
Blood of the Chosen

Destiny splits them. Blood calls to dragons—and to betrayal.

––––––––
[image: ]


By Lucian Reef

Songs of the Dragonbond Series (Book 2)

Copyright © 2025 Lucian Reef
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the publisher, except for brief quotations in reviews, academic criticism, or as permitted by law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. All characters are portrayed as adults.

First Edition — November 2025
Cover design and interior formatting by the author.

Table of Contents

Introduction

Chapter 1: The Day the Bond Bled Through

Chapter 2: The Devil’s Whisper in the Capital

Chapter 3: A Refuge of Vows

Chapter 4: Blood Resonance: The First Surge

Chapter 5: The Hunter from Lumiya

Chapter 6: Hunt in the Red-Fog Forest

Chapter 7: The Dragon’s Shadow Over the Clearing

Chapter 8: The Blade That Knows His Blood

Chapter 9: The Confession Under the Hollow Tree

Chapter 10: The Echo of Chosen Blood

Chapter 11: The Message Carried by Ash Wind

Chapter 12: The Silver-Eyed Priest Arrives

Chapter 13: The Song That Falters

Chapter 14: The Forbidden Verse of the Prophecy

Chapter 15: The Choice That Cuts the World

Chapter 16: The First Split in the Trio

Chapter 17: The Call of the White-Fire Dragon

Chapter 18: The Assassin from the Shadow Tower

Chapter 19: The Break Between Oaths

Chapter 20: The Night the Bond Spoke Clearly

Chapter 21: The Letter with No Seal

Chapter 22: The Shrine Beneath the Roots

Chapter 23: When the Blood Price Rises

Chapter 24: The Mother’s Lie Unearthed

Chapter 25: The Day the White-Fire Stirs

Chapter 26: The Awakening Beneath the Ruins

Chapter 27: The Capture of Serel

Chapter 28: The Bargain at Dragon’s Maw

Chapter 29: The Trial of White Flame

Chapter 30: The Choice that Shattered the World

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Introduction


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The night the world shifted did not arrive with thunder, nor with the clash of armies long promised by scholars and kings. It came instead with a trembling thread of sound—thin, nearly lost to the wind—stretching across the dark like a warning sung before breath could turn to prayer. Out in the border wilds, far from Lumea’s glittering courts and Astraea’s ruined watchtowers, the earth stirred under the feet of three travelers who had once believed they could outrun destiny.

Rayden felt the tremor first, though he did not name it; the bond in his chest had grown too loud for words, a second heartbeat that woke each time Lumiere’s breath hitched in sleep. That heartbeat tightened now, a faint pull toward something older than the kingdoms disputing their borders. He pressed a hand to the cold hilt at his side, grounding himself in steel and duty, as if either could protect him from the truth the bond kept whispering through his bones: he was being chosen for a path he had never wanted.

A little distance away, Lumiere lay curled beneath his cloak, his face half-lit by dying embers. The lute at his side had lost its softness; its strings murmured with a faint vibration he could not soothe, as though some unseen force plucked them just to see whether he would answer. Light flickered across his fingers, revealing lines of old sigils etched in memory rather than ink. He had spent most of his life believing that his power was a burden placed on him by others—first his caretakers, then the councils, then fate itself. Yet tonight, the power felt awake, alert, as if aware of something approaching. It frightened him more than the hunters pursuing them, more than the weight of every lie he had been fed since childhood. Something beneath the earth had recognized him.

Serel, keeping the watch he no longer trusted anyone else to hold, scanned the silent forest with the practiced eyes of a man who understood all too well how quickly peace could split open. His loyalty had always been steady—unshaken when kingdoms fell, unwavering even when Rayden’s path veered into dark places. But the bond twisting between Rayden and Lumiere had begun to change things he did not know how to name. He could feel Rayden slipping from the orbit they had shared since youth, pulled by a magic Serel could neither wield nor fight. Though he did not yet admit it aloud, the fear in him was real: he was losing the person he valued most.

Then the earth trembled a second time.

Not a quake, not the footfall of any creature known to man, but the low, resonant exhale of something vast and ancient stirring beneath stone. Light—white, thin, flickering like a breath of fire seen through deep water—rose from the cracks between roots, brushing the underside of the world. Rayden lifted his head. Lumiere’s eyes flew open. Serel stepped toward them, hand already on his blade.

