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        He’s never been denied anything. Until her.

      

        

      
        Khyros is the most powerful of the Dragorai.

      

        

      
        A ruthless leader. A conqueror. A dragon lord who led his brothers through a war that nearly destroyed their kind.

      

        

      
        But for over a century, he has been incomplete.

      

        

      
        His dragon—his power, his other half—went missing.

      

        

      
        When it finally locates where he might be, he is shocked to discover a beautiful, fierce female standing in his way.

      

        

      
        Instinctively they clash… a frenzied attraction simmering between them.

      

        

      
        But Azenyah refuses to answer his questions, refuses to explain, refuses to submit.

      

        

      
        Furious, Khyros keeps her captive, determined to break her silence… and punish her for the century of suffering he’s endured.

      

        

      
        And his fury ignites carnal infatuation.

      

        

      
        Azenyah is no ordinary woman.

      

        

      
        She fights him at every turn—meeting his fury with her own, resisting not just his power, but the dark, relentless pull between them

      

        

      
        Soon she is the new source of his torment.

      

        

      
        And his craving for her consumes his every moment.

      

        

      
        When his clan faces a threat that could destroy them, Khyros discovers that Azenyah holds the secrets to save not just his clan but the entire realm.

      

        

      
        Balancing the fine edge between his responsibilities and his newfound obsession, he is determined to get the answers he wants.

      

        

      
        Until he is forced to contend with the power she wields that rivals his own.

      

        

      
        BEWARE: This story is only for those who love powerful, brutal anti-hero who will get want he wants no matter the cost. See author website for full warnings.
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        KHYROS

      

      

      

      High above his mountain lair, the whip and swish of Khyros' swords was the only sound for miles.

      He jabbed and parried, swung and stabbed, working to improve the technique he had honed over the centuries. At the same time, he cast silent incantations to draw upon magic to keep him airborne as he trained.

      The challenge wasn’t only in keeping himself high above the ground, but also maneuvering his body in a way that would assist his training.

      Most who used magic wouldn’t dare hover in the air as he did, even those considered to be highly skilled casters did not risk it. One stray thought, one moment of lost focus and it was almost impossible to regain it. Khyros had mastered it before he had turned one hundred and the ability had become essential since his dragon disappeared.

      The wind rushed by his ears and flicked his training robes as he twisted, turned, and kicked, even experimented with double spins and forward rolls assisted by magic. He was moving so fast in different directions and angles, he almost didn't hear his brother calling from below.

      "Khyros!"

      Khyros slowed, sweat trickling down his brow, the barbarous frenzy of the practice still charging through his veins as Sethorn approached.

      “Your swordsmanship has improved drastically since I last saw you,” Sethorn said appreciatively.

      Khyros inclined his head, knowing what was coming next. His brother wasn’t fond of how high Khyros traveled, even though he knew the likelihood of him falling was small.

      Sethorn glanced below them and shot Khyros a look. "This is almost too high to breathe, Khyros.”

      Khyros held his gaze. "I need more of a challenge than just training on the ground."

      "I know. I know you are capable, and I understand you need to be able to see your territory easily, but this is too high."

      Khyros lowered his swords, looking down over his territory. Without his dragon, he’d needed to find other ways to police and patrol his land without requiring his brothers to visit with their dragons multiple times a day to assist him. Thankfully, his expertise in Thrakondarian, his mother tongue and the language that magic responded to, allowed him to develop his casting ability to the point it was no longer necessary to say the words aloud.

      Of course, magic couldn’t replace having his dragon to scout and hunt with, but he refused to completely depend on his brothers to manage and maintain what was his.

      His brothers were not completely happy with him using it too often, especially when they traveled on clan business, but they couldn't tell him what to do on his own territory, besides which, he was the head of the clan. Although he appeased them to keep them from worrying, he could do what he liked.

      He returned his gaze to Sethorn and held it on him to remind him of this. Khyros wasn’t one to use a lot of words when a look would do.

      Sethorn sighed. “The meeting is starting soon. I wanted to talk.”

      "I will finish this round and then meet you in my office," Khyros said.

      Sethorn nodded, his relief obvious on his face as he floated down toward the huge grey mountain that housed Khyros’ lair.

      Executing a series of sequences to finish his training for the morning, Khyros pushed everything he had into every blow, forcing his body to strain and his mind to ache. He embraced the burn inside and out.

