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Chapter One

Dead Eggs Don’t Dream

They say the Sun-Drakes gave us the Eternal Summer.
They never mention what it cost.— Cinder-Born proverb, origin unknown

The trick to stealing from a Sun-Stone convoy was knowing where the driver looked.

He looked at the road. He looked at his manifest. He looked, when he thought no one was watching, at the gold lace on the collar of Solcarra guard riding beside him — the particular hunger of a man who had spent his whole life measuring the distance between himself and wealth.

He never looked at the cargo.

Nyra had been counting on that for six years. Six years of careful planning, watching, waiting, honing her skills and building up the courage to commit the daring act she was about to carry out. She didn’t have the hands of a cutpurse. Her fingers were long and unnervingly steady and could move over a lock’s tumblers with the grace of a seamstress working fine lace. In the pale moonlight, she looked less like a threat and more like a stray shadow—fragile enough to break, yet too quick to catch.

She cursed under her breath as a stray lock of hair slipped from her hood, veiling her vision just as the driver glanced in her direction. Caught off-guard, she pressed herself into the masonry, her slight frame vanishing into the hollows of the stone. With a nimble flick of her wrist, she brushed the hair back, revealing a face of quiet, sharp angles—attractive in a way that felt accidental, like a wildflower blooming in a gutter. She wasn’t built for the grit of the caldera, yet here she was, stealing dragon eggs with the grace of a girl dancing at a village festival.

Her short, hip-length hooded cape was made of a heavy, charcoal-grey fabric, was treated with wax to shed rain but had the added advantage of no “swish” sound when she was running. Beneath the cape she wore slim-fit breeches tucked into soft-soled boots. She used leather cord wraps from her ankles to her knees to keep her silhouette narrow and prevent snagging,—giving her a sleek, nimble look.

She dropped from the ridge wall with her knees bent and her breath held, landing in a crouch on the flatbed of the slow-moving wagon without so much as a whisper of displaced air. Around her, the Sun-Stone crates glowed faintly through their slat-sided cages: that milky, golden warmth that meant heat and light and another night without freezing to death. The stones were the size of her fist. Each one was worth three months of work to the scavengers who sifted the lower caldera for discarded fragments. A full crate — fresh-charged, direct from Solcarra’s bonding chambers — was worth more than she could calculate without getting dizzy.

There were twelve crates on this wagon. She was going to take two.

Nyra worked fast and without sentiment, lifting each crate by the bottom edge to prevent the telltale rattle, sliding them toward the wagon’s rear lip with the practised patience of someone who had learned young that speed and silence didn’t belong together. Speed got you caught. Silence got you home.

The Cinder-Slums spread out below her in the valley — or what passed for below, on a landscape that was all volcanic slope and ashen switchback. From up here she could see the whole of it: the cramped tenement rows built from salvaged stone, the narrow alleys where the perpetual grey haze of volcanic dust hung like fog that had given up trying to move. The Slums sat in the shadow of Solcarra’s mountain, which meant they sat in the shadow of the Sun-Drakes’ light — always at the edge of warmth, never quite in it. Always one tax increase away from darkness.

The guard on the wagon box coughed.

Nyra froze.

He coughed again, a wet, rattling sound, and spat over the side of the wagon without turning. She exhaled slowly through her nose and kept moving.

Two crates. She had them balanced on the rear lip now, ready to drop to her contact below — Brenn, a boy of fourteen who had the uncanny ability to catch falling objects and ask no questions. She could see him in the shadows of the ridge wall, his upturned face a pale oval in the dark, waiting for the convoy to approach.

She saw some Aethergrips in an open crate to the right. They would make lifting the crates very easy. Forged from tempered brass and infused with condensed aether filaments, the device channelled invisible currents that flowed between the physical and the unseen. When clasped to an object, the Aethergrip would sever its bond to the world’s weight, letting stone, steel, or even an oversized dragon egg drift as if caged in water. Some claimed that the Aethergrip’s design was stolen from an old skyborn relic, its true workings never fully understood. Others whispered that every use left a faint echo in the aether—a toll paid to forces beyond mortal sight.

She attached one of the devices to each crate but held off on activating them in case they floated away. She was about to give the signal to Brenn when the bottom of the second crate cracked.

Not the whole crate. Just a hairline fracture along the base, where the cargo hadn’t been cleanly packed, and something inside shifted with a sound like a stone settling. Not glass. Heavier than glass. She caught the crate before it tipped, muscles burning with the sudden unexpected weight, and looked down at what had wedged itself beneath the Sun-Stones.

It was a sphere. Roughly the size of her head, charcoal grey, impossibly dense. Not smooth — the surface had a faint texture to it, like the surface of cooling lava: irregular and ancient and completely lightless. Where the Sun-Stones beside it glowed gold, this thing absorbed the light without reflection.

