped, his cracked lips pale. Though his eyes were half-lidded and unfocused, they locked onto hers with a desperate intensity, searching for the answer.
Serenna tightened her fingers around him, but Lykor was already sheathing the glaives on his spine and warping. In the distance, he stooped to retrieve the crystal from the snow.
“Yes, you reckless idiot,” Serenna hissed, though concern softened her scorn. Torn between shaking some sense into the prince and kissing him senseless, she cupped Vesryn’s face, her thumb brushing over the ice-scraped ridges of his cheekbones. “What were you thinking?”
“He wasn’t,” Jassyn grumbled, continuing to spiral healing light.
Serenna’s fingers trembled as she pushed frozen strands of hair away from the prince’s eyes. A rush of overwhelming emotions spilling over, she couldn’t stop herself—she didn’t even care that Jassyn was next to them. Leaning in, she crushed her lips into the prince’s, the kiss an unspoken release, carrying the relief she couldn’t voice.
Vesryn’s chilled hands cradled her face as he pressed closer. Serenna gasped at the icy touch and he seized the opening, his tongue sweeping into her mouth.
Before they lost themselves in the kiss, Serenna pulled back and cleared her throat, the heat in her cheeks burning away the cold.
Vesryn sagged against her, flashing a crooked grin. “If being reckless earns me that,” he said, voice still hoarse, “I might start doing it more often.”
Serenna rolled her eyes and Jassyn released an explosive sigh.
The prince’s focus shifted to his cousin. “Just like old times,” he said, reaching out to pat Jassyn’s cheek, the gesture more brotherly than the condescending ones of the past.
Shoving windblown curls out of his face, Jassyn pursed his lips. “This whole nearly dying thing is a habit we really need to break.”
Serenna huffed in agreement as shadows coalesced near Vesryn’s boots.
Lykor materialized, his scowl more frigid than the air. He inspected the Starshard, turning it over in his gauntlet.
“Hope it was worth the trouble,” he muttered, lobbing it at the prince.
The Starshard spun, catching sunlight in a brief, dazzling arc. Vesryn’s hand shot out, snatching the crystal before it collided with his head, fingers curling protectively around it. Without waiting for a response, Lykor turned on his heel and stalked back toward the corpse.
The prince traced the crystal’s edge, brows bunching while he studied the surface. A flicker of doubt drifted down the bond. Shaking his head, he pocketed it before glancing around.
“Where’s Fenn?” he asked, though the question sounded forced. “Did he run away from the fight?”
“Fenn sent the lava that saved your life—because you ran toward the fight,” Serenna snapped. “So you owe him your thanks. Whether you like it or not.”
Vesryn’s jaw tightened and Serenna reined in her irritation. Fenn would be safe—he could cloak himself until nightfall and regenerate before traveling back to them. But the stronghold was surely still crawling with humans and elves.
The prince’s hand landed on hers. “Fine,” he mumbled, begrudging but not defiant.
The soft ruby glow faded from Jassyn’s palms as he finished sealing the prince’s wounds.
Together, they helped Vesryn to his feet and joined Lykor, who stood with his arms crossed, gaze locked on the smoking remains.
Steam curled over the shattered ice, twisting upward before dissolving into the sky. Vesryn crouched beside the corpse, fingers skimming across the jagged fragments dispersed across the ground. With a thoughtful frown, he picked up a brittle piece of ice. At his touch, the edges crumbled, slick with melting frost.
“I don’t think this golem was…alive,” Jassyn murmured, more to himself than anyone else. “At least, maybe not in the way we’d understand.” His brows drew together, emphasizing the scar that cut across his brow. “I tried to delve into its mind, but there was nothing. I assumed the Starshard was to blame since it was siphoning my magic, but now…” He shifted his weight and wrapped his cloak tighter around himself. “Someone must’ve made it. How else could it have a Starshard embedded in its skull?”
“Like a construct?” Serenna asked, shivering as she studied the strewn wreckage. A warmer wind stirred, the earth’s exhale weaving around them, scattering faint embers across the snow. “You think someone created it using these frozen elements? Who?”
“I’d rather know why it was guarding this pass,” Lykor muttered, his expression harder than stone, eyes fixed on the horizon.
Serenna followed his line of sight, squinting at the distant mountains. The skyline shimmered with a golden color, the white peaks dissolving at the edges. Probably just a trick of the light. But maybe—
Lykor abruptly pivoted, cutting her musings short. “Fenn can catch up.” He lashed out with a whip of force, gathering their discarded packs. “We can still make a few jumps before nightfall.”



CHAPTER 40





SERENNA


Serenna spluttered and spat a mouthful of bitter tea back into her mug. “S–Sorry,” she coughed, eyes stinging as she dashed a glance at Jassyn across the campfire. “It’s just a little hot.”
Focused on pouring another steaming cup, he didn’t seem to notice the tight smile she wrestled from her grimace. Serenna hastily shoved the drink aside and tucked her gloved hands deep into her cloak.
Amusement spiked through the bond as Vesryn’s thoughts telepathically curled around hers. You’re a horrible liar.
Serenna glared over at him, only now realizing why he’d refused the tea so casually. I don’t want to hurt Jassyn’s feelings, she snipped back. So don’t tell him.
Vesryn arched a brow, the firelight dancing over his face to highlight the curve of his smirk. He chuckled, reclining further against a fallen log. Shedding his gloves—likely to keep them from charring should his magic flare again—he ignited an orb of illumination. The glow cast silver streaks across the surrounding frost-laced pines, their branches shimmering as if dipped in starlight.
“Good luck,” the prince called out wryly as Jassyn rose with two mugs.
Jassyn froze mid-step, his eyes darting between Vesryn and the ridge beyond. On an outcrop, Lykor sat regenerating, scowling up at the sky as twilight surrendered to a scattering of stars.
With an audible inhale, Jassyn straightened, seeming reluctant but resolute as he drifted away from the fire.
Serenna scooted closer to the prince as the logs crackled, embers bursting skyward.
“You are so nosy,” Vesryn scolded, though he shifted to grant her a better view of Jassyn’s hesitant approach.
Serenna leaned against his shoulder, feigning innocence. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Vesryn shook his head in silent bemusement as Jassyn inched toward the ridge. “Two minutes,” he murmured, idly spinning the orb of light above his palm. “Lykor hardly seems to be in the mood for company.”
“Is he ever?” Serenna asked. “But Lykor did save him today.”
Vesryn shrugged, wrapping an arm around her shoulders as they shamelessly watched. “But if Lykor thinks Jassyn is trying to poison him with that excuse for tea, we just might have the best view in all the realms when he hurls Jassyn off that cliff.”
“You’re terrible.” Smothering a laugh, Serenna elbowed the prince in the ribs, but his armor absorbed the blow. “And thanks for nothing. A warning would have been nice.”
Vesryn snorted. “I wanted to see your face when you drank it.”
Serenna wrinkled her nose, the bitter taste still clinging stubbornly to the back of her tongue. “At least Fenn should be back to take over tomorrow.”
The illumination winding around Vesryn’s hand dimmed for a heartbeat before a pulse of Essence brightened it again. He cleared his throat, but the words that followed sounded forced. “Speaking of our preferred tea master… Where is he?”
Serenna tensed, startled both by the unexpected question and the current of unease drifting down the bond. Before she could interpret the feeling any further, it vanished as if the prince had drawn a curtain between them.
Vesryn rarely let his emotions surface, but when he did, he was quick to bury them—to shut her out. But she’d sensed it, a flicker of disquiet swiftly stifled before the bond went dark. Unsure how to navigate the muted connection, Serenna hesitated before answering.
“Fenn is…” Reaching for his presence, she searched as she had countless times that evening. He wasn’t tethered, so he couldn’t have been captured. At least, that’s what she told herself. “I think he’s still in the same place.” She bit her lip, clamping down on her worry. “But he probably needs to regenerate before he can return, and he usually does better when more stars are out.”
Gaze distant, Vesryn nodded with a low, noncommittal grunt. “We should probably get more firewood.”
“Now?” Serenna’s attention flicked toward Jassyn and Lykor, locked in an awkward silence she assumed was thick enough to choke on—no tea required.
Vesryn’s shrug seemed indifferent, but his fingers twitched as the illumination flared. “I figured you’d want to wait up.”
Warmth stirred in Serenna’s chest at the quiet care hidden beneath his practicality. He didn’t have to offer, but he did—despite the discomfort he tried to hide.
“Okay,” she agreed, rising to her feet with the prince. She drew her cloak tighter before they stepped away from the campfire and into the chilly night.
The forest stretched around them, silent except for the squeak of snow crunching beneath their boots. Their breaths misted in pale clouds, curling with hanging wood smoke. Each step carried them deeper into the spindly trees, the ice-coated branches glinting in the illumination hovering above the prince’s palm.
Serenna glanced at the shimmering globe, wondering if it could emit warmth as well as light—without burning. “Have you made any progress with calling sunfire again?”
“Not since a few nights ago.” A muscle feathered in Vesryn’s cheek as he stared at the glowing sphere. “I don’t know what I did, and I can’t seem to do it again.”
Flexing his fingers, the tendons in his hands rippled as though he was wrestling with more than just the whirling orb. With a disgusted sigh, Vesryn extinguished the glow and summoned a fistful of shadows instead.
“If I can’t even master something as basic as illumination, how am I supposed to protect you—or anyone else?” His voice wavered before his teeth clicked shut, the admission seeming to escape before he could stop it.
Flicking his wrist, rending lashed forward. Darkness struck a fallen tree with a sharp crack that shattered the stillness.
Vesryn threw himself into a relentless rhythm, shadows thrashing around him as he split the logs. With each swing of magic, he drifted further away, retreating into the work.
Serenna’s chest tightened as she watched him. His agitation wasn’t just about the sunfire. It ran deeper than that, tangled with everything else—Lykor, Fenn, this endless journey, and all those in the jungle depending on them to discover a haven.
She searched her mind for something comforting to say, but guilt wrapped its talons around her. Fenn’s presence had pushed Vesryn out of the center of her world. Though she hadn’t meant for it to happen, she couldn’t deny she’d played a part. And admitting that truth stung.
But the prince hadn’t given up on her—or them. In a moment of shared uncertainty, he’d reached for her back on Vaelyn’s cliffs. Not with words of reassurance, but with a fierce kiss, a silent promise to hold on.
Vesryn rarely spoke his care aloud, but his actions never left room for doubt. This moment wasn’t so different. The way he attacked the wood, each strike carrying the weight of his frustration, felt like another kind of language.
Serenna exhaled, willing her remorse to dissolve as she stepped toward him. She could bridge this divide in a way he understood—in the way he would.
Pulse quickening, she approached and brushed his arm. His cloak denied actual contact, but even so, Vesryn stilled. The shadows writhing around his hands wavered as if the simple gesture surprised him.
For a moment, he didn’t move. But when his gaze finally drifted toward hers, his jade eyes reflected the light of the rising moons—piercing sharper than the wind slicing through her furs.
“So you only notice me when Fenn’s not around?”
Serenna’s heart lurched at the accusation and she withdrew. Was that how she made him feel?
“That’s not true,” she said quickly, defensiveness instinctively tumbling out.
Vesryn’s mouth slashed into a hard line, his expression shuttering as he pulled away. Then, with a heavy sigh, he dragged a hand across his face, releasing his power.
“I’m sorry,” he mumbled at the trees. “You didn’t deserve that. It’s just…”
Serenna rested her palm on his back. At her touch, Vesryn’s shoulders sagged, the weight of everything he carried seeming to bear down at once. Slowly, he turned to face her, hesitation etched into every movement.
“I don’t know what you need from me,” he confessed quietly, the words rough but sincere. “I see the way you look at him, how easily you trust him. And then there’s me. Fumbling with my power and making a mess of things. Trying to be enough but falling short.”
Serenna’s heart twisted at the ache in his tone—at the wound beneath it. She opened her mouth, but what comfort could she offer? Fenn had carved out a different place in her heart than Vesryn had, and maybe he sensed that too.
Vesryn released an unsteady exhale, steam curling in the cold. “I know if…” His voice was lower now, raw in a way that made Serenna’s chest tighten. “If it ever came down to it, you’d choose him.”
Serenna’s breath caught. “Vesryn—”
“You don’t have to say it,” he cut in gently, shaking his head. “I already know. But the only one to blame is myself.”
“I’m sorry that Fenn…complicated things between us,” Serenna said softly. “But I need you to know that you matter to me too.”
Her hand found its way to his chest, seeking the steady beat of his heart. He stared down at her, the ridge between his brows softening despite the shadows of doubt lingering behind his eyes.
“You’re not second to anyone,” Serenna insisted, her voice firmer now as she stepped fully into his space. But even as she said it, doubt whispered—what if he never could believe it? “You’re different from Fenn, but that doesn’t make you any less.”
Vesryn’s hand flexed near her waist, trapped between action and restraint. He didn’t reach for her—or retreat. His lips parted, the start of a protest or perhaps another apology, but no words came. For a breath, it looked like he wanted to argue, to say something—something final. His eyes darkened as they searched hers, flickering between longing and uncertainty before he glanced away.
But Serenna was done standing by, done watching a male she cared for retreat further into himself when all she wanted was to pull him close.
Gathering her courage, she shed her gloves, craving the warmth of him beneath her touch. Serenna lifted a hand to his face, her magic stirring as her fingertips skimmed the edge of his jaw.
Vesryn’s breath stalled when she gently guided his gaze back to hers.
“I want to be with you,” she whispered, the vulnerability in his eyes stirring a pang in her chest.
Heart thundering in her ears, Serenna rose onto her toes. She leaned in, brushing her mouth against his, a fleeting whisper to test the line between them.
Vesryn stiffened at the contact, but he didn’t pull away.
Emboldened since he hadn’t withdrawn, Serenna slid her fingers through his hair. Pouring her affection into the kiss, she tugged him closer.
Gradually, whatever resistance the prince clung to dissolved, his breath shuddering against her lips. He seized her hips, hauling her flush against him, the warmth of his body melting into hers like sunlight thawing frost. Fingers digging into her waist, his mouth devoured hers as he deepened the kiss.
Releasing his hair, Serenna slipped her hand inside his parted cloak, tracing the taut planes of his chest. Even through his armor, she could feel the conflict coiled there, wound tight as though he held something back.
“Serenna—” His words caught as her hands coasted lower, skimming over the hard lines of his stomach.
She silenced him with another kiss, claiming him as her tongue tangled with his. Driven by the need to touch him, her pulse raced as she moved her hands with purpose. She wanted to learn him, discover what he hid beneath his layers, take a step back to find their footing before they moved forward.
Breaths growing uneven, a tremor ran through the prince as her palms wandered lower, landing against the front of his trousers. Vesryn’s hands jerked as if to intercept her, but Serenna snatched his wrists before he could.
“Don’t make me restrain you,” she threatened. To prove her point, she ignited her power. Shadows unfurled across her fingers, spiraling around his arms.
Lips parting, Vesryn’s breath hitched, his eyes heavy-lidded and glazed with hunger. But if he had any protest, she smothered it when she drove her mouth into his once more.
As the prince—the commander—he’d always held the control between them. Deferring to him, Serenna had let him keep that distance, too afraid to push beyond their former roles.
But they weren’t those people anymore. There was no court, no duty, no chains of expectation—only the heat between them and the pull of something neither could ignore.
He’d always protected her, not by shielding her from challenges, but by pushing her beyond the confines of her self-doubt. His care had never been gentle or simple—it was relentless, a force that demanded she find the strength to rise on her own.
And now, she felt his tension beginning to yield under her touch. Vesryn relaxed into her, letting her take the lead—for once. She needed him to feel it. That he mattered. That he was so much more than an exiled prince haunted by doubt.
Releasing her magic and his wrists, Serenna unfastened his belt. Vesryn stilled, exhaling slowly, his chest barely rising as the buckle slipped free.
Heat blooming low in her belly, Serenna sank to her knees on the snow-blanketed ground. She burned to feel him unravel beneath her hands, to strip away the composure he always wore like armor.
The rigid length concealed by his leathers strained against the loosened confines, undeniable proof that he was already affected. As she traced the shape of him, the sound of her name rasped from his throat.
Serenna glanced up, caging a smile while savoring the bewilderment in his eyes—the rare moment where she’d caught him off guard. His fingers twitched, either torn between the urge to reach for her or to reclaim control.
Returning to his waist, Serenna unfastened the remaining laces and clasps on his trousers, her pulse fluttering as she wrestled the stubborn leathers down. The tight fit—which she normally appreciated for how it framed his form—was now an inconvenience. When she finally freed him from his armor, the sight of him stole her breath—smooth as ivory in the starlight, unyielding like sculpted marble.
And because she wasn’t wholly cruel, Serenna exhaled warm air into her palms before wrapping her fingers around him. Vesryn still shuddered, hands curling into fists at his sides.
With a deliberate slowness, she glided her fingers along his length, a teasing whisper of exploratory touch. She traced her nails lightly along the sensitive underside, savoring the sharp hiss that escaped from between his teeth. Serenna’s pulse skipped when his arousal jerked beneath her palm, a silent confession of want.
As she tightened her grip, Vesryn’s hips bucked forward and she stroked him harder. Basking in the power of that small surrender, she wanted more—wanted to strip away his restraint with every touch.
Confidence surging, Serenna leaned closer and took him slowly into her mouth. She sucked at the velvet crown, tracing the slit and tasting his need on her tongue.
Vesryn’s head tipped back, a ragged groan tearing from his chest as she hollowed her cheeks, drawing him deeper. His fingers tangled in her hair, cradling the back of her head rather than steering.
Uneven bursts of his breath puffed into the air as she continued to explore every inch of him, mapping his length with her tongue.
Serenna set a rhythm, drinking in the heat of him as her hand stroked what her mouth couldn’t take. Vesryn’s muscles flexed, his control fraying as he began thrusting deeper into her throat. Swallowing, she moaned around him, pulling a shattered curse from his lips.
Tentative at first, his hands drifted to cup her face. Serenna lifted her gaze through her lashes, and despite everything—despite what she was doing—heat rushed to her cheeks. Not because of the act, but because of the way he looked at her.
Starlight shimmered in the emerald depths of his eyes as Vesryn watched her with reverence—a dark, hungry devotion that transcended the haze of desire.
The barricade he’d constructed between them, the one that kept her at a distance, shattered. A flood of emotion surged through the bond—not just lust, but love and vulnerability, a fierce tenderness that wound through Serenna’s chest, stealing the breath from her lungs.
Holding his gaze, Serenna quickened her pace and a growl spilled from his lips. The rhythm between them faltered as Vesryn’s movements turned wild. His fingers curled against her scalp and he tried to extract himself, but Serenna seized the backs of his thighs, refusing to let him go.
A shudder and a curse tore through him. Vesryn gripped the back of her head, a low groan tearing from somewhere deep in his throat. Heat spilled across her tongue and Serenna swallowed him down, not relenting until the last tremor wracked through him.
She eased away, releasing him from her mouth. He was still staring at her, chest rising and falling like he’d just run a realm’s worth of miles.
Wordlessly, Vesryn reached for her and helped her back to her feet. The night pressed in around them, the crisp air swiftly encouraging him to tuck himself back into his leathers. As he clasped the buckle to his belt, the corner of his mouth twitched—a warning that Serenna wasn’t fast enough to decipher.
Ribbons of blue light fountained from Vesryn’s fingertips, a pulse of force curling around his palms. A heartbeat later, the tendrils latched onto Serenna’s trousers, yanking them halfway down her legs. She yelped as a strike of cold air nipped at her bare skin.
Before she could react, Vesryn seized her waist, lifting her like she weighed nothing. Serenna shrieked as the world spun, the prince pinning her back against the nearest tree. She scrambled for purchase, fingers digging into his cloak as her legs dangled over his shoulders, the fabric of her trousers still twisted around her lower legs.
Her pulse lurched at how close his face was—now nestled shamelessly between her parted thighs.
“Vesryn!” Serenna hissed, squirming against the heat of his hands on her backside. “What are you doing?” she demanded, her voice more of a breathless squeak.
Warm breath fanning across her chilled skin, he tilted his face up to hers, eyes gleaming with dark intent. “Surely you didn’t think I would let you get away with that without returning the favor?”
The infuriating, heated look sent a thrill bolting through her. Serenna’s cheeks flamed as she glared down at him, though the intended effect was likely diminished by her current position. “I—I didn’t do it for anything in return.”
His thumbs brushed the curve of her backside, his smirk widening into something more feral. “I’m aware.”
Serenna stiffened as shadows surged, inky tendrils curling around her calves, teasing the bare skin of her thighs. The darkness caressed her, holding her open, drawing out a shiver as tingles raced in its wake.
Then his mouth was on her.
A slow, deliberate stroke of his tongue up her center had Serenna gasping, the sudden jolt of pleasure flecking her vision with stars.
When Vesryn’s shadows joined his lips, Serenna’s thighs clamped against his head. Her fingers knotted in his hair as she fell back against the tree with a moan.
By the time Vesryn resurfaced, she was half-dazed and shuddering, breaths coming in rapid draws.
“Tongue or shadows?” the prince asked, his mouth hot against her skin as he skimmed a trail of kisses down her thigh.
Heart thrashing against her ribs, Serenna’s question came out unsteady as she struggled to focus. “W—What?”
Vesryn’s grin was pure wickedness, his voice dropping to a husky whisper. “Both it is.”