      Once it was over, he lowered down the side of his lair and stepped onto the ledge of his office. Sethorn had poured them both a measure of the potent liquor zmul and handed a glass to Khyros.

      They both turned to face the ledge and looked out over his territory, a mottled landscape of hills and mountains that stretched into the distance before them.

      “How long has it been now, since he’s been missing?”

      Sethorn spoke quietly, and from the corner of his eye, Khyros noticed his brother glancing at him. “About 700 hundred years,” he murmured back.

      In the silence that followed, Khyros sensed Sethorn’s horror at the realization of just how long his dragon had been gone. Sethorn hadn’t been without his dragon for even one day—none of his brothers had. It wasn’t the way a dragorai lived, and yet Khyros had been forced to be without his for centuries.

      “We’re close to finding him.” Sethorn raised his glass to his lips. “I can feel it.”

      Khyros said nothing. The absence of his dragon was always present between him and his brothers; it was the silent acknowledgment in almost every interaction they had, yet they rarely talked about it. However, in their last meeting, one of his other brother’s mates, Oshali, insisted that she had located him.

      “Oshali is recognized by the Mheyu as one of their best trainees,” Sethorn added. “If she said she found his location, I believe her.”

      Excitement had hummed through the clan, and even his most cautious brother, Sethorn, seemed intrigued with her claim, which wasn’t to be taken lightly considering her lifelong service to the realm’s record keepers, the Mheyu.

      The clan’s reaction did not surprise Khyros. Now that all four of his brothers had found their mates and were all expecting, which none of them thought would happen when the rest of their kind perished in the war with humans, their clan’s extinction was no longer a thing feared, and infectiously high spirits kept buoyant the clan’s hope about finding his dragon.

      However, Khyros wasn’t capable of that, and it wasn’t just about hope. His dragon, Skar, had been bonded to him at birth, just like his brothers’ dragons had been with each of them. Skar was part of Khyros, body and soul, and they were supposed to exist together. It was well-known that if a dragorai-dragon died, his bonded alpha wouldn’t last long without him—that was why they assumed Skar was still alive—but Khyros would have preferred death to his current existence.

      The loss that bore down on him as a result of his dragon’s disappearance was an agony his brothers could never understand.

      He wasn’t unfamiliar with pain. In fact, he welcomed it. Enduring it was a sign of strength and power—a symbol of a life that deserved recognition. But this loss didn’t compare. This was deep and extreme, an ache that pervaded him, deepening into an abyss of torment that consumed him over the past 700 years. Physical, mental, and emotional, it affected every fragment of his being, as if each drop of blood, every ounce of flesh, every thought, and each breath had been created by it. It was a state of being for him and nothing could change it.

      But as the eldest and head of his clan, he had responsibilities. He couldn’t allow it to tear him apart, and therefore tear apart his brothers. As the last remaining dragorai clan, he had to keep them strong for as long as he could, with solid leadership and direction. But with new life on the verge of being born, things within the clan were changing.

      “How is your mate?” he asked. Only a few weeks ago, Sethorn and his mate, Uraya, announced their pregnancy. “Is she doing well?”

      Sethorn’s mouth tightened. “For the last week she’s been craving crushed eggs with heatberries in the middle of the night, and she insists Ornendor is the only one who can the pick the ripe ones.” He raised his glass again, scowling as he muttered. “As if my dragon knows my territory better than me. I was picking heatberries when he was still breathing hot air and crashing into tree trunks!”

      Khyros observed him, his interest peaking. Back when the other dragorai existed, the females had their own dragons that they bonded to and had no need to become so close to their mate’s dragon. However, with all the female dragons gone, his brothers’ mates shared their bonds with the dragons. It was strange to him—somewhat unnatural. In his opinion, no one should be as close to his mate as him, or please her in any way he couldn’t, even his dragon. Not that his opinion mattered—it wasn’t even worth thinking about finding a mate with his dan askha missing.

      “Do you dislike the connection they have?” he asked, curious if his brother had any true aversion to it.

      “No,” Sethorn said immediately. “I like it.”

      That was hard to believe. “Even though she prefers him over you in this instance?”