A dragon egg.

Or rather — what was left of one.

She had seen real dragon eggs before, in the bonding halls. They were warm. They hummed. They smelled like sunlight on hot metal. This thing smelled of nothing. It radiated no heat. It sat in her hands like a piece of the void itself had been compressed into a shape.

Dead, she thought. Dead for a thousand years, by the look of it.

She should have left it. The smart play — the only play, really — was to take her Sun-Stones and go. A dead egg was worthless. Worse than worthless: it was conspicuous, and conspicuous was dangerous, and danger was the one thing Nyra had promised herself she would avoid tonight.

She tucked it under her arm, activated the aethergrips, and signalled Brenn.



He was waiting for her at the bottom of the ridge wall with his eyebrows already raised. Nyra waited until the attention of the driver and the guard was distracted and dropped the last few feet, landing on the ash-packed ground, moving quickly to the shadows by the roadside. Brenn was peering at the egg that she held under her arm.

“That’s not a Sun-Stone,” he observed, in the tone of someone making polite conversation about a weather front.

“Sharp as ever”, she teased, redistributing the crates between them with professional efficiency. “Don’t ask.”

“I wasn’t going to.” He hefted his crate, surprised at how weightless it was, then he saw the aethergrip and he understood. He glanced at the grey sphere she had wedged under her left arm. “Is it going to explode?”

“It’s dead. Nothing dead explodes.”

“Tell that to the caldera.”

She had no good answer to that, so she said nothing, and they split at the first junction: Brenn taking his crate north-east to the distribution house, Nyra heading deeper into the Slums with both the remaining Sun-Stones and an inexplicable piece of cargo for which she had no use and couldn’t name the reason she’d taken it.

The Slums at this hour had their own particular rhythm. The late-shift workers coming off the ash-sifting runs. The cook-fire smoke from the communal kitchens on the lower tier, where the cheapest food in the kingdom was served in portions that were technically enough to keep a person functional. Children running errands that their parents couldn’t do in daylight. The background noise of it — scrape of boot on stone, distant clatter of tools, the low murmur of people conserving the energy of their voices — had been the wallpaper of her life for twenty-one years.

She knew every face on this street. Every cracked cobble. Every shadow worth hiding in.

She knew, therefore, the exact moment that the shadows changed.

It was the silence that came first. Not silence like the quiet of an empty alley — this was the particular held-breath silence of people who knew something was coming and had decided to be somewhere else immediately. Cookfire conversations dropped to nothing. A shutter closed. Two children who had been chasing each other around a corner vanished between one heartbeat and the next.

Nyra stopped walking.

The chime started low — barely audible, almost a vibration rather than a sound, somewhere at the very edge of hearing where the ear wasn’t sure it was getting reliable information. Then it climbed. A thin, crystalline note that rose steadily in pitch, cutting through the ash-haze with the clarity of a knife through silk.

Sun-Glass Hounds.

She was already moving.



There were two of them — she caught their shapes out of the corner of her eye as she vaulted over a tenement wall and sprinted up the ridge path, the dead egg clutched to her chest like an appendage. They were wrong in the way constructed things were always wrong: too fluid in their movements, too precise, as if each step had been calculated rather than felt. Their bodies were made of compressed light and obsidian — angular, jointless-looking, built in the shape of something that had studied the concept of a dog without ever encountering one. They left scorch marks where their feet touched the ground.

They weren’t chasing her. Not specifically. This was a sweep — a routine pressure application. Valerius sent the Hounds through the Slums periodically, the way a man runs a hand through sand to check for hidden things. They didn’t need a reason to be here. They never did.

But the chime was getting louder.

Nyra went up — always up, when there were Hounds below, because up meant rooftops and rooftops meant the irregular geometry of old construction that the Hounds’ constructed intelligence was slow to navigate. She hauled herself over a gutter line, rolled across a flat roof, dropped to a lower ridge, and came up running without losing momentum.

The dead egg was throwing off her balance. It was too heavy, too asymmetric, and it had been pressed against her sternum for ten minutes now. She could feel the cold of it through her jacket — a peculiar, specific cold, not the ambient chill of the night air but something more deliberate. Like the cold had intention.

She told herself it was her imagination and kept running.

She made the caldera wall at the edge of the Slums’ northeastern boundary — the place where the occupied ground ended and the raw volcanic landscape began — and went over it without slowing. The ridge path here was narrow and steep, bordered by the faint sulphur-smoke of geothermal vents that wheezed steam into the night air. It was treacherous ground for anyone who didn’t know it. For Nyra, who had climbed it since she was seven years old and had the scarred palms to prove it, it was simply fast.

She climbed until the Hound-chime faded.