CHAPTER 41





JASSYN


Jassyn hesitated at the edge of the firelight, the mugs in his hands growing heavier, anchoring him in place. A gust of wind swept across the mountain pass, spiraling into a sky streaked with fading strokes of rose and gold.
Lykor sat alone on a rocky outcrop, his silhouette darkening the horizon, shoulders hunched as though bearing the weight of the slopes. He stared at the skyline, where the mountains were shedding their frosty crowns.
Gathering his courage, Jassyn inhaled the crisp air, forcing his legs to move. But the closer he got, the more his feet dragged—each step feeling like an intrusion.
Maybe this was a mistake. Lykor obviously wanted solitude. Yet an irrational need to bridge the distance tugged him across this forbidden ground.
Lykor’s head snapped toward him, black hair whipping across his face. The sudden flare in his eyes made Jassyn halt, breath catching in his throat.
“What the fuck do you want?” Lykor demanded.
“I made tea,” Jassyn mumbled, cheeks burning as he offered a cup.
Lykor’s eyes clashed with his, unblinking, glare unwavering. For a moment, all Jassyn could focus on was the dangerous, magnetic stillness, drawing him closer without a clear meaning why.
A brisk wind sliced through Jassyn’s cloak, sending a shiver down his spine. “Serenna found some of those frost berries,” he continued before glancing over his shoulder. But she and the prince had abandoned the fire.
Lykor muttered something under his breath and turned away, his attention lifting back to the flickering stars.
Nearly compelled to fill the suffocating silence, Jassyn blurted, “I thought… Well, I figured… Fenn’s usually better at brewing tea, but since he’s still away…”
Feeling ridiculous, he trailed off as heat crawled up his neck. He knew he was rambling, but he didn’t know what else to do as he awkwardly held out the unwanted mug.
Jassyn shifted his weight, boots scraping against frosty stones. “I…added cinnamon,” he ventured, still talking while Lykor ignored him. “Vesryn had some in his pack. No idea how it got there, but…” He swallowed past the tightness in his throat. “I noticed Aesar doesn’t like it, but you always add it and—”
Lykor’s gauntlet snapped shut with a grating screech, silencing him. Crimson eyes latched onto his, scalding with barely restrained ire as Lykor bit out, “Is there a reason you’ve seen fit to plague me with your presence?”
Battling the instinct to retreat, Jassyn’s pulse stumbled. “I wanted to thank you,” he said, fingers tightening around the ceramic, the offering feeling increasingly absurd under the heat of Lykor’s scorn. “For saving me today.”
Lykor’s lips twisted into a sneer. His gaze seared into the mug before returning to the stars, dismissing it—and Jassyn—entirely again. “A mistake, I’m sure,” he muttered.
Jassyn flinched as if the words had been shouted in his face, his grip slipping. Tea sloshed over the rim, steaming where it struck the frozen ground. The chill of Lykor’s contempt sank into his bones—he’d been foolish to believe that anything beneath that icy demeanor had begun to thaw.
Silence stretched between them, every second straining like a drawn bowstring. A muscle ticked in the profile of Lykor’s jaw. Tendons coiled in his neck, tension rolling off him—an impending storm.
In a sudden burst, he launched to his feet, the motion so violent it blurred.
Jassyn retreated a step and then another, pulling both mugs closer to his chest. A flimsy shield. Regret flooded his veins. He should have known better than to trespass on Lykor’s brooding solitude.
The night folded around Lykor as he stalked across the distance, halting in front of Jassyn.
Heart pounding a frantic rhythm, Jassyn became acutely aware of the heat radiating from Lykor as they stood nearly chest-to-chest.
“Would you have done it?” Lykor hissed in his face.
“Done…what?” Jassyn asked, the words barely more than breath.
“The harbor,” Lykor snarled, fangs flashing under the rising moons. “Would you have stripped me of my will? Bent me with coercion?”
Suspended in the raw ferocity of the unexpected question, Jassyn blinked. Lykor’s glare didn’t waver, burning through him and scorching him from the inside out.
So that’s what had been festering between them this past week. Why Lykor had kept his distance. He recognized it now in Lykor’s eyes—a darker resentment flaring, more than mere mistrust and wounded pride.
“I…” Jassyn’s mouth went dry, words vanishing like dust on the wind.
The vivid memory of the harbor returned—Lykor’s wrath unleashed, the sheer force of his ruinous power teetering on the thin path between chaos and control.
Something different drifted across his face, as though Jassyn’s silence had answered the question—and kindled disappointment.
“I would have,” Jassyn whispered, the truth a knife twisting in his gut. “If you’d lost yourself, I would’ve done it to bring you back.”
Lykor’s chest rose and fell as the admission lingered between them. “Why?” he demanded. “Why do you think I’m worthy of saving?”
Jassyn met his stare, refusing to look away. “Why do you think you’re not?” The words came quiet but sharp, a challenge, a dagger turned in Lykor’s direction, forcing him to face the truth he buried.
Jaw latched tight, Lykor remained silent. The moons cast shadows across his sculpted features as his gaze flickered—breaking from Jassyn’s eyes to trace the scar bisecting his brow, as if the carved skin were answer enough.
“I think…” Jassyn’s voice wavered as he spoke, trying one last time to break through Lykor’s armor of steel and scorn. “I think you’ve convinced yourself that your worth lies in protecting everyone else. You’ve become a shield—a weapon—for your people because you had no other choice.” His gaze locked onto Lykor’s, searching for the cracks in his walls. “You’re more than that,” Jassyn pressed. “More than a survivor. More than a force of destruction to be wielded and discarded.”
A twitch bristled through Lykor’s shoulders, but he didn’t speak. His silence was heavy, looming like the mountains encircling them. Yet in the hard lines of his face, Jassyn glimpsed a flicker of doubt—enough to encourage him forward. He drew a steadying breath, the chilled air biting his lungs as he pressed on.
“I know what it’s like,” Jassyn admitted, voice catching, his fingers trembling around the mugs. “In a way. I was reduced to nothing more than my bloodline—a thing to be used…”
Chest tightening, he hesitated, the confession too late to retract. But the fire in Lykor’s eyes dimmed and held him there, the unspoken question probing enough to draw the rest out.
“The elves took everything,” Jassyn whispered, the memories wrapping around him like a noose. His gaze dropped to the cups, the warmth barely reaching him now. “My body. My will.” The words hollowed him out, but he pushed forward.
“And for decades, I believed I wasn’t worth anything. But Serenna…” He paused, recalling how she’d been a lifeline in the storm—a friend who’d been at his side all those months ago. “She saw beyond my worth to the realm—she saw me. And for the first time, I didn’t have to bear my suffering alone.”
Jassyn lifted his eyes, meeting Lykor’s. “You’re not a weapon. Not a shield. You’re more than that. And I hope you can see it too.”
Lykor blinked, his breath hitching—barely, but enough for Jassyn to notice. As the words settled between them, his gaze darkened, a fracture in his stony expression. Heartbeats passed, pulsing against the crease of his throat.
Slowly, Lykor reached out. Not with his gauntleted claw—a source of protection and pain—but with his hand. In a brush of fingers, he breached the distance between them and claimed the previously offered mug.
For a moment, all Jassyn could do was breathe. The contact had been so brief he might’ve imagined it. Except the fleeting touch lingered like a conversation, silent yet full of words.
Neither of them spoke as Lykor stepped back, his gaze returning to the horizon. Streamers of violets and greens unraveled across the sky, dancing across the sea of stars. This time, the stillness between them wasn’t filled with tension or hostility—just quiet.
Even though the warmth had bled away, Jassyn took a slow sip of tea. His mouth twisted into a grimace. That certainly wasn’t the way he’d brewed it. He shifted his feet, unsure whether to return to the fire, but before he could decide, Lykor broke the silence.
“Sit.”
Gruff and clipped, it sounded like an order rather than a request. A male accustomed to command, Lykor jerked his chin toward the boulder, an invitation to his previous perch. He drank from his mug, coughed, and cleared his throat.
“If…” Another pause, his voice now tempered with uncertainty. “If you’d like.”
Heart still racing from their exchange, Jassyn lingered while Lykor strode back to the ledge. Moving forward felt like more than taking a seat—it was choosing to stay. Whatever spanned between them was no longer a wall, but a fragile bridge, covering ground they hadn’t yet dared to cross.
Slowly, Jassyn closed the remaining distance, gathering his cloak before sinking next to Lykor on the cold rock. He set his cup aside, stuffing his hands into his furs.
They sat in silence at the rim of the world, ethereal ribbons unfurling across the sky above, highlighting the snow-dusted peaks below. Just as Jassyn began to wonder if they would remain like this all night, Lykor’s armor creaked, his gauntlet scraping against his mug.
He released a long, measured breath before finally speaking. “What did they do to you?” he asked quietly, staring at the waving auroras.
His question carried no edge, only the guarded curiosity of someone burdened by their own scars. When Lykor finally turned, his expression remained unreadable, but something haunted simmered in the glow of his eyes. “If…that’s something you’d be willing to share?”
Throat constricting, Jassyn’s fingers grazed the shredded scraps of parchment buried deep in his cloak. Each inked name of his offspring was a record of suffering he’d once tried to erase. On Centarya, he’d torn the pages apart, convinced that destroying them would finally free him.
It hadn’t.
Vesryn had kept the tatters safe, and Jassyn had finally asked his cousin for the family tree after weeks of mustering his courage. Now, the edges were frayed, the creases worn thin from being folded and unfolded so many times, some part of him unable to stop retracing the past.
A tremor shuddered through Jassyn’s hands as he clutched the documents. He forced himself to meet Lykor’s eyes. Before he could second-guess, Jassyn shoved the scraps toward him, a wave of nausea twisting his gut. Lykor frowned, dark brows drawing together as he stared at the crumpled pages.
“This—this is what happened to me,” Jassyn said, fingers shaking, the papers feeling heavier than they should. Unable to hold Lykor’s gaze any longer, Jassyn dropped the folded pieces between them on the boulder.
A chill wind skimmed over the ridge, catching the tattered scraps, but Lykor snatched the papers before the breeze swept them away. His jaw tightened as he offered the documents back, never once glancing at the contents—only at Jassyn.
“I’d rather hear it from you,” Lykor said, voice as soft as falling snow. “Because what I’m imagining…” He shook his head, the conjured horrors unspoken but clear.
Jassyn’s heart rattled against his ribs, threatening to break free from his chest as he stared at the folded parchment. He had to speak, but he didn’t know where to start.
“I have one hundred sixty-five offspring,” he managed at last. The confession ripped open an old wound, but more words spilled out before he could stop. “That’s what’s in those documents.” Averting his gaze, he reclaimed the pages, tucking them away. “But I suspect there are more.”
Lykor’s eyes widened at the admission, but he didn’t interrupt.
Drawing in a breath around the lead in his chest, Jassyn raked a trembling hand through his curls. “As one of the first elven-blooded, the council bound me to…repopulate the race. Forced me into contracts. For decades, the females blurred together.” His breath hitched, every lungful a battle, the past pressing down on him like a collapsing sky. “There was no end. I lost track—I lost myself—when things got worse.” The words tumbled out faster than he could rein them in, each one a fracture in his brittle composure.
“Farine…” The name curdled on his tongue. Jassyn faltered, bile rising in his throat. “She—she made me… With so many… Just for their entertainment.” He squeezed his eyes shut, as if he could shove the memories back into the shadows where they belonged.
“They forced themselves on you?” Lykor’s question was a rumbling storm, each syllable quaking beneath the surface.
When Jassyn dared to meet Lykor’s eyes, he found them burning—twin embers aflame in the darkness, smoldering with fury.
“They hurt you?”
Too exposed, Jassyn focused on the ground. He nodded, toeing the snowy rocks beneath his boots.
“Sometimes physically,” he admitted, voice hollow. “Sometimes just through…humiliation.” A bitter laugh scraped his throat. “What they made me do… It never felt like I was serving the greater good.” He braced his palms on the boulder, the wind tousling his curls. “And I know it’s nothing compared to what you endured—”
“Who?” Lykor’s demand boomed like thunder. “Who did this to you?”
Jassyn shook his head, refusing to meet Lykor’s burning gaze. “It doesn’t matter,” he said quietly, staring up at the stars—distant witnesses to a shame he’d never outrun. “They’re a world away now.”
A screech of metal and the sudden crack of shattering ceramic pierced the night. Jassyn’s eyes snapped to Lykor’s gauntlet, shaking around the remnants of his mug. Steel grated as he squeezed even tighter, grinding fractured shards across the stone.
“I want their names,” Lykor snarled, voice seething with guttural promise, shadows rising around him. His eyes blazed, a storm of fire. “All of them. Every single one who laid a hand on you.” His fangs extended, glinting like ivory daggers in the starlight. “I won’t rest until I bring you each of their fucking heads.”
Lykor’s fury circled like a beast poised not to strike, but to protect—to protect him. The sheer ferocity of it had Jassyn going still. A part of him wanted to give in, to let Lykor’s wrath shoulder the weight of his suffering.
But it wouldn’t change the past.
“Revenge won’t help me forget,” Jassyn whispered, meeting the inferno in Lykor’s stare.
Jaw working silently, Lykor’s brow furrowed, as though he warred with the idea that anyone would reject vengeance. For a moment, Jassyn thought he might rip open a portal and storm to the capital right then and there.
Before he thought the action through, Jassyn placed a hand on Lykor’s cloaked arm.
A single touch. He just wanted to thank him for caring but didn’t know how to voice it.
Lykor stiffened, gaze snapping down to Jassyn’s palm.
Fearing he’d overstepped, Jassyn quickly withdrew.
Lykor’s chest heaved, fangs retracting as he rapidly blinked away the tempest raging in his eyes. The fiery edge of his anger dimmed, embers cooling down to coals.
Slowly, Lykor searched Jassyn’s face. “You’re…different than me,” he murmured, his voice losing its harsh bite. When he shifted, the sides of their thighs bumped.
Jassyn froze, his heartbeat ricocheting in his throat. The slight press of Lykor’s knee against his own sent a charge through him, swift as lightning skimming water.
But the warmth blooming around the touch didn’t drag him back into memory’s shadows. It could have, after everything, but the contact felt like support rather than a breach of boundaries.
The realization hummed through Jassyn like a second pulse—he could pull away. The choice was his.
This wasn’t anything to linger on. He’d shared casual touches that didn’t send him spiraling—embraces with Serenna, playful jostling with Fenn, and more familiarity than he’d prefer from the prince. But this felt different. Deeper, with less. Like it could be something more.
Drawn by some inexplicable pull, Jassyn let the back of his hand graze Lykor’s. Featherlight—almost imperceptible—yet his heart lurched at the deliberate action.
Lykor’s arm flexed beneath his cloak, but he didn’t retreat behind the fortress of his armor. Instead, he exhaled a shaky breath, making Jassyn wonder if the unbreakable warrior—who had just vowed to tear the capital apart—felt just as fragile in this moment.
Perhaps brokenness wasn’t an ending, but a prelude to rebirth. Even in ruin, the shattered pieces could realign into something stronger—something whole.
Heart thundering, Jassyn risked a glance, worried he’d ventured too far.
But Lykor’s gaze remained fixed on their hands, the ruby light in his eyes glowing softly. “You…” His jaw clenched, voice so low that it barely stirred the night. “You see me. Not him, like everyone else.”
Hesitantly, as if testing unsteady ground, Lykor unfurled his fingers, letting them align with the back of Jassyn’s. It was the barest pressure, a whisper of touch, the kind that spoke louder than words.
Maybe Jassyn had reached for him for a reason—because Lykor never demanded, never took. For all his scorn, his aggression, his threats of ruin, Jassyn felt something different in his presence that he hadn’t in years. Safe.
Without warning, Lykor tensed, his hand snapping closed. Disentangling himself from his cloak, he surged to his feet.
“Aesar’s time is after the moons rise.” The words were clipped, flat. A door slammed shut.
Jassyn blinked, barely breathing, caught in the wreckage of the shattered moment. The warmth of Lykor’s touch barely had time to settle before it dissipated, chased away by a chill that rushed to fill the absence.
Lykor stumbled away from him, almost as if his body was about to give way. But he caught himself, straightening with a fluid movement that wasn’t quite his own.
“I hate when he does that,” Aesar huffed as he yanked at his cloak. “No warning—just dragging me out.”
Scanning the area, he turned, eyes flicking between Jassyn and the empty space where Lykor had been sitting, confusion creasing his brow.
Still reeling, Jassyn cleared his throat. He opened his mouth, then hesitated. What could he even say?
“We were…talking,” Jassyn offered. Though the statement felt inadequate, too simple to describe what had transpired.
Aesar arched a brow, glancing from their secluded perch over to the campfire. “So that’s why he blocked me out.”
Locked in some animated discussion, Vesryn and Fenn—who must’ve returned while they’d been lost in conversation—were each clasping a Starshard and channeling Essence into the gems. Knees drawn up to her chest, Serenna was glaring at both of them, a shield surrounding her in a protective cocoon.
Aesar hummed to himself, the sound amused but thoughtful. “Wait. Lykor was…talking?”
A faint smile tugged at Jassyn’s lips as he pushed to his feet. Fenn was gesturing wildly now, cackling when the prince launched a snowball at his face. “I think we might be missing Fenn’s reenactment of Vesryn getting swallowed by that golem.”
“In that case, I’ll ask him to start over.” Aesar grinned as they turned toward the fire. “I do enjoy hearing about my brother getting devastatingly humbled.”
The fire’s warmth beckoned, but Jassyn hesitated, his steps slowing. He cast a glance over his shoulder, lingering on the spot Lykor had left behind.
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SERENNA


Serenna quickened her pace, breath curling into wisps as she caught up to Jassyn. Ahead, Vesryn and Aesar vanished through a portal behind Fenn, the latest in a series of rifts guiding them through the mountain pass.
“What did you say to Lykor last night?” she asked, freeing the question that had been circling her mind since dawn.
Jassyn hesitated, adjusting his grip on his pack as he glanced at the waiting gateway.
“Nothing,” he said a shade too quickly.
Serenna raised her brows. Jassyn wasn’t prone to lying, but it was clear he was withholding something. Aesar had been present since their conversation, while Lykor had remained conspicuously absent—he hadn’t even appeared to interrogate Fenn after his return from the fortress. Though Fenn’s report had been unremarkable, merely confirming that the humans had claimed the keep as their own.
“Did you scare him off?” she pressed, needling him with a lighthearted jest.
Jassyn exhaled, driving a hand through his curls. “We might’ve reached…an understanding and—”
“Are you two coming or what?” Vesryn’s head reappeared on their side of the portal, silver hair catching the morning sun.
Serenna rolled her eyes. So much for answers.
“You’re going to want to see this,” he added before disappearing once more through the void.
Hefting his pack, Jassyn wasted no time slipping through the shimmering veil.
Huffing, Serenna shook her head and followed.
She stepped through to the other side, her breath catching at the sight before her. Beneath her boots, snow still clung stubbornly to the precipice. But thousands of feet below, the mountains broke free from their frozen tombs, shedding the mantle of winter.
Jagged peaks melted into rocky slopes, valleys yawning wide with the first hints of green. Bare outcroppings exposed dark rocks—veins of copper glinting in the sunlight, the minerals bleeding from the earth.
Still buoyed by the thrill of opening the group’s portals for the first time, Fenn grinned as he collapsed the rift behind her. His eyes danced with the sun, reflecting the horizon that stretched endlessly around them.
“So the Wastes do have another side,” Aesar murmured, standing beside the prince on the ridge as they surveyed the transforming world.
Serenna’s pulse quickened. Not from the altitude or height, but from the buzz of excitement. She sensed Vesryn and Fenn shared the same restlessness—uncharted realms lay ahead.
Unfazed by the snowy crust still crunching underfoot, Fenn shrugged off his cloak. The crackling of melting ice filled the silence, water threading its way down the slopes. “If we’re to travel through the deserts next—”
“Desert?” Serenna echoed, shading her eyes to peer into the distance. Where she’d expected lush, green hills, there was only a stretch of windswept plains—a realm of dust and vacant skies.
“I think he’s right,” Aesar said, rubbing his chin as he followed Fenn’s gaze toward the hazy west. “It’s hard to tell from here, but a few more jumps should give us the answer.”
Midway through Aesar’s words, Vesryn cleaved a rift open before Fenn had a chance. The other end unfolded near a tumbling stream, reaching as far as Serenna could see down the descending ridges.
With an impatient wave, he beckoned them onward. “We won’t find answers standing here.”
In swift succession, the prince sent them through three more portals. Each cast them farther down the waterway as they chased the horizon, the snow surrendering to slush in the lower valleys.
Warmth enveloped Serenna in a sudden wave, loosening the chill that had nestled deep in her bones. She wasted no time shedding her cloak as everyone else did the same.
“So now might be a good time to return to the jungle,” the prince said, nudging Aesar in the ribs. “We could bring Zaeryn and a squad of rangers to help scout in more directions. Unless you’d rather press on blindly?”
“I’m not of the same mind as Lykor.” Aesar scoffed, crossing his arms as he scanned the terrain. “I want to check back in with Kal anyway. Lykor didn’t exactly leave him with many assurances. I’m sure he’s already spun a hundred grim scenarios in our absence.”
“And we’ll need fresh supplies,” Jassyn added, still attempting to wrestle out of his layers.
“I can keep pressing onward,” Fenn suggested.
Nodding, Vesryn considered the vast, sprawling plains. “That eager to keep portal jumping?”
Fenn shrugged. “I assume Lykor would prefer not to lose any traveling time.”
“I can scout with Fenn,” Serenna offered, meeting the prince’s eyes. “You’ll be able to track me through the bond when you return.”
She gestured to the meandering stream that flowed past them, its surface shimmering under the sun. “We have water for now and can see where it leads.”
Eyes snapping skyward, Fenn latched onto a vulture that was nearly a speck soaring above. “Seems the locals might already be aware of our presence. Saves us the trouble of tracking dinner.”
Serenna’s lips twitched, imagining him lassoing the bird from the air with ropes of force. But before she could voice the thought, the prince beat her to it.
“In that case,” Vesryn muttered, “I’m staying in the jungle long enough to eat dinner. I’d really prefer if we didn’t dine on scavenger stew.”
Jassyn crouched, trying—and failing—to shove his cloak into his already overstuffed pack. With a sigh, he yanked it free and glanced up. “Are you sure we should split up?”
“They’ll be fine,” Aesar reassured him. “They’ve scouted ahead before. While Vesryn meets with the rangers and I speak with Kal, you can coordinate with our mother to gather fresh provisions.”
“And maybe it won’t be too much longer before we find a place to relocate everyone,” Vesryn said, his usual levity underscored by a quieter contemplation. Clicking his tongue, he turned back to the Wastes before addressing Aesar. “Seven, maybe eight, portals should take us back?”
Aesar chuckled and flicked his wrist. Essence wound around him before he tore open a rift. “Three, I think.”
Vesryn arched a brow. “And here I thought the only purpose of that bottomless Well was so you’d have a place to store Lykor’s ego.”
“We’ve had the same opportunities, brother,” Aesar said as he clapped the prince on the back. Striding toward the rift, he quipped over his shoulder, “If you spent half as much time expanding your reserves as you do channeling magic into that Starshard, you might catch up.”
Vesryn shook his head as Aesar and Jassyn disappeared, but the glint of challenge shone in his eyes. “If Aesar’s right about making it back to the jungle with so few portals, we should return in a few hours—provided we don’t need to regenerate.”
Serenna nodded as the prince lingered, his fingers drumming against his thigh. For a moment, she thought he might change his mind and forge ahead with them instead.
But whatever conflict he wrestled with, he buried swiftly. With a slow exhale, he rolled his shoulders as if shaking off the impulse.
His gaze flicked to Fenn before settling back on her. “Try not to make it too hard for us to find you.”
“We’ll be fine, Princeling,” Fenn said with a grin, though Vesryn’s concern hadn’t been for him.
With a curt nod, the prince pivoted toward the portal. After he vanished, the rift closed behind him, his presence now a far leap away in Serenna’s mind.
“Would you like the honors?” Fenn asked, the amusement in his voice pulling her attention back to what lay ahead.
Inhaling the dry air deeply, Serenna reached into Fenn’s side of their Well, igniting his portaling talent.
She flung out her arm, weaving a rift into the horizon, where heat shimmered, blurring the seam between land and sky. A stir of excitement breezed through her, carrying the undeniable sense that their journey was only just beginning.
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SERENNA


