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  For those who learned the hard way

that love does not always save us —

but it teaches us what saving is worth.

For the ones who chose anyway.
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Dawn came with the taste of goodbye.

Isla stood at the edge of the valley, her pack settled across her shoulders, and watched the sun paint the mountains in shades of gold and rose. Behind her, the valley still slept—guardians and hatchlings curled together in their dwellings, the Fae resting in their camps of mist and starlight. The wards hummed softly, newly reinforced, holding back the world beyond.

But not for her. Not anymore.

You’re afraid, Frost said quietly, the black hatchling’s silver eyes reflecting the dawn light. The young dragon had grown again overnight—now nearly the size of a large dog, its scales gleaming like polished obsidian, its presence somehow both ancient and impossibly young.

“Terrified,” Isla admitted, her hand resting on Frost’s head. The scales were cool beneath her fingers, smooth as glass, and touching them brought a clarity that was both comforting and unsettling. Frost saw too much, understood too deeply. Sometimes Isla forgot the hatchling was only weeks old.

Fear is wisdom, Frost replied. Only fools walk into danger without it. But you’re not a fool, Isla. You’re a bridge. And bridges must span the distance, no matter how wide the gap.

“Poetic for someone who just learned to fly,” Isla said, trying for levity and failing. Her voice cracked on the last word.

Through the mate bond, she felt Draeven stirring, felt the moment he realized she was no longer beside him. His alarm spiked, sharp and immediate, followed by a wave of grief so intense it made her knees weak.

I’m here, she sent quickly. I’m still here. I haven’t left yet.

Don’t, came his reply, raw and desperate. Please don’t.

Isla closed her eyes, felt tears slip down her cheeks. They’d known this was coming, had spent the night wrapped around each other, trying to memorize every touch, every breath, every heartbeat. But knowing didn’t make it easier. Nothing could make this easier.

She turned to find him running toward her, still pulling on his shirt, his red hair wild, his golden eyes wide with something that looked like panic. He reached her in seconds, pulled her into his arms so tightly she could barely breathe.

“I can’t do this,” he said against her hair, his voice breaking. “I can’t let you go. Not now. Not when the Order is still out there, when danger is everywhere, when—”

“When the hatchlings need allies,” Isla interrupted gently, her hands coming up to frame his face. “When the valley needs time to prepare. When I’m the only one who can build the coalition we need to survive.”

“I know,” Draeven said, and the anguish in his voice made her heart crack. “I know all of that. I know you have to go, that this is necessary, that you’re the bridge and the hope and everything we need. But knowing doesn’t make it hurt less.”

He pressed his forehead to hers, and through the bond, Isla felt everything he couldn’t say—the terror of losing her, the physical pain of separation, the desperate need to keep her safe warring with his understanding that she had to do this.

“The bond,” Isla whispered. “It’s going to hurt, isn’t it? Being apart.”

“Yes,” Draeven said simply. “Mate bonds aren’t meant to be stretched across distances. The further you go, the more it will ache. Like a wound that won’t heal, a hunger that can’t be satisfied.” His hands tightened on her waist. “But I’ll bear it. I’ll bear anything if it means you come back to me.”

“I will,” Isla promised, pouring all her certainty through the bond. “I swear it, Draeven. I’ll come back. With allies, with hope, with everything we need to win.”

“And if you can’t?” he asked, his voice barely audible. “If the allies won’t come, if the world has forgotten dragons, if—”

“Then I’ll come back anyway,” Isla said fiercely. “Because you’re my mate, my home, my heart. Nothing—not failure, not fear, not the whole world standing against me—will keep me from returning to you.”

She kissed him, desperate and deep, trying to pour a lifetime of love into a single moment. The mate bond flared between them, hot and bright and absolutely certain, and for just a heartbeat, the pain of separation faded into the overwhelming rightness of being together.

When they finally pulled apart, both were shaking.

“How long?” Draeven asked, his hands still holding her face like he might never let go.