In that quiet clearing, with no witnesses but the wind, all three understood the same truth:

The White-Fire Dragon had begun to wake.

And nothing—friendship, oath, or kingdom—would survive unchanged.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1: The Day the Bond Bled Through
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Mist clung to the undergrowth of the Lumean forest as if dawn had arrived only to drown itself in the low, silver light weaving between the twisted trunks. The air carried the deep chill of night turned wet, a heaviness that pressed against skin and leather, drawing each breath through the quiet scent of moss crushed under hurried feet. Rayden moved through it with his weight set low, a hand braced against the bark of a leaning pine, the forest closing around him like a fog-fed wall. Above the canopy, wings beat slow, deliberate strokes against the morning. The Tower Dragon searched the woods with the persistence of something given a single command and the strength to carry it out until the world ended.

A thin line of warmth slid down Rayden’s ribs beneath his bandaged tunic, the cloth damp where blood soaked through. The ache spread outward with each step, a pulse growing fast and reckless, tugging at the edges of his balance. The forest answered with its own rhythm—drips falling from high branches, the soft churn of something moving through wet ferns, the breath of a creature the size of a keep pushing air in long tides across the trees. The dragon’s shadow passed once more over the far treetops, wings casting a darker shade across the pale morning mist.

Behind him, Lumiere followed with careful steps that barely disturbed the underbrush. His breaths came shallow, each draw of air pressed thin by fear he did not name aloud. The boy’s shoulders lifted and fell with a tension that skimmed the surface of his frame, a strain visible even without turning. The faint tremor at the edge of his exhale carried through the quiet, light enough to be missed by anyone who had not spent the night running beside him through smoke and stone.

Rayden swept his gaze through the trees again, searching for any sign of a gap in the forest thick enough to offer temporary shelter. The fog clung to every branch with stubborn fingers, refusing to reveal more than the closest trunks or the brief glint of dew against fallen leaves. The earth underfoot had grown softer as the night turned, water seeping through the packed soil until every step released a muted press of mud. The cold sank deeper into his boots with the kind of dull, biting patience only Lumea’s forest knew.

A low exhale caught the edge of Rayden’s hearing, followed by the faint disturbance of cloth as Lumiere adjusted the strap of the small satchel against his side. The movement exposed the boy’s wrist for a moment—thin, pale, with faint traces of dried soil from where he had steadied himself earlier on the steep bank of a ravine. Rayden slowed without noticing, some instinct drawing him back toward the sound of unsteady breath behind him. Lumiere’s foot snagged against a root hidden under a patch of moss, and he braced himself against the nearest tree, the curl of his fingers tightening in the bark.

The forest shifted again above them. The dragon’s wings angled sharply, catching a column of rising mist and scattering it across the treetops in trembling sheets. Rayden listened to the heavy cadence of the creature’s search—slow, methodical strokes of wings beating through cold air, punctuated by the deep, rolling hum that formed whenever the dragon’s throat gathered sound like a stone gathering heat. That sound, more than anything, pressed unease along his spine; it was the voice of a creature trained to guard the tower and the boy inside it, now turned outward and hunting.

He stepped closer to Lumiere without calling his name, drawing near enough to hear the slight catch in the boy’s breathing, the subtle rasp where panic had wedged itself just beneath the ribs. Lumiere held a hand against the trunk as if steadying the forest itself, his other hand hovering above the satchel that held the old lute strapped to his back. The morning light caught the edge of the instrument’s polished wood through the partly-open flap, the grain faintly glowing with the warmth of long use.

A distant crack of branches snapped through the forest’s quiet. Rayden pulled Lumiere gently toward a cluster of fallen logs and dense ferns, guiding him into the shield of undergrowth that formed a natural recess along the base of a slope. Lumiere moved with an instinctive obedience that lacked any trust in his own strength, his steps aligning with Rayden’s as if gravity nudged him into the path already chosen for him. Once they reached the hollow between the fallen trunks, Rayden took a breath against the cold that seeped through his tunic and tried to steady the pounding inside his chest.

The dragon’s shadow edged into view again as it circled above the slope, wings carving a slow arc through the pale sky. Its breath rolled down the incline in a heavy cloud of heat that brushed the ferns with a ripple. Lumiere flinched beneath the sudden wave of warmth, his body curling reflexively toward Rayden’s side. Rayden braced a hand on the log behind the boy, shielding what little space they had from the exposed edge of the slope.