“Fenn!” Serenna shrieked, clutching his armor as he abandoned their packs and scooped her up. “Don’t you dare—”
The world twisted into shadow, ripping away the rest of her protest.
They plunged into turquoise depths with an explosive splash. For a heartbeat, everything dissolved into silence, a world suspended in liquid light. Bubbles spiraled like scattered gems, rising toward the sunlit veil above.
Following the golden rays, Serenna kicked upward and burst from the pool with a gasping breath. Surrounded by serenity, palms and ferns framed the spring as she drifted. Cool water kissed her skin, a balm against the desert’s unyielding sun.
A sudden thrashing shattered the surface. Claws churning wildly, Fenn’s limbs scrabbled in an uncoordinated frenzy, spraying water in every direction.
“Come here, you floundering leviathan,” Serenna scolded, snatching one of his flailing arms.
“Just…testing the depth,” he spluttered, frantically flapping to stay afloat.
Giggling at his graceless efforts only made Serenna choke on a mouthful of water as she tugged him toward the shore. His sheer height and miscalculated movements tangled them further. The more he struggled, the more ridiculous it became, until she was laughing too hard to swim properly.
It had only taken a handful of portals for the Wastes to melt into an ocean of sandy dunes. Weathered columns bristled intermittently across the desert, twisting skyward like petrified bones. The stream they had been following had withered to nothing, swallowed by the cracked earth. But Fenn’s sharp eyes had caught a glimmer on the horizon—a silver thread woven into the arid expanse.
He’d skipped opening another portal, transporting them to this oasis in one warp.
Cool water swirled around them as Serenna kicked forward, hauling Fenn closer to the slender reeds swaying along the shallows.
The moment his boots scraped the sandy bottom, he gave her a playful shove. “Looks like you’re finally getting that bath you’ve been grumbling about all week.”
Serenna swatted a splash right into his smug face. He wasn’t wrong, but she’d rather swallow sand than let him gloat. She freed her drenched braids from their bindings and dunked her head under again, letting the strands tumble loose.
“Yes, I appreciate that,” she said dryly when she resurfaced, wiping her eyes. “Though I would have preferred not to soak the only clothes I have.”
Fenn, already knee-deep in mischief, waded to where the water lapped at his waist. Loosening his hair, he raked his talons through the cascading length and shot her a wink over his shoulder. “Then take them off.”
Serenna blinked as he began unbuckling his weapons and armor. Boots and scabbards sailed through the air on wings of force, landing neatly on the shore. Turning to face her, he reached over his shoulder and gripped his tunic at the nape of his neck. With a smirk, he dragged the fabric over his head in one fluid motion, the act sending her heart into a reckless flutter.
Serenna’s pulse kicked up when the muscles banding his torso flexed. Sunlight dappled along the ridges, glinting off the silver rings decorating his chest. Water slipped over every sculpted groove, darkness gleaming like midnight after rain.
She tried to look away—she really did—but her eyes refused to obey, tracing the shifting lines of his abdomen. And when Fenn stepped out of his trousers, Serenna ripped her gaze to his face, a desperate retreat.
The crystal clear spring was no ally. Its waters offered no veil, no mercy—baring every inch of him in the glittering pool.
“You’re staring.” Fenn’s chuckle dripped with amusement, eyes smoldering with roguish delight as he caught her gaze wandering lower. “Not that I mind.”
Heat bloomed high in Serenna’s ears as she wrenched her attention away again, suddenly fascinated by the swaying palms on the bank. Tiny blue birds flitted around the fronds, their songs threading through the air in warbling notes.
“Don’t tell me you’re shy now,” Fenn all but crooned, knowing exactly the effect he had on her—no thanks to the bond. He started wading closer, each step languid and unhurried.
Serenna gathered her courage to meet Fenn’s stare, pointedly ignoring the warmth kindling low in her belly. But no heat could burn away the cold truth creeping into the back of her mind—the fact that she’d spent the previous night with the prince.
“We should probably scout the perimeter,” she suggested before Fenn got carried away any further. Or before she did.
“Lykor would be so proud,” Fenn drawled, stopping just in front of her. His claws traced the damp leather at her shoulders—a lingering touch so casual that it shouldn’t have made her shiver.
But it did.
“I mean…” Serenna cleared her throat as Fenn unbuckled a clasp, flicking it free. “This oasis might serve as a good resting point. Or even a base of operations to portal back to.”
“You want to discuss strategy?” Fenn huffed a quiet laugh. “You do realize this is the first time we’ve been alone—truly alone—since that first night together?” Eyes flaring, he tilted his head, waiting.
Serenna’s cheeks flamed as molten memories of them in the volcano’s heart rushed back, her pulse speeding up. “Have you been counting the days?”
Fenn’s mouth curled at the edges as he sent a piece of her armor flying toward the bank. “Obviously.” Leaning down, his breath grazed her skin a moment before his teeth tugged at her earlobe. “I’ve never known a slower torture.”
A broken gasp escaped from Serenna’s lips before she could catch it. She willed herself to step back, to resist instead of giving in so easily. It wasn’t Fenn’s fault, but she shouldn’t want this—not when it had been the prince’s mouth on her last night.
She lifted a hand, not to pull him closer, but to stop him. She at least needed to tell him. But when her lips parted, no sound came—only a sharp inhale as he dragged his fangs down her throat, stealing the confession before it could form.
Serenna’s knees weakened instantly, hands splaying against Fenn’s chest as he nibbled her neck while deftly unfastening her trousers. Her thoughts splintered as his fingers tightened against her bared waist, claiming her in this moment where no one could intrude.
He grinned while he watched her wrestle with her words, his satisfaction a charged storm before he crouched in the water, palms gliding down her thighs and calves. His talons curled lightly around her before he lifted each of her legs, dragging off her boots.
“So cooperative all of a sudden,” Fenn said as he peeled her clothes away, every one of his movements unraveling her thread by thread.
He rose, his attention never straying from her eyes, never drifting elsewhere. Without sparing her shed garments a second glance, he ignited a burst of Essence, sending her boots and pants flying toward the shore.
Fenn skimmed a single talon over the remaining cloth binding her breasts, lingering just long enough to send a spark of heat shuddering down her spine. Eyes igniting, he grazed the sensitive peaks as he slowly freed her from the last of the linen.
“You know…” he mused, sending the material to join the rest. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re letting me have my fun.”
Stripped bare, Serenna’s breath came shallow, her skin prickling under the heat of his gaze. “Fenn—”
“What?” he interrupted, tracing the curve of her spine. He curled a claw around the base of her neck, fingers tangling in her damp hair. “Are you convinced or are you still inclined to go scouting?”
“Scouting,” Serenna whispered. But even to her own ears, it was a feeble lie. Hardly persuasive.
Fenn snorted. With a slow tug, he tilted her head back, angling her face toward his—not a demand, but an invitation. “It seems like you’re more concerned with touching me.”
She was. Her greedy hands were already running over the planes of his chest, her body yielding without hesitation. She was pressed against him, aching for more. Heat licked her skin and pooled between her thighs, every fiber burning beneath his gaze.
Fenn’s mouth hovered over hers. Not a kiss, but a brush of warmth—a promise that left her wanting more. When she didn’t move as he edged closer, his lips quirked. “Curious.”
“I think…” Serenna released a soft whimper as he buried his face in the crook of her neck, his fangs scraping across her throat.
Fenn’s smirk deepened against her skin. “Say it.”
Serenna’s heart slammed against her ribs. She couldn’t deny it—she wanted this. “I think you’ve swayed me,” she admitted, the words a breathless rush.
A low, satisfied laugh rumbled through Fenn’s lips—knowing and indulgent. The deep sound curled through every part of her, threading heat along every nerve he hadn’t yet claimed.
But even as his mouth swept along the hollow of her throat, even as her body arched into his, something inside Serenna recoiled—at herself. A lingering shame burrowed into the shadows of her mind, twisting her heart. She couldn’t be with Fenn, not when…
“I—I was with the prince last night.” The truth spilled out, dread curling tight around her ribs as she pulled away. Wild and frantic, her heart pounded, each beat thick with confusion and guilt as she braced for Fenn’s reaction.
He went still, studying her, tracking her every breath.
Serenna’s stomach knotted as silence stretched between them.
Then he tipped his head, the corner of his mouth curving just enough to reveal the point of a fang before asking, “Is that a challenge to catch up?”
Serenna blinked. “What? No. I mean…” Her pulse stammered erratically and she dropped her eyes, staring at the small silver fish darting around their feet. “I just thought I should tell you. In case… I didn’t want to hide it from you.”
Fenn tilted her chin, the touch so light it barely registered as a demand. “You don’t have to tell me every time you’re with him.” There was no anger or accusation as he searched her face. “But if it matters, I was with Koln at—”
“I know,” Serenna interrupted, her cheeks flushing. “Well, I—I assumed that’s what you were doing when you went to the lake.”
A smirk slowly pulled at Fenn’s lips, but it wavered on the edges, not settling in the confident way it usually did.
“I’m not going to pretend I don’t feel anything when you’re with him,” he said, a quiet acknowledgment.
His claws drifted over her shoulders, lingering as they skimmed down her torso and settled firmly at her hips. He tightened his grip, tugging her against him. “And right now…” His voice sank lower, rougher. “I feel like it’s my turn.”
In a blur of movement, Fenn swept her up into his arms.
Serenna squeaked, her legs locking around his waist as their bodies collided beneath the water.
Fenn’s arms curled around her back, dragging her flush against him as his mouth claimed hers. The kiss seared through her, leaving only fiery desire in its wake.
Serenna clutched his face and moaned against him, arching into his touch. Sucking his lip ring into her mouth, she steered him deeper into the kiss, demanding more. A growl rumbled through his chest and into hers—a sound of approval, surrender, and something darker.
She tangled her fingers in his hair, guiding him closer until every gap between them disappeared. The bond crackled where they touched, heat and lightning curling between them, a space charging between breaking clouds.
Unhurried, Fenn waded toward the shore, savoring her. Every brush of their lips, every stolen breath, deepened with his stride.
Reaching a lush patch of grass beyond the water’s edge, he lowered her slowly, gliding every inch of her body torturously down his. Her bare skin burned where it met his, but Serenna shivered as Fenn settled between her thighs.
Anchored beneath him, she traced the lean contours of his chest, the muscles flexing under her touch. Her palms roamed lower as she followed the trail of his thundering heart, exploring the expanse of him.
Fenn’s claws skimmed paths down her body in return—talons charting every curve. He circled her breasts before palming her sensitive skin, thumbs teasing and tormenting.
As he rolled her budded peaks between his fingers, Serenna moaned, pleasure spiking. Leaning in, his breath fanned against her throat before his fangs grazed over her pulse. Not a bite like she wanted, but enough to make her convulse.
She writhed against him, hips arching, seeking friction. The moment she trapped his heavy arousal against her center, the pressure made her breath stutter, her body strung too tight with senseless want.
Fenn didn’t match her urgency. His movements were slow—excruciatingly controlled and measured. Each leisurely rotation of his hips was delicious agony, a restraint that left her panting.
“Still thinking about scouting instead?” Fenn asked against her throat in a velvet purr. “Because right now, it feels like you’re mapping out something else entirely.”
Serenna’s answer came in a gasp when he lightly nipped her pulse. Body jolting, she clenched her legs around his waist, caging the hard heat of him between her thighs.
Fenn gripped her hips, grinding against her with enough force to make her whimper, his breath a ragged growl against her lips. “It certainly doesn’t feel like you want to leave.”
“Because I don’t,” Serenna hissed, the needy roll of her hips a silent plea, every shift sending sparks of pleasure racing up her spine. Aching for more, she raked her nails down his back, urging him on.
Fenn growled as he devoured her mouth, the sound primal and demanding. The kiss was rougher this time, stealing the air from her lungs. He shifted, the hardness of his arousal sliding through the slickness between her legs, the teasing friction nearly making her combust.
His lips skimmed the curve of her jaw, his breath tangling with hers when he pulled back and asked, “Do you know the moment I became yours?”
Serenna tried to grasp a single thought, but the tilt of his hips shattered it. He aligned himself with her, the thick head of his length nudging at her entrance, lingering at the edge.
Weaving his fingers through hers, Fenn pinned her hands to the earth and hovered above her, waiting for an answer. Serenna arched toward him, a desperate offering, but he pulled back.
She huffed, though Fenn’s restraint was fraying just as swiftly as hers. His control cracked—just slightly—as he dipped inside. Barely the crown of him, yet enough to leave her gasping at the stretch.
Fenn’s mouth found the hollow beneath her ear, a place he must’ve memorized by now, the slow kisses disarming her completely.
“I think you had me,” he murmured, voice rough against her skin as he rocked into her the slightest amount, “that moment you brazenly stole my knife and valiantly tried to gut me.”
A disbelieving laugh escaped her. “But we’d hardly been in each other’s presence for a minute.”
Fenn shrugged, the motion causing him to sink into her another inch, the steady slide making her moan. “I was already gone.”
Mind clouded with pleasure, Serenna tried to corral her thoughts, but her words slipped away as he wedged in further. Memories flickered like candlelight—small moments between them, unnoticed at first, but now burning too brightly to ignore.
Her fingers tightened around his as she fought through the haze of desire, wanting him to know. “I think you had me when you fought for me,” she whispered, her breaths coming in shaky bursts as he rocked his hips the smallest amount. Plunging and retreating. “When you tried to fight that band of reavers. I saw something in your eyes that broke my heart.”
Fenn stilled, his gaze latching onto hers. His playfulness ebbed, leaving behind something exposed. Releasing her hand, he gently brushed away a stray tear from her cheek.
“I didn’t mean to make you cry, she-elf,” he said, his touch reverent.
Steering her thoughts away from how he’d nearly been taken from her—more than once—Serenna swallowed the tangle of emotions swelling in her throat. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she clung to him, his presence a steady anchor to quell the storm.
A different memory surfaced, tugging a smile from her lips. “But I think a close second would be when you showed me the stitches on your backside.”
Fenn chuckled. “And that was a work of art.”
Squeezing her eyes shut, Serenna threw her head back, surrendering as his fangs elongated against her throat. “Please,” she whimpered, every part of her trembling. “I need all of you.”
Fenn snarled, the sound full of hunger and possession. With one powerful thrust, he buried himself completely, just as his fangs punctured deep.
A shriek of pleasure tore from Serenna’s throat as every sensation collided at once. A trickle of venom numbed the wound, but then heat bloomed in its wake. It seared through her veins, turning every nerve to molten want.
Serenna dug her fingers into Fenn’s shoulders as a wave of his emotions crashed over her—desire and care so strong that it stole the breath from her lungs. There was no more place for words, only the language of touch. The glide of skin against skin, the tandem beating of their hearts.
Fenn moved with unyielding intent, every stroke deliberate, every kiss another promise. Knowing what she needed before she even tried to chase it, he angled his hips, the grind of his length striking where pleasure burned hottest.
Breathless and undone, Serenna’s thighs shook around him, the tension coiling unbearably tight. Every roll of his hips, every thrust, sent her spiraling higher—until there was nowhere left to go.
The friction, the urgency, the devastating slide of him sent her tumbling into oblivion. His pace crested her to the brink and she shattered with a cry, white-hot pleasure detonating like a collapsing star.
A desperate, wrecked sound tore from Fenn’s throat as his rhythm disintegrated, his body surging into hers with wild abandon. Pursuing her over the peak, he buried himself deep and shuddered, dissolving in her arms.
Fenn rested his forehead against hers, their chests colliding with every rise and fall. For a moment, they simply existed, heartbeats thundering in time.
Slowly—reluctantly—Fenn withdrew, leaving Serenna gasping at the loss. Without a word, he gathered her against his chest, rolling onto his back and pulling her with him.
Serenna didn’t know how long they lay in the cradle of the oasis as the sun traveled across the sky. She absently traced the scars scattered across his chest as the hush stretched around them, palm fronds rustling lazily and water lapping gently against the shore.
But it felt too quiet.
Serenna strained her ears. The birds—there’d been a flock of them chattering earlier.
Glancing at Fenn, she noticed that his breathing had begun to slow. She propped herself up on an elbow and hesitated before nudging him.
With a groan, he cracked an eye open and dragged a claw across his face, mumbling about earning a nap. Her lips twitched as he stretched dramatically, then sat up and set to the task of rebinding his tangled hair.
Serenna’s fingers skimmed over the fang marks he’d left behind, realizing they’d have to face the others when they returned. Rubbing her eyes, she tunnelled through the bond. The prince was realms away, likely still in the jungle.
Fenn caught her eye and grinned—pleased and entirely unapologetic. Something in that look washed warmth all over her again. And since he didn’t seem inclined to stop looking at her that way, Serenna lunged for him—intent on pulling him back down.
“Ouch!”
She flinched and slapped a hand to her neck before she reached him, a sharp sting spreading beneath her palm. Her stomach clenched when her fingers collided against something thin and soft.
Bracing herself to face whatever insect had decided to make a meal of her, she plucked the offending culprit free. She frowned at the silky mass of bright feathers shimmering with iridescence.
But it was the needle nestled between the delicate plumes that made her heart lurch. Her eyes whipped around the oasis, scanning for any sign of movement.
Serenna turned back to Fenn as a violent chill struck her. Ice slithered down her spine, sinking in its teeth. Her ribs seized around her lungs as a web of frost wove through her blood, numbness twining tight. Mind turning sluggish, her thoughts oozed away, the dart tumbling from her fingertips.
Fenn’s eyes burned with a feral fire. His mouth was moving, but his words never reached her ears. A ringing hum swallowed everything, her heartbeat slowing to a steady drumming in her skull.
The world tilted. Or she did.
Weighted by an invisible force, Serenna sagged into Fenn’s arms. Another dart struck her chest, but she barely registered the thud.
Fenn’s claws wrapped around her, his radiating warmth losing the battle against the encroaching cold.
Falling, flying—she felt like she was doing both at once. Serenna struggled to keep her focus on Fenn with the oasis bending, the palms spinning around the hidden pool.
Scanning the trees, Fenn’s fangs extended. He gently lowered her to the grass, but she was too busy floating to feel the earth.
Beyond Fenn’s shoulder, something moved. As tall as him, a figure emerged from the dappled light, its silhouette a dark smear against the harsh glare of the sun.
And then another.
Serenna’s heart staggered, each beat slower than the last. She tried to call out—to warn Fenn as he rose to his feet—but her tongue was thick and useless, bound to the roof of her mouth.
The cold sank deeper, curling around her chest. Stubborn and heavy, Serenna’s eyelids drooped as she fought to stay awake.
Her head lolled to the side, the grass cushioning her cheek. Somewhere, metal rattled and Fenn snarled.
A shadow loomed above her, reaching. Warm fingers snapped something around her neck—a trap sealing shut.
Her link to Fenn vanished.
Serenna’s pulse shuddered, a weak flutter against her ribs. Darkness crashed over her like a tidal wave, dragging her under.



CHAPTER 44





LYKOR


“Fucking stars. Compose yourself,” Lykor snapped, cuffing the prince upside the head.
Vesryn spun to face him, boots skidding in the loose sand, rage flashing in his eyes. “Serenna has been tethered for hours,” he hissed, hands trembling as turquoise light fountained from his fingertips, the illusion blending them into the shifting dunes. “If the king’s forces are already here—”
“That’s why I need you to keep your wits about you,” Lykor snarled. He jabbed a gauntleted finger into the prince’s chest. “Charge out in the open like a gallivanting idiot and you’ll end up the same way.”
The sun, though sinking, still hammered down from a cloudless sky. Blistering heat pulsed from every direction, each breath searing fire through Lykor’s lungs. Sweat trickled down his brow, clinging like a second layer of irritation.
Squinting against the relentless assault of wind-borne sand, Lykor peered down from their perch atop the dunes. Below, a pool shimmered in an oasis, the water taunting his growing thirst.
A promise of relief that felt more like a lure.
Serenna had vanished from the prince’s perception before they’d prepared to leave the jungle. Vesryn had been so frantic—so star-bent on plunging ahead—that he’d nearly left Aesar and Jassyn behind.
Lykor had decided to intervene, but there’d been no time to gather reinforcements. No chance to rally a band of wraith or Essence-wielders who might’ve turned this feverish pursuit into something more organized. Instead, a handful of portals had dragged them along a shriveling ribbon of water, leading them here.
Whether to salvation or slaughter, he had yet to decide.
Despite the prince’s illusion, Lykor’s senses thrummed, every muscle taut beneath his armor. His instincts screamed that they were still somehow exposed. Vulnerable. He could feel it—eyes on them. Waiting. Lurking somewhere out of sight.
Beside him on the overlook, Jassyn studied the glimmering spring, spine stiff with quiet tension.
Lykor’s attention lingered on his curls whipping in the wind, a splinter of discomfort still lodged between his ribs from their conversation the night before.
Focus, Aesar chided, yanking their gaze back to the desert as he paced in their mindspace. My brother’s head is going to burst if we delay any longer.
“I don’t see any tracks leading from the dunes,” Jassyn said, shading his eyes.
Vesryn let out a sharp breath, his patience already worn to the bone. “Can we move now?” His fingers twitched, the fair skin of his hands reddening.
“I don’t like this,” Lykor muttered. The back of his neck prickled. Below, the palm trees swayed lazily, their shelter from the sun a cruel temptation in this inferno. “Something isn’t right.”
“Of course it’s not right!” Vesryn snatched Lykor’s arm. “We need to start searching. Warp us down there.”
The second Vesryn’s hand clamped around him, Lykor tensed. Lip curling, his gaze slid to where the prince’s fingers dug into his skin.
“Remove your hand,” Lykor growled, fangs extending. “Or I’ll tear it off.”
Chest heaving, Vesryn leaned in, eyes wild with a desperation that bled into recklessness. “Get me closer to that oasis. Now.”
Lykor clenched his gauntlet, metal screeching. Aesar hovered on the cusp of nattering, but Lykor shoved the unwelcome intrusion aside.
His muscles flexed. Decision made, he’d send the prince sprawling.
Jassyn’s hand settled on his shoulder—not forceful, but heavy with reason.
Lykor stilled, the irritation in his veins simmering instead of exploding. He wrenched himself free from the prince’s grip, stepping away from them both.
Jassyn’s voice was quiet, but there was an undercurrent of urgency beneath the surface. “We need to see if there are any signs of them below.”
Retracting his fangs, Lykor exhaled slowly. “Whoever is here,” he growled through gritted teeth, “they surely outnumber us. We should have brought reinforcements.”
Vesryn’s frustration erupted. “Fuck this!” Essence twisted from his fingers as he ripped open a portal. He stalked through, vanishing into the void.
Lykor swore, swiveling to track the pressure of magic next to the water below. He snagged Jassyn’s arm, wrenching the world around them as he warped after the prince.
The moment Lykor’s boots slammed onto the bank, he summoned an arsenal of shadows—a reflexive offense. Scanning the dappled darkness in the undergrowth, his heart pummeled his ribs, each thud resonating in his skull with warning.
Disregarding the prudence of an illusion, Vesryn’s boots kicked up sand as he stormed along the shoreline, trampling caution underfoot.
Muttering to himself, Lykor pursued him. It was too late to backtrack now.
Jassyn followed, eyes flicking around their surroundings as his fingers skimmed over the reedy vegetation. There was a sharpness to his movements, a wariness that deepened the line between his brows.
Motion snagged the corner of Lykor’s vision—a shadow darting just out of sight. His head snapped to the side, but the brush was still, the air thick with deceit. He rolled his shoulders as if he could shake off the unease scratching at his bones.
Ahead, the prince crouched at the pool’s edge. The crystal surface lay undisturbed, mirroring the cloudless sky—a serene lie lapping idly at the sunbaked shore. Vesryn rose, face pale beneath the raw flush of sunburn.
Lykor’s gaze locked onto the tangled mess of armor at his feet and the tunic clenched in his fist—Serenna’s tunic.
Lykor sneered. “So it seems the girl and the lieutenant found plenty of time to”—his eyes sliced toward Vesryn’s—“shed their clothes.”
The prince’s jaw clenched, his voice a low hiss. “Or maybe whoever took them stripped them down.” He jabbed a finger toward churned sand. “These tracks don’t belong to them.” Without waiting for a response, Vesryn strode off, inspecting the other impressions in the ground.
Lykor folded his arms, gaze narrowing on the scuffed earth, where the shallow imprints betrayed something lighter than the weight of boots.
Jassyn frowned “They just…appear. Out of nowhere.”
Aesar’s voice slipped into Lykor’s thoughts, quiet but strained. Do you think whoever took them portaled in and out?
A sharp crack shattered the silence.
Lykor spun, every muscle coiled, hunting for something—anything—amidst the thick greenery. The palms swayed in the breeze, their whispering leaves the only sound. Yet his gut twisted with primal warning.
Something was watching.
Movement flashed above.
Instinct eclipsed thought. Lykor’s arm shot out, a pulse of force whipping from his palm. His magic struck, colliding with a blur in the sky. A screech split the air as he yanked the object downward, his gauntlet clamping shut around it.
Feathers burst in a blue flurry as the creature thrashed against the cage of his grip. He peered at the strange four-legged bird, its heart thudding a frantic rhythm, tiny chest puffing in and out. Its hooked beak snapped at the metal claw, talons scraping wildly in a frenzied attempt to break free.
Shifting his hold so the feral thing didn’t beat itself bloody, Lykor carefully transferred the creature to his unarmored hand. Pain flared hot when it latched onto his finger, savagely peeling away a strip of skin.
Snarling as his blood welled, Lykor shoved the bird toward Jassyn. “Control this fucking thing.”
“If you let go, it’ll probably stop biting you,” Jassyn said dryly, gingerly prying the beak loose from Lykor’s mangled knuckle.
Lykor spun a stream of shadows around the vicious bill, clamping it shut. “No,” he growled, impatience scraping at the edge of his voice. “I meant…”
His words stalled the moment Jassyn’s fingers landed next to his wound, warmth whispering against his skin. A thread of mending light unfurled, hovering above the puncture in his flesh.
Lykor’s gaze snapped up, meeting uncertain amber eyes. A silent question hung between them, waiting for permission.
He knew—he knew—that Jassyn had the skill to mend without touching him.
But yet, he did. Like he had the previous evening.
And Lykor had no idea what to do with that fact. Didn’t know what to do with the heat creeping along his skin. The way his blood didn’t just lurch, but rushed, winding tight beneath Jassyn’s fingers. His instincts should have screamed for him to pull away, like they had last night—to sever whatever this was before it burrowed deeper, before it sank its teeth in.
But some part of him—something foreign, something he hadn’t known existed—reared its head, starved for more. To let the warmth linger. To let himself drown in it.
Lykor blinked, wrenching his mind back into place. He jerked his chin in a curt nod. Caught off guard by the contact, he wasn’t sure why he’d agreed. It was hardly a scratch.
Jassyn worked swiftly, knitting the injury back together before letting his hand drop.
Irritation ricocheted against Lykor’s chest—partially at the bird, but mostly at himself. He cleared his throat, picking up where he’d left off. “I meant…can you see through its eyes? Make it fly? Give us a view of the sky?” His attention flicked toward Vesryn as he approached. “Unless you’d rather stumble around aimlessly like the prince.”
Jassyn’s mouth parted as his gaze darted between Vesryn, the trembling bird, and Lykor. “Are you sure?”
Lykor shoved the creature closer, the shadows wrapped around its beak muffling its frantic squawks. “As long as it’s not me,” he muttered, “I don’t care what your coercion touches.”
“Do it,” Vesryn ordered. He brushed the feathers on the bird’s head, the oddly delicate gesture contrasting his rough voice. “We don’t have time to waste.”
Jassyn exhaled slowly. “What if I damage its mind?”
“It’s a bird,” Vesryn snapped. “Whatever you see might help us find Serenna.” His jaw tightened before he mumbled, “And Fenn.”
Lykor shifted his weight uneasily as the last of Jassyn’s resistance buckled under obligation. A flicker of guilt stirred, but he ignored it.
Jassyn sighed, a shimmer of Essence sparking at his fingertips before sinking into the creature’s skull.
Talons scraping against Lykor’s hand, the bird twitched, beady eyes rolling wildly. Then, its entire body seized, pupils collapsing into black pinpricks.
As the unsettling magic took root, a ripple of uncertainty crept down Lykor’s spine.
Jassyn swallowed. “Okay,” he breathed, dragging the back of his hand across his brow. “Let it go, and I’ll—I’ll see where it flies. Maybe try to steer it.”
Retracting his shadows from its beak, Lykor cautiously uncurled his fingers. The bird scrambled upright, claws raking into the bed of his palm. With a piercing screech and a disgruntled shake, it ruffled its feathers and launched skyward.
Jassyn collapsed to his knees.
Eyes squeezed shut, a sharp breath tore from his lips as his hands flew to his head, fingers twisting into the hair at his scalp.
Lykor went still, but Vesryn barely spared Jassyn a glance before he began pacing. “What do you see?” the prince demanded, hands flexing at his sides—eager to act but shackled by the need to wait.
Jassyn didn’t respond, trembling so hard that Lykor could nearly feel the tremors of his limbs vibrating through the ground.
Vesryn’s agitation seemed to grow with each passing second, his boots grinding a trail into the sand as he stalked back and forth, waiting for answers.
Gaze flicking to the sky, Lykor tracked the bird—a dwindling speck, lost in the boundless blue. His chest compressed as he studied Jassyn, recalling an offhand comment about how he disliked heights, how he’d always been reluctant to approach the sweeping overlooks as they traveled. But this seemed more than that.
Lykor hesitated.
Caught at a crossroads with the prince too wrapped in his own frustrations to care, he didn’t know what to do. But he couldn’t stand by and watch Jassyn fall apart.
Movements stiff and uncertain, he crouched beside Jassyn. He almost reached out, but what then? He didn’t have words for this sort of thing.
Aesar rolled his eyes. You could try asking if he’s okay.
Lykor scowled inwardly. HE’S OBVIOUSLY NOT OKAY.
Still, the words dragged themselves from his throat. “Is…everything okay?” The question felt as useless as swinging a sword at smoke. “You don’t have to do this.”
Eyes sealed, Jassyn blew out a shuddering breath, fresh beads of sweat sliding down his temple. His mouth opened twice, but no words came. On the third attempt, he finally spoke.
“It’s flying west,” he croaked as a tremor ran through him. “It found a flock that it recognizes. Other kin. Maybe family.” A high-pitched laugh bubbled out, bordering on hysteria. “Do birds even have families?” He swayed forward, palms sinking into the sand, fingers curling against the ground.
“Stars,” Jassyn swore through clenched teeth, shoulders shaking with the effort of holding himself upright. “This flying…” A sharp gasp fractured his words as he fought for breath. “Is unpleasant.”
Discomfort wound tight around Lykor’s ribs. Not because Jassyn was struggling, but from his own inability to ease it—and the fact that he’d been the one to ask him to do this.
“We’ll try something different,” he offered, out of depth to navigate someone’s panic.
Vesryn cut in. “We don’t have time for different. Or for dramatics over a little height.” His pacing hadn’t stopped, boots kicking up sand as he prowled back and forth, eyes locked on Jassyn. “We need to know what’s out there now.”
Outrage igniting, Lykor surged to his feet. “Back the fuck off,” he snarled, positioning himself between them. “He’s doing what he can.”
Vesryn drew to a halt, folding his arms to face Lykor head-on. “Jassyn thinks he’s at his limit,” he snapped, “but he’s stronger than he gives himself credit for.” A pause. The prince’s jaw flexed, and for a fleeting moment, his gaze flicked to Jassyn’s crumpled form—assessing, but not cold or indifferent. “He always holds back. Always doubts himself.” The edge in his tone morphed into conviction. “He doesn’t need to be coddled. He can push through this.”
But Jassyn gave no sign of hearing the prince. His entire body seized, a whimper slipping past his lips.
That pained sound nearly dragged Lykor forward, to haul Jassyn to his feet, to wrench him free from the bird’s mind. His fingers flexed, caught between impulse and restraint, fangs digging into his gums as he forced himself to stay still, watching Jassyn endure.
“It’s heading somewhere,” Jassyn finally breathed out. “Following a stream. Currents in the wind. A pull from the sky.” He inhaled a gasp of air. “I think… I think I’m going to be sick.”
Lykor clamped a hand on his shoulder, an attempt to provide some sort of anchor. “Let it go.”
Jassyn fought for breath, each one coming sharper and faster. His body jerked once, eyelids fluttering. “I see something”—another violent shudder—“growing on the horizon.” Lykor’s grip tightened. “Red walls. A city.”
A streak tore through the air too fast to track. It struck Vesryn’s neck with a sickening thud. He flinched, mouth twisting, his fingers snapping to the wound, yanking a feathered shaft free.
A heartbeat of stillness followed—then the world detonated.
A dam of Essence ruptured around the prince, magic lashing outward in a violent torrent. In one swift motion, Vesryn ripped at his short swords, the twin blades singing as they left their scabbards. A ward flared to life, slamming into place around the three of them in a crackling wave of violet light.
Lykor barely had time to process the assault before it unfolded. Dark figures peeled from the shadows in every direction.
He wrenched on Essence at the same time as Aesar reached through his arms, their instincts aligning without a word. His glaives hissed free, the metal catching the glare of the sun.
Vesryn’s shield pulsed as distorted figures surrounded them, dropping from the sky.
The sky.
Lykor’s breath hitched.
His eyes snapped upward, heartbeat stalling.
Wings.
Scores of them. Blotting out the sun.
The air shuddered with their descent as the figures swooped low, the obsidian scales on their arms glittering. Landing, the creatures joined the ranks closing in around them. A living vise of fangs and claws.
Wraith. Wraith with wings.
Or something far worse.
Tiny intricate scales swirled across their faces, the near-decorative patterns shifting. What skin that wasn’t covered by armor or scales rippled with the indigo iridescence of his own people, but their hair was silver, brighter than the stars. And their eyes—vertical slits—burned a molten red.
A brutal arc of gold slashed through the air, ravaging a section of Vesryn’s shield. A staff. At the tip of it, a wicked, gold-plated hook curved like a raptor’s talon—a crescent moon poised to reap both magic and flesh.
Lykor lashed out, punching a tidal wave of rending forward through the gap. Shadows streaked toward the winged attacker, meant to obliterate.
But before his magic struck, the air screamed.
A high-pitched shriek split his skull, the piercing sound terrifyingly familiar. His magic was ripped from his control, slipping through his grip like oil. Heart ramming his ribs, Lykor’s gaze snapped to the prince, who staggered forward.
“Fuck!” Vesryn swore. “They have a Starshard!”
Lykor followed his stare to another staff, this one crowned with a crystal gem.
A metallic ping ricocheted off his gauntlet. One of those objects that had struck the prince—a feathered dart—dropped to the sand at his feet.
Lykor blinked as a sharp sting lanced through him, another one finding its mark. For a disorienting moment, he stared at the quivering fletching biting deep in the exposed flesh of his arm.
Then ice bloomed in his veins. Fire and frost warred inside him, venom—or poison—snaking through his blood. It moved too fast, burning along his limbs, slithering around his ribs, clamping over his lungs.
A snarl wrestled its way up Lykor’s throat. He had to act. He had to protect them. But his hold on Essence wavered, his thoughts unraveling.
Aesar’s grip on the glaives tightened as the winged figures closed in, their approach a blur of motion. Yet Lykor’s eyes dashed to Jassyn, still braced against sand, the prince stumbling to stay upright beside him. Only seconds had passed, but everything was spiraling into chaos.
A burst of thought slammed into Lykor’s mind—Aesar’s frantic voice. We need to get out of here!
Aesar tossed his glaives into one hand, freeing Lykor just enough to seize Jassyn’s arm and haul him up.
“Prince!” Lykor barked, ripping open a portal as far into the Wastes as he could reach. “We have to go. Now!”
Another piercing whine screeched through the air. The last fragments of Vesryn’s ward shuddered, buckled, and then disintegrated in a violet flash as the Starshard struck.
Lykor’s pulse pounded in his ears, a drumbeat counting down to their doom.
The venom gnawed at him, turning his limbs into sludge. Still, he gritted his fangs, locking his grip around Jassyn. His mind reeled, too clouded to even consider warping through the portal.
The air thickened with the rustle of leathery wings.
There were too many. Everywhere. Claws clacking, fangs flashing, reptilian eyes burning.
The prince’s struggle became frenzied—wild, erratic swings slicing through empty air, a display teetering on absurdity. If not for the grim certainty that he too was succumbing to the venom.
With a snarl, Lykor shoved past the sluggish weight overtaking him. Shadows exploded from his palm, coalescing into a spear of rending, striking the nearest winged scourge.
The creature disintegrated mid-flight in a spray of scales, blood, and flesh.
But more followed. So many more.
Jassyn sagged in Lykor’s grip, his legs buckling beneath him. Blood seeped from his nose and his eyelids fluttered. His mind was elsewhere—still trapped in that fucking bird.
Lykor tried to haul him closer, but the venom was stronger, sinking its fangs into his stuttering heart. His grip went slack. Jassyn slipped from his fingers, crumpling to the ground.
The world lurched and Lykor staggered before he caught himself, swaying. Time splintered into jagged pieces. His lungs burned as every breath shallowed.
Another thud. Another sting at the back of his arm before the pain dissolved into nothing, swallowed by the creeping numbness overtaking his limbs.
Sand shifted beneath his boots, as if the earth itself was dragging him under. He had to fight—had to hold on—but his glaives were gone, dropped someplace he couldn’t remember.
Jassyn.
How did he get so far? A dozen paces away, he lay sprawled, staring blankly at the sky. Three darts had pierced his neck, blood from his nose trickling across his cheeks.
A jolt rent through Lykor’s ribs, his guilty heart hammering against its cage. This was his fault. If he hadn’t asked Jassyn to use that stars-cursed coercion, he wouldn’t be trapped in his own mind.
The portal. He had to get Jassyn through the portal.
Blinking hard, Lykor searched for the rift, but there was nothing. A hollow absence where escape should have been waiting.
He reached toward Aesar for help but couldn’t find him. Couldn’t sense anything through the creeping fog smothering his thoughts.
Essence. He needed Essence. He grasped for it, but his Well was a dying ember at the fringe of his mind. Flickering. Sputtering. Failing.
His knees struck the sand, the force barely registering. As his vision spotted, he caught a glimpse of Vesryn still swinging his weapons through empty space.
Surrounding him, the winged creatures loomed just beyond his reach. Watching. Waiting. Biding their time for his fall.
One of the beasts warped like a wraith, appearing beside Jassyn. Too close. Wings tucked in tight, it crouched in the sand, talons gleaming as it reached for him.
Jassyn lay there, helpless. And that thing—
A strangled snarl tore from Lykor’s throat. Rage. Desperation. He didn’t know which.
Legs useless, he tried to warp, but he only crashed forward. His face slammed into the ground, muscles petrifying into stone. Fury erupted in his veins, a wildfire raging against the venom turning his body into a prison.
Lykor clawed at the sand, carving trenches in his struggle. He had to reach Jassyn. Arms trembling, he summoned all of his strength to drag himself forward.
It wasn’t enough.
He gritted his teeth, pushing harder, feeling the edges of reality splinter.
A sharp sting pierced him again. And then another. Darts thudded into the back of his neck, his arms.
His vision tunneled, shrinking to a single point—Jassyn’s bloodied face.
He reached for him.
He had to—
A shadow unfolded in front of him.
The staff came from nowhere. It struck Lykor across the head, the impact so brutal his vision shattered, as though his skull had split wide open.
But there was no pain. He didn’t feel anything as darkness poured in and claimed him in full.