“I don’t know,” Isla admitted. “Weeks, maybe. A month if I have to travel far. Frost says—” She glanced at the black hatchling, who watched them with those knowing silver eyes. “—Frost says the first allies are closer than I think, but the last will be at the edge of the world.”

“The edge of the world,” Draeven repeated, and laughed—a sound with no humor in it. “Of course. Why would anything about this be easy?”

Because easy things aren’t worth doing, Frost said, its mental voice reaching both of them. And what Isla does now—what you both do—will echo through centuries. The choices made in the next weeks will determine whether dragons return to the world, or fade into legend forever.

“No pressure,” Isla muttered, but she felt the weight of it settling on her shoulders—the responsibility, the stakes, the knowledge that failure meant extinction.

The other guardians were emerging now, drawn by the disturbance in the bonds they all shared. Kira came first, Ember at her side, the red hatchling’s eyes still heavy with sleep. Then Theron with Thorn, the green dragon rumbling softly. Ash and Solstice, the gold hatchling perched on the ancient dragon’s shoulder. Ronan and his silver hatchling, ice crystals forming in the air around them. Zara with Cascade, water droplets dancing between them. And finally Mira, the healer, with the remaining hatchlings trailing behind her—Amara, the purple dragon who was Isla’s other bonded companion, looking confused and distressed.

You’re leaving, Amara sent, her young voice tinged with hurt. You’re leaving me.

Isla’s heart clenched. She knelt, opened her arms, and the purple hatchling rushed into them, pressing her scaled head against Isla’s chest.

“Not forever,” Isla said, stroking Amara’s scales. “Never forever. I’m going to find help, to bring back allies who will protect you and all your siblings. But I need you to stay here, to be safe, to grow strong.”

I want to come with you, Amara said, her mental voice small and frightened. I want to help.

“You are helping,” Isla said gently. “By staying here, by being safe, you give me a reason to succeed. You give me something to fight for, something to come back to.” She pressed a kiss to the hatchling’s head. “Be good for Draeven. Keep him from doing anything too reckless while I’m gone.”

I’ll try, Amara said, but her distress was palpable through their bond. But he’s very reckless.

Despite everything, Isla laughed. “Yes, he is.”

She stood, faced the other guardians. They looked at her with a mixture of hope and fear, trust and uncertainty. These people—these dragons—had become her family in the weeks since she’d discovered her heritage. They’d fought beside her, bled beside her, trusted her with their most precious treasures.

“I’ll find allies,” she said, her voice steady despite the tears on her cheeks. “I’ll bring back help. I’ll do whatever it takes to give the hatchlings a future.”

“We know you will,” Kira said, and there was absolute certainty in her voice. “You’re the bridge, Isla. You’re what makes the impossible possible.”

“Just come back,” Theron added, his massive hand resting on Thorn’s head. “Success or failure—just come back alive.”

“I will,” Isla promised.

One by one, they said their goodbyes—brief, fierce, full of emotion too vast for words. Ash gave her a small carved stone, a token of protection from the ancient dragon. Ronan offered advice about traveling in winter. Zara provided a map of water sources, places where Isla could rest and replenish her magic. Mira pressed healing supplies into her hands, made her promise to be careful.

And through it all, Draeven stood silent, his presence in the bond a constant ache, a reminder of what she was leaving behind.

Finally, there was nothing left to delay. The sun had fully risen, the valley was waking, and Isla’s journey needed to begin.

She turned to Frost, who had been waiting patiently throughout the farewells. Where do we go first?

The black hatchling’s silver eyes grew distant, seeing futures that branched and twisted like tree roots. North, it said finally. Into the deep forest, where the old trees remember when dragons flew freely. There are spirits there, ancient and powerful, who have not forgotten the alliances of old. They will listen, if we speak the right words.

And if we don’t? Isla asked.

Then they will kill us, Frost said calmly. Forest spirits do not tolerate trespassers, and they have long memories of those who wronged them. We must approach with respect, with humility, with offerings of truth and trust.

