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​Prologue

VANCE CLENCHED HIS jaw, refusing to give them the satisfaction of a scream as he was dragged back toward his cage. His bare feet scraped against the rough, cold stone floor, leaving a faint trail of blood behind. Brent, one of the senior guards, had a vice-grip on his left arm. Vance didn't recognize the other hunter, a man Brent called Tom, who looked at Vance with more disgust than pity.

“Get the door, Tom,” Brent snapped. “Can’t you see we have our hands full?”

Vance didn't have the energy to fight back today. To be honest, it had been a long time since he’d even fantasized about escaping. He knew the reach of Neil Geilo. He knew that even if he made it past the gates, the man would just hunt him down like a stray dog. The heavy cell door creaked open, the rusted sound echoing like a death knell down the corridor.

They shoved him inside, and Vance collapsed onto the cold floor. He didn't move as the door slammed shut.

“Looks like Neil is going to need a new lab rat soon,” Tom’s voice squeaked, fading as they walked away. “I don’t think this one is going to make it. Though, three years is a new record. Most of them burn out in months.”

The hunters’ laughter trailed off, leaving Vance in a suffocating silence. He gritted his teeth and rolled onto his back, his muscles screaming in protest. His ribs were a map of open wounds and jagged scars. Neil had kept him strapped to a table for days, plugged into machines that drained his marrow and tested his limits.

A violent shiver racked his body. Suddenly, a low, guttural growl rumbled through the dim room.

Vance blinked, looking at the brick walls. He expected to see a guard or another prisoner standing outside the bars, but the hallway was empty. Then, his eyes caught a reflection in a small puddle of stagnant water near the bars.

A pair of glowing, crimson eyes stared back at him.

It took a moment for Vance to realize he was looking at himself. I can help you, a voice growled deep within his mind, resonant and ancient. We don’t have to be the victim.

Vance tilted his head, wondering if he had finally gone mad. Perhaps this was the final break Neil had been working toward. He looked down at his right hand. The skin was rippling, turning a dark, obsidian black.

“What... what is your name?” Vance whispered aloud.

I am Torch, the voice responded instantly. I am your dragon. Let me take over. Let me heal what they have broken. I will handle Neil. I will handle the hunters.

Vance hesitated for only a heart-beat before he nodded.

The world exploded in white-hot pain. Vance fell to his knees as his skeleton began to expand. A roar ripped from his throat, shaking the very foundations of the lab. Pounding footsteps returned—hunters charging back, weapons drawn, their faces pale with terror as they saw the transformation.

The cell door was wrenched open, but it was too late. The last thing Vance saw before the darkness took him was a wall of orange flame erupting from his new chest.

“Rest now,” Torch’s voice soothed him as his consciousness slipped away. “I’ll deal with them. When you are ready to take the world back, I’ll be waiting.”

​Chapter One

EMMA HUDDLED IN THE back of the cell, her breath hitching as she watched her companions. Audrey, Jade, and Lily stood like a wall of living shields at the bars. Outside, Neil’s hunters paced the corridor, rhythmically tapping their weapons against the steel to keep the women on edge.

Suddenly, Lily lunged. With a predatory growl, she reached through the bars and seized a passing hunter by the throat, hoisting him off his feet. His sword clattered to the stone floor as his comrades rushed forward, but Lily had already slammed him into the bars and retreated.

A high-pitched alarm began to wail, and red emergency lights pulsed through the gloom. The hunters stiffened, sharing frantic looks before sprinting down the hallway toward the main breach.

"They're coming," Jade whispered, sharing a look with Audrey.

Footsteps approached—not the heavy boots of hunters, but the rhythmic scuff of lab shoes. Three shadows materialized: two men and a woman in pristine lab coats. They looked unsettlingly alike, though one brother bore a jagged scar across his cheek. The other carried a tray of instruments—vials, swabs, and long, gleaming syringes.

Emma looked at her cousin, Kara, seeking some sign of hope. When Kara only shook her head, a cold dread began to strangle Emma.

The woman stepped into the light, revealing neon-yellow eyes and fine, shimmering scales tracing her jawline. “I am Nessa,” she said, her voice a silk-wrapped blade. “I am here for a sample from the one called Audrey. If any of you interfere, I will kill the rest of you where you stand.”

The air in the cell spiked in temperature. The embers floating around Audrey suddenly roared into a concentrated, lethal blue.