      At that, Sethorn growled. “She doesn’t prefer him. It’s… it’s difficult to explain.” Khyros waited while he took another drink. “As you know, the bond between alpha and dragon is strong—something to be cherished and revered,” Sethorn said carefully. “But it’s one-dimensional, and you don’t realize it until your mate bonds with you both. I’ve always seen our dan askhas as an extension of us or… a version of us in another form.”

      Khyros nodded. “They are.”

      “So that’s what my mate is getting—an extension of me she is deeply connected to. It cannot replace me, only enhance what we have. Not unlike how I assume it will be with our children.”

      Khyros took a mouthful of zmul from his glass. It was difficult to understand what he meant by one-dimensional, when the lack of that connection caused such agony for him. “The others will be here soon for the clan meeting,” he said after a moment. “Why have you come early?”

      Sethorn turned and walked back into the office, placing his glass on the desk behind them. “Tyomar told me what I missed in the last meeting. Oshali also said there was a magical dead zone in the middle of the Karyllean Ocean?”

      Khyros nodded. “She thinks that’s where Skar is being held.”

      Sethorn inhaled slowly, a hard look on his face, but said nothing. From his expression and demeanor, it was obvious what he was thinking, but Khyros wanted him to say it outright.

      After a long moment, Sethorn spoke. “You know how we feel about Skar’s disappearance.”

      Khyros held his gaze. “Yes.”

      All his brothers were furious and disturbed by it. They swore they would punish whoever had taken him and caused their brother, and their own dragons, such suffering. As blood brothers, their dragons were acutely aware of the eldest dragon’s absence.

      “Now that we are about to find him,” Sethorn continued, “I want you to remember that we, as a clan, intend to fully exact the punishment and revenge on whoever did this.”

      “You believe I am incapable?”

      Sethorn stiffened. “It’s not about capability, Khyros. It is about the heinous attack that this individual has levied on us for 700 years. We all have the right to retaliate; even though it was your dragon, this was an attack on all of us and all of our kind. And I want you to recognize that we all need to contribute to the retribution.”

      Khyros inclined his head. “I understand what you are saying, Sethorn.” He placed his glass down on the desk as well and looked his brother in the eye. “But I will kill whoever did this. There is no question about it. I cannot promise that you or the others will be involved in that.”

      Sethorn held himself tense, as if deciding whether he was going to argue further, but after a moment, he exhaled. “Just remember that we are here,” he said quietly. “You are very reserved, Khyros, you always have been. And that is one reason why our clan has persevered these centuries with you as our leader. And while we may not have talked about Skar much or what you’ve been going through, it doesn’t mean we feel his absence any less. We do. You are not alone.”

      “I know,” Khyros replied, his voice low. He’d shielded his brothers from the worst of it, but they weren’t stupid—they knew he suffered greatly, and it pained them too. “I know I have not been alone in my suffering, but I have had the worst of it. Let me deal with things in my own way first. There may not be a need for you to intervene.”

      Sethorn was clearly not happy about that, but he couldn’t very well complain. He simply nodded and made his way to the door. “I will see you at the meeting,” he said, before leaving the room.

      Khyros watched him leave. He was completely aware of what Sethorn was trying to do—and he had cleverly skirted around the true issue. His insistence that the clan be involved in the punishment of Skar’s capturer was because his brothers assumed the same thing he did—the criminal had superior skill. They weren’t wrong. Anyone capable of restraining a dragon for this long wasn’t someone to take lightly. The research Oshali had uncovered indicated his dragon was being kept somewhere over the Karyllean Ocean, which was a long distance over water for dragons to traverse. It was also a difficult location to launch a rescue. But Khyros didn’t care about any of that. He would fight whoever it was to the death if need be—over, under, and through land or water. If Skar wasn’t already dead, Khyros would do whatever it took to get him back.

      Khyros turned back to face the ledge. Focusing his mind, he silently cast an incantation and stepped off the ledge. Magic rushed to his aid and surrounded him, holding him midair, and as he closed his eyes, continuing his casting, magic spread his awareness rapidly out in all directions over his territory.

      He could feel the presence of the others as they arrived and he waited for them to settle at the table and start their discussion. He used to be the first one sitting at the table when they arrived, but since his brothers began finding their mates, he’d stopped. Now that the clan was changing, they needed to get used to him not being constantly present when they were all together.