CHAPTER 45





SERENNA


Serenna jolted awake, a gasp scraping against her parched throat. Arms stretched high above her head, she dangled half-suspended, toes barely skimming the ground. Her muscles ached, strung so tightly that they threatened to snap.
The world was too bright, too hot. Sand blistered beneath her feet as her body roasted. The sun blazed at its zenith, a merciless inferno knifing into her skull. Had a full day passed?
Sticky with grime, she clenched her eyes shut, recoiling from the glare. Sweat carved trails down her face as the heat crushed her, wringing out every drop of moisture.
Serenna tried to swallow, but her shriveled tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. Weak and heavy, her head lolled back, colliding with unyielding stone. The strike of pain ricocheted down her spine, tearing her eyes open despite the sun’s blinding wrath.
Vision swimming, she blinked up at the red pillar looming behind her, the rough sandstone scraping her bare skin raw. Chains yanked her arms high, her shoulders throbbing at the punishing angle. Gold shackles seared into her flesh, branding her with heat.
She was naked and tethered—helpless and bound.
Scattered memories surged forward in waves. Flashes of Fenn facing an ambush, of shadowed forms shifting at the edges of her sight.
But she’d been poisoned. Too weak to lift a hand, unable to fight.
Serenna’s breath came shallow and quick, refusing to reach her lungs. With every ragged gasp, her lips cracked further, sticking against her gums.
Fenn. The tether left behind a void where her bonds should be. Where is he?
Summoning the scraps of her strength, Serenna forced her head up. Agony ripped through her neck, every tendon shrieking in protest. Gritting her teeth, she fought to bring her senses into focus.
Sound took shape first. A violent clang of metal striking against stone rang out to her right. Squinting, Serenna turned her head, each inch a battle.
Her eyes landed on Lykor, stripped bare and bound to a pillar, just like her, but blood was crusted on half of his face. What is he doing here?
Enraged, he snarled a storm of curses between sawing breaths. Thrashing against his restraints, every muscle bulged and quivered beneath sun-blistered skin. Blood glistened along his wrists where the metal had split flesh, the rest of him covered with sweat and dust. A rabid animal caged, he writhed with fangs bared, attention riveted on something beside him.
Serenna followed his gaze, her heart lurching up her throat.
Head slumped forward, Jassyn hung limp against another pillar. Unmoving but breathing, with dried blood crusted across his face.
Panic spiked, sharper than before, solidifying Serenna’s marrow to ice. Her pulse pounded as she twisted her neck to her other side, pushing past a lance of pain that shot through her spine. She had to see. Had to know.
Vesryn.
Like Jassyn, the prince sagged in his chains, suspended by the cruel links. Silvery hair clung to his face in damp tangles, his chest barely stirring. His skin gleamed with sweat, every bare inch of him red and welted from the blazing sun.
Shapes came into focus as Serenna squinted and scanned the circular crater that trapped them, a cage of sand. Red stone walls towered, reaching skyward, sealing them within a crucible of heat and light.
Fenn wasn’t here. Serenna’s thoughts fractured, more frantic now. Where is he?
Beyond Lykor’s snarls, a distant roar built to a crescendo.
Serenna lifted her gaze. Her eyes burned as she peered into the glare, the air shimmering with distortion. Dark silhouettes hovered against the molten sky.
Shadows. With wings.
Hundreds of them, flapping and swooping into the yawning mouth of the pit, gliding down to perch upon tiered rows of stone seats that wrapped around the perimeter of this sinister furnace. Black scales on their arms glittered, drinking in the light as though they thrived on the very heat that was scorching her.
Serenna’s breath snagged, each thunderous wingbeat hammering against her skull. A crushing weight of understanding wound tight around her chest, her heart drumming a frenzied rhythm.
These had to be druids.
They weren’t extinct. And they weren’t merely their captors—they were their executioners, smothering the air with the weight of their judgment.
Whatever these creatures had planned, it wouldn’t end quickly. A shrine to suffering, this unforgiving arena was a place where mercy had long since crumbled to dust.
And the four of them were the next offering.
Above, the roar of the crowd swelled. Fear seeped beneath Serenna’s blistered skin, wormed through her veins, and feasted on the terror thrumming in her blood.
Muscles trembling from the effort, she tugged futilely at her chains, the metal only gnawing deeper as she struggled. Sweat burned her eyes and she blinked furiously, trying to clear the haze.
A shadow passed overhead, cleaving through the brightness. Wings outstretched, a figure descended, airy white robes billowing. Soundlessly, a female landed in front of them, streamers cascading from her flowing raiment.
Her wings snapped shut with a crack, sharp as a crashing wave. Above her shoulders, three-fingered claws flexed at their leathery peaks. The black sheen of her wings rippled and then vanished entirely, shifting back into her spine. The scales along her arms followed, sinking into indigo flesh without a trace, leaving behind what was unmistakably a silver-haired wraith.
The crowd hushed as the female approached with liquid grace, a viper weaving through the sand. Tiny, dark scales glittered like constellations along the planes of her cheekbones. Cold and detached, her eyes—red reptilian slits—swept over each of them in turn.
Beside Serenna, Lykor had gone still, tracking the druid with simmering rage.
The female lifted a claw, talons flashing like sharpened steel. She signaled, a methodical clacking as she struck her nails together.
A rustle of wings, accompanied by thuds against sand, announced the arrival of more druid-wraith. As silent sentinels, they flanked the leader, their shadows stretching across the arena.
But it wasn’t more of these strange creatures closing in that held Serenna’s attention—it was the female’s jewelry.
Around her wrist, a key glinted in the unforgiving sun, taunting from a silver chain. The freedom from their shackles—dangling so close, but feeling as distant as the stars. And yet, there was something more alarming.
Delicate rings coiled around each of her fingers, linked by finely woven strands of metal. The intricate web snaked across both sides of her claw, cradling a crystal gem in her palm.
A Starshard.
Before Serenna’s mind could conjure the horrors that lay ahead, the female’s fiery gaze pinned on the prince. In a blur of shadows, she warped directly in front of him, fangs extending as her arm shot out. She twisted her talons in Vesryn’s hair, yanking his head back, exposing his throat.
Serenna jerked against her restraints. She tried to cry out—to beg—but the only sound she made was a pathetic whimper, a near-silent plea strangled by fear.
Still dazed, the prince’s lashes only fluttered.
The druid struck, slamming the Starshard against his bare chest. Serenna’s stomach flipped as Vesryn convulsed, his back arching. The female’s eyes narrowed, ticking back and forth as if tracing invisible threads, reading something hidden from everyone else.
Heart lurching, Serenna’s breaths shattered in short gasps as she braced for the inevitable—the piercing whine, a bolt of Essence obliterating the prince.
The female leaned closer to Vesryn’s ear. Serenna expected a hiss, but when the druid spoke, her voice was silk wrapped around barbed menace.
“We will bleed the starlight from your bones.”
The words echoed in Serenna’s mind, the threat coiling around her thoughts. Her throat constricted as the meaning settled in, dread clawing its way up. But Vesryn barely twitched, still lost in the depths of unconsciousness.
Tilting her head, the druid’s lips thinned as the fiery gleam in her eyes dimmed to something far more chilling—indifference. Her jewelry chimed as she withdrew, releasing the prince with a flick of her wrist. The chains jerked him as he crumpled forward.
Serenna flinched as the druid warped again. In an instant, the female was towering over her, scrutinizing, slitted pupils sharpening.
And then, just as swiftly, she lost interest. The female drifted to Lykor next, her eyes dissecting his glower before flicking to Jassyn’s slumped form.
“You three are not like the thieving ancestors,” she said at last, her voice ringing through the arena. “Like him.” She lifted a talon, aiming the point at the prince, as though his very existence was an accusation—a condemnation.
“You two have lost some of your starlight.” Her reptilian gaze skimmed over Lykor’s fangs before cutting to Serenna’s red-ringed eyes. “But to stand beside the Aelfyn’s tainted descendants… Unforgivable.”
She let the word hang in the air, heavy with finality. “If the flayers deem you worthy of life, you will surrender the rest of your starlight as penance.”
Lykor’s growl deepened into a rough, “No.”
It collided with Serenna’s panicked, “Yes!” She’d agree to anything to buy more time for the prince.
Serenna’s head snapped toward Lykor just as he turned to sneer at her. We’re already dead, his eyes seemed to say, smoldering with challenge. Why pretend otherwise?
For a heartbeat, Serenna’s frustration eclipsed her fear. If she weren’t bound, she’d throttle Lykor with their chains herself. He’s ready to die defiantly, she thought bitterly. But I’m not ready to die at all.
To him, surrender wasn’t survival. And if this arena was going to be their end, he’d go down snarling.
But Serenna clung to a frayed hope. There had to be a way out.
The druid traced a slow line along her lip while Serenna’s mind spun, grasping for anything—some way to placate this female, some way to appease whatever the flayers were to stave off their judgment. Her mouth parted yet no words came, her thoughts baking under the sun.
But the druid’s interest had shifted already. She turned to Jassyn’s slumped form, her gaze thoughtful as she flowed toward him.
Lykor’s snarl ripped through the air. “Don’t you fucking touch him!”
The female froze mid-step, eyes sliding back in his direction.
Lykor flashed his fangs, a predator initiating a challenge—but Serenna saw the calculation beneath the display.
He was stalling. Attempting to keep the female talking.
“What happens after we surrender our magic?” Lykor growled, his voice dripping with venom rather than acceptance. “You let the sun bleach our bones?”
A cruel smile coiled at the corners of the druid’s lips, a promise of pain flickering in her reptilian eyes. “If the flayers find the starlight in your blood blameless,” she purred, “we will allow you to persist among the wingless.”
She let the words linger, waiting for them to sink deep before her gaze snapped back to Vesryn—cruelty flaring like an ember reigniting.
“But not this one—descended from our traitorous ancestors,” she hissed, her claw extending toward the prince. “When the flayers have had their fill, we will return what dust remains of his bones to the stars.”
Serenna’s heart seized, her scream a broken rasp in her throat. “No!”
Scales erupted from the druid’s skin, her wings reappearing, lashing outward from her back.
The crowd roared in response, a tidal wave of sound that shuddered the sand beneath Serenna’s feet. A gust of wind swept through the pit as hundreds of wings rustled in unison.
Then, the stomping began. Synchronized footfalls, each thud a hammer sealing their doom.
Without a word, the druid and her silent guardians launched into the sky. Wings slicing through the air, they ascended to a platform that jutted out over the pit—a vantage from which they could watch the suffering unfold.
Across the arena from the pillars, a low, grinding rumble grated against Serenna’s ears—the unmistakable scrape of stone against stone. A massive slab of rock slowly lifted from the ground, dust billowing around it in curling plumes. A cavernous mouth of darkness gaped open to spew forth whatever nightmare lurked beyond.
Serenna’s breath quickened, pulse pounding as shadows crept into the light. No more than knee-high, a cluster of creatures lumbered into the arena. Spikes jutted from their domed shells, gleaming like sunlit dunes.
Her stomach lurched as she got a clearer look. Rows upon rows of needle-like teeth gnashed together inside their snub-nosed maws. Three sets of tapered legs jerked beneath their armored carapaces—skittering, pausing, and lunging forward in eerie synchronization.
Serenna’s skin prickled with the realization as they scurried forward. They knew their purpose. To strip flesh from bone with devouring bites.
To flay.



CHAPTER 46





SERENNA


“What do we do?” Serenna croaked as the flayers crept forward, their legs scraping across the sand.
“It doesn’t matter,” Lykor growled, his gaze searing into the female druid above them. “We’re already dead.”
Serenna’s voice cracked. “You don’t know that!”
A fevered hush rippled through the arena. Hundreds of red eyes bore down from the tiered levels, anticipating the spectacle of suffering.
Breath rasping in her ears, Serenna clenched her teeth, resisting the urge to cower. The weight of those stares pressed against her, suffocating as the heat itself. Sweat slicked every bare inch of her, the stone at her back radiating the sun’s accumulated wrath.
Shame soured her gut, but nakedness was the least of her concerns. The flayers would slaughter them, clothed or not.
The female druid lifted her palm slowly, a glint of light lancing through the infernal brightness. She aimed the Starshard directly at the prince. The gem hummed, the noise barely audible at first—a whisper, a breath drawn before a scream.
Serenna’s heart bolted as the sound swelled to a screech, each beat a hammerblow counting down to the inevitable strike. The keening whine grew sharper, vibrating in her skull.
She flinched as it discharged, a thunderous crack cleaving the air and rattling through the pit.
Time fractured as darkness erupted from the crystal, shadows streaking toward Vesryn faster than an arrow.
The impact was immediate. Brutal.
Serenna gasped as the rending struck Vesryn’s thigh with the force of a cleaver, butchering muscle and biting bone. His body convulsed, head snapping back against the pillar with a sickening thud.
Swaying in his chains, the prince grimaced as awareness burned through his agony. His breath hitched, a broken sound escaping.
“Vesryn…” His name slipped from her lips. Heart sinking, Serenna swallowed the rest. Waking him would just be another cruelty—dragging him from the mercy of oblivion only to suffer again.
Dark blood poured from the gash, a crimson torrent spilling down his leg and soaking into the sand. The metallic tang became an unholy incense that stirred the flayers into a frenzy. Teeth chittering, their snub noses twitched with a sickening eagerness, legs scurrying faster toward the detected feast.
The creatures advanced in chilling unison, jagged limbs skittering across the sand in eerie synchronicity. Like a swarm of living blades pressing in for the kill, the deadly formation converged on the prince.
Serenna trembled as she counted them. Ten. Ten shelled beasts closing the distance with terrifying inevitability, their path unwavering. A dark thought slithered into her mind. How long would it take for the flayers to strip his legs to the bones?
Terror burst through her as the horde reached him. She couldn’t look away. A nauseating rip followed—the first strip of skin peeled from his foot.
Vesryn jerked, emitting a grunt as his eyes fluttered open. Disoriented, he blinked, weakly tugging against the chains.
Serenna choked on a sob, bile rising in her throat. Tears burned behind her eyes, but there was nothing left to cry. Her body was as parched as the sands beneath her, yet her heart ached enough to weep a flood.
The prince’s face contorted, teeth gritted as the flayers butchered the lower half of his legs, blood splattering across the sand in spurting arcs. They scrambled over each other, struggling to reach up to his knees.
There was nothing to shield him, no armor to deflect the scores of teeth raking trenches into his flesh, tearing him open piece by piece. His body bucked, a feeble attempt at kicking them away.
Dread pooled in Serenna’s gut, heavy as molten lead. Agony would spool out endlessly, death an excruciating unraveling rather than a swift mercy.
And then the flayers would come for her, slowly bleed her out. She’d drown in her screams, their needling teeth an agonizing end.
She barely registered the stomping and howling cheers that rose in the arena—only Vesryn’s gasps and curses, the clatter of his chains as he strained against this inescapable slaughter.
The prince’s eyes locked onto hers—wild with despair, brimming with the merciless certainty of what was to come.
Serenna’s breath caught as she met his gaze—his hopelessness a mirror of her own.
Lykor’s snarl lashed through the air beside her. He threw his weight against his chains. The links rattled as the shackles tore deeper gashes in his wrists, fresh blood spilling.
“We came for aid!” he bellowed at the druid leader. “To find the dragons—to fight the elves! But you…” His eyes burned into the female, unspent wrath simmering as if sheer fury could incinerate her where she stood. “You’re no better than the Aelfyn!”
But Serenna saw it—the fracture in Lykor’s expression, splintering through his rage. Something broke as his eyes flicked to Jassyn, who was beginning to stir awake beside him. Lykor’s fury faltered, face darkening as the truth settled in. He couldn’t stop this, couldn’t deny that they would be devoured alive.
Like he’d said—they were already dead.
The female druid remained unmoved, wreathed in an air of detached finality. The outcome had already been decided, their torment nothing more than a necessary formality.
Her smooth voice rang out over the pit. “We are the remnant, awaiting the New Dawn. And we guard these realms against those who stand with the Aelfyn’s descendants.” Wings shuddering behind her, she lifted a claw, an accusing talon cutting across at the prince. “Like him.” She spat the words with loathing, yet pride curled through them too, a fanatical self-righteousness.
Nostrils flaring, Serenna’s gaze latched onto the key swaying from the female’s wrist. Taunting, gleaming in the sunlight, its presence a silent mockery.
It had to be for their shackles. There could be no other reason for the leader to display it so brazenly. A trophy, a symbol of dominion—or perhaps proof of her certainty that none of them could ever take it.
Serenna’s nails bit into her palms as she hung helplessly in her chains, anger seething like a rising tide. The prince was dying beside her and freedom was right there, just out of reach.
There wasn’t anything she could do. Her magic was trapped—she was trapped. There was no fire, no lightning, nothing destructive for her shaman powers to harness. And even if—
Air whispered against her blistered skin. Her breath quickened, heartbeat pummeling her ribs.
Wind.
If she could twist it, forge it into something ruinous… Combined with the grating sand, it could become a distraction.
She’d have to act fast to keep Vesryn alive for it to matter. And Lykor—she needed to unleash his rage to give them a fighting chance. If he could open a portal before the Starshard struck…
A droning hum pressed against Serenna’s skull as her decision solidified. The druids would retaliate. But better that than the slow, gnawing death awaiting them. Better to shatter in the storm of her own making than to be peeled apart under the sun.
“Lykor,” she whispered. “Open your hands.”
Lykor’s head snapped toward her, eyes thinning. The fires of defiance—now searing her—hadn’t been doused. Not yet.
“Trust me, you stars-cursed, stubborn bastard!” Serenna hissed through her teeth. “We’re not dying without a fight. Isn’t that what you want?”
As his gaze darkened with suspicion, Lykor’s lip curled over his fangs. But to her surprise, he listened.
Muttering a curse, he splayed his palms, talons and fingers stretching skyward against the pillar, yielding himself to whatever madness was about to unfold.
Giving him a nod that he didn’t acknowledge, Serenna exhaled slowly, the weight of it carrying her last flicker of hope. She let herself attune to the dry air scalding her lungs and the restless breeze stirring her hair.
Fear expanded in her chest with every tight inhale as the prince’s struggles reached her ears—but she forced it down, focusing on the quiet hum in the earth.
She fell into it.
A thousand whorls ignited behind her eyes, streamers curling and twisting like a riptide carving through the sea. The earth pulsed in rhythm with her heart as her awareness unfurled, dissolving into the world.
She let go. Drifted.
And yanked on everything.
A gale whipped to life, a turbulent, writhing column lashing in every direction. Too unstable. Too erratic.
Serenna gritted her teeth, steering the currents into a single spiraling path, willing the chaos to obey.
Hands twitching in her shackles, she coaxed the whirlwind into a howling vortex, harvesting sand into its grasp and tearing it upward. Tightening the arc, she honed its force until it was no bigger around than her wrist.
She had to be precise—she couldn’t touch the prince. Each grain became a dagger, a lethal point.
Narrowing her eyes, Serenna aimed the raging currents downward. With one violent thrust, she hurled the cyclone forward—no longer a wild tornado, but a whirling spear of sky and fury.
It drilled through the air, twisting as it struck, driving into the flayers.
The creatures never stood a chance.
The sandstorm ripped through them. Armored shells cracked, shattered, and eroded into nothing as the point of the whirlwind tore through their bodies. Blood splattered the ground as she flung their remains across the pit.
Vesryn went limp, a shudder wracking his frame as he sagged, the manacles on his wrists the only thing holding him upright.
Serenna’s gaze flicked to his legs—a mangled ruin of flesh and bone. Acid scorched the back of her throat before she wrenched her eyes away.
He was bleeding out and she’d only bought seconds.
As she panted through her nose, Serenna locked onto the key that glinted like salvation—their fragile chance at survival hanging at the druid’s wrist. Determination burned away the exhaustion that dragged at her limbs. Everything else faded as she focused on that shining lifeline.
Serenna seized the wind again, coiling the currents into a tight funnel. With a savage crack, she snapped the gale at the druid leader.
The female’s eyes were already bulging before the lash of air wrapped around the key. Serenna yanked on her power, ripping it free from the chain on her arm.
Stumbling forward, the druid’s composure faltered for the first time. Her lips parted as the key streaked through the air, plummeting like a shooting star before slapping straight into Lykor’s waiting palm.
His fingers clenched around it, strands of his matted hair whipped back from the gust.
Their eyes met.
Lykor’s flared with something fierce—approval, or, more likely, the same desperate hope.
But there was no time to bask in this small victory. The four of them were still fettered. And judging from the sound of rustling wings, the druids were stirring.
Lykor jammed the key into a shackle. A click, and the restraint snapped open, metal clattering against the pillar as it swung loose on its chain. He moved to the other manacle. The instant he tore his claw free, shadows detonated.
Darkness ruptured outward, a cataclysmic surge billowing like wildfire. But he didn’t strike. Serenna realized it the same moment he must have—the Starshard would only absorb his power and hurl it back at them.
Rather than obliterating the druids, he cast the rending wide. A bastion of shadows surrounded the four pillars, muting the sun, but allowing enough light to see. The air instantly cooled, providing a fleeting relief.
Serenna braced for the Starshard’s wail, the retaliation that would rip through Lykor’s defenses. But the world held its breath as he stumbled toward Jassyn, the key clutched tightly in his fist.
Beyond the veil of shadows, there was a muffled thud. Serenna’s heart lurched. Another followed. Then a cascade, like boulders dropping into the sand in relentless succession.
The druids landed, encircling them, close enough for Serenna to hear the grit shifting under their feet.
Lykor was fumbling, freeing Jassyn too slowly. He’d never reach her or the prince before the druids shattered his barrier.
She couldn’t wait on him—every second dragged them closer to ruin. She had to help.
Thoughts racing in frantic circles, Serenna turned to the chains that cascaded down Vesryn’s pillar, grasping for a solution. A memory surfaced from her time with the wraith—Fenn droning on about gold-plated weapons. How gold was pliable, weak for a metal. The links holding Vesryn weren’t invincible.
Nerves frayed with unbound fear, Serenna trembled, every muscle drawn taut. Summoning the wind once more, a tempest surged to life in the pocket of darkness. Sand churned as the currents collected it, spinning into a serrated storm.
One last time.
Serenna poured her remaining fury and defiance into it, twisting the cyclone tighter. The wind screamed with her, a spiraling force of destruction. With a desperate thrust, she flung the raging mass at the peak of Vesryn’s pillar, aiming for the chains.
The storm plunged downward. It slammed into the links, grinding, raking, devouring.
She drove the point of the tempest faster, a thousand relentless knives carving deep, peeling layers of gold. Metal shrieked as sand scoured its surface. A single link groaned—almost giving, almost breaking.
Pain splintered through Serenna’s skull and darkness crowded the edges of her vision. Swaying in her shackles, she shoved it back, holding on.
Not now. Not when she was so close. She wrenched on her magic harder.
With a deafening crack, the chains snapped and shattered. They crashed to the sand around the prince, billowing up a puff of dust. Vesryn toppled forward, crumpling into the blood-stained earth.
Jassyn—finally freed—stumbled past her, dropping to the prince’s side with mending light spilling from his hands in flickering bursts.
Serenna slumped against her bindings as the wind collapsed with her. She fought against the pull of unconsciousness, shaking her head to clear the haze as Lykor unlocked her shackles.
The moment the restraints fell away, her legs buckled. She staggered into him, slamming against his chest to catch herself.
Fenn’s presence reignited in her mind. He was alive—and nearby. He wasn’t tethered, but his awareness was dimmed, a candle flame struggling against the smothering dark.
“Fenn…” Serenna’s voice was a plea, his name a lump in her throat. Her fingers tightened around Lykor’s arm as she held herself upright.
Lykor’s expression was hewn from stone, his eyes flashing with a dangerous gleam, a promise of violence. “We’ll come back for him.” Jaw tight, he shook free from her grasp and stalked toward the prince.
Serenna’s heart caved in, her lips parting in protest, but he was right—there was no time. She tried to reach Fenn’s mind through the bond, but he didn’t answer.
We’ll come back for you, she promised.
With Jassyn’s help, Lykor freed Vesryn from his bindings. As soon as the gold lifted from the prince’s skin, his agony crashed into Serenna’s senses—a tidal wave of pain.
She nearly fainted from the force of it, like he had. Fighting to stay alert, she clenched her teeth, separating his suffering from her mind.
Lykor gathered Vesryn’s limp and bloodied form. He grunted as he rose with the prince slung over his shoulders, his own legs unsteady, bare feet sliding in the sand.
Only now did Serenna wonder what the druids were waiting for. An unnatural silence had clotted around the veil of darkness, but surely they would strike.
Just as Lykor tore open a portal, the stillness shattered.
The Starshard screamed on the other side of Lykor’s shadows. Serenna flinched. Time slowed, the pitch climbing. Each second stretched as she braced herself for the blow that would end them.
“Get through the portal!” Lykor barked, his harsh command a distant shout.
Serenna stumbled toward the gateway, each step searing like she was walking on coals.
A blade of light tore through the darkness. Her stomach flipped as the rending unraveled and sunlight flooded back over them.
Serenna blinked, the female druid coming into focus in the brightness. She stood with her claw extended, jewelry hovering in the air where Lykor’s barrier had been.
Serenna stopped in her tracks.
But not because of the Starshard. Something else stole the breath from her lungs.
The druids were kneeling.
Hundreds, spread out across the sand. Wings folded tight, heads bowed low. At the forefront stood the female—the orchestrator of their torment. Slowly, she lowered her arm, her white robes fluttering in the breeze.
Disbelief clamped around Serenna’s chest. She hardly dared to breathe. Her eyes darted to Jassyn and Lykor, searching for confirmation—proof that they saw it too. That her mind hadn’t broken and fabricated an illusion.
Even Lykor had gone still, his lip curled in a silent snarl. Jassyn stood just as rigid, mouth parted as if words had abandoned him entirely.
Before Serenna could make any sense of it, the leader dropped to her knees. She unclasped the jewelry from her wrist, the Starshard and its ornaments trembling in her grip as she lifted them toward Serenna.
Lykor’s growl cut through the silence. “It could be a trap.” Shadows writhed around him, coiling like his suspicion. “We need to leave.”
“They already had the chance to kill us,” Jassyn murmured, eyes flicking over the prostrating druids.
“And we’re still stretching our necks across the chopping block by lingering,” Lykor gritted out as he hefted the prince on his shoulders. But despite his words, he made no move toward the portal.
Serenna’s gaze swept across the druids, searching for the slightest flicker of deceit. But nothing stirred, their faces remaining downcast.
When the leader finally spoke, her voice was no longer cold—it quivered on the cusp of fear. “We are the remnant,” she whispered, her repeated words fragile yet steeped in reverence. Her eyes slowly met Serenna’s, the vertical pupils shifting to full circles. “For a thousand years, we’ve been vigilant wardens of Asharyn, this sacred city. We have awaited the New Dawn—the rise of the children of earth and starlight.”
Serenna barely breathed as the druid’s words struck her, a revelation sinking into her bones. The children of earth and starlight. The same phrase the dragon in the Heart had used when it had first spoken to her.
Those like her and Jassyn. Shaman and elf. Blood woven from both worlds.
Hesitantly, the female crawled forward, the Starshard clutched in her talons. Serenna stiffened, her heart slamming wildly against her ribs. The druid’s shaking fingers reached toward her bare feet, but Serenna recoiled, shuffling back.
The leader didn’t pursue further. Instead, her claws fell limply to the sand, her forehead touching the ground. She placed the gem before her, shoving the jewelry forward like some offering of peace.
“Forgive us,” she whispered. “We are yours to command.”