“You think you can manage that on your own, Naga?” Lily taunted. “Or do you need your brothers to hold us down?”

Nessa sneered. “Oh, little dragon. I can do many things without my brothers.”

Growls vibrated through the cell. Audrey’s eyes were a chaotic swirl of shifting colors as she screamed, “Get them out of here, Jade!”

Jade shoved the group toward the connecting cell. Emma tripped over the threshold, pushed forward by Lily’s sheer force. When she scrambled to her feet and turned back, she was met with a sight that defied everything she knew: Audrey was on all fours, her body snapping and lengthening into a massive red dragon. An orange streak down her spine began to radiate a blinding, molten light.

Audrey’s tail shattered the remaining cots as she turned, unleashing a torrent of fire that melted the cell bars into glowing slag. As Audrey charged the retreating scientists, Jade led the surge out of the cages. Emma didn't think; she dove for the sword the hunter had dropped earlier, her fingers slick with sweat as she gripped the hilt.

A pained cry drew her eyes to Jade. Emma watched in silent horror as her lifelong friend—the girl she had grown up with—began to shift, her bones rearranging into a golden beast. Emma’s world tilted. Has she been hiding this? Is this what they all are?

She didn't have time to process the betrayal. A guard charged her, but before she could bring the sword up, a hand clamped over her mouth and a small blade pressed against her throat. She looked over her shoulder, meeting the eyes of one of the Naga brothers.

He wasn't murderous. His expression was hauntingly calm. “Be still, little one,” he whispered into her ear, his breath smelling of ozone. “We mean you no harm. We only wish to awaken the beast sleeping deep inside you.”

Emma’s eyes widened as he brought a syringe toward her neck. Before she could scream, a roar shook the very foundations of the lab.

Suddenly, Emma was weightless. The Naga brother was thrown aside as a massive, dark red tail swept through the space. Emma felt herself being jerked upward, her body wedged firmly between the jagged, obsidian-like spines of a dragon’s tail.

The sounds of battle—the clashing of steel and the screams of the dying—began to fade as the dragon surged forward. Emma clung to the spines with both hands, her head spinning from the Naga’s serum. The "ice" in her veins made it impossible to hold on.

The last thing she felt was the bite of the cold night air and the rhythmic thrum-click of massive wings beating against the wind. Her name was being called from somewhere far below, but the darkness was faster. Emma let go, and the world went black.

​Chapter Two

MOONLIGHT BATHED THE landscape in silver, allowing Torch to savor the scenery as he flew. The cold, crisp air tickled his nostrils—a sharp, sweet contrast to the recycled, sterile oxygen of the labs. For the first time in an eternity, he was free, but the weight of that freedom was daunting. He had bypassed several small towns, keeping his distance to ensure Neil couldn't track his trajectory.

He didn't know how long he had been aloft, but his eyelids were growing heavy and his wings felt like lead. His pace slowed until he was skimming just above the treeline. To his left, the ocean glittered like shattered glass; ahead, the mountains loomed, their jagged peaks wearing caps of eternal snow.

Torch banked his wings, drifting toward the shadows of the range. He needed a sanctuary. Luck was on his side when he spotted the dark, yawning mouth of a cave nestled high on a cliffside. He landed heavily at the entrance, his claws clicking against the stone.

He eased his head inside, sniffing the air. The cave wasn't entirely wild; someone had been here. A pile of wood sat in a dry corner with a lantern perched on top, and a basket held neatly folded bedding. Torch shifted his weight, hesitant, until a low groan vibrated from behind him.

He looked back at his own tail. The silhouette of a woman was still wedged between his spines.

Torch gritted his teeth. He couldn't get her down in this form, and he lacked the dexterity to see if she was even alive. He took several deep breaths, trying to reach for Vance in the back of his mind. Vance didn't respond, but Torch felt the pull of the transformation regardless.

He forced the change. It was a violent, bone-snapping process that left him gasping on the cave floor in his human skin. Shivering, Torch stood and grabbed the lantern. He blew a small, controlled spark onto the wick, and the cave filled with a warm, flickering amber light.

The glow revealed a mess of red hair against the dusty floor. Another whimper echoed off the walls. Torch strode toward her, her scent hitting him like a physical blow—wildflowers, rain, and something sweet that made his inner dragon stir.

He knelt and gently rolled her over. Her skin was a map of scrapes and dirt, with a thin, drying trail of blood tracing down her
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​Chapter Six
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