      It was typical for a dragorai-alpha or dragorai-omega born without their dragon to be shunned and ridiculed. Labeled the derogatory term “hollow,” they’d be forced to stay out of sight, serving the dragorai in their lairs, like many of those who currently served his brothers. For Khyros, it was worse because he’d had that connection and then it was gone. And while he hadn’t had to endure the shame and ridicule, it didn’t mean it was right for him to remain as the head of the Vattoro clan.

      The constant anguish that weighed him down wasn’t healthy—sometimes it made him irrational or angry or dispassionate. He had to fight hard to ensure it didn’t negatively impact the clan, but it was becoming harder. Usually, a dragorai wounded beyond repair would be free to find a respectful end in solitude, and the only reason why Khyros hadn’t sought that was because his brothers had needed him. He committed to seeing the clan through to either its end or its recuperation, which was exactly what was happening now.

      Sethorn, the second oldest, had refused to listen when he tried to tell him that a change of leadership was needed. It was now his time to lead their expanding clan, and it wasn’t a good sign that he rejected the idea. Sethorn was the most logical of the brothers, the one capable of leading the rest, but even he refused to see the truth that was before him. In his state, and without his dragon and mate, it wasn’t appropriate for Khyros to lead a clan with the next dragorai generation on the way.

      What if he began to go insane? It was very likely he would as he got older. What would his brothers tell their children about their uncle? How could the extraordinary history of the Vattoro clan be explained if the clan had a dragon-less and insane leader? No. It wasn’t right. His brothers had trusted him to make the right decisions to keep them alive and thriving, and he’d done that. He just wasn’t the same anymore. And if they found Skar, there were no guarantees that he would be sane either, and that would truly destroy Khyros—to see his magnificent dan askha reduced to anything less than he had been.

      Hearing screeches coming from far overhead, Khyros rose higher, watching his brothers’ dragons greet each other in the air and tussle as they usually did during clan meetings. It was always a satisfying sight. Skar’s disappearance was hard on them too. After all, it was the dragons who were blood brothers, with Skar being the eldest. The alphas they bonded to had come from different birth families from across the Twin Realms. Like Khyros, his brothers had left behind their families to commit themselves to their clan. It was the dragorai way of life. Of course, the alphas were more alike, more connected, and more committed to each other than they could have ever been to their blood families, and even though they all had different features and skin tones, their alpha and dragorai similarities united them more closely than anything else. As far as Khyros was concerned, they all had the same blood running through their veins.

      Focusing his thoughts, he drifted back into the office and strode through to the corridor. He made his way up the lair, winding through the dark corridors until he reached the temple that had been built at the top of his lair. He entered and headed straight to the meeting room, where the clan was already in mid-conversation.

      “—and that is why we cannot approach it in that way,” Sethorn was saying tightly to Nyro.

      Nyro leaned forward. “Whatever happens, we will have the element of surprise. We should use it to our advantage.”

      “You don’t know that,” Sethorn shot back. “Whoever has his dragon may be waiting for us. We need to plan a proper rescue.”

      From their tone of voice, expression, and body language, everyone around the table was on edge. That was quick. With fiery emotions, his brothers tended to clash now and then, and he was the one who had to make the final decision. Khyros sat down in his raised chair at the head of the table. “Tell me.”

      Everyone paused, taking a breath and leaning back.

      Zendyor, the youngest and most violent brother, remained leaning forward. “Since we now know where your dan askha is, we want to conduct a rescue.”

      Khyros glanced around the table. “And not everyone is in agreement with that?”

      “No,” Sethorn said sharply. “It needs to be planned properly.”

      “We’ve examined the dead zone that Uraya found at the border of the north and south,” Tyomar said. He was the most amenable brother—he got on with well with all of them and was the most reasonable.

      “The area you said was void of all magic?”

      Tyomar nodded. “Yes. But it is different in comparison to the dead zone in the ocean. That one is older and more dangerous.”

      “In what way?”

      “Since I could barely use magic in the area at the north and south border,” Sethorn said, “I imagine it will be impossible for our dragons to survive in the one in the ocean.”

      Khyros’ jaw clenched. “Are you saying my dragon has to be dead?”