“Wonderful,” Isla muttered. “Our first potential allies might murder us.”

All the best alliances begin with the possibility of death, Frost replied, and Isla couldn’t tell if the hatchling was joking.

She looked back at Draeven one last time. He stood apart from the others now, his arms wrapped around himself as if holding his own pieces together. Through the bond, she felt his love, his fear, his desperate wish that she didn’t have to do this.

I love you, she sent, pouring everything she felt through their connection. Now and forever.

Forever, Draeven replied, his mental voice rough with emotion. Come back to me, Isla. No matter what happens, no matter what you face—come back to me.

Always, she promised.

Then she turned away, before her courage could fail, before the pain of separation could overwhelm her determination. She reached for the shadows, felt them welcome her like old friends. Lord Caelan’s training had made shadow-walking almost second nature now—she could slip between darkness and light as easily as breathing.

Ready? she asked Frost.

I was born ready, the black hatchling replied. I’ve seen this moment in a thousand futures. In some, we succeed. In others, we fail. But in all of them, we try. And trying is what matters.

Isla felt the shadows wrap around her, felt reality begin to thin. Through the bond, she felt Draeven’s presence starting to stretch, starting to ache as distance came between them. It hurt—a sharp, physical pain that made her gasp.

But she didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop.

The valley faded around her, the guardians and hatchlings becoming shadows themselves, then nothing at all. The wards passed over her like a curtain of silk, and suddenly she was beyond them, standing in the forest that surrounded the valley, the morning light filtering through ancient trees.

The bond with Draeven stretched further, the ache intensifying. Through it, she felt his anguish, his fear, his love. She sent back everything she could—reassurance, determination, the promise that she would return.

Then she took a step forward, and another, and the valley disappeared behind the trees.

The forest spirits are three days north, Frost said, moving beside her with surprising grace for such a young dragon. We should reach them by nightfall on the third day, if we travel quickly and avoid the Order’s patrols.

The Order has patrols this far out? Isla asked, alarmed.

The Order has patrols everywhere, Frost replied. They’re searching for the valley, for any sign of dragon activity. We must be careful, must move like shadows, must leave no trace of our passing.

Isla nodded, drew on her Fae magic, felt herself begin to fade into the shadows between the trees. It was easier now, more natural. She was learning to exist in the spaces between, to be present and absent at once.

Good, Frost sent, its own form seeming to blur at the edges, as if the hatchling was learning to shadow-walk by watching her. Now we move. Quickly and quietly. The forest spirits are old and powerful, but they’re also our best hope. If we can convince them to stand with us, others will follow.

And if we can’t? Isla asked.

Then we try the next potential ally, Frost said simply. And the next, and the next, until someone says yes. Failure is only final if we stop trying.

They moved through the forest like ghosts, leaving no footprints, disturbing no branches. The morning light grew stronger, but they stayed in shadow, invisible to any eyes that might be watching.

Through the bond, Isla felt Draeven’s presence growing fainter, the distance between them increasing with every step. The ache was constant now, a dull throb that reminded her of what she’d left behind, what she was fighting for.

But she didn’t stop. Couldn’t stop.

The hatchlings needed her. The valley needed her. Draeven needed her to succeed, even if it meant being apart.

So Isla walked north, into unknown territory, toward allies who might kill her or might save them all. Frost moved beside her, ancient wisdom in a young body, seeing futures that branched and twisted like the forest paths ahead.

The war had begun. The Order was hunting. The valley was vulnerable.

But Isla was the bridge between worlds, and bridges were meant to span impossible distances.

She would find allies. She would build a coalition. She would return to Draeven with the strength they needed to win.

Or she would die trying.

Either way, she would not fail the ones she loved.

The forest closed around them, ancient and watchful, and Isla’s journey truly began.
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The forest changed as they traveled north.

At first, it was subtle—the trees growing taller, their trunks thicker, their branches reaching toward the sky like supplicants seeking benediction. The undergrowth thinned, replaced by moss so thick and soft it muffled their footsteps completely. The air grew cooler, heavier with moisture and the scent of ancient earth.