CHAPTER 47





LYKOR


The reek of flowers clogged Lykor’s lungs like a rotting sickness. One of the offending blossoms dangled from a vine coiled around the nearest pillar.
He flicked it. The swollen bulb of nectar quivered and a yellow petal tumbled free. Snatched by the flowing breeze, it spiraled out of the airy villa and down to the courtyard below.
Lykor curled his fingers into a fist, his agitation nearly driving him to beat the marbled column to dust. His talons bit into his palm—an irritating reminder that these winged scavengers had stripped him of his armor. Stolen his gauntlet.
And in the place of his leathers, before they’d even been ushered from the arena, the druids had shoved him into this. Silk.
Sunweave, Aesar corrected.
Lykor’s lip curled. I DON’T CARE WHAT THEY FUCKING CALL IT.
It was the same ridiculous, flowing raiment worn by their leader. That Kaedryn. Supposedly his only option of clothing—unless he wanted to remain nude.
Hardly an hour had passed since the druids had scrambled, bowing and groveling as they tripped over each other, whisking his group away to this gilded prison—the finest chambers in the guild masters’ palace. In an elaborate procession, they’d been herded into carriages drawn by hulking desert beasts, their humped backs arched like the rolling dunes.
Lykor’s jaw tightened as he glared at the lavish rooms sprawled around him. An illusion of openness. Of light and air, as if the wind itself had woven the quarters from sand and stone. Weightless curtains that were nearly identical to his stars-forsaken robes swayed lazily, framing a delicate tapestry of fountains and pools.
A cage.
I’d say this is quite an improvement over the dungeons, Aesar mused, thumbing his chin as he drifted over the mosaic tiles.
Sunlight streamed in patches across the floor, casting glimmers over scenes of dragons flying with druids, their stories entwined.
Lykor kicked off the sandals he’d been gifted—another useless ornament forced on him—and began pacing.
SINCE WHEN CAN YOU CRAWL OUT OF OUR HEAD?
Aesar shrugged. Never thought to try before.
Lykor exhaled sharply, tension twinging across his shoulders. He stalked away from Aesar, who was circling the pedestal where Kaedryn had left her Starshard-adorned jewelry, studying the trinket.
Aesar reappeared at his side, flickering at the corner of his vision.
DO YOU HAVE TO DO THAT? Lykor growled, eyes slicing toward him.
I don’t see what the difference is whether I’m inside our mind or out.
YOUR PRESENCE IS AGITATING ME.
How do you think I feel? Aesar waved around the chambers. All of this restless pacing and brooding. He glanced toward the terrace. I want to see the city this evening—before the moons rise.
Drawing to a halt, Lykor threw his head back and tried to rub away the ache in his skull. But he couldn’t. Aesar was permanent.
He could already picture the events unfolding—Aesar galavanting across the streets, prying into forgotten libraries, conferring with the druids to peel back the layers of history with his relentless curiosity.
And what’s so wrong with getting more information? Saves you the hassle.
Lykor crossed his arms, too weary to argue. He supposed the city seemed safe enough. For now.
An oasis built for lounging, for those who could afford the indulgences of peace. Where butterflies fluttered and birds hummed from flower to flower.
A world removed from war.
It was the kind of haven he’d hoped to find for his people, but he wouldn’t trust this palace of lies so easily. Not until he ripped the intentions of these druids from Kaedryn’s throat.
It couldn’t be as simple as them idolizing those so-called “children of earth and starlight.”
Worshipping. Revering. Their entire wretched flock had sunk down in supplication. Bending the knee like something inextricably spineless.
The image struck fast, unbidden. Out of his control. Down on his own knees, Jassyn’s long fingers cupping his jaw, tilting his chin to meet his eyes.
Lykor’s breath hitched, a sensation flaring hot, nearly violent. Heat surged up his spine, curled in his gut—a primal urge clawing to be let loose.
An annoying gnat, Aesar chuckled at his side. I thought we were stuck in a cage, not a pleasure house.
Forming a fist, Lykor obliterated the thought. He disintegrated Aesar, slamming him back into the farthest recesses of confinement.
He swallowed hard, still parched. Even after draining multiple chalices of water, dehydration lingered, fogging his senses.
Muddled. That’s what he was. Still raw from being splayed beneath the sun. Unbalanced from the absence of his armor. And, worst of all, suffocated by fucking silk.
No. He wasn’t thinking straight. He’d never kneel for—
His gaze snapped to Jassyn.
Across the room, Serenna and Jassyn hovered over Vesryn, who lay sprawled across a couch—the lot of them blessedly oblivious to the mortifying way his pulse still pounded, warmth creeping up his throat.
You can try to kill a thought. Aesar’s voice drifted back into his mind as he peered out of the doors of his library, studying his brother through Lykor’s eyes at the threshold. Bury it, scorch it, smother it under your pride. Like you always do. He kicked back a leg, crossing his arms as he leaned against the frame. But you felt it. And that means it’s real. You don’t have to deny it.
Lykor breathed out of his nose, wrestling his hammering heart into submission. IF YOU CAN BRING YOURSELF TO GIVE ME A MOMENT’S PEACE—AND BY THAT, I MEAN SHUTTING THE FUCK UP—YOU CAN TAKE OVER IN AN HOUR.
There. The nuisance got what he was after.
Satisfied, Aesar smirked before slipping back into the library, clicking the door shut.
Crimson light waned from Serenna’s palms as she finished healing Jassyn’s sunburns, ensuring he could focus more clearly on Vesryn, who obviously needed mending more than anyone else. In the carriage, they’d worked in hurried unison to stabilize the prince, their combined efforts keeping him from slipping past the point of no return.
From where he lay half-buried in cushions, Vesryn released a dramatic groan, an arm flung across his forehead. Still too drained to do more than bemoan the state of his ruined legs and feet.
A steady procession of palace servants had filtered in and out after they’d been settled into this opulent cell. The druids brought wraps, tinctures, and whatever other useless remedies they thought might aid the prince.
As tempting as it had been to pry the scales from their flesh and shred their wings, Lykor had reined himself in. Instead, he’d flashed his fangs and chased the lizards out.
A rustle from the other side of the room drew his attention.
Fenn. Finally stirring.
Lykor stalked up to him and demanded, “Were you here the entire time?” He fixed his scowl on the lieutenant, who was draped across a chaise. His eyes flicked over an array of fruits that glistened on silver platters. “Drunk on nectar and gorging yourself on figs and peaches while we were poisoned, kidnapped, and roasted in the sun?”
Fenn blinked sluggishly and slurred, “There’s peaches?”
He slowly swiveled to swing his legs off the couch. The absurd ribbons of his robe tangled around his ankles as he planted his feet on the floor. The moment he tried to rise, his knees buckled, sending him collapsing back into the cushions.
“I think they dosed me with more venom than I’ve ever had—and that’s saying something,” Fenn mumbled, squinting up at Lykor as he strained to focus. “When I first roused and realized that Serenna wasn’t with me—that she was tethered somewhere…”
He rubbed his eyes before his head whipped around the quarters, mounting urgency cutting through his glassy expression. The instant he spotted Serenna draining a glass of water, worry etched deeper into his expression.
Fenn lurched to stand again, but Lykor clamped a hand on his shoulder. Doing the fool a favor, he shoved him back down before he fell on his face.
Serenna was at Fenn’s side a heartbeat later, clasping his outstretched claw.
“What happened?” Fenn asked, eyes flaring as they cleared enough to scan her sunburned skin.
Lykor interrupted their reunion with a low growl, nearly compelled to slap their palms apart and put an end to their petting. “Explain to me why you’ve been here, treated like a king.”
Fenn chewed on a lip ring, his gaze drifting away from Serenna’s to meet Lykor’s glower. “The servants insisted that I couldn’t leave to find her—supposedly for my own safety.” His voice sharpened. “They thought I was under the influence of her magics.”
Serenna scoffed, plucking a grape from one of his trays. “Because you’re a wraith like them? Did they not realize that you have Essence too?”
“I tried to explain,” Fenn insisted, his claw tightening around her hand. A trace of anger simmered in his eyes. “They wouldn’t listen. Or didn’t understand. When I warped off that balcony to search for you”—he waved toward the nearest patio—“they riddled me with those darts until I collapsed.”
Lykor’s shoulders twitched. Irritating. But plausible enough.
With Serenna’s help, Fenn managed to stand on the next attempt, his legs still unsteady beneath him. Raking his talons through his hair, he shook off the last dredges of haze before flashing Lykor a grin.
“Why haven’t we thought of using venom in our weapons?” he asked. “Do you think we could learn their process?”
“They owe us more than that.” Lykor tipped his chin toward Vesryn. “Speaking of venom, go sedate the prince. I’m sick of hearing him moan.”
“I heard that,” Vesryn snapped across the room, perking up from his couch.
With a strained heave, he propped himself up on an elbow, Jassyn’s mending light spiraling around him.
“I’ll have you know I can’t even feel my toes,” he hissed. Slipping a hand under his knee, he hoisted a mangled leg. His bloody robe slipped down his thigh as he waved his foot theatrically. “Because they’re fucking gone!”
Lykor rolled his eyes at the inconsequential loss. “You’re only missing two.” Reassessing, his mouth tightened. “And a half.” Maybe the lackwit would finally learn some caution—even someone with Jassyn’s skill couldn’t regrow bones. “It’s a shame the druids didn’t think to string up you by the ankles. Those flayers could have relieved us of your tongue instead.”
Vesryn flopped back into the pillows with a huff, the cushions swallowing him as he flipped a finger in Lykor’s direction. “I won’t be able to walk the same.” He sighed dramatically, draping his forearm back over his eyes. “But that’s not even the worst part.” Peeking from beneath his arm, he shot Lykor another scowl. “I’ll never forgive those winged snakes for letting my dick blister in the sun. And poor Jassyn had to—”
“Unfortunately, I was also in the carriage when you prioritized your injuries,” Lykor grumbled, dismissing the memory with a grimace. Any sense of modesty had long since been stripped from them, another casualty of their collective suffering.
Lykor’s gaze lingered on Jassyn, tracking the faint tremor in his fingers as he poured his remaining strength into the prince. Between using coercion on that fucking bird and being shackled under the sun, it was clear that he swayed on the edge of exhaustion. It showed in the uncharacteristic slump of his shoulders, the fatigue pooling in bruised crescents under his eyes.
Movements still clumsy, Fenn finally lumbered across the room with Serenna’s help.
Vesryn’s voice lashed through the air. “You are not biting me.” Mouth set in a stubborn line, he glared as Fenn slid beside him on the couch.
“The venom will numb your injuries,” Fenn insisted, eyes dancing with delight.
“I’ve had my fill of being gnawed on,” Vesryn clipped, failing to shove the lieutenant off his perch. “Thanks to Jassyn’s coercion mind trick, the pain is dulled enough.”
Patience shattering, Lykor didn’t think. He folded in on himself and warped.
Reappearing directly over the prince, he struck. Vesryn barely had time to blink before Lykor seized him by the robe, talons gouging holes into the delicate silk. The prince startled, lips parting in protest.
Too late.
Lykor hauled him up, nose-to-nose, flashing fangs in his face.
“Jassyn needs to rest too,” he growled, eyes boring into the prince. “He can mend faster if he’s not wasting half his focus holding together that fucking web of magic on your skull.”
He could feel Jassyn’s silence beside him—the way he stifled his own discomfort like it was just an inconvenience. Lykor all but bristled, ready to combust.
“You’ll let Fenn do what he does best,” Lykor seethed, shaking the prince hard enough to rattle his teeth. “And if you don’t, I promise you won’t appreciate what happens when I take matters into my own hands.”
Jaw clenched, Vesryn met Lykor’s glare before his eyes drifted to Jassyn, who was still dutifully channeling his power. Perhaps through their bond he finally registered his cousin’s weariness.
Vesryn audibly ground his teeth before forcing out, “I can bear the pain.”
“Doubtful.” Lykor released him, slicing a hand toward Fenn in silent command. “You’ve already passed out twice.”
“You know,” Fenn mused, slowly tracing a talon up Vesryn’s arm before shooting Serenna a wink. “I’ve been wondering if you taste as decadent as my she-elf.”
Vesryn tensed, drawing in a sharp breath. His eyes flashed murder before Serenna placed her palm on his.
She winced, but nodded in encouragement.
Exhaling slowly, the prince sank back into the nest of pillows, scowling at the ceiling. “Fine.”
Fenn brushed away Vesryn’s hair as he leaned closer, baring the column of the prince’s throat. “Ask nicely,” he crooned.
“Lieutenant!” Lykor snarled. Fenn’s grin vanished as his spine snapped straight. “Skip the foreplay and stop fucking around. Just get it over with.”
Crossing his arms, Lykor fixed his attention on the luminous threads weaving around Vesryn’s shredded calf, stitching muscle back together over exposed bone. He sensed Jassyn glancing at him, but he pivoted toward the chamber’s entrance, unwilling to acknowledge it.
While he’d been busy imposing order, a new stream of palace servants had slunk back into the quarters, burdened with offerings. More food, more nectared wine, more frivolous indulgences. The druids had hardly left them alone for minutes before returning, hovering at the edges of the room.
Lykor’s eyes sharpened as he caught the pattern, something he should have noticed earlier. The way they seemed to gravitate toward Serenna first—presenting her with the initial choice.
They deferred to her with subtle bows, a slight quiver in their wings as they dipped their trays, a quiet reverence he wasn’t sure she’d even registered yet.
An idea began to take shape—one he could twist to his advantage. But for now, there were more immediate concerns.
A male drifted toward Serenna, a tray laden with an array of delicacies balanced in his claws. Lykor warped, thrusting his arm out to intercept the servant’s approach.
“Where’s our armor?” he demanded. “I want our weapons. Supplies. Now.”
The servant’s wings tightened against his spine, the claw-tipped peaks curling inward as he lowered his gaze. “Your belongings have been placed in the sleeping chambers on the upper level,” he said quickly. “But your armor is—is being cleaned,” he stammered. “The artisans are crafting new gear, suited for—”
“I didn’t ask for new gear,” Lykor hissed, nearly flipping the tray out of his grip. “I asked for our armor.”
The servant flinched.
“Fenn!” Lykor barked over his shoulder.
More steady now, Fenn sauntered over, having finished with the prince.
Lykor jabbed a finger at the druid. “Don’t let this one out of your sight until he sees our armor returned.”
Fenn shrugged, his attention already on the platter. “Easiest watch you’ve assigned.”
The servant’s wings twitched, crimson eyes flitting between Fenn and Lykor. Fenn’s talons skimmed the air over the spread of diced fruits, spiced meats, and snowy blossoms that were as wide as his palms. Tilting his head, he plucked one of the white flowers.
The druid shifted his weight and found his voice. “The nectar from mistpetals is a gift from the desert,” he explained. “More hydrating than water.”
Fenn’s eyes glowed with interest before he popped the entire bloom into his mouth.
The servant choked on a gasp, the clawed tips of his wings seizing. Eyes bulging out of his skull, his gaze flew to Serenna—as if she had any knowledge of their sacred decorum.
“Lykor, have you tried these?” Fenn asked, clapping the druid on the shoulder as he reached for another flower.
Lykor rolled his eyes, leaving the lieutenant to his sacrilegious feast. He couldn’t bring himself to care if Fenn’s antics dismantled their diplomatic standing.
But he took note of the druid’s scandalized reaction. Useful.
Lykor stalked back toward Serenna, who still hovered near Jassyn as he mended the prince. Thinking better of physically dragging her to the terrace in front of their gracious hosts, Lykor jerked his head to the patio when she glanced up.
Serenna pursed her lips before squeezing Vesryn’s palm, peeling herself away from his side. Her slippers whisked against the marble floor as she glided out onto the balcony without a word.
Eyes glazed and distant, the prince frowned at the hand she’d released, slowly trying to count his fingers like he’d forgotten how many he possessed.
“You’re supposed to have six,” Lykor muttered under his breath as he passed.
Jassyn snorted, and Lykor’s eyes swooped to him before he could stop himself. Jassyn’s lips twitched, the subtle motion snagging Lykor like a hook. Vesryn spluttered something nonsensical that Lykor didn’t register—he was too caught in the steady orbit of amber eyes.
Jassyn’s mouth parted, but Lykor—the coward he was—didn’t give him the chance to speak. Jaw tight, he wrenched his gaze away and strode through the archway after Serenna. Fleeing.
Something was faulty with that stupid organ in his chest, battering against his ribs like it wanted out. Perhaps he’d stoop low enough to ask the girl to assess it.
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LYKOR


Lykor shoved Serenna between the shoulder blades, steering her farther along the balcony—away from keen ears and prying eyes.
“Watch the sunburn,” she hissed, twisting out of reach. She folded her arms, winced, and then let them drop. “What do you want?”
Lykor positioned himself in front of the archway, blocking the path back indoors. Below, in their private courtyard, ivory fountains spilled lazily into turquoise pools. Manicured gardens bloomed in a riot of color, the scent of jasmine curling through the air.
“I’ll mend you if you mend me,” he said.
“You can’t wait for Jassyn?” Serenna tilted her chin in that infuriatingly defiant way. “He’s—”
“He’s already pushing himself too much,” Lykor growled. “Or is a sunburn beyond your meager skill?”
“Just admit that you’re embarrassed to have him heal your—”
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Lykor snapped, baring his fangs.
Serenna’s unsettling eyes flicked to the tips of his ears. Traitorous, they flushed dark with heat. And of course she smirked. Gloating after she hit her mark.
With a pointed sniff, she extended her palm, as if bestowing him some great favor.
Already regretting this, Lykor set his jaw and snatched her hand, squeezing more tightly than necessary. Mending light unfurled between them, winding around their clasped palms before spiraling up each other’s arms.
Ignoring her probing gaze, Lykor focused on channeling the magic, drawing from Aesar’s knowledge. They worked in silence, crimson strands weaving between them, smoothing away the sun’s vicious bite.
“I didn’t see much on the carriage ride,” Serenna began. Of course she felt the need to engage in idle chatter. “But I bet the druids have a market somewhere.”
Lykor sensed her watching him, waiting for something. But he didn’t indulge her remark. Bartering for exotic trinkets and useless clutter held no interest for him.
“Jassyn likes ridiculously sweetened candies,” she continued, undeterred. Lykor stiffened, and her eyes darted back to their clasped palms as if she hadn’t noticed. “Chocolates and anything with honey.” Rolling a wave of ruby light over his back, Serenna hummed in thought. “And silver jewelry—ear cuffs, not rings—something with leaves or vines. Speaking of plants, maybe they’d have…”
Lykor didn’t hear her prattling as his magic stuttered to a stop, the crimson threads flickering over her arms. Jassyn used to wear plated cuffs. Delicate silver ivy that curled along the shell of his ears. But he didn’t anymore.
Practical not to, Lykor supposed. No need for ornamentation when you were displaced and on the run. But he’d liked them. Trivial details. Irrelevant.
Lykor interrupted whatever the girl was rambling about. “You’re burdening me with this nonsense because…?”
Serenna shrugged, her smile infuriatingly knowing. He narrowed his eyes as she shifted her grip, trapping his palm between both of hers. “Just in case you felt inclined to gift him something beyond your sharp words.”
Lykor ripped his limb free. “Why would I want to do that?”
Serenna sighed, the last traces of her mending light winking out. She fiddled absently with one of the ribbons on her robe, her calculating look only stoking his irritation.
Lykor exhaled, shoving his thoughts aside so he could steer the conversation back to his original purpose of—
“I approve, you know.”
He flinched, the words landing like a blow he hadn’t braced for.
“I don’t need your approval,” Lykor fired back. “And there’s nothing to approve of.”
Enduring Aesar’s scrutiny was unbearable enough, but having to contend with the girl too? Her entire existence seemed designed by the fucking stars to vex him.
He should sever this conversation before she pried any deeper. Yet some insidious curiosity kept him silent.
“I’ve seen how you watch over him,” Serenna commented, as if it were the most obvious truth in the world.
Lykor’s fingers itched with the urge to throw her off the balcony. He wasn’t sure which was worse—her audacity to voice all of this, or the fact that she was right.
She brushed his arm, the contact lingering. A muscle in his cheek twitched, but he didn’t retreat. Didn’t shake her off and confirm whatever suspicions she was weaving in her head. He had nothing to hide—he watched over everyone.
“It means something,” she murmured, her fingers tightening against him. “When someone chooses to stand by your side—not out of duty or obligation, but because they want to.”
Lykor’s breath dragged, his chest suddenly too tight. “Don’t twist this into something it’s not,” he growled. “Jassyn is useful. It’s strategic to make sure he doesn’t get himself killed. Nothing more.”
The shaman twat smiled at that. “Strategic,” she echoed, patting his arm. “But as his friend, I think your strategy is worth recognizing.”
Lykor pulled out of her grip, pointedly staring over her head to the gardens below. He prowled around her to the balustrade overlooking the courtyard.
“This wasn’t what I brought you out here to discuss,” he muttered, but the usual bite had abandoned his voice.
Serenna released a disbelieving scoff as she joined his side. She planted a hand on her hip, brows raising to her hairline. “You wanted to discuss something? With me?”
“Is that so difficult to fathom?” Lykor rolled his shoulders as he planted his palms on the balcony.
“The druids,” he continued, cutting off whatever retort she was forming. “They’re deferring to you.”
Lykor hesitated, jaw tightening and loosening. They would likely do the same for Jassyn once they realized he possessed the same abilities. But he wasn’t ready to expose that. Serenna would be the test. A gauge for their intentions, to ensure their devotion wasn’t a snare. He’d watch them through her first, measure every reaction before deciding whether to risk more.
“Have you noticed?” he pressed.
Serenna blinked, her expression smoothing into something almost unreadable. But the shift of her feet—the way her eyes skated just past his—betrayed her. She wasn’t oblivious, but she hadn’t let herself fully consider the implications.
Typical.
She scanned the courtyard, focusing on servants who were pruning mistpetals from flowering hedges. “They do seem…persistent in ensuring our needs are met,” she said slowly.
“We could use that to our advantage,” Lykor prompted.
Serenna searched his face, taking her time to weigh his words. “You want to use whatever influence I have.”
Lykor nodded curtly. “We need answers about this side of the world—especially about the dragons. But we also need to know if there are more druids, what those Starstards are and how to control them, and what other weapons they might have—anything we can use to turn the tide in our favor.” He gripped the balcony until his fingers ached. “And if there’s any way to know whether Galaeryn’s forces have already landed.”
Serenna perched her elbows on the barrier. “Maybe I can ask for a map.”
“Be serious,” Lykor hissed, scowling as a needle-nosed bird the size of a giant bee buzzed by. Ridiculous creature. “If the druids possess magic that can serve us, we need to know.” He leveled his gaze on her. “But don’t mistake them for allies. Zealots will bow today and burn us tomorrow if they read something in the stars that demands it. So push them for what we need—before they turn.”
Serenna’s eyes sparked with defiance. Of course they did. “You believe they’ll just fall in line with anything I ask? They probably want something from us.” She jabbed his arm, and Lykor curled his lip. “Why do you even want to work with them? I doubt you’ll forget that they nearly sacrificed our blood to the sun.”
“Yes, and they’ve made it abundantly clear that this has all been a grand, unfortunate misunderstanding,” he said. “Of course I’m not going to fucking forget—much less forgive. I don’t trust them, but we don’t have any other options. If they’re presenting us with a haven and resources, I won’t let that go to waste. And if they can prove themselves, we’ll have a place to move everyone from the jungle.”
Serenna tilted her head, falling quiet as she studied the fountains. “We need to earn their trust before they realize Elashor and the king have other shamans,” she said quietly. “Their devotion could have easily gone the other way if we hadn’t stumbled upon them first.”
Lykor grunted his agreement, unwilling to entertain notions of what-ifs.
Serenna folded her arms, raking a skeptical gaze over him. “So does this mean you’ll defer to me?”
Lykor barked a laugh—then laughed harder when she scowled. “Defer? No.” He held up a finger when she opened her mouth, ready to flap her tongue back at him. “But since you’re the reason we still have our hides intact, you can deal with those winged menaces.”
A throat cleared near the archway back indoors.
Lykor turned. Fenn stood there, absently spinning a ring in his brow.
“Kaedryn is here with Asharyn’s guild masters.” He hesitated, eyes darting between them. “It might just be better if you come see for yourselves.”
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SERENNA