      “No.” Oshali spoke up before Sethorn could respond. She tapped a large piece of parchment on the table before her. “I examined some of the older maps and found reference to an island that should exist in that area of the ocean. It is said to be in between the two landmasses that comprise the Twin Realms, but it isn’t on our maps because it doesn’t fall under the ownership of either landmass. It’s too far out. The Mheyu made reference to it a few times when talking about attempts to travel to the other side of the Twin Realms, but this island was as far as anyone got. Most people didn’t return, and anyone who did was insane.”

      I’mya, Nyro’s mate, leaned forward. “Why is our land called the Twin Realms if we can’t access the other realm? It might as well not exist.”

      “Because the Goddesses can access it,” Tyomar said.

      “And we can,” Sethorn said.

      All the female members of the clan turned to look at him. “You can?” Elora, Zendyor’s mate, looked shocked. “So you have been there? What is it like?”

      Sethorn shrugged. “It is very much like here, but not as developed. The Goddesses spent a lot of time over here and basically ignored that side. The people are primitive, and there are hardly any cities, no bonded species, or even any dragons. There’s nothing of interest over there, and since dragons don’t like traveling over large bodies of water for long period⁠—”

      “Stay on topic.” Khyros’ growl cut through the room, and everyone quietened, surprise on their faces. It was unlike him to interrupt someone. He turned to Oshali. “Why do you think my dragon is alive?”

      “As you know, after our last meeting, we examined the dead zone more thoroughly. In the center is an old temple. It’s damaged from time and not completely intact, but it is one of the first temples that was created—the Goddesses were seen most frequently there in the very early era. There are patches across the whole area where magic still flows freely, including the temple,” she explained. “If the dead zone in the ocean is similar⁠—”

      “Then the island has areas where Skar can survive,” Khyros finished.

      “Yes. As we all know, dragons have a unique connection to magic, dragorai-dragons in particular. If your dan askha is inside a patch of magic, he should be fine. It’s getting through the dead area over the ocean with no magic that’s the problem.”

      “But we know nothing for certain,” Sethorn said. “If this area over the ocean or on the island is more magic deprived than the one we found on the border, we could die before finding a patch of magic.”

      “Do we know yet how the dead zone was created?” Tyomar asked his mate, Oshali.

      “Not exactly. Sethorn thought it might be because a Thrakond died and created it, and that could be true, but we only have suspicions and rumor of what happens when a god dies, nothing concrete,” she replied, clearly frustrated. “I’ve searched the whole Mheyu sanctum—read all the scrolls over and over, and there’s only that one vague reference.” She turned to Elora. “Do you know anything?”

      Elora, Zendyor’s mate, had been somewhat transformed by the Seven Goddesses a few months back; they’d imbued her with random knowledge and magical skills that at times had helped the clan, but this time she shook her head. “I know nothing about dead gods, but maybe if I saw the barrier or felt it, something might come to me. That’s usually how it works.”

      “Yes, we need to examine it,” Sethorn said thoughtfully.

      “We are going to scout only. This is not an attack,” Tyomar reiterated. “And we won’t be able to rely on stealth methods for this anyway, not with the location being in the ocean.”

      “We?” Khyros said, frowning. “We are all going?”

      “Yes,” Uraya said, nodding her head.

      Khyros looked at them. “Are you forgetting we have enemies that we still need to deal with? The queen of the south, if she’s still alive, and the king of the north must both be destroyed. They are still threats. There is no need for you all to come to examine a dead area in the middle of the ocean.”

      “The king has waited for his punishment all this time,” Nyro said, his voice low. “He can wait another day.” He rose from his seat. “We go at dawn tomorrow. I need to prepare San for travel over the ocean.”

      The others nodded and murmured they needed the same time to prepare their dragons as they stood to leave.

      Sethorn shot Khyros a look as he scooped Uraya into his arms. “I told you, brother. You are not alone.”
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      The Karyllean Ocean glittered up at them, stretching into the horizon like a sapphire-blue, sparkling, swaying blanket.

      Khyros remained alert, feeling for changes in the atmosphere, although Uraya would probably find the dead zone first since she could sense magic, but her and Sethorn’s dragon, Ornendor, kept veering away from where Uraya was directing him. Large bodies of water like this didn’t offer dragons anything that served their natural urges or instincts, so they tended to be disinterested and reluctant to fly over them for too long. Sethorn and Uraya used their connection as well as magic to command and guide Ornendor so he stayed on route. The other brothers and their mates followed behind.