Then she sat on a ledge of cooled black rock with the dead egg in her lap and looked out over the Slums she’d grown up in, and the city of Solcarra above them blazing in the permanent false noon of the Sun-Drakes’ light, and she tried to remember why she had taken a useless piece of stone when she could have taken three months of heat instead.

The egg pulsed once.

A single, barely perceptible tremor. Like a breath. Like something deep inside the stone remembering, for just a moment, that it had once been alive.

Nyra looked down at it for a long time.

“Don’t,” she said, to no one, or possibly to herself, or possibly to the dead thing in her hands that had just proven it was not entirely dead.

The egg did not respond. But it did, very faintly, get warmer.




Chapter Two

The Cold Spire

The old texts say Shadow-Wyverns cannot be hatched by warmth.
They are born, as all true things are, in the dark.— Fragment, Royal Archive, Section 7: Suppressed Records

She didn’t go home.

This was, in retrospect, the decision that changed everything — though at the time it felt like nothing more than self-preservation dressed as practicality. The Hounds had swept through the northeastern quarter, and her usual routes back to the lower Slums were compromised for at least another hour. The sensible thing was to find a bolt-hole, wait them out, and head home when the chime had been gone long enough to trust.

The sensible thing was not to sit on a volcanic ridge for four hours watching a dead dragon egg get incrementally warmer against her palms.

And yet.

Nyra was not, as she would have been the first to admit, a sentimental person. Sentiment was a luxury for people who had enough surplus warmth that they could afford to feel things they didn’t strictly need to feel. She had grown up practical. She stole to survive, she spent to survive, she moved and hid and calculated and survived, and she did not pick up useless pieces of old stone out of the dark and carry them around getting attached.

The egg was warm.

Not Sun-Stone warm — that was a manufactured heat, artificially stable, the thermal equivalent of a lie told with conviction. This was something older and stranger. It came in pulses, like breath, like the rhythm of something sleeping and slowly deciding to wake up.

“You’re dead,” she told it. The night air carried her voice away into the sulphur-smoke. “I saw dead eggs in the archive markets when I was twelve. They were selling them as garden ornaments. They were cold. They were stone. They had the same energy as gravel.”

The egg pulsed.

“That’s not a response. That’s just — thermal activity. You’re near a geothermal vent. You’re absorbing ambient—”

Something moved inside the shell.

Nyra’s hands locked involuntarily around the egg. Her knuckles went white. She sat very still on the dark ridge with her heart pounding against her ribs, and waited.

Nothing. The egg was motionless. Warm and motionless and utterly enigmatic, the way only very old things could be.

She exhaled. “Right. I’m talking to a rock. I’m going home.”

She stood.

The Hound-chime came back, and this time it was very, very close.



There were three of them this time. They had tracked something — not her, specifically, she didn’t think, or she’d have been surrounded already — but something in this sector, something the sweep had flagged as worth a second look. They came up the ridge path in single file, their angular forms casting no shadows because they themselves were made of light.

Nyra went up. There was nowhere else to go.

The caldera’s northeastern wall was broken ground, all jutting formations and unstable platforms — not good running terrain, but good hiding terrain, if you knew how to read the rock. She pushed herself higher, gripping the volcanic glass with the bare skin of her palms (always bare, always scarred, the gloves were too clumsy for real climbing), the egg tucked against her chest with one arm.

The chime was gaining.

She rounded an outcrop and found herself at a dead end: a wide ledge of cooled basalt with a sheer drop on three sides and nothing above but a vertical wall of rock. In the centre of the ledge, a formation she had never seen on this part of the ridge — a narrow spire of pale crystal, waist-high, that had pushed up through the basalt from below. It hummed. Not the Hound-chime, but something entirely different: a low, resonant vibration at a frequency that moved through her teeth more than her ears.

The air around the spire was cold.

Not normal cold. This was deep cold — the specific, physical absence of heat, as if everything within a two-foot radius had simply agreed to stop being warm. The void-energy fissures. She’d heard of them — places where the ground’s magical skin was thin and the cold that lived beneath the world’s thermal layer seeped upward. The Hounds tracked heat. Any heat signature near a fissure would be invisible to them, masked by the cold.

It was not a good hiding place by any measure she would normally apply.

She looked at the spire. She looked at the egg in her arms.

The egg was shaking.

Not violently — not the convulsive shaking of something frightened or breaking apart. Steady. Intentional. Like a resonance. Like the egg could feel the spire and was responding to it the way a tuning fork responds to its correct pitch.

The chime came over the ridge.

Nyra lunged for the spire.

She didn’t plan to drop the egg. Her foot caught a loose section of basalt at the edge of the cold zone — that particular unlucky misplacement that a thousand careful steps had failed to produce and this single desperate one managed to find — and she went down hard on her knees, and the egg left her hands.

It fell directly into the base of the spire.

The cold detonated.