The heat faded as the dragon moved on, the forest reclaiming its chill. Lumiere’s breath stuttered in the quiet left behind, the tremor sharper now as he pressed a palm to his temple. Rayden noticed the slight twitch in the boy’s fingers, as though some invisible pressure had settled against his skin. The faint hum threading the air between them felt wrong, like a note struck slightly off the intended pitch. The sensation simmered under Rayden’s ribs with a warm, unwelcome persistence.

Lumiere pressed his back more firmly against the felled log. His breath came shallow again, the small rise of his chest disrupted by something sharper than simple exhaustion. Rayden studied him with the focus of someone searching for an injury not yet visible.

A faint pulse of warmth flared beneath Rayden’s own bandage, the blood seeping faster now that they had stopped moving. The wetness crawled along his ribs, hot against cold skin. The bond had always run close to the surface in the tower, but with his wound still open and bleeding, each heartbeat slipped more easily into that channel, dragging raw pain with it instead of letting the edges blur.

Then Lumiere’s hand jerked. A small gasp tore from him, quiet but edged by pain sharp enough to leave no doubt about its source. He pressed a hand to his own side—exactly where Rayden’s wound throbbed.

Rayden’s breath caught. His ribs expanded with sudden urgency, a flare of heat pushing against muscle and cloth as though the wound had opened a second time. Lumiere’s knees buckled, forcing him to brace himself against Rayden’s arm, fingers clutching for anchor. The boy’s breath scraped short and unsteady through his throat, the sound thin as if dragged through a narrow passage.

Rayden’s body tightened in response. His hand curved instinctively around Lumiere’s shoulder, steadying him before gravity had the chance to take hold. The touch sparked a deeper pull inside his chest, something raw and immediate that landed with the weight of a struck bell. Lumiere’s breath hitched again, this time drawing a faint cry through clenched teeth.

The sound carried through Rayden like heat pulled into fresh bruising. His fingers curled hard enough to grind his palm against the rough fabric of Lumiere’s tunic. A pressure gathered behind his sternum, a force that felt too closely bound to the boy shaking under his hand. The forest fell still in the space that opened between them. Even the dragon’s distant wingbeats dimmed.

Lumiere’s knees dipped again. Rayden caught him fully this time, pulling him away from the brink of the clearing and into the shallow shelter formed by the logs. The boy sagged against him, breaths caught and uneven, as though something inside him had been struck by an echo thrown from Rayden’s own wound. The pulse that threaded between them flared again—sharp, warm, wrong.

Rayden’s grip tightened. His hand closed around Lumiere’s upper arm, steadying him while pressing his own body weight into the hollow to shield the boy from the open forest. Lumiere’s pulse thrummed beneath Rayden’s fingers, quick and faint, a rhythm pulled too close to Rayden’s own. The warmth seeping through Rayden’s bandage thickened, crawling along his ribs in a slow, heavy trail.

Lumiere gasped once more, the sound carried in a trembling ripple that traveled through Rayden’s arm like a shock pressed directly into muscle. Something inside Rayden answered—an instinct sharpened by the undeniable fact of the boy’s pain mirroring his own.

Rayden curled his free hand into a fist.

The motion tightened every line of tension in his body, the knuckles blanching with a promise that formed without words. Lumiere’s breath trembled against Rayden’s shoulder, each exhale brushing the cloth with a fragile heat. The boy’s forehead dropped lightly against the curve of Rayden’s collarbone as though the pressure steadied him. Rayden did not move.

The pulse between them settled into a slow, unsteady beat. Not steady enough to be safe, not wild enough to break. The forest open around them took the silence with its usual indifference, holding the breath of two fugitives in a cup of mist and low-hanging branches.

The dragon’s distant roar pulled the moment wider. Lumiere stiffened slightly, the tremor in his breath returning with fresh edges. Rayden shifted to shield him more completely, drawing the boy’s weight against his chest with the quiet certainty of someone choosing a line he would not cross back over. Lumiere clutched Rayden’s tunic, his fingers trembling as they curled into the fabric.

The warmth from Rayden’s wound pulsed again. Lumiere flinched as though the pain brushed him first.

Rayden exhaled slowly through his teeth. The air around them shivered with the aftertaste of the bond he could not see. It was no longer the faint tether of shared emotion from the tower’s stone walls. This was something heavier, something threaded with blood and fear and the raw pressure of survival drawn too close—pulled out of its depth by a wound that hadn’t been allowed to close and a dragon still hunting overhead.