      They flew for over five hours before, finally, deep over the ocean, Ornendor began to screech. Veering to the left, he flew erratically, lurching side to side and rising up and down in the air. Sethorn was crouched with his hand on his back, muttering under his breath, and after a moment, Ornendor flapped his wings furiously, curving his trajectory and then shot straight forward.

      Khyros felt when they entered the dead zone. The air was thin and coarse, as if all nourishment and life had been sucked from it. It clawed down his airway as he breathed it in, as though resistant and angry. Ornendor screeched again, and his flying became even more uneven. He rounded, heading back the way they came. When they burst back through into normal air, Khyros took a big breath, and Sethorn saw to Uraya, making sure she took numerous deep breaths. He called out to the other dragorai, who all halted, hovering above the water just outside the barrier.

      “At least it is exactly where we thought it was,” Nyro called.

      “We will examine it,” Zendyor stated. Before anyone could say anything, he placed a palm on his dragon’s neck, and they surged forward, his wings beating hard as they burst into the barrier. Khyros jumped to his feet, as did every other brother, watching as Zendyor, Elora, and their dragon, Yorgynel, sped away. But almost immediately, their flight grew more and more erratic.

      “Come back!” Tyomar bellowed. “Zendyor! Come back.”

      It wasn’t clear what was happening; they fought to remain in steady flight but finally turned around and flew back. This time, they were out of control, the dragon tilting and unsteady while lowering toward the sea in each moment that passed.

      Khyros watched them, tense. No one said anything.

      If Zendyor’s dragon hit the waves while inside the barrier and couldn’t get back up into the sky, he and his riders would drown.

      His wings were just skimming the sea as they shot through the barrier and into normal air. Zendyor and Elora had their palms on Yorgynel’s back as they flew low, close to the sea. Yorgynel let out a whine that reverberated across the ocean, and Khyros clenched his fists, glaring at them as they skimmed the waves, willing him to rise.

      After a long moment, he finally soared back up.

      Khyros exhaled slowly. That was too close. He couldn’t let anyone try that again. And yet, he couldn’t leave. He glanced back toward the barrier. The idea of Skar being trapped on an island surrounded by all of that non-magic and possibly suffering while trying to get out was like a thorn ripping up his insides. He silently cast, expanding his awareness out across the ocean to see how badly Yorgynel was affected. Thankfully, the dragon’s breathing was returning to normal as he flew back to them.

      “We should go around this whole area to see how big this thing is,” Sethorn was saying as Khyros pulled his awareness back. “Elora should have some idea now if there’s a way through to the center after being inside the ring.”

      “We need to make sure Yorgy is all right,” Uraya insisted.

      “He’s all right,” Khyros said, stepping closer to them.

      Sethorn agreed. “Yorgynel is not that fragile.”

      “Even so,” Khyros said, “I don’t want anyone else going in there until you’ve figured out a solution to go through safely.”

      Sethorn nodded in agreement while Uraya peered at Yorgynel as he, Zendyor and Elora flew back toward them. “Elora feels… bright,” Uraya said.

      “Good. Then hopefully she has an idea.” Khyros placed a hand on Sethorn’s shoulder, looking at him sincerely. “I will wait for you on the island.”

      Sethorn frowned, confused, but Khyros was already running and jumping off Ornendor’s back.

      His brothers’ yells echoed behind him, but the wind was loud in his ears. He hit the ocean hard, the force jutting through his whole body and the sharp chill enveloped him as he sank down into it.

      Firming his mind, he swam toward the barrier, but he wasn’t going to attempt to use magic. This barrier was about sheer, brute force—magic couldn’t survive it in, but if someone was willing to endure the poor air quality while swimming across for as long as it took, they could get through quite easily. His brothers would never have considered it because they had their dragons to consider, but he didn’t.

      This task was for him.

      Nothing could be worse than the pain he was already enduring, and if this was what it took to find Skar, then that was what he would do.

      As the air quality changed, Khyros set himself a rhythm, powering through the water, while each breath tore deep into his lungs.
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      Khyros had no idea how much time had passed.

      Based on the aches in his body, the burn in his lungs, and the numbing cold seeping into his bones, he guessed it had been several hours, but he kept swimming, holding on to his determination. All he had to do was get there—he trusted his brothers and their mates would find a way to get to him, no matter how long it took.