Serenna stepped into the atrium with Fenn and Lykor, halting at the sight before her.
Sunlight poured through the high archways, gilding Kaedryn and four other druids. They knelt in a crescent with their heads bowed and wings tucked in tight. Their attire—fighting leathers, vibrant sunweave, and richly dyed robes—was as varied and striking as the scale patterns flecked across their skin.
Along the chamber’s perimeter, at least twenty servants stood in silent formation, each presenting a weapon—blades, axes, scythes, spears, and even something that looked like a meat cleaver. While the druids’ faces remained impassive, Serenna noted the slight quiver of the talons roosted on their wing tips.
Finished with healing Vesryn, Jassyn now sat next to him on the couch, placing a steadying hand on the prince’s shoulder. But his positioning looked more like a calculated effort to keep Vesryn anchored in place than anything else.
Clutching the lip of the sofa, Vesryn teetered as he leaned forward, eyes glassy while he squinted and glared at each of the druids in turn.
The bond with the prince blurred, and Serenna realized that he’d been dosed with more venom than necessary to numb his injuries—enough to send him drifting beyond reality. She pursed her lips and cast a glance up at Fenn.
But whatever amusement Fenn had shown earlier had vanished, replaced by the sharp attention of a warrior as he focused on Kaedryn.
On Serenna’s other side, Lykor sneered at those kneeling, restless shadows writhing around him. His shoulders twitched as he folded his arms across his robe, shifting his blazing eyes to scan each presented weapon.
Serenna inhaled a stabilizing breath. If she let Lykor act on his simmering fury, they would be strung back up on the pillars before the sun set.
Stepping forward, her voice rang through the silence. “What is the meaning of this?”
Kaedryn pressed her claws over her heart, downcast eyes fixed on the hem of Serenna’s robe. Sunlight glimmered over the scales dusting her cheeks, each ridge reflecting the light like polished onyx.
“We offer ourselves as punishment for what you endured in the Sunforge,” Kaedryn replied solemnly. In a leathery rustle, she spread her wings, the druids flanking her unfolding theirs in turn. “With whatever weapon you deem fit—or if you wish to use earth and starlight.”
Serenna’s knees locked when Essence pulsed beside her.
Lykor extended his claw. A flail wrenched free from a servant’s grasp, flying toward him with a whip of force. The wooden handle slapped into his palm, the three spiked balls clanging together in metallic thuds as they swung.
Testing the weapon, his arm flexed as he hefted it.
Serenna’s pulse quickened when Lykor stalked forward, a predator closing in on prey. The druids didn’t flinch as he circled them. They had accepted this.
She pointedly cleared her throat. When Lykor glanced back at her, she raised her brows. His eyes burned with the fires of retribution, lip curling to bare his fangs.
Scowling at his challenge, Serenna jerked her head to her side, unsure if he’d abandon the vengeance he clearly believed he was owed—despite claiming that she should be the one to handle the druids.
Lykor’s knuckles cracked as he tightened his grip on the flail’s handle.
An unhinged laugh spilled across the room—Vesryn, cackling wildly.
Lykor’s head snapped toward the prince. Leg raised, Vesryn waved his foot in the air, pointing at the empty space between his toes.
Jassyn waged a silent battle, grappling with his cousin in a valiant effort to subdue him, fingers digging into Vesryn’s knee to pin his foot back to the floor.
Why didn’t you dose him properly? Serenna hissed into Fenn’s mind.
Fenn’s mouth twitched as he thumbed a lip ring and shrugged. I must’ve misjudged what he required.
Obviously.
“This…offering isn’t necessary,” Serenna said, her words meant to be the chain that yanked Lykor back before the spikes on his weapon hacked into scales.
But it wasn’t her voice that halted him. She had help.
Across the room, Jassyn pressed a firm hand on Vesryn’s shoulder to prevent him from standing. But he wasn’t paying any attention to the prince’s struggle—his eyes were locked with Lykor’s.
No words passed between them. Just the faintest shake of Jassyn’s head.
Lykor’s eyes flicked back to Serenna and the flail creaked under the strain of his grasp. For a moment, he didn’t move.
Then, with a grudging sigh and a muttered curse, he rolled his neck and stepped back to her side.
A weighted pause settled over the chamber, the guild masters remaining prostrated, wings still spread in submission.
Kaedryn swallowed, a delicate swirl of scales undulating along her throat. Slowly, she lifted her head.
“But we are ready to sacrifice our wings,” she whispered, her voice laced with quiet dread. The taloned tips shivered as if they sensed their fate. “Once severed, we’ll be denied the wind and sky, grounded in our shadow walker forms forever.” She bowed low, her forehead brushing the floor. “Death in the Sunforge would be a kinder mercy.”
“Shadow walker?” Fenn echoed. His eyes flared with interest as he studied the surrounding servants—some partially shifted between wraith and druid, others fully scaled, some showing none. “That is what you call the wraith?”
Hesitating, Kaedryn glanced up at Serenna, seeking approval.
Serenna held her gaze before providing a measured nod.
“Shadow walkers,” Kaedyrn repeated. “Aelfyn who have no starlight.”
Her reptilian eyes narrowed to vertical slits as they drifted toward the prince. Jassyn had finally coaxed Vesryn into reclining on the couch, though he was far from settled. Hand hovering over his face, the prince’s fingers flexed while he mumbled under his breath, frowning as he traced each digit.
Kaedryn’s wings shuddered as she refocused on Serenna.
“I have a different penance in mind,” Serenna said.
Lykor’s jaw clenched and unclenched, but he kept his glare locked on the druids. A little thrill bolted through her. He wasn’t just letting her do this—he was standing beside her, reinforcing her authority with his silent menace.
“We want to see more of Asharyn,” Serenna continued. Kaedryn’s wings stilled mid-tremor. “In the morning. After we’ve rested. We have questions about your city and your people, as I’m sure you have about us. And please,” she motioned to the five on the ground, “there’s no need to kneel.”
The druids exchanged wary glances before obedience won out. They rose in staggered succession, some of them shifting—scales dissolving, wings dispersing with a quiet rustle.
Serenna’s mind whirled with a cautious curiosity. Zealots will bow today and burn us tomorrow. She hoped Lykor was wrong.
Beside her, Lykor’s shadows pulsed, a storm gathering. “Our armor,” he growled, slinging the flail over his shoulder.
For stars’ sake. Serenna rolled her eyes to the vaulted ceiling before collecting herself.
Addressing Kaedryn, she gestured toward the males beside her. “Would your artisans tour Lykor and Fenn through your armory? Fenn has an interest in your venom-forged weapons and Lykor…” She defied his flaming glower when their eyes met, smothering the urge to smirk. “He’d be far more at ease in his leathers. I’m sure he’d be curious to see how your gear accommodates shifting.”
Lykor’s nostrils flared and Serenna nearly batted her lashes at him just to watch his irritation boil over.
Fenn inched closer to her as Kaedryn hesitantly introduced Lykor to another druid—the artisan guild master.
Someone needs to make sure Lykor stays on his best behavior, Serenna told Fenn, her mouth twitching at the thought. I’ll be fine here.
Just say the word and I’ll return. Fenn inclined his head, attention snagging on something across the room.
Serenna followed the flicker of his rekindled amusement—straight to where Jassyn had just lost his battle to keep the prince seated. Clearly determined to move around the quarters, Vesryn lurched to his feet, shrugging Jassyn off as he staggered toward a druid bearing a platter laden with food.
Pursing her lips, Serenna nearly asked Fenn to bite the prince again and knock him out entirely. Better that than letting him stumble around as the venom’s effects wore off.
But she sighed, dismissing the thought. It was pointless. She couldn’t prevent the group from offending the druids forever—it was only a matter of time.
As Lykor and Fenn disappeared with the guild masters, Serenna gathered her courage to continue with Kaedryn. She approached the pedestal where the surrendered Starshard lay sparkling in sunlight.
Holding her breath, she reached for the intricate piece of jewelry, the cold touch of metal sending a shiver up her arm. Exhaling, Serenna tightened her grip and squared her shoulders before crossing the chamber.
She extended the artifact to Kaedryn—not just to return it, but as a token of goodwill. A gesture meant to be a bridge, to test whether trust could be built.
“I’d like you to instruct Vesryn,” Serenna said, waving to where he was picking through trays of food under Jassyn’s watchful eye, “on how to wield this crystal. We have two of our own, but we don’t know how to harness them—or what they truly are.”
Kaedryn’s claw hovered over the gem as she glanced between the jewelry and the prince. “The relics were passed down from our ancestors.” After a pause, she nodded and accepted it. Slipping her fingers into the rings, she fastened the web of chains and delicate clasps. “They’re Aelfyn devices, but most of the crystals we possess have been depleted of their starlight.”
Aelfyn devices. A cold knot twisted in Serenna’s stomach. In a way, their theories about the artifacts had been right. It made sense that Kaedryn’s people shared Aelfyn origins—all wraith did. But how did they come to be druids?
She needed to prioritize her questions, tread carefully through this fragile diplomacy. And she had to succeed, because failure meant Lykor might try to beat the answers out of them.
With thinly veiled unease, Kaedryn tracked Vesryn, who was now meandering around the room.
Serenna decided it would be best to speak to the leader alone—especially if the prince’s presence continued to unsettle her. “Would you show me the gardens?” she asked.
Kaedryn’s eyes flared softly as she dipped her head. “It would be my honor.”
She shifted back into her wraith form, the clawed talons on her wing tips clicking together before they vanished.
She beckoned for Serenna to follow, guiding her through an arched doorway and down a spiral sandstone staircase that led to the lush courtyard below. With each graceful step, the folds of Kaedryn’s robes whispered apart, revealing fleeting glimpses of her shoulder blades through the flowing panels.
Serenna broke the silence, careful to keep her tone light and conversational—not prying. “You’re able to shift so seamlessly. Is there a reason some druids choose to keep their scales and wings visible, while others don’t?”
Kaedryn slowed at the foot of the stairs, lips curving into a faint, almost self-conscious smile. “The wings grow heavy, even for those accustomed to the skies.” Amusement flickered in her eyes. “Though, those with something to prove—typically males—keep them out as if it’s a mark of strength.”
As she stepped into the cushioned grasses, Serenna released a laugh that unraveled some of her tension. She knew a few who’d do the same.
The sweet scent of jasmine drifted in the nearly cool air, as if they were a world apart from the desert’s golden fury rather than merely on the other side of a wall. Rectangular pools mirrored the sky, wide-petaled flowers floating on the surface, their layered leaves unfurling in blushing shades of dawn.
“This place is beautiful,” Serenna breathed as they followed a winding path deeper into the garden’s heart. “Do your people have other havens like this?”
“No,” Kaedryn murmured, her solemn expression bearing the weight of centuries. “We are the last.”
“I’m sorry,” Serenna said quietly, sensing a sorrow too vast for words. “We believed your race had faded into myth. But to see your people alive…” Her head tipped to the sky as a squad of druids flew overhead, silhouetted by the evening sun. “It’s as if a legend has stepped out of the past.”
“Our way of life fell into shadow centuries before my time, when the world fractured.” Despite the absence of her wings, Kaedryn’s shoulders curved inward as they walked through the peace of the garden. “My ancestors chose preservation over war. It may seem selfish, but for the remnant, it was survival.”
Jassyn’s theories from Centarya resurfaced in Serenna’s mind. How the druids had sacrificed themselves a thousand years ago to curse the Aelfyn’s reign.
Kaedryn drew to a halt beneath a trellis where trumpet-shaped flowers spilled down on vines. “I never dared to dream that the gifts of the earth would return within my lifetime.” She idly traced the delicate chains of jewelry looped around her claw. “We’ve waited for those like you—hoping you might help reclaim what was lost.”
Serenna’s heart quickened as uncertainty fluttered under her ribs. They might need us as much as we need them.
“What did you lose?” she asked, her voice gentle but pressing.
“Everything.” Kaedryn’s talons clicked against the Starshard cradled in her palm as she formed a fist. “Our ancestors ruled the skies, but they were also stewards of power that shielded our lands. That strength vanished when a faction of Aelfyn chained the last of the dragons.”
Serenna’s breath caught. Does she know where they are? The question burned on her tongue, but she sank her teeth into the inside of her cheek to hold it back. She forced herself to wait. To listen.
“There was an alliance once,” Kaedryn whispered. “Druids, shamans, and the last of the dragons purged the corrupted Aelfyn from these shores. But it came at a cost, and the earth’s blessings withered.”
She stared at tiny birds flitting between flowering bushes, their wings a blur of green and umber. “They had no choice but to abandon the human tribes scattered on the other side of the mountains and sea,” she continued, grief pooling between her words. “The remnant stayed in Asharyn, the last city, guarding what remained—waiting for the New Dawn.”
“The New Dawn,” Serenna echoed, sensing the ancient hope in those words.
Kaedryn’s gaze lifted, meeting hers. “The earth is reawakening. You, a child of earth and starlight, are proof of that. But it also means our time is expiring. We always knew the Aelfyn would return—stronger than before—to reclaim what they once bound in chains.”
A shadow of confusion and shame flickered over Kaedryn’s face. “The Aelfyn with you—he carries the starlight of the betrayers. That is why his death was required.”
Serenna curled her nails into her palms, pulse pounding in her temples. “Vesryn is different,” she said slowly, measuring each word. She fought to steady her voice, to temper the sharp edge of her fury at how he’d been treated. “He might look like his ancestors, but he’s not them.”
And besides, they were all shaped by the Aelfyn’s legacy—Kaedryn had admitted as much.
“Vesryn is here because he wants a world without their tyrannical rule,” Serenna insisted, unfurling her fingers as she shoved her anger aside.
The druids would have to decide if they truly meant to follow them like Kaedryn had claimed. Stand with her—and her companions—against the king, or vanish into legend for good.
Because the elves were coming. And this time, they would shatter the world. No remnant would remain hidden.
“We know the elves have already begun crossing the sea,” Serenna admitted. “And if they’ve reached your shores…”
Kaedryn’s brows pulled together, her pupils narrowing into slits. “Then the New Dawn is already veiled with darkness.” She exhaled heavily, shaking her head. “Asharyn is far from the western shores—hundreds of leagues inland. And yet…” Looking to the sky, her gaze grew distant. “If the Aelfyn have set foot upon these lands once more, then it may already be too late for us. Our numbers are few and our power is no more than a memory.”
“Perhaps there’s a way we can help each other,” Serenna ventured.
Lifting a hand, she hauled an orb of water from a pool, hovering it between them. With a slight twist of her wrist, she split it into a scattering of raindrops. Each bead glistened in her subtle display of control, reminding Kaedryn of these reborn powers—of what the druids had been waiting for.
Serenna studied her through the veil of floating beads, noting the way awe flared in her eyes. But wariness lingered just beneath it.
“Your ancestors…” Serenna began, unsure if her question would pry open wounds of the past or bring her closer to the truth. “Did the Aelfyn steal their magic, turn them into wraith—shadow walkers?”
Kaedryn shook her head. “No, my ancestors surrendered their starlight to aid a faction of Aelfyn who fought against those breaking the balance of the world.”
“But…how is it that they became druids?” Serenna pressed, casting the globe of the water back to the pool.
The garden’s stillness stretched like a thread, pulling tighter between them, broken only by the bubbling fountains.
“Not all of the Aelfyn were gluttons for power,” Kaedryn eventually answered, running one of the ribbons of her robe between her talons. “Some were found worthy to be scalebound.”
“Scalebound…” Serenna tested the word, letting its meaning unfurl. “That’s what you call druids?”
A mournful smile curved Kaedryn’s lips. “The scalebinding was a covenant. Something sacred, granted to those deemed deserving—human and Aelfyn alike. It marked them as favored by the dragons…what you now call druids.”
Serenna’s breath caught as the pieces of information aligned. “The dragons created the druids?”
Nodding, Kaedryn met her gaze. “The remnant is descended from those blessed by the line of Cinderax.”
Serenna’s pulse thundered in her ears, rattling against her bones. “Cinderax?”
She barely breathed as Kaedryn shifted, wings unfolding, scales erupting from every pore. Sunlight filtering through the leaves lit the leathery membrane of Kaedryn’s wings.
She straightened, pride ringing in every word. “Cinderax is the chained dragon this city guards.”