Lumiere’s breath pressed weakly against Rayden’s collarbone. The boy swallowed, the movement brushing Rayden’s throat with a small, unsteady shift. His fingers loosened slightly from Rayden’s tunic, though he didn't release it fully. A soft tremor remained in his hand, the kind that lingered long after the worst of the pain had passed.

Rayden eased them both lower into the hollow, the fallen logs pressing cold against his back. Lumiere followed the movement with the weary instinct of someone whose balance had already surrendered. Their breaths aligned with the quiet of the forest, the slow coil of fog drifting over their shelter as though to conceal them from the eyes above.

The warmth beneath Rayden’s bandage throbbed once more, but Lumiere did not flinch this time; he only tightened his grip faintly, a silent anchor in a moment held together by the smallest threads. The dragon’s wings passed above again, their shadow dimmed by distance, the roar fading into the chorus of early morning.

Rayden’s fist slowly uncurled.

His hand came to rest against the damp forest floor beside Lumiere’s hip, fingers still flexed as if holding on to the vow that had struck through him the moment the boy’s breath fractured from shared pain. Lumiere leaned lightly into him, not for comfort, but for steadiness—the kind granted only when exhaustion and fear leave no arguments behind.

The forest remained still. The dragon circled far enough that its breath no longer rolled through the trees.

Rayden angled his head slightly, studying the faint tremble in the boy’s hand where it clung to his tunic. The tremble faded slowly, replaced by the slightest pressure of trust—a fragile thing, easily crushed, easily defended. The mist drifted lower, brushing Rayden’s jaw with a cold breath that lifted the fine hairs at his nape.

Lumiere drew one more uneven inhale.

The pull of it grazed the edge of Rayden’s ribs, stirring a fresh burn where blood had spread. Lumiere’s breath faltered, just slightly, as if the echo still searched for its origin.

Rayden lowered his gaze to the forest floor, listening to the pulse that continued to trip and settle between them, waiting for the moment it would break into clarity or silence.

It did neither.

The bond held its breath—
and something in the forest answered with a shift of leaves, light but unmistakable.
Someone else was near.
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Chapter 2: The Devil’s Whisper in the Capital
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The first coil of incense reached him long before any human scent did, a thin ribbon of sweetness that threaded through the damp air of the forest and settled at the back of his throat like smoke from a distant altar.

Mistwood pressed close on every side, the trunks of old trees rising in uneven columns around the narrow hollow where they had hidden with the last of the night still clinging to the earth. Dew beaded along the frayed edge of the cloak Rayden had wrapped around him, cold droplets sliding down the coarse weave and gathering at the fold near his wrist. The soil beneath his bare feet held the cool of deep roots and old rain, and where he shifted, the moss yielded in silence, its faint scent swallowed by that other fragrance drifting out of nowhere, thick and resinous, the exact weight of the incense burned in the capital’s high halls.

The White Citadel lay days away on foot, its marble courtyards raised above streets that never saw this kind of fog, yet the air around him grew dense with its breath as though the city had been poured into the forest one invisible drop at a time. Each inhale dragged some ghost of that distance into his lungs, mixing prayer-smoke with the smell of wet bark. The dragon above the capital would be awake by now; the dragons always woke when the Council lit their censers, the old pacts still tugging at ancient nerves.

A shift of weight on the other side of the hollow marked Rayden’s presence without breaking the quiet. The prince lay half on his side beneath a low shelf of rock, one arm tucked beneath his head, the other resting near the bandage at his ribs. The cloth had darkened further since dawn first bled into the mist, the stain spreading in irregular petals that glimmered faintly where moisture touched the dried crust at the edge. Each time his chest lifted, the movement drew a shallow line of strain across his mouth, the kind that remained even in sleep when pain had gone too deep to negotiate.

It wasn’t true smoke that reached him, not in the way mist soaked his hair or earth cooled his feet. The capital lay far beyond the forest’s edge; what slid down his throat now was the echo the dragons carried when the high halls called to them, a memory-scent braided into the bond. The incense rode nerves and old sigils rather than wind, threading through channels carved years ago when they taught his lungs to answer Lumea’s summons.