      As he swam on, everything turned to pain, and exhaustion set in. He dug deep, reaching past the physical pain, past the cold, past the weight that constantly bore down, and gripped the part of him that still remained strong, the pure animalistic nature that always kept him propelling forward. He sunk into it and pushed harder, swam faster, eager to reach where he desperately needed to go. He was so disoriented, he wasn’t even sure if he was headed in the right direction anymore, but he knew he had to reach the island—everything depended on that.

      When the air suddenly softened, he finally saw land ahead and kept going until solid ground appeared beneath him. He staggered forward, wading out of the water before dropping onto the pale sand on his hands and knees. Panting, he spat out the water in his mouth, wiped it from his eyes, and shook the excess from his hair.

      As his breathing calmed, he noticed a strange collection of thick sticks only a few feet from his hand. He peered at them. They looked strange, as though they had been fashioned into some kind of weapon, but before he could move closer, quick footsteps approach rapidly from his left.

      Snapping his head up, he saw a figure swinging both arms above, about to deliver a heavy blow.

      Dropping onto his back, Khyros rolled away quickly and out of reach, then jumped to his feet and lurched for the weapons he’d been examining.

      But his assailant was prepared. He’d kicked the sand where the sticks lay, scattering some and burying others and then launched at Khyros with a stick of his own.

      Khyros twisted out of the way, lurching from side to side as his attacker kept swinging his weapon in a surprisingly varied motion. Taking the advantage to dip and roll again, Khyros angled back and snatched up one of the fashioned stick-weapons. His assailant was already swinging down on him again, and Khyros lifted it to meet the strike. He punched forward but his opponent darted away, giving him a chance to stand and finally charge forward with his own attack. Their wooden weapons clattered together in a furious exchange as they shifted and pivoted over the sand.

      Surprisingly, his opponent was a highly skilled fighter, and Khyros found himself working harder than he ever had before in order to avoid being hit, let alone disarm or injure his opponent. The thrill of being in battle again awakened something in him and he allowed his body to continue working on instinct. Their exchange became more vicious, each trying to land their hardest blows, but neither capable of making bodily contact.

      Annoyed, Khyros pushed harder. He couldn’t even get a proper look at his attacker. Covered in wraps, rags, and mismatched materials, there wasn’t a single bit of body exposed. The wrap covering the head came down into a slight peak over the eyes and a piece of material covered their face, from the bridge of the nose all the way past the chin. But regardless of who this person was, if they were this skilled, their task was clearly to stop Khyros from finding Skar.

      Even though his body was exhausted, Khyros sunk deeper into his primal nature as he fought, relying on his instincts to absorb everything he could to kill this individual. The first thing he noticed was that he was stronger than his opponent. By the way his opponent avoided Khyros’ blows, even minor ones, and the quick-footed shift in his weight, the attacker knew Khyros was the stronger of the two. And while that was obvious to them both, his attacker was quicker and used it to his advantage—bursts of speed to attack randomly from every angle.

      But what stood out the most was that this warrior was trained in a very specific way. Khyros was familiar with the style but couldn’t quite place it—as though it existed in a half-forgotten memory from long ago. Not that it mattered. He was going to kill this person as soon as he could locate Skar. Anyone involved in causing him and his dragon such suffering would not be spared.

      As they fought on, Khyros’ innate senses blossomed, expanding into areas he no longer easily recognized. The sand kicked up around them as they fought and the wind wound between them, bringing with it the sea breeze and the hint of the unique scents of the island. A burst of something rich, spicy, and sweet seeped into Khyros’ nose and he tensed, something wild surging in him.

      The same seemed to happen to his assailant as they ducked under a swipe of Khyros’ wooden weapon. Not moving quick enough, the tip caught the head-covering material and he pulled it off, causing a mane of thick, black, textured hair to tumble down.

      At the same time, Khyros shot his hand out, grabbed a loose bit of material on his opponent’s makeshift pants, and as he pulled, it ripped a panel all the way down the pant leg, revealing… a thick, shapely, deep reddish-brown, feminine leg.

      Surprise stilled Khyros. This was a female? He stared at his opponent as he darted back, the material in his hand. Taking her in again, he suddenly realized the size of his attacker. She was much smaller than him, and the layers of materials and clothes she wore suggested a curvier shape than a man’s, especially from a distance.

      She ran
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