CHAPTER 50





LYKOR


Lykor lurched awake, heart thundering in his chest, his breath harsh in the quiet room. The darkness folded in too close, the confinement too tight.
No.
There was moonlight.
Silver streamed in through the open blinds, striping his twisted sheets with light. No shackles. No stone. Instead, a downy mattress sank beneath his weight.
Not the prisons.
Leaning back into the pillow, he exhaled slowly, forcing the constriction from his chest.
Turning inward to reorient himself, Lykor skimmed through Aesar’s last waking hours. Surprisingly, he’d retired soon after murmured conversations over dinner on a quiet terrace.
Aesar’s humor had been buoyant as he’d shadowed Vesryn, poking around the palace while his twin sobered. And before that, the tour of the armory.
Lykor smirked as the memory sharpened. Boredom had made him generous—he’d let Aesar take over early. Then he’d promptly made himself a nuisance, planting Aesar’s feet until the druids returned his leathers.
Indulgent victories.
The visions receded as his awareness returned to the room. Something was jabbing his ribs—an open book, forgotten when Aesar had dozed off reading. Lykor sent it tumbling across the bed with a flick of his wrist. Judging by the moons, dawn was still several hours away.
Rolling over, he scowled. The mattress—these extravagant chambers—sickened him with their luxuriousness. He hadn’t asked for this. Hadn’t wanted it. If they lingered, this place would make them soft.
Come morning, he’d see if Kaedryn and her guild masters had anything worth hearing on their grand tour. If not, he’d steer his happy company far from here.
Well… They could resupply. Return if needed. Perhaps determine if it was safe enough to move everyone from the jungle. A sanctuary had its uses, after all.
A dull thud came from the next room.
Jassyn’s room.
Listening, Lykor stilled. Silence. Perhaps it’d just been a shift in his sleep.
The thumping came again, more insistent now. A muffled noise against the hush.
Lykor sat up and dug his fists into his eyes, the weight of sleep sloughing off. A prickling sensation swept over his skin, foreboding creeping into his gut. Had it been the sound that woke him, or had his instincts stirred first?
Either way, something was wrong.
Unless Kaedryn had been informed, Lykor doubted the druids knew that Jassyn was one of their precious children of earth and starlight. But if they had changed their minds… Intended to finish them off one by one while their defenses were down…
Now would be the time.
Lykor’s senses narrowed, his hearing honing to a point. One of those winged lizards could already be in there—claws wrapped around Jassyn’s throat, choking the life from him.
Sheets tangled around Lykor’s legs as he kicked them off. He couldn’t just sit here. Waiting. Listening. He nearly scoffed at himself—grasping for an excuse to check on Jassyn.
But his racing pulse had already decided for him.
Lykor muttered to himself, raking a hand through his hair. It was probably nothing. Still, he snatched the trousers Aesar had left folded neatly on the back of a chair and shoved his legs in. A tunic wasn’t worth the effort—he’d be back in his chambers in a minute.
His door creaked as he eased it open and slipped into the corridor. The palace was silent, starlight glittering across the marble floors. He padded to Jassyn’s room and lightly knocked.
No answer.
Whatever. Jassyn had probably just gotten up to get water, restless from the desert heat, and gone back to sleep. Rolling his shoulders, Lykor exhaled, feeling ridiculous for working himself up over nothing. He turned—
A muffled whimper.
Hair on his neck lifted as cold knifed down his spine. The noise was faint—barely more than a breath—but it struck like a fist to the ribs.
He knew that sound. Knew what it meant. He couldn’t leave Jassyn ensnared in another nightmare.
Lykor knocked harder this time, but realized it wasn’t going to be any use. Not while Jassyn was trapped in his head.
His fingers closed around the handle, rattling it. Locked. Of course it was fucking locked.
Another pained noise sent something feral clawing to the surface, shredding his restraint. Action surged ahead of thought. Lykor ripped the door free from its hinges.
The sudden force sent him staggering backward. He nearly lost his grip, but he caught the wooden slab before it crashed to the floor. Grinding his fangs, he shoved it beside the frame—as if that was exactly how he’d found it.
He strode forward—
And smacked straight into an invisible wall.
The impact jarred through his spine, snapping his head back and shoving the breath from his lungs. A shield.
Lykor’s fingers flexed against the barrier, the unseen weave of Essence humming beneath his touch—an inverted twist of illumination concealed it. A snarl rumbled in his throat as he slashed at it with shadows.
Only… The darkness brushed against the ward with no more effect than a feather caressing stone.
His hackles rose. That should’ve been enough magic. A single strike would have torn through any ordinary shield. But this one stubbornly clung, its power layered and knotted tight, woven thick as iron.
Excessive. Impressive.
Irritating.
For a moment, he considered letting it be. It was obvious that Jassyn didn’t want anyone entering his chambers. And if this was anyone else, Lykor would have let them drown in their nightmares. It wasn’t his problem.
But he couldn’t.
And Aesar could be as smug as he wanted when he needled him about it later.
Shadows twined up Lykor’s arms, storm-dark and roiling as he gouged the ward with rending again—harder. The air quivered and resisted, unyielding Essence thrumming beneath his fingertips.
Violet light flared as he shoved with all his strength. The barrier pulsed with a flicker of defiance, then began fraying. A final surge of shadows fractured the shield.
Lykor swept his gaze across the suite as he stalked in, adjusting to the darkness. The bedchamber would be to the left—the layout mirrored his own.
A muffled thud. Then another.
Warping the rest of the way to the threshold, Lykor braced himself.
Jassyn thrashed in the sheets. One hand gripped the leg of the nightstand—the source of the pounding against the wall—while the other clenched the blanket, white-knuckled and struggling against nothing.
Lykor knelt at the edge of the bed, chest unbearably tight. His hands hovered, suspended by hesitation as he swore under his breath.
How the fuck was he supposed to wake him when touching him might make everything worse?
Clearing his throat, Lykor tried a gentle word. “Jassyn,” he murmured.
Jassyn flinched, the scar in his brow contorting, sweat beading along his forehead. He released a strangled noise, but didn’t wake.
“It’s not real,” Lykor rasped, arms flexing as his fingers snapped into fists. But there was nothing for him to fight.
Fury ignited, white-hot—Jassyn shouldn’t be plagued like this. And it wasn’t just this moment. It was every night before it. Every memory that haunted him. Every mark that had been left behind. Decades of hurt.
Spasming, Jassyn clutched the nightstand tighter, straining against something only he could see.
Lykor’s magic pulsed before he realized it. Shadows rose like smoke, whispering through the air to land on Jassyn’s shaking hands. Barely there. No pressure, no pain—just an anchor of sensation. Something for his mind to grasp onto, a trail of magic to lead him back from the nightmare’s hold.
For the first time, Lykor hated that he’d relinquished all the talents he’d stolen. Had he remained an arch elf, he would have telepathy. He’d be able to reach into Jassyn’s mind, help yank him free. End this torment.
But he couldn’t.
All he could do was crouch on his heels and watch Jassyn tremble—watch the past sink its claws into him. If his shadows failed, he’d have to retrieve the prince—someone Jassyn trusted more—and have him help pull Jassyn out of it. But the thought of leaving, even for a moment, made his shoulders twitch.
Lykor’s breath hissed through his teeth as his shadows writhed around him, frantic for an outlet. Sitting still was unbearable. His mind whirled for a solution, a target, a direction—
Jassyn twitched again, his breath stuttering.
Lykor flared his magic, this time sending a more urgent jolt.
A sharp inhale. A shudder. Jassyn’s body jerked, then a ragged gasp tore free as his eyes flew open.
“You’re safe,” Lykor said quickly.
Jassyn’s gaze darted wildly around the room, chest rising and falling like he’d been running for his life.
Lykor rose swiftly, forcing himself to take a step back. Then another. Just a few paces. Enough to give Jassyn space, to ensure his presence didn’t startle him further.
A tremor rippled through the mattress as Jassyn shoved himself upright, spine locking against the headboard. Dragging a hand through his curls, he tucked his knees up to his chest, not meeting Lykor’s eyes.
Lykor clenched his jaw, his pulse refusing to settle. If anything, the storm inside him howled louder, thunder rolling through his ribs.
His fingers flexed at his sides, still itching to act. But there was nothing to fix. Nothing tangible, nothing he could tear apart with claws or shadows. Except…
The capital.
His bloodlust latched onto it like a starved beast plunging its fangs into a fresh kill. The elves did this, stripped Jassyn down for their own devices. And they were still breathing.
Unpunished. Unscarred. Alive.
Lykor stood there, waiting to make sure Jassyn recovered. But in his head, he was already calculating the jumps to the capital. Already portaling. Already setting fire to the idea of restraint, of allowing the past to haunt the present.
A dim part of him knew it would be reckless. That he should at least put on boots. A tunic. Grab his gauntlet. Something. But everything had blurred at the edges, the need for retribution pounding too loud in his skull.
He turned and stretched out his claw, ripping open a portal as far as he could reach in the Wastes. He could be quick. Do what was necessary. Wreak havoc on the capital.
He stepped forward—
“Don’t go.”
The words were quiet. So soft that Lykor thought he imagined them. A single whisper rising over the roaring of his thoughts.
Lykor’s fists clenched at his sides, shadows billowing around him. He couldn’t sit by. Not this time.
He’d done it before—sat idle when he’d first learned of what Jassyn had endured, let that knowledge sink in. Fester. Gnaw at him. But now, confronted with proof…
Lykor turned.
Jassyn’s breath was uneven, his lips barely parted, but his gaze was steady. Locked on him. Unwavering. Rooting him in place before he could disappear through the portal.
Their eyes held. A second. Two. An eternity.
Then Jassyn looked away.
But he was still shaking. Still cowering from memories Lykor couldn’t see.
He couldn’t do nothing. And vengeance was all he had to give.
“Please.”
The word came broken. Fractured.
And it gutted him.
Lykor inhaled sharply through his nose. Before he knew what he was doing, he was moving.
He pivoted, stalking back toward the bed. Lykor seized the front of Jassyn’s tunic, his claw curling into the fabric.
His wrath wasn’t for Jassyn. But it had nowhere else to go.
“Since you won’t give me their names,” Lykor hissed in his face, “I’m going to slaughter every elf in the capital. Starting with that bitch Farine.”
Jassyn flinched.
Something in Lykor snapped.
His next words came sharp and violent, a torrent before he could stop them. “Then I’ll hunt down every member of that stars-forsaken council who forced you into those contracts.” Lykor’s fangs extended, his lip curling. “And when I find them, I’ll pry the names of the others from their tongues, eviscerate them, hang them by their innards and let their screams echo across the realms.”
Eyes wide, Jassyn’s breath hitched.
“But those who touched you…” Lykor’s voice dropped lower, turning glacial in its malice. “I’ll cut their eyelids off, force them to watch as I flay the flesh from their bones. I’ll shatter each of their fingers one by one. I’ll make them understand what it’s like to be powerless. I’ll—”
“Lykor.” Jassyn’s fingers curled around his wrist, halting his tirade. “It won’t change anything,” he whispered, chin quivering as he met Lykor’s eyes. There wasn’t fear, just something Lykor couldn’t decipher.
Lykor didn’t look away. Neither did Jassyn, but he broke the silence first.
“You’d just be putting yourself in danger.”
“I can’t stand by while those memories haunt you,” Lykor snarled.
He knew he couldn’t erase the past. It wouldn’t bring back the pieces Jassyn had lost or make him hurt any less. It wouldn’t erase the horrors already wrought. But he could make those responsible suffer.
Jassyn’s hand slipped away from his wrist as his gaze veered to the floor. Heartbeats passed before he finally spoke, his voice hoarse. “Why do you care so much?”
The question burrowed deep, unearthing Lykor’s rage.
“Because someone should!” he roared, breath ragged as fury crackled through his words. “It never should have been allowed to happen in the first place!”
Lykor’s arm shook with the force of his grip, Jassyn’s shirt still balled in his fist. How could he ask that? Like he didn’t matter?
Jassyn’s fingers dug into the bedding, knuckles paling. Remaining silent, he swallowed, not looking up.
“I know what it’s like,” Lykor growled, his pulse a war drum hammering against his ribs. “To be treated like you don’t exist. Like you’re not a person. And if I walk away—if I do nothing—then I’m no better than the ones who stood by while…” He broke off, unable to finish.
Some part of Lykor feared that the second he let go of Jassyn, he’d warp through the portal. So the only thing he could do was release his power. Sever the temptation.
The rift behind him flickered and vanished.
Lykor pried his fingers open, forcing himself to unclench Jassyn’s nightshirt, but his claw remained close.
For a long moment, neither of them moved. The weight of everything pried Lykor’s ribs open, hollowing him out.
His knees slowly buckled and he lowered himself—not collapsing, but surrendering.
Once on the floor, he turned, shoulders meeting the bed frame as he slumped against it.
“You should get some rest,” Lykor mumbled, his voice wrecked. “There’s a few hours until dawn.”
“What about you?” Jassyn asked softly. “You don’t—”
“I’ll rouse you if…” Lykor inhaled sharply, hating that he was sitting here, feeling so useless. “I’ll rouse you if I need to.”
If Jassyn had to live with this every night…
Lykor ground his fangs into his gums. He’d been so stupid—sleeping as far away as possible in their snow domes when he should have been watching over him, waking him from this torment.
A silence hung between them, the tempest still raging in Lykor’s blood. He kept his back pressed against the bed, fingers clamped against his thighs. His body thrummed with unspent energy, demanding action.
Jassyn shifted back on the mattress, the bed creaking as he settled. His breathing had steadied, but not completely—Lykor could hear the uneven exhales, the way Jassyn was fighting a battle of his own, chasing calm.
Lykor didn’t look as the covers rustled, just stared straight ahead at the place where his portal had unraveled. Maybe revenge was more for himself, but he couldn’t understand why Jassyn didn’t want to destroy those who had a hand in stealing some of his light. Why he had to be the one who suffered for someone else’s crimes.
Another movement on the bed. Closer now.
“You…” Jassyn’s voice was barely a breath in the dark. “You don’t have to sit on the floor.”
“I’m staying.” It was where he needed to be.
But a thought crept in, slithering under Lykor’s skin. What if his presence was making Jassyn uncomfortable and he was too polite to voice it? He couldn’t blame him.
“Unless…” Lykor swallowed, his throat constricting. “Unless you’d rather I leave. I could listen through the wall.” He winced. Fucking pathetic. He just didn’t know what else to offer.
The mattress shifted against Lykor’s back. Tentative fingers brushed against his shoulder.
Lykor tensed, the unexpected contact locking the air in his lungs. The fleeting touch vanished almost as quickly as it came. Before he could stop himself, he turned, gently snagging Jassyn’s wrist—a question, not a demand.
Their eyes met, the amber in Jassyn’s catching starlight like molten gold. But it was the green flecks that captured Lykor’s attention—thin striations, nearly swallowed by his pupils.
Lykor’s grip slackened as uncertainty seeped in. He should release him. Shouldn’t have grabbed him at all. He didn’t know what he was doing—only that he couldn’t let go.
But Jassyn didn’t pull away.
Slowly, Lykor guided Jassyn’s hand back, pressing his palm against his shoulder. Grounding. Anchoring.
As he slowly turned back around, his fingers curled around Jassyn’s. It was selfish, but maybe Jassyn needed the comfort too.
Jassyn’s thumb moved—just barely. A timid brush over his skin.
For the first time since opening the portal, something in Lykor finally eased. His shoulders loosened, a fraction of tension unwinding. His pulse still raced, but differently now, no longer pounding with rage.
He didn’t say it aloud, but the promise was there, lingering in the quiet between them. If Jassyn wanted him to stay, he wasn’t leaving.



CHAPTER 51





JASSYN


“When are you going to tell him?”
Serenna’s question yanked Jassyn from his thoughts, his mind still looping through what had passed between him and Lykor last night.
As they descended the palace’s wide ivory, he noticed Lykor already prowling through the courtyard below. A restless force barely leashed, his glare skewered Kaedryn, who waited for them beneath a vine-laden trellis.
“I…” Jassyn faltered, a bead of sweat prickling his brow despite the early hour. The evening before, Serenna had informed him that a chained dragon was somewhere in the city. They had agreed to wait until the others had a full night’s rest before revealing the discovery.
He’d nearly mentioned it to Lykor when the weight of his nightmare had lifted, but…
Jassyn pursed his lips. But what, exactly? The knowledge of Cinderax pressed heavily against him. Lykor had shown nothing but understanding and restraint. He wouldn’t have stormed through Asharyn, tearing the streets apart the moment he found out. Right?
Perhaps that hesitation had stayed Jassyn’s tongue. So he’d let the moment slip by, allowed the silence to linger. For reasons he couldn’t name, he hadn’t been willing to lose the quiet reassurance of Lykor’s presence keeping the dark at bay.
Stars, why is it so hot already? Jassyn adjusted the airy sleeves of his tunic, the loose folds shielding him from the sun.
Beyond Asharyn’s walls, the first rays of dawn speared between sandstone towers that cradled the desert expanse—rays that Lykor was squinting up at now, as though the morning itself had already wronged him.
“I’ll find the right moment,” he assured Serenna.
“Perhaps after Kaedryn shows us some of the city?” she suggested as they followed the winding paths around the garden’s fountains. “I think the tour ends at some sort of temple, or wherever Cinderax is.”
She halted and tugged up one of her knee-high boots, her attire a twin to his. “I’m worried that the moment Lykor hears of it,” Serenna said in a quick whisper, “he’ll demand to see the dragon. But we might as well learn something about their city and way of life first.”
When they resumed walking, she gestured toward Fenn and the prince, who were already in conversation with Kaedryn. “I told them after breakfast. We all agreed Lykor would probably handle it better if it came from you.”
Jassyn swallowed, tension coiling in his throat. Not well, but better. As he stepped into the shade of the trellis, he was beginning to regret not informing Lykor earlier.
As if catching that thought, Lykor’s eyes snapped to his and Jassyn’s stomach swooped. Standing apart from everyone else, his arms were locked across his chest, gauntleted fingers tapping an impatient rhythm against his leathers—he’d refused to wear the druids’ clothing.
A waste of time on a glorified walk in circles, Lykor’s glower all but said, his patience already seeming thinner than Kaedryn’s gossamer robes.
With every step out of the courtyard, pressure cinched tighter around Jassyn’s ribs. Beyond the palace gates, the sanctum unfolded around them, a labyrinth of sandstone and light. Rows of tan canopies fluttered overhead, casting pools of shade over the streets. The breeze ruffled through Jassyn’s curls, trailing fragrances of jasmine and sun-baked earth in its wake.
Kaedryn unfurled her wings, black scales flashing in the morning sun. She nodded to other druids in passing, the three talons at the tip of each of her wings clacking together as if extending a greeting of their own.
But Jassyn caught the way Kaedryn twisted the ribbons of her robe as she stole uneasy glances at Vesryn.
Oblivious to her discomfort, Fenn had sidled up to her and launched into a flurry of eager questions. “So you have no druid magics then?” he asked.
Kaedryn shook her head. “We have a handful of these…Starshards,” she said, adopting the name they’d been using for the relics.
She flipped her claw, the returned Starshard sparkling in its jewelry setting. Her eyes flicked nervously to the prince again. “But what little starlight lingers within is used sparingly—we have no way of replenishing it.”
Leaning over, Vesryn frowned as he peered at the crystal with an intensity that made Kaedryn’s wings snap closed against her spine. He’d argued when Serenna insisted that he leave his own gems behind, but she’d promised that he could experiment later under Kaedryn’s guidance.
“We could fill your Starshards with Essence,” Vesryn offered, tilting his head, hand half-extended before he withdrew it. “I’ve channeled magic into the crystals a few times…” He trailed off after Serenna gave a disapproving sniff, but Kaedryn’s irises began glowing with cautious hope.
She finally faced the prince directly, her fingers curling around the jewelry. “Truly? If the Starshards could be restored, our defenses would be stronger than they’ve been in centuries.” She inclined her head, tiny scales shifting around her cheeks as she spoke. “We would be in your debt.”
Kaedryn motioned them down a narrow street where vibrant desert lilies spilled over flower boxes, falling back into step beside Fenn. “And as for our own magic… My foremother spoke of her foremother conjuring fire. But that particular scalebound gift has been silent for generations.”
She idly traced a silver chain draped around her claw. “Sometimes, I almost feel a flicker of…something stirring beneath my skin.” A wistful smile traveled across her lips, vanishing as quickly as it came. “But perhaps that is only wishful thinking.”
Kaedryn hesitated, adjusting her jewelry before asking Serenna, “Could you summon fire? Show me how you call it?”
Jassyn caught Serenna’s eye before she answered, silently wondering when the right moment would be to admit that he shared the same abilities.
Extending a hand, Serenna corralled a tendril of wind. “I can only channel the elements if they’re present,” she said, bending the breeze around them and sending Kaedryn’s robes fluttering. “Not create.”
Kaedryn smoothed the sunweave of her garment, her expression growing pensive. “So that’s the magical difference between the ancient scalebound and shamans,” she murmured. “I may be the guild master of our histories, but much of our knowledge was lost when our ancestors fled Vulkaris—the haven of fire.”
“Vulkaris?” Fenn echoed, attempting to beckon Lykor closer, but his effort to include him went ignored. “Was your stronghold built inside a volcano?”
Kaedryn nodded, her gaze drifting to the sky as shadows slid between the gaps in the canopies—a formation of winged warriors flying overhead. “The volcano stood in the heart of a jungle, a sanctuary for those who sought to master fire. But when the Aelfyn laid siege and chained Cinderax…” Her voice softened, sorrow threading through every word. “Our ancestors had no choice but to abandon the fortress. Many perished bringing Cinderax here. And many more sacrificed themselves, fighting to ensure they weren’t followed.”
Jassyn glanced toward Lykor at the mention of the dragon, but he had drifted farther from the group and wasn’t listening. His glare was fixed on a row of palm trees swaying above a turquoise canal, the water winding through the city like a sunlit vein.
“But the volcano is surrounded by frozen mountains now,” Jassyn said. “How did the terrain change so drastically?”
“The wilds were remade to be impassable. Our foremothers wove tales of shamans aiding the scalebound in the final hours before their magic waned—raising mountains, sealing valleys, twisting rivers into ice to shroud our ancestors’ retreat.” Eyes going distant, Kaedryn spun a ring around her knuckle. “My people forged defenses into the earth itself, scattering barriers and placing wardens.”
“We became well acquainted,” Vesryn quipped, halting as a caravan of humpbacked sandstriders lumbered past, their padded feet stirring up small puffs of dust. “We didn’t receive the warmest welcome from your snow golem.”
A thin smile tugged at Kaedryn’s mouth as she directed them through an archway. “Serenna mentioned that you vanquished one of our guardians in the frozen passes.”
Fenn reached up, scraping his talons against the stone arch that marked the market district as they passed under it. Stalls lined the gridded streets, each designated with a colorful flag bearing a depiction of its wares. Tables overflowed, each one bursting with something different—dyed fabrics that rippled like mirages, spiced fruits, beaded jewelry, flutes carved from bone that whistled in the breeze, and bundles of sun-dried herbs strung with copper charms.
Kaedryn began to detail their bartering system, but Jassyn only half-listened as the bustling streets swelled around them. His attention kept snagging on Lykor, who had peeled even farther away from the group, his shoulders drawn taut as he pushed through the throng.
Seemingly on the hunt, he stalked down a row of vendors, eyes slicing over displays of armor and weapons as he prowled from stall to stall.
“But anything in Asharyn is yours,” Kaedryn concluded. “Especially if you restore our Starshards. We’ll see to it that you want for nothing.”
Jassyn caught a glimpse of Lykor pausing at a table. A female merchant unrolled a pair of bracers before him, silver spikes studded into the leather glinting in the sun. Lykor studied the armor, tracing the grooves in it as if weighing the worth of every stitch.
As the group neared, Jassyn could begin to make out the exchange. “Please, take them,” the druid insisted, dipping her head. She folded her wings tightly, the taloned tips clenching and unclenching. “A gift from Asharyn.”
Lykor’s gaze flicked to the druid’s claw—a mirror of his own. His jaw tightened as he scrutinized the bracers. Slowly, he lifted his arm, his frown deepening as he seemed to consider the armor.
Then, in a decisive motion, Lykor wrenched off his gauntlet. The metal landed with a resounding thud as he tossed it onto the table. Wings twitching, the merchant startled. But before she could respond, Lykor snatched the bracers and growled, “I don’t need your charity.”
Without a backward glance, he left the gaping druid, striding through the crowd.
Jassyn blinked—Lykor’s path led straight toward him. Lykor thrust the bracers forward, expression as unreadable as the surrounding sandstone walls.
“Noticed you didn’t have a pair,” he said, clipped and dismissive. As if parting with his gauntlet had meant nothing at all.
Jassyn stared at the armor, about to inform him that there had been no need to barter—no need to relinquish something he clearly valued. But the words died on his tongue.
Instead, Jassyn found himself caught in the gravity of the exchange. His pulse raced to his fingertips as he accepted the bracers and slipped one over his forearm. Fumbling slightly, he secured the straps, flexing his wrist to test the fit.
He began fastening the second and was going to offer his thanks, but Lykor’s focus had already shifted. Jassyn followed his scowl upward to find one of those four-legged birds they’d seen in the oasis.
A flash of blue feathers shimmered in the sun as the bird peered from the canvas shade above, its beady eyes locking onto him.
The bird released a piercing squawk before fluttering down to land on Jassyn’s extended arm. He tensed as its talons hooked around the half-fastened bracer. Claiming him as its perch, the bird ruffled its feathers before stretching a wing to preen.
Jassyn expected Lykor to unleash some dry remark, but when he glanced up, Lykor’s glare had vanished.
“Is that the same one?” he asked, stepping closer to watch the bird glide its beak along its pinions.
Wild creatures certainly shouldn’t approach like this. Jassyn focused on the bird—an inexplicable tug of recognition tightening in his chest, a peculiar buzz of familiarity. But something told him the pull wasn’t just for the creature on his arm.
“I…think it might be,” he said at last, his awareness wavering between the bird and Lykor. He glanced at Lykor out of the corner of his eye, wondering if he was somehow attuned to those he had used coercion on.
Lykor curled his claw into a fist before tucking it into the crook of his elbow. “And you’re…all right?” His words sounded measured, roughened by hesitance. “After seeing through its eyes?”
The bird fluffed its feathers and Jassyn found his lips curving at its dismissal. “I’m fine.” The creature chattered a few lilting notes before launching into the air, wings flashing as it returned to the sky. “It seems like that experience didn’t leave any scars on it either.”
Lykor tracked the bird’s ascent, following it until it disappeared into the fronds of a palm. “I shouldn’t have forced you to do that,” he said, his voice barely above a breath.
Reply ready, Jassyn turned to him, but the sudden realization of how close Lykor had drawn stopped him short. The space between them had narrowed without him noticing, their shoulders nearly brushing.
Jassyn’s pulse jumped against his ribs, yet he held Lykor’s gaze even as heat crept up his neck. “You didn’t force me,” he insisted quietly. “It was my choice.”
For a moment, Lykor’s eyes lingered on his, the crimson pulsing with a faint glow.
Jassyn cleared his throat and lifted his arm. “Thank you for these,” he said, tracing a seam in the bracers, the words feeling hollow against what Lykor had traded.
A muscle flexed in Lykor’s jaw, but he only nodded before ripping his eyes away. “We’re falling behind.” Suddenly intent on catching up, he pivoted sharply in the direction Kaedryn had led their group.
Jassyn fell into place beside him, the market’s hum fading behind. The heart of the city unfolded, revealing a vast lake that glimmered as it stretched halfway to the horizon.
Steps unhurried, Kaedryn guided them along a path that curved around the shoreline, her fingers skimming through swaying reeds. Tilting her face to the sky, she seemed to bask in the warmth while conversing with Serenna, Fenn, and Vesryn.
Along the bank, ranks of armored druids stood in silent vigil, their scales gleaming in the sun. A sandstone pier stretched out over the water between them, ending at a single stone arch. Beneath it, a tunnel opened, plunging into darkness below the lake itself.
The four other guild masters waited in the shadow cast by the outstretched wings of a weathered statue. Perched atop the structure, a dragon loomed, its immense jaws frozen in a silent roar.
Jassyn flicked a glance toward Lykor as he strode after the others, hearing him mutter something about dragons.
It was now or never. Jassyn’s pulse raced as the words pressed against his throat. Why had he waited so long?
He forced himself to speak. “Lykor…”
Lykor halted faster than Jassyn expected. He angled back toward him, the ruby in his eyes catching the light—a subtle, questioning flare.
Fingers gliding over his bracers, Jassyn drew an unsteady breath, preparing for Lykor’s reaction. “There’s something I need to tell you.”