But by midday, the changes were impossible to ignore. These trees were old—not decades old, but centuries. Millennia, perhaps. Their bark was rough and deeply furrowed, marked with patterns that looked almost like writing in a language Isla couldn’t read. Their roots broke through the forest floor in massive, twisted coils, creating natural archways and tunnels through which Isla and Frost passed like pilgrims entering a cathedral.

The forest remembers, Frost said, its silver eyes reflecting the dappled light filtering through the canopy. These trees were saplings when dragons ruled the skies. They remember the old alliances, the old wars, the old magic.

“Will they remember us?” Isla asked, her voice barely above a whisper. Speaking aloud felt wrong here, like shouting in a library or laughing at a funeral.

They already do, Frost replied. They’ve been watching since we crossed into their territory an hour ago.

Isla’s hand went instinctively to the knife at her belt—a gift from Theron, its blade forged from dragon-blessed steel. “Should I be worried?”

Always, Frost said calmly. But not yet. They’re curious, not hostile. They want to know what we are, why we’ve come. They’re… deciding.

“Deciding what?”

Whether to let us pass, or to kill us where we stand.

Isla swallowed hard, forced herself to keep walking. The shadows welcomed her, wrapping around her like a cloak, and she let herself sink deeper into them. Lady Sorcha’s training had made shadow-walking almost instinctive now—she could feel the spaces between light and dark, could slip into them as easily as stepping through a doorway.

But here, in this ancient forest, the shadows felt different. Older. More aware.

Good, Frost sent, approval coloring its mental voice. You’re learning to listen to the magic around you, not just the magic within you. That’s the difference between a wielder and a master.

“I’m hardly a master,” Isla muttered, but she felt a flush of pride at the hatchling’s words.

Not yet, Frost agreed. But you will be. I’ve seen it.

They walked in silence for another hour, the forest growing darker as the canopy thickened overhead. Isla’s Fae heritage let her see clearly even in the dim light, but she found herself relying more on her other senses—the feel of the air against her skin, the sound of wind through leaves, the subtle shifts in temperature that warned of clearings or water nearby.

And through it all, the constant ache of the mate bond, growing worse with every mile.

It felt like a hook lodged in her chest, pulling her back toward the valley, toward Draeven. The further she walked, the more it hurt—a physical pain that made her breath catch, made her steps falter. She could feel him through the bond, distant but present, his own anguish echoing hers.

He’s in pain, she sent to Frost, unable to keep the distress from her mental voice.

As are you, Frost replied. Mate bonds aren’t meant to be stretched like this. The pain is your souls crying out for reunion.

“How do dragons bear it?” Isla asked. “When they have to be apart?”

Most don’t, Frost said simply. Mated dragons stay together, always. To separate is to suffer. But sometimes, suffering is necessary.

Isla pressed a hand to her chest, felt her heart beating too fast, too hard. Through the bond, she sent a pulse of love, of reassurance, hoping Draeven could feel it across the distance.

His response came back faint but immediate—a wave of warmth, of longing, of desperate hope that she would return soon.

I will, she promised. I will.




They stopped at midday to rest and eat. Isla had packed light—dried meat, hard cheese, bread that would last a few days before going stale. She ate mechanically, tasting nothing, her mind focused on the bond and the growing distance between her and her mate.

You need to eat more, Frost said, watching her with those unsettling silver eyes. The shadow-walking takes energy. So does maintaining the bond across distance. If you don’t fuel your body, you’ll collapse.

“I’m not hungry,” Isla said, but she forced herself to take another bite of bread.

Hunger is irrelevant, Frost replied. Survival is what matters.

Isla looked at the black hatchling, really looked at it. Frost had grown again—now nearly the size of a large wolf, its scales gleaming like polished obsidian, its wings folded neatly against its sides. But it was the eyes that caught her attention, as always. Ancient eyes in a young face, seeing things that hadn’t happened yet, understanding truths that Isla could barely grasp.