Lumiere sat with his back against a fallen trunk, knees bent, cloak bunched between his spine and the rough wood. The lute rested across his lap, its familiar weight more anchor than comfort, the curve of its body warmed by his own heat. His fingers hovered above the strings, pale in the dimness, the nails still bearing thin scratches from the stone of the tower stairs. The forest’s chill had crept into his hands slowly through the morning, numbing the joints one by one, until the pads of his fingertips felt almost foreign against the smooth, worn gut of the strings.

When he lowered his hand the final inch and let the first note fall, the sound did not belong to the trees.

The vibration traveled down the neck of the lute, into his wrists, and then out again into the damp air with the quiet clarity of a single drop striking still water. The forest accepted it without comment, folding it into the low murmur of leaves stirring in a remote draft, a bird shifting higher on a branch, the distant creak of old wood turning somewhere out of sight. The incense on his tongue thickened. With it came a second sound that did not touch the ears first, but rose instead along the thin bone at the base of his skull, a murmur like breath drawn through a chamber lined with stone.

The Tower Dragon below his old prison had never spoken in words. Its presence had always been a pressure in the foundations, a slow burn in the walls, a rhythm that matched the pattern his fingers traced when he played until the tower itself seemed to breathe with them. This sound carried none of that rough patience. It pressed into him in jagged pulses, as though something enormous dragged its claws along the inside of a barrier not meant to bend, each scrape leaving a thin metallic resonance where the natural roar of a dragon should have been.

The lute’s second note wavered.

The incense sharpened, cloying at the roof of his mouth, crowding the taste of damp bark and moss. With it came voices layered over one another, the echo of stone halls arranged in a circle, the longer, lower vowel of older men sliding beneath the smoother consonants of courtiers. The dragon’s distorted cry threaded under their speech, turning each phrase into something that brushed the nerves of his jaw rather than the drum of his ear.

He adjusted his grip on the lute, thumb pressing harder against the back of the neck, and held the next note in his chest instead of releasing it. The air in the hollow thickened. On the far side of the narrow shelter, Rayden shifted, a small movement only, the slow drag of cloth on stone as his hand came to rest more firmly against his bandage. The pulse of pain that stirred from that touch lapped at the edge of Lumiere’s own ribs, a faint echo that settled beneath the heavier pressure gathering from far away.

The Council chamber opened around him not as sight but as weight.

Incense pooled in its center, burned in bronze dishes shaped like coiled dragons whose mouths never truly closed, the smoke winding upward to stain the pale pillars in fine gray veils. The floor would be polished to a gloss that mirrored the hems of garments brushing across it; every footfall inside that ring of stone altered the sound of the room, adding or subtracting from the subtle echoes that guided his steps when he had once been brought there as a child and walked blindfolded, veils pressed over face and eyes. The murmur of voices now rose and fell with that same architecture, curved and contained.

A tone he knew cut through them all.

His stepmother’s voice wrapped itself in courtesy the way a blade slid into velvet; smooth at the surface, lined with the promise of something sharp beneath. The dragon bound to the capital shuddered around her words, its own voice reaching him like a roar muffled by too many walls, the pitch forced higher and lower in alternating jolts as if it had been tethered to an uneven cadence and pulled to match.

“—our last dragonbinder,” she said, and the title landed with the weight of a verdict. “The boy entrusted to my house has departed his post. Misled by an enemy prince, a prisoner of Astraea. You understand what that means for Lumea.”

Lumiere’s fingers stiffened on the strings.

The air between his skin and the lute turned thin, a fragile layer where warmth wavered. The next breath scraped in against his ribs and stalled halfway, catching on a tightness that refused to yield. The forest around him remained what it had been a heartbeat ago—mist-laden, still, indifferent—but the dragon’s warped cry rolled through his bones as though the White Citadel had been built over his shoulders instead of on a distant rise of stone.

“Without his song,” the stepmother continued, every syllable carried to him on the ragged back of that twisted roar, “our guardians cannot be trusted to remain calm. A weapon unheld is a danger to all. A weapon turned by foreign hands is treason.”

The word weapon settled heavier than the rest.

The false prophecy she had carved into his childhood wound itself again along the curve of her rhetoric, the one oft-recited verse that had reached his ears even when he had been ordered to stay behind doors and listen only to muffled echoes. The boy with the dragon’s voice shall bind the fate of kingdoms; whoever holds him holds the fire. In her mouth, the line had never described a warning; it had always been a claim.

The next breath refused him altogether.