CHAPTER 52





LYKOR


The biting echo of Jassyn’s admission punched through Lykor’s teeth. “A dragon?”
His gaze cut from the stone beast carved into the rocky arch and back to the others—Serenna, Vesryn, Fenn—all standing far too composed. Watching. Waiting for his reaction. Only Fenn looked remotely abashed, eyes downcast as he gnawed on a lip ring, toeing his boot against the pier.
So they had all known. Kept it from Aesar, even. Sidestepped them both entirely.
Realization slammed into Lykor. Every overlooked detail—these druids, their scales, their fucking wings—landed like hammerblows against his skull, each one pounding the shape of his own stupidity.
Aesar stirred at the edge of his awareness, surely poised to advise against an outburst, but Lykor ignored him. Anger wasn’t brewing—it was something worse.
Lykor homed in on Jassyn, his question a scathing demand. “You didn’t think that this was worth mentioning? How long have you known?”
Jassyn’s hand drifted to the scar on his brow, tracing the jagged line. “Since yesterday,” he mumbled, raking his fingers through his curls before glancing away.
Lykor clenched his fist, talons biting deep into his palm. The sting only punctuated his folly—surrendering his gauntlet. For this deceiver.
Silence stretched between them, broken only by the sound of his own uneven breaths. This was the revelation they’d all sought—yet he’d been the only one left blind.
The price of isolation settled over him. He’d forged this distance, built his world upon it. But now that he stood alone at its precipice, the chasm stretched wider than he’d ever imagined. By keeping others at arm’s length, he’d only ensured they kept him out.
Protecting themselves. From him.
Unbidden, shadows coiled around Lykor’s feet, rising like the fury pounding under his skin. But beneath the instinct to destroy, to unleash emotions he didn’t know what to do with, a deeper wound festered—a bitter feeling he wanted to reject.
“We needed the rest yesterday,” Serenna said carefully, as if stepping around broken glass.
“And it’s not like Cinderax was going anywhere,” Vesryn clipped, rising to her defense.
Cinderax.
The name seared in Lykor’s mind, sparking a hesitant ember of hope. The beast could be the force to shift everything. Possibilities raced through him. A dragon’s might, buried magic waiting to wake. The Heart of Stars weighed heavily in his pocket, a reminder of its purpose.
But this victory—finding a dragon—was spoiled. And the source of the betrayal made it even worse.
Lykor’s gaze burned into Jassyn, his words clawing free before he could stop them. “You don’t trust me.” His throat cinched tight, voice scraping like gravel. “Do you?”
Lykor tensed as Jassyn reached out, those amber eyes searching his face. “I wanted to tell you last night.” Jassyn’s fingers hovered near his arm—a bridge half-built, waiting to be crossed. Or burned. “I just…”
Lykor’s attention dropped to that extended hand, the same one that had settled against his shoulder in the dark. But now Jassyn hesitated, as if the thought of touching him had suddenly become unbearable.
Instinct flared as Lykor braced for the rejection. He recoiled first, pivoting on his heel. Regret filled the space he’d abandoned, but he ground his fangs and forged his anger into steel.
Jassyn’s voice followed him. “Lykor, I—”
“Enough,” Lykor growled over his shoulder, the word edged with a finality that he forced.
He stalked past his traitorous companions, who stood around like they had all the time in the world.
His scowl deepened as he caught the druids’ impassive expressions, their cursed wings casting shadows over the ground.
Drawing to a halt beneath the great archway, Lykor pinned his glare on that slithering viper Kaedryn and asked, “Why are we waiting here when there’s a dragon to free?”
“Free?” Kaedryn’s eyes narrowed into slits. “Cinderax is imprisoned by ancient Aelfyn magic. How—”
Lykor ripped the Heart from his pocket, brandishing it in her face as the relic blazed in his knuckles. “You ransacked our supplies and didn’t realize that we had the fucking key?”
Kaedryn blinked, the claws on her wing tips seizing. She glanced first at the other guild masters, who began murmuring amongst themselves, and then at Serenna—searching for an explanation.
Lykor scoffed. So the girl hadn’t bared all of their secrets to these lizards. Unexpected.
“We mistook your crystal for a relic akin to the Starshards,” Kaedryn said cautiously. “Our records speak of the Heart of Stars’ power…but not their form. Without starlight of our own to ignite them, they remain indistinguishable from any other gem.”
Kaedryn’s wings quivered as she extended her arm, talons reaching for the artifact. Lykor tightened his grip, yanking the Heart out of her reach.
“We will free your dragon,” he bit out, each word a barely-leashed snarl. How, he had no idea. “But I want something in return.”
Kaedryn bristled, the obsidian scales lining her cheeks catching the sun as she drew herself up. “You dare deny Cinderax his freedom?”
Lykor sneered as she towered over him. “I want assurance that your beast won’t incinerate us the moment he rouses.” He stepped closer, crowding her space. “Swear it,” he hissed. “The dragon fights for us. Your people fight for us.” The other guild masters pressed closer, but Lykor sliced them back with his gaze, his shadows rearing up. “The king’s forces are already on the hunt for the others. This war is inescapable. And you won’t be able to stand alone.”
Kaedryn tore her stare away from the Heart and gestured to Serenna. “The scalebound will serve the children of earth and starlight.” Her eyes flared, a firestorm swirling as she tilted her chin. “If this key truly frees Cinderax, he will decide for himself what follows.”
Lykor choked back his retort and gave a curt nod. If the beast was going to be temperamental, this was the best he could hope for.
Kaedryn swept a hand toward the archway, motioning them through.
Spine tingling as darkness gaped before him, Lykor lingered and stared out over the lake, unseeing. Boots scraped past him as the others and the guild masters descended into the tunnel.
Lykor’s shoulders twitched as Jassyn drew closer. His grip tightened around the Heart of Stars, but he kept his focus riveted ahead, jaw clenched so tightly his teeth creaked.
Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Jassyn’s mouth parting, drawing a breath to speak. But the moment slipped away, devoured by silence, and Jassyn stepped past him without a word.
Lykor exhaled slowly, falling in behind everyone else. The sandstone path sloped downward and a damp chill seeped into his skin—a welcome reprieve from the desert sun. The tunnel constricted, a mineral tang thick in the air as he passed sputtering torches.
Lykor ruthlessly steered his thoughts to what lay below, wondering how the druids had moved a dragon under a lake—especially through a passage barely wide enough to accommodate their own wings.
Since you weren’t paying attention, Aesar drawled, resurfacing in their mindspace with his unwanted commentary. Kaedryn said her ancestors drained a lake in the Wastes to create this one. Obviously, they built a chamber first to cradle the beast beneath the water.
Lykor rolled his eyes to the ceiling, where rivulets of moisture snaked through fissures. AND WHY DID THEY THINK ENTOMBING A DRAGON WAS WISE?
It’s defensible. Aesar shrugged, but Lykor sensed his curiosity boiling over. And they can just as easily empty the lake to free it. I’ll spare you the details of their canal systems since you wouldn’t listen anyway.
Ahead, the passage abruptly opened to a vast atrium. Unexpected light spilled down, unveiling a realm suspended between water, glass, and stone. Translucent walls stretched toward the vaulted ceiling, channeling shafts of sunlight. The fractured brightness rippled across towering pillars, each carved with dragons spewing fire mid-flight.
Liquid beams of light streamed dozens of feet through the water, scattering over darting fish, their silver scales flashing like falling stars. Wispy lake plants swayed with the current, ushering in an otherworldly calm.
Lykor’s heartbeat thundered through his skin as he swept his gaze over the chamber—then stumbled.
At its center, raised upon a dais, lay an unmistakable creature.
A dragon.
Coiled in stillness, a glassy prison identical to the Heart of Stars encased Cinderax entirely. His snout rested between his claws, tail looped in tight, wings folded close—trapped in an eternal slumber.
Lykor’s pulse roared in his ears, drowning out whatever the others were saying. He stared at the dragon, the cruel reality striking like a dagger between his ribs.
Cinderax was absurdly small—no larger than a fucking cat.
Lykor blinked rapidly, willing the watery light to distort, to stretch, to twist into some trick of perspective.
But it didn’t.
This was it. Their great hope. Their chance to stand against the king.
A joke.
Before he could stop himself, a guffaw burst free and ricocheted around the sanctum—manic, breathless, and hysterical.
The druids and his companions stared at him, but Lykor barely noticed. He threw his head back, caught in the bitter irony.
“This…” He strode forward, spitting the rest of his words like venom. “This is Cinderax?” Circling the dais, he glared down at the minuscule, crystallized beast. “You can’t be serious.”
Lykor’s gaze snapped between Kaedryn and the dragon, searching for some wisp of power, some promise of might, some fucking mistake.
Anything.
He whirled around, scrutinizing everyone in the chamber. Was this some elaborate deception that he was on the receiving end of?
But Serenna offered no snide remark. Neither Fenn nor the prince betrayed any humor with a smirk. The guild masters only shifted uncomfortably at the edge of the atrium, their faces unreadable.
“Tell me,” Lykor said, scoffing. “Were the Aelfyn afraid the mighty
Cinderax might gnaw on their boots?” He flicked the dragon’s diamond-encased snout.
Kaedryn was on him in an instant. Warping to his side, she knocked his hand away. Her wings reappeared, tearing free from her back to flare wide.
“Cinderax is the Fire Warden, and he will be treated as such,” she hissed, eyes a burning storm. “He’s the last hatched of his line, but hope doesn’t end with him. Our ancestors saved a clutch of his Emberhart kin.”
Kaedryn lifted a talon, pointing toward the far side of the chamber. Lykor’s eyes followed, drawn to the glint of crystallized eggs wreathed in sunlight.
Fragile echoes of a forgotten age. Remnants of a power lost to ruin. Fossilized eggs that offered nothing against Galaeryn’s unyielding might.
Unwavering, Kaedryn continued, her words vibrating with defiance. “You will free him from his chains.”
His companions had edged closer, their silence thick with disbelief, their expressions mirroring his doubt. Lykor battled Kaedryn’s gaze, a challenge sparking. His hold on the Heart of Stars constricted, the edges biting into his palm.
He wanted to believe they had a chance to end the king’s reign. But the ember of hope he’d clung to guttered and died in this tomb of forgotten beasts.
Shaking his head, Lykor flung the relic toward Kaedryn. If they wanted to chase myths, then let them.
He was done.
He sneered over his shoulder as he stalked out of the chamber. “Go ahead. Wake your dragon.”
Lykor shoved Aesar’s unhelpful opinions away before they could materialize. He vanished into the tunnel’s gloom, intent on leaving this stars-forsaken place behind, but hurried footsteps caught up to him.
“Lykor, wait—”
The words lashed through him, snapping the frayed leash on his temper. He whirled—warping faster than thought—slamming Jassyn against the wall, an arm pinning him by the throat.
“Were you also aware that this dragon was a hatchling?” Lykor snarled. “Useless. Weak. Barely out of its shell.”
“I—I didn’t know.” Jassyn swallowed, his breath uneven. But he didn’t fight. Didn’t cower or try to shove him away.
“And are there any other revelations you’ve neglected to mention?” Lykor demanded, voice razor-sharp. “Anything else you’ve collectively decided that I’m not ready to handle?” He bared his fangs, rage scraping away all reason—even as some distant part of him knew he was only proving Jassyn right.
“I thought it would be best if we waited and did this together,” Jassyn continued quietly. “With Vesryn’s head clouded by venom and everyone shaken and exhausted from the arena… It didn’t feel like the right moment.” He hesitated. “I’m sorry.”
Lykor’s chest heaved in the silence. He didn’t want to admit that Jassyn had a point.
Jassyn’s shoulders dropped along with his voice. “It wasn’t because I don’t trust you. I do.”
The apology chipped away at Lykor’s anger, splintering it piece by piece. The truth had only been concealed for a night—barely a flicker in time. Hardly a betrayal.
Even so, the deception writhed inside him. It shouldn’t matter. It didn’t matter.
And yet…
Fury continued to pulse beneath his skin, but aimless now—adrift, disarmed—especially with Jassyn looking at him like that. Steady and unflinching, his calm slicing cleaner than any blade. Lykor couldn’t tell where the anger ended and the ache began—only that both feelings belonged to him, and both were burning.
In the silence that followed, he became acutely aware of the rise and fall of Jassyn’s chest beneath his arm. The slow pull of fabric stretching over skin.
Releasing the pressure from Jassyn’s neck, Lykor lowered his hand. But instead of letting go entirely, his fingers curled into Jassyn’s tunic, knuckles grazing against the bared skin at his throat.
Jassyn’s breath hitched, but he didn’t look away.
Neither did Lykor.
Heat licked up his arm at the contact. Lykor went still. Lingering. He found he couldn’t move—didn’t want to.
His gaze traced the sharp line of Jassyn’s jaw and the planes of his cheeks before landing on the scar slashed across his brow. Lykor’s chest tightened, guilt squeezing around his ribs like a vise.
He didn’t want to hurt him. Not again.
Torchlight flickered in Jassyn’s eyes, gilding the green and gold flecks, deepening the regret that rested there.
Lykor tried to will himself to break free, to step back. But his focus only dipped lower. To the parted line of Jassyn’s lips. To the pulse fluttering at his throat.
A reckless heat seared through him, wilder than rage had ever been. More consuming. More dangerous, scrambling his thoughts.
Lykor leaned in, close enough to share breath. Close enough that a single shift would collapse the distance entirely.
He didn’t know what he was doing. He’d never done this before. Had never wanted to.
Until now.
His weight tipped forward before he realized it—a slow, inevitable draw he couldn’t stop. Couldn’t control.
Jassyn didn’t pull away. His eyes widened, breath catching, but he stayed utterly still.
Didn’t move at all.
And that was the problem.
A jolt of clarity lanced through him. Did Jassyn want this—or had he simply been conditioned not to refuse?
So much had already been stolen from him. Stripped by uncaring hands—those who’d never given him a choice.
Lykor refused to be one of them. Refused to claim something that Jassyn might not be willing to give.
The thought shattered the moment. He wrenched himself back so suddenly that Jassyn staggered forward.
Jassyn blinked, reaching to where his touch had been.
Lykor’s pulse thrashed in his skull. He wanted to pretend that it hadn’t happened. Nothing had happened.
But he could still feel it, what might have been if he hadn’t—
Jassyn exhaled a shaky breath and stepped forward. Like he always did. Always following. Always closing the distance Lykor tried to preserve.
And Lykor didn’t know if he wanted to shove him away again—to test if Jassyn would keep closing the gap.
“I know you’re disappointed, but this isn’t a waste,” Jassyn said with a soft insistence. “We still have the druids at our side. If we walk away now, we lose their alliance and their warriors. But if we can actually free Cinderax, we gain an advantage—no matter how small.” Jassyn took another step closer, nearly breaching his space. “You’re the one who brought us this far. Don’t turn away now. We need you.”
Lykor’s heartbeat stumbled. Unprepared. Unguarded against this strange gravity pulling them closer.
Jassyn’s eyes lifted through his lashes, catching Lykor’s gaze with a quiet, unwavering intensity. A flush bloomed across his cheeks, and when he spoke, it was barely more than a breath. “I need you.”



CHAPTER 53





SERENNA


Serenna exchanged a wary glance with Vesryn and Fenn as Jassyn vanished after Lykor. She understood Lykor’s dismay—the same cold dread clamped tight in her chest. But she refused to let this fragile alliance fracture now. Not when the dragon—everything they sought—lay within reach.
Lykor’s fury was his own, and she wouldn’t let it steer them off course.
Inhaling slowly, Serenna steadied the tremor in her hands and turned to Kaedryn and the guild masters. “Lykor’s…outburst doesn’t change anything,” she said, her voice firm despite the uncertainty wedged between her thoughts. “We still intend to free Cinderax.”
Kaedryn’s wings rustled as she dismissed Lykor’s retreat. She cradled the Heart of Stars reverently, as though it might shatter at any moment.
“Our histories speak of the Hearts harnessing the Aelfyn’s starlight—allowing them to bind the dragons,” she murmured. Balancing the artifact in one claw, she lifted her Starshard in the other, the gem catching the light in its setting. “But the relics must also possess the means to shatter those chains.”
A ribbon of raw Essence streamed from the Starshard, a brilliant burst that wound around the Heart. Serenna flinched, but the familiar, horrific screech never came. She blinked as the magic surged and vanished into the artifact’s core.
Vesryn stepped closer, tilting his head. “Is the Heart absorbing Essence?”
Lips pressed into a thin line, Kaedryn nodded, her focus never wavering from the relic.
Serenna held her breath as the Heart devoured every drop of power. White light swirled within its crystalline depths, refracting across the chamber’s walls in prismatic arcs.
But as the moments ticked by, nothing happened. No shudder of awakening from the entombed dragon, no answering pulse of magic from his prison.
Kaedryn’s shoulders sagged. A frustrated sigh escaped as she shook her head, the light from the Starshard fading. “What I have isn’t strong enough to activate the Heart.”
Vesryn reached out, his fingers hovering just above the relic’s surface. Kaedryn scowled, talons tightening around the crystal as she moved it away. The prince arched a brow before glancing over at Serenna and Fenn.
“What if we all channel Essence into it?” Serenna suggested, stepping closer.
“Starlight,” Kaedryn corrected gently. “The legends speak of the Aelfyn’s devastating starlight—you must wield that same power.”
“Fine, starlight,” Vesryn drawled, snatching the Heart out of her grip. Kaedryn drew herself up, bristling. “If starlight is what the Heart craves,” he continued, “then let’s not starve it any longer.”
Mulling over Kaedryn’s insistence, Serenna pressed her teeth into her lip. “I think she means we need to channel illumination—like when we restore each other’s Wells. But if that’s not strong enough…” She swallowed, her palms suddenly clammy—she knew what they’d have to try.
The eight colors of the glowing Heart bathed Vesryn’s face in a halo of shifting light, highlighting the eagerness in his eyes. “Only one way to find out.”
Essence surged around him, a corona of power spilling from his palms into the relic. He beckoned her and Fenn closer while Kaedryn hovered nearby, knotting her fingers in front of her.
Fenn brushed Serenna’s hand. “You can use my magics.”
With a nod, she pressed her palm against the prism and dipped into the shared depths of their Well. White light blazed from her fingertips as she channeled Essence into pure illumination.
Serenna gasped when the Heart seized her magic, a ravenous current that demanded more.
“Think you can keep up?” Vesryn asked, braiding his magic with hers.
Serenna peered up at him, matching his smirk with a flare of power. She threw open the floodgates, pouring Essence into the Heart until the entire chamber shimmered with luminous energy. The relic drank in every wave of light, its hunger boundless.
Serenna’s breaths quickened, her arm trembling as she funneled more power into the Heart, but she didn’t falter. Their magic pounded a relentless rhythm against her chest as she pushed herself to the threshold of her strength—determined to reach it on her own before the prince could drive her there.
But because he couldn’t help himself, Vesryn’s lips quirked as he unleashed another surge of Essence. Serenna gritted her teeth and strained for more, refusing to yield, her magic entwining with his in a battle of wills.
Minutes ticked by before Kaedryn politely cleared her throat. Grateful for the interruption, Serenna dragged the back of her hand across her damp brow and reeled her magic to a halt.
“I do not fully understand your power, but it must be stronger.” Kaedryn gestured to Cinderax, enshrined on his pedestal. “The starlight offered must match the might of the dragons—rival that which they were bound by.”
“Sunfire,” Serenna whispered before she could think better of it.
Vesryn’s eyes snapped to hers, fever-bright with clarity. He clutched the Heart and pivoted toward Cinderax. Serenna moved to follow, but he shook his head.
“I can try to summon it again,” he said, studying the glowing relic. “But I need space. Just in case.”
Serenna backed up a few paces alongside Fenn, and Kaedryn followed their lead as the four other guild masters edged farther away. Her heart fluttered anxiously, but she held back her concerns. For once, the prince wasn’t acting on a reckless impulse—he was considering the dangers.
Vesryn strode toward the dragon, lifting the Heart of Stars. His fingers flexed against the relic as he closed his eyes, illumination blooming around him in a halo.
Light detonated. The chamber vanished in a storm of radiance, walls and ceiling swallowed in the blinding eruption. Power thrummed through the air, the pressure crushing the breath from Serenna’s lungs.
She stiffened, blinking into the searing glare, her vision reduced to the pulsing currents radiating from the prince. Silver tendrils of Essence skittered across the marble floor as magic surged, the air warping under a force so powerful it made her ears ring.
Footsteps pounded against stone—Jassyn and Lykor returning—but Serenna barely registered them. Her focus was locked onto the prince, onto the maelstrom of light unraveling in the chamber.
The Heart vibrated in Vesryn’s hands as his face contorted with effort, fierce determination propelling him to the precipice of his power. Light ignited beneath his skin, Essence blazing through his veins.
Molten pain suddenly cleaved through the bond, tearing a strangled gasp from Serenna’s throat. Her heart thrashed, each beat a drum of dread as the prince hurtled past his limits—no longer wielding power, but becoming it.
“Vesryn, stop!” The words ripped from her, lost to the deafening roar of magic.
Desperate, she reached through the bond and wrenched at his power—if he couldn’t release it himself, then she could try to sever his hold before it consumed him.
Tears stung Serenna’s eyes as she lurched toward the prince—only for Fenn’s claw to clamp down on her shoulder, holding her back.
Tremors rattled through the chamber as fissures raced across the stone floor, webbing outward like fractures in glass. Overhead, the vaulted dome groaned as water began trickling through in thin rivulets.
Kaedryn’s scales erupted to shield herself and her voice rang out, commanding the guild masters to retreat.
At the same time, Lykor and Jassyn wove shields in rapid succession. Fenn joined them, drawing on Serenna’s talent to unfurl violet light and encase the chamber in protective layers.
But it wasn’t enough.
Unchecked, the sunfire raged, devouring the protective threads of magic.
A ragged bellow tore from the prince as he dropped to his knees, the sound seeming to rip from the marrow of his bones.
The chamber sweltered as heat rose in suffocating waves. Serenna gasped, her breath rapid and shallow as the light scalded her skin, blisters swelling under its scorching tide.
The Heart of Stars rose from the prince’s palms, nearly a blur as it hummed with power.
It pulsed one final time—and shattered.
An eruption of prismatic shards and Essence blasted outward, the nova of fractured light flinging Vesryn across the chamber. He slammed into a column with enough force to shudder the stone.
Tearing from Fenn’s grip, Serenna raced to him as the remnants of sunfire fell like burning rain, fizzling out before touching the ground.
Her vision wavered as she reached the prince, but one sight remained clear—the crystal fragments regathered in midair, quivering as if charged with an energy that was far from extinguished.
Serenna helped steady Vesryn as he lurched back to his feet, each of their breaths a ragged rasp, their exposed skin blistered and raw. Yet the fierce light in his eyes defied the pain she sensed, his attention riveted entirely on Cinderax.
The air crackled with power as the luminous shards drifted over the dragon before dusting him like scattered stars.
A tremor ran beneath Serenna’s feet. Then, with a deafening rupture, the dragon’s crystalline prison burst apart.
Obsidian scales gleamed as the pressure of magic hung around them. The light seemed to falter near Cinderax, his midnight frame devouring the chamber’s glow.
Kaedryn was the first to move, rushing forward. Every scale that had emerged to protect her from the prince’s sunfire melted seamlessly back into her skin. She dropped to her knees at the dais, wings tight against her back, claws trembling as they folded over her heart.
Serenna’s breath hitched when Cinderax’s eyelids fluttered open. Twin coals fanned to life as a second, translucent veil swept over his eyes before retracting.
Cinderax lifted his head, shaking off the slumber of a millennium as ripples coursed down the scaled frills lining his skull. Blinking slowly, he scanned the chamber.
The hairs along Serenna’s arms lifted as his eyes met hers. Vertical pupils contracted, thin as blade edges, his nostrils flaring as if catching a scent.
For a single breath, she felt something—a recognition, a thread that had stretched between them long before this moment.
She knew, without knowing why, that he wasn’t one of the dragons she’d spoken to through the Heart. Her pulse quickened the longer he watched her, the weight of his presence pressing against her ribs, searching and knowing.
“Cinderax,” Kaedryn whispered, eyes drenched with hope.
Talons scraped against stone as the dragon uncoiled and rose. He stretched with the languid grace of a feline—just as Lykor had scornfully likened him to earlier.
Serenna stepped forward, Vesryn and Fenn flanking her. Jassyn and Lykor moved in beside them, closing in around Kaedryn. The druid nodded before rising to her feet, something unspoken clearly passing between her and Cinderax.
Lykor’s eyes narrowed. “Is anything running through that lizard’s mind or is he just going to stare at us all day?”
Serenna shot Lykor a warning look, but he ignored her. Was he incapable of spending five minutes without antagonizing their allies? Or anyone for that matter?
Over her shoulder, Kaedryn pierced him with a glare that was sharp enough to draw blood. “We scalebound can commune with dragons,” she said. “I’m informing Cinderax that you are the ones who freed him. Unless, of course, you’d prefer incineration over his gratitude.”
Cinderax shifted, a low rumble building in his chest before a plume of smoke curled from his snout.
Lykor barked a dry laugh, crossing his arms over his armor. “Yes, we’re all thoroughly awed by your prowess.”
He stepped closer, his patience clearly spent. Serenna knew exactly where this was going—he’d held back long enough and now his interrogation would begin.
Kaedryn’s claw shot out, barring his path, the talons on her wing tips clicking together as she swiveled to face him.
Lykor’s sneer slashed across his face, but he didn’t push past her. “Does he at least know where the other dragons are? Or is this what we should expect from all of them?”
“Lykor!” Serenna hissed.
Cinderax’s eyes blazed. Without warning, he vaulted off the platform, wings snapping open to glide over their heads.
Maroon light filtered through the thin leather, the color unexpected against his obsidian scales. Landing at the chamber’s edge, he lashed his tail once before padding into the tunnel.
Kaedryn swiftly followed, skewering Lykor with another glare. “Cinderax wishes to see the sun and sky,” she called over her shoulder, ignoring Lykor’s question. “And to reunite with the other scalebound before weighing judgment on you.”
“Judgment?” Lykor’s snarl crashed through the chamber as he stormed after her, boots slamming against the stone. “We freed that winged weasel and he dares to pass judgment on us?”
Kaedryn tossed her claws up, but she didn’t slow, flowing up the stairs without a backward glance. They all fell into step behind her, following the dragon to the lake’s surface.
Serenna exhaled slowly, only now registering the toll Vesryn’s sunfire had taken on her—on all of them except Kaedryn. Beneath her burns, something inside her felt…unsteady. As though the magic had left its imprint deeper than scalded flesh, altering something vital. An unnatural twist churned in her middle, Vesryn’s power clinging to her like heat to stone long after sunset.
As they ascended, Jassyn extended ribbons of mending light. He started with the prince, whose wounds ran the deepest. Vesryn offered a weary grin, the edges worn with exhaustion, but he ruffled Jassyn’s curls.
Returning the favor, the prince sparked his own talent. Jassyn’s lips thinned, but after a beat, he conceded, allowing Vesryn to mend him.
Serenna breathed a relieved sigh when Jassyn’s healing light sank into her next, the strange pangs receding. His gaze was distant, brow furrowed with fierce concentration before he shook his head, murmuring something to himself about internal damage.
While Jassyn moved to mend Fenn and Lykor, Serenna reached for Vesryn’s hand. “Next time you summon sunfire,” she said, squeezing his fingers, “maybe start a little slower?”
Vesryn snorted, brushing his thumb over her knuckles. “You know that’s really not one of my talents.”
Golden sunlight washed over the pier as they emerged from the tunnel’s gloom. Drawing to a halt with the others, Serenna blinked against the brightness. Druids swooped in from every direction, descending along the shoreline as if summoned by an unspoken call.
Muscles coiling, Cinderax bounded forward before he launched into the air. As he flew above the lake, the webbing on his wings caught fire, scarlet flames streaking across the sky.
Serenna’s breath hitched as a ripple passed through the surrounding druids, a silent current rolling across their ranks. Color bled through the membranes of their wings, the dark leather morphing into rich maroon—a mirror of Cinderax.
Kaedryn lifted a claw, drawing the gathered crowd into a hushed stillness. Serenna’s pulse quickened as a spark flickered in her palm—once, twice—then ignited into a sphere of flame. Awe glimmered in Kaedryn’s eyes as she tracked Cinderax’s sweeping flight.
He wheeled over the lake, fire trailing behind his wings. Deep within his chest, a molten glow flared. The radiance surged upward, illuminating his throat as his ribs expanded with a slow, forceful inhale. Heat shimmered in the air around him before his jaws wrenched wide, a gout of flame roaring free.
The druids answered.
A thousand flames erupted, spiraling into the sky. Serenna stood breathless as their rekindled power swept outward in a blazing tribute—a resurrection, a rebirth. She felt it in her bones, the way the earth stirred and answered.
Even Lykor—ever irreverent—stood motionless, wonder creeping across his face.
Cinderax descended in a slow loop, wings folding when his claws scraped the pier. He loped forward, smoke curling around him as he drew to a halt, the last embers of his fire dissolving.
Kaedryn turned to them, her eyes glistening with unshed tears as the flame danced above her palm. “He’s remembering,” she whispered. “The memories of his line—of the Emberharts who came before—live within him. While it may take years before the full legacy of their wisdom awakens, the Fire Warden’s blessing has been restored.”
Lykor’s unreadable gaze lingered on Cinderax before he demanded, “Will he grow?”
“Of course he’ll grow,” Kaedryn snapped, clenching her claw shut and dispelling the fire. “The legends speak of dragons whose wings could shroud mountains in shadow, whose power could fracture the bones of the world itself.”
Lykor’s only response was an unimpressed grunt.
A rumble reverberated through Cinderax’s chest, his molten eyes pinning on Lykor before shifting to Kaedryn. Moments passed in a silent exchange before she returned her attention to the group, her expression grim.
“While he was chained to dreams, Cinderax only brushed minds with Skylash.” She turned toward the horizon. “She’s imprisoned beyond the tallest summits of the Dreadspire Range, hundreds of leagues away. But if we lack a second Heart—”
“We have another,” Vesryn interjected. “It’s safe with our people. But if we’re to forge this alliance, I want to bring them to Asharyn.” His eyes swept over the gathered druids. “We have a handful of Essence-wielders, scores of wraith warriors, dozens of dracovae, and…” His fingers tapped briefly on his thighs as his gaze flicked toward Serenna and Jassyn.
“And more children of earth and starlight,” Serenna finished. “Our numbers aren’t enough to rival the king’s armies,” she admitted, “but it’s a start—a foundation for our collective defenses.”
Cinderax exhaled a chuff of smoke when Lykor suddenly tore a portal open. “I’ll return to the jungle and have Kal organize our people,” he muttered, already stalking toward the gateway before anything was even decided. “Fenn.” He gestured sharply, clearly expecting his lieutenant to follow.
Fenn hesitated, glancing between Serenna and the rift. But before he made his choice, Kaedryn’s voice rang through the air.
“You have yet to receive your judgment.”
Lykor spun, a snarl tearing from his throat. Eyes flaring with fury, he opened his mouth, but Jassyn shifted closer. They exchanged a glance and Lykor’s jaw ticked as he bit off whatever he’d intended to say.
Serenna’s lips twitched, both thankful and amused that Jassyn’s mere presence had the ability to temper him.
Kaedryn lifted her chin. “Cinderax acknowledges the strength of your group. He will lead us to the Dreadspire Range to free Skylash.” She turned toward Serenna. “But to fly to her location, we’ll need the children of earth and starlight to subdue the storms of wind and lightning.”
Before Serenna could respond, Lykor scoffed and cut in. “Fly? Since you and every stars-forsaken druid here became intimately
familiar with our anatomy,” he growled, “surely you noticed that we lack wings.”
Cinderax prowled toward Lykor with sinuous grace, his tail weaving across the sandstone. Lykor glared down at the dragon and Cinderax squinted, seeming to glare right back.
Kaedryn’s lips peeled away from her fangs in a forced smile. “Which is why,” she hissed, “Cinderax has judged all of you worthy. He wishes to offer his gift—to grant you the power of the scalebound.”
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