“What do you see when you look at the future?” she asked quietly. “Is it clear, or is it… fragmented?”

Both, Frost said. And neither. The future is like a river with infinite tributaries. I see where the currents might flow, but any choice—yours, mine, anyone’s—can change the course. Some futures are more likely than others, but none are certain.

“What do you see for us?” Isla pressed. “For this journey?”

Frost was silent for a long moment, its gaze distant. I see many paths. In some, we succeed—we find the forest spirits, convince them to join us, build the coalition we need. In others, we fail—we’re killed by the spirits, or captured by the Order, or we simply run out of time. And in still others…

“What?” Isla asked when the hatchling trailed off.

In still others, we succeed but lose everything in the process, Frost said quietly. Victory and loss are not mutually exclusive. Sometimes the price of winning is higher than we can bear.

Isla felt a chill run down her spine. “Which future is most likely?”

That depends on the choices we make, Frost replied. And the choices others make around us. The future is not fixed, Isla. It’s fluid, changeable, responsive to will and action. That’s why I’m here—to help you navigate toward the best possible outcome.

“And if there is no best outcome?” Isla asked. “If all the paths lead to loss?”

Then we choose the path with the least loss, Frost said simply. And we walk it with our eyes open, knowing what we sacrifice and why.

Isla finished her meal in silence, the weight of Frost’s words settling on her shoulders like a physical burden. She’d known this journey would be dangerous, had understood the stakes. But hearing it laid out so starkly—the possibility of failure, of loss, of victory that cost more than she could afford—made it real in a way it hadn’t been before.

Come, Frost said, rising to its feet. We need to keep moving. The Order has patrols in this area, and we’re not far enough into spirit territory to be safe from them yet.

Isla stood, shouldered her pack, and followed the hatchling deeper into the forest.




They encountered the Order patrol two hours later.

Isla smelled them first—the acrid scent of iron and oil, the sharp tang of human sweat and fear. She froze, held up a hand to stop Frost, and reached for the shadows.

How many? Frost asked, its mental voice barely a whisper.

Isla extended her senses, felt the disturbances in the air, the vibrations in the earth. Six. Maybe seven. Moving in formation, searching for something.

Us, Frost said grimly. They’re looking for us.

How could they know we’re here? Isla demanded. We’ve left no trail, made no sound—

The Order has seers, Frost interrupted. Not as powerful as Fae seers, but effective enough. They may have seen us leaving the valley, may have predicted our route.

Isla’s heart hammered in her chest. She pulled the shadows tighter around herself, felt them respond eagerly, hungrily. The forest’s shadows were different from the valley’s—older, wilder, less willing to be controlled. But they recognized her Fae blood, recognized her right to walk among them.

We need to hide, she sent to Frost. Now.

The hatchling didn’t argue. It pressed close to Isla, and she wrapped the shadows around both of them, creating a pocket of darkness so complete that even her own Fae eyes struggled to penetrate it.

The patrol came into view moments later.

Seven soldiers, all wearing the Order’s distinctive black and silver armor, all carrying weapons that gleamed with enchantments. Isla recognized the crossbows—dragon-killers, the same weapons that had nearly killed Draeven during the breach. Her hands clenched into fists, rage and fear warring in her chest.

Easy, Frost warned. We can’t fight them. Not here, not now. We’re outnumbered and they’re prepared for magic.

I know, Isla sent back, but it took every ounce of self-control not to attack, not to make them pay for what they’d done to her mate, to her family.

The soldiers moved through the forest with practiced efficiency, their eyes scanning the trees, their weapons ready. One of them—a woman with a scar across her face—paused near where Isla and Frost hid, her head tilting as if listening to something only she could hear.

“Something’s wrong,” the woman said, her voice low and tense. “I can feel magic nearby. Strong magic.”

“Dragon?” another soldier asked, raising his crossbow.