She thought, later, that ‘detonated’ was the wrong word. Detonations were hot — fast and violent and outward. What happened at the base of the Cold Spire was the opposite: an implosion of warmth, a sudden enormous absence of heat that should have been lethal. The temperature dropped so fast that her exhaled breath became ice crystals before it could disperse, and frost feathered across every surface within ten feet in less than a second. The basalt cracked audibly from thermal contraction.

And then the egg cracked, too.

The sound it made was not like breaking glass or breaking stone. It was like a note — deep and resonant, a single syllable of sound that the air seemed to inhale rather than carry. The cracks ran in crystalline patterns across the surface, following lines that had always been there, she realised, just invisible until now. The shell wasn’t breaking. It was opening, the way a door opens, along seams that had always been designed for exactly this purpose.

Something pushed out of the dark.

Small — the size of a large cat, maybe slightly bigger. Lean and angular in the way of young things that hadn’t yet grown into their proportions. The scales were matte black, obsidian-dark, with edges that caught no light whatsoever, and the wings were folded flat against its back and faintly translucent, like hardened smoke. It moved with a deliberate, unhurried quality that no creature of its size should have possessed.

It turned its head toward her.

Its eyes were amethyst. Not the purple-grey of a bruise, not the dull violet of a stone — pure, luminous amethyst, lit from within, with that same quality of cold intelligence she associated with much older things. At the centre of its chest, visible through the dark scales like an ember through closed fingers, a core of bio-luminescent light pulsed.

Once. Twice.

In exact rhythm with Nyra’s heartbeat.

She felt it when the link formed — or rather, she felt the moment before it formed, the way you feel the half-second of warning before something very cold touches your skin. A premonitory chill that ran from the base of her skull to her fingertips. Then the creature looked at her, and the Cinder-Link activated like a door being kicked open, and the world went very, very cold.

Her blood temperature dropped. Not gradually — in a single rushing fall, like diving into a glacial river from a height. She felt her heart slow, felt her fingers stop responding properly, felt the sluggishness of blood moving through passages that were not the right temperature for it. Her vision dimmed at the edges.

She could not look away from the creature.

It watched her with those amethyst eyes, utterly still, as she fought the cold that her own awakened magic was producing, and then — she didn’t understand this until much later — it exhaled.

A breath of void-cold, soft and precise, aimed not at her but at the air between them. And the cold stabilised. Stopped falling. Levelled into something bearable — still cold, still wrong, still the particular sensation of a body that was operating below its preferred parameters, but survivable. Controlled.

The three Hounds crested the ridge.

The creature — she had not named it yet, was not going to name it yet, naming it would mean it was real and real meant she was responsible for it — turned its head toward them without haste. Something in its posture changed. Not aggression, exactly. More like the profound, absolute stillness that precedes something being erased.

It exhaled again.

The Hounds had time to produce a single fractured chime — the crystalline note splitting apart into dissonance — before the void-cold hit them. She watched them absorb the wave of energy, watched their constructed forms fracture from the inside as the kinetic warmth that held them together was simply\... taken. Removed. Inhaled.

They came apart in absolute silence.

The creature turned back to her. The amethyst light in its chest pulsed again — slower now, rhythmic and almost satisfied, the way a fire settles after it has found its fuel.

“Nox,” Nyra said. She had not planned to say it. She didn’t know where the name came from, only that it was correct in the way that some things are simply correct, without justification or reason.

The creature blinked once.

Above the caldera wall, from a distance that she could not yet judge, came the sound of massive wings and a roar that was made, unmistakably, of heat.




Chapter Three

The Prince Descends

He was called the Golden Blade. The name was meant as a compliment.— Court Record of Prince Arion val Moredan, Year of the 94th Sun-Tithe

Arion had been managing the Burn for so long that he had stopped thinking of it as pain.

Pain implied a malfunction. Pain was what happened when the body’s systems were operating incorrectly, when something had gone wrong in a way that required attention. The Burn was not malfunction. The Burn was simply the cost of what he was — a Sun-Drake rider, a Solaris-class mage, the commander of Solcarra’s aerial corps, the kingdom’s most decorated instrument of its own will. The slow scarring of his lungs from a decade of channelling too much light through a body that had not been built to withstand it was not a wound. It was the price of the work.

He had made peace with it at twenty-three. He was twenty-seven now, and the peace held, mostly.

Ignis felt his tension before he’d admitted to having any.

The Sun-Drake was massive — bred for command, not speed, built in the image of what the kingdom believed power should look like. Golden scales that caught and amplified light, radiating the ambient warmth of a small sun, wingspan broad enough to cast a shadow over a city block. Ignis turned his enormous head and regarded Arion from one molten amber eye with the patient disapproval of something that had been carrying humans for forty years and retained significant opinions about the quality of riders it had been assigned.

“I know,” Arion said.

Ignis snorted fire.

“That’s not helpful.”

Below them






































