“No,” the woman said slowly. “Something else. Fae, maybe. Or…” She trailed off, her eyes narrowing as she stared directly at the shadows where Isla hid.

Isla held her breath, didn’t move, didn’t think. She poured all her will into the shadows, begging them to hold, to hide her, to keep her safe.

The shadows responded. They thickened, deepened, became so absolute that even the scarred woman’s searching gaze slid past without catching.

“It’s gone,” the woman finally said, though she didn’t sound convinced. “Whatever it was, it’s moved on.”

“Or it’s hiding,” another soldier muttered.

“Then we’ll find it,” the scarred woman said. “Spread out. Search the area. If there’s a dragon sympathizer in these woods, we need to know.”

The patrol dispersed, moving in different directions, their footsteps fading into the forest’s ambient sounds. Isla waited, counting her heartbeats, until she was certain they were gone.

That was close, Frost sent, its mental voice shaky. Too close.

Agreed, Isla replied. She let the shadows dissipate slowly, carefully, making sure no one was watching before she stepped back into the filtered light.

Her hands were trembling. Her heart was racing. The mate bond throbbed with Draeven’s distant alarm—he’d felt her fear, her danger, even across the miles between them.

I’m safe, she sent to him, hoping he could feel her reassurance. I’m safe.

His response was wordless but intense—relief mixed with terror, love mixed with helpless rage that he couldn’t protect her.

I know, she sent back. I know. But I’m okay. I promise.

We need to move faster, Frost said aloud, its voice urgent. The Order is actively searching this area. If we don’t reach spirit territory soon, they’ll find us.
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They walked for hours in silence so profound it felt like a physical presence.

The forest changed with each step—not gradually, but in sudden shifts that made Isla’s stomach lurch. One moment the trees were merely ancient, their trunks wide as houses. The next, they were impossibly vast, their bark flowing like water frozen mid-cascade, their branches reaching so high the canopy disappeared into mist that tasted of starlight and forgotten names.

The symbols on the trees grew brighter as they walked deeper. Not glowing, exactly, but present in a way that hurt to look at directly. Isla found herself reading them without understanding how—each mark a word, a concept, a memory carved into living wood by something that predated language itself.

Boundary markers, Frost explained, its mental voice hushed with reverence. Warnings. Promises. Treaties written when the world was young.

“Treaties with whom?” Isla whispered.

Everyone who mattered, Frost replied. And everyone who’s been forgotten.

The air grew heavier with each breath, thick with magic so old it had weight, texture, taste. Isla’s Fae blood sang in response, recognizing kinship but also difference—this magic was older than the Fae courts, older than the division between light and shadow. It was the magic of first things, of roots and stone and the slow, patient growth of centuries.

Through the mate bond, she felt Draeven’s distant presence, his constant worry a dull ache in her chest. She sent him what reassurance she could, but the bond was stretching thin, the distance making communication difficult.

We’re close, Frost said suddenly, stopping in a clearing that hadn’t been there a moment before.

The space was circular, perhaps fifty feet across, ringed by trees so massive their roots created natural walls. The ground was covered in moss that glowed faintly silver, and in the center stood a pool of water so still it looked like polished obsidian.

But it was what surrounded the pool that made Isla’s breath catch.

They weren’t trees. Not anymore. Or perhaps they’d always been more than trees, and she was only now seeing their true forms.

Seven figures stood around the pool, each easily twenty feet tall, their bodies formed from living wood and stone and flowing water. They had no faces—not in any way Isla understood—but she felt their attention on her like physical pressure, like being studied by something vast and incomprehensibly ancient.

The first was made of oak, its body twisted and gnarled, bark flowing like muscle beneath skin. Roots emerged from where feet should be, digging deep into the earth. Branches grew from its shoulders like antlers, each one bearing leaves that shifted through every season simultaneously—spring green to autumn gold to winter bare in the space of a heartbeat.

The second was stone—granite and marble and veins of crystal that caught the dim light and fractured it into rainbows. It moved with the grinding patience of mountains, each
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