His chest locked a fraction of a second too long, the lack of air sparking a brief rush of heat in his face that prickled the skin along his cheekbones. His hand slid off the strings, down to the polished edge of the lute’s body, nails catching in a shallow groove worn there by years of playing in the tower. The cool wood steadied his fingers but could not ease the cold that had begun to seep into them, the chill gathering in his knuckles as if the forest’s damp had chosen his hands as the one place to root.

Further away, Rayden’s breath dragged in with a quiet strain, then smoothed, the small sound barely louder than the movement of fog through the branches above. It still reached the line of Lumiere’s awareness more sharply than the council’s murmur, pulling his attention toward the man lying a few feet from him and back again to the chamber where his stepmother was shaping a hunt.

“We cannot allow a creature that binds dragons to roam free in the world, led astray by a foreign tongue,” she said. “For the sake of Lumea, for the safety of Astraea, and even for the iron lands of Varenhelm, the boy must be returned. Or silenced.”

The last word struck the dragon bound to the city like a spur.

Its cry sharpened, shedding the muffled quality for a brief moment as it surged against its tether, the sound pouring into Lumiere with a cutting clarity. Pain slid behind his eyes, not the bright, quick kind of a sudden blow, but a grinding pressure that threatened to split his skull along some unseen seam. The old false bond she had stitched into him as a child—those careful, cold rituals in the lower chapel, the sigils painted on his wrists with oils that smelled of ash and myrrh—tightened now, cords drawn short.

His breath returned in a thin, unsteady draft. The air he managed to pull in felt colder than the mist around them, as if it had been cooled by the marble of the council floor before reaching his lungs. The dragon’s protest reverberated along that old channel, its voice no longer the familiar slow thunder of a guardian, but something forced through a throat not meant for such shape, its fury bent to her use.

A second dragon answered from very far away.

The Tower Dragon beneath his former prison woke fully at the disturbance, its presence rising from the depths like a mountain shifting under the earth. Its roar carried the weight of stone dragged over stone, unwarped, vast, and for a moment the two calls collided within him. The capital’s bound guardian screamed through the lattice of the false tether, sound snagging on every knot of her spell; the tower’s dragon surged up the pillar of his memory and the residual bond of song that still threaded his bones. The clash of their voices tore through his nerves with a jagged edge, the resonance scraping down his spine.

His hand jerked.

The lute slipped, the polished wood sliding against the worn cloth of his tunic until the lower curve knocked lightly against his knee. Impact flowered along his shin, small compared to the storm in his head, yet sharp enough to give his body an anchor. The shock ran up through his leg, shivering the breath loose from his lungs in a sudden rush. Air burst past his teeth, and with it a low, involuntary sound pressed itself into the hollow between his tongue and the back of his throat.

The noise carried no melody, but the dragons heard it.

Both calls staggered for a heartbeat, the capital’s bound fury faltering, the tower’s raw strength catching its rhythm. The incense-fragrant echo of the council chamber blurred, the words twisting at the edges as though distance had suddenly reasserted itself. For a moment the forest grew sharper again—the drip of water from a high branch, the faint rustle of a small animal in the underbrush, the quiet friction of Rayden’s sleeve as the prince shifted more fully onto his back.

Lumiere’s fingers sprawled against the lute’s body, numb to its familiar curve. The cold that had gathered in his knuckles became a steady ache, as though thin needles of winter air had slid between the joints. His thumb grazed the edge of a string, and the gut bit his skin with a small, bright sting that left a pale indent without sound.

If he played now, the dragons would follow.

The false bond glowed beneath his skin, not in light but in awareness, a net he could not tear free of without tearing himself. His stepmother had sown it not to safeguard him, but to make sure his song would never belong entirely to him; every note, every rhythm, traveled first through the pattern she had set, giving her hands on the other side of the ritual line a subtle hold on whatever woke in dragon hearts when he played. Running from the tower had taken his body out of her reach, not his voice.

Words from the distant chamber swam back into focus, drifting on the incense-weighted air.

“The Lumean High Council hereby declares the last dragonbinder missing from his sacred post,” a clerk intoned, his voice dry as parchment. “Until his return, all dragons are to be bound under temporary seals by the authority of the Regent and the Order of the Flame. Any sighting of the boy, described as silver-haired, Towerborn, accompanied by a foreign prince—”

A sudden tug at the edge of that description tightened something low in his chest.

The foreign prince lay a few arm-lengths away on cold stone, breath shallow but stubborn, a line of dried blood at the corner of his mouth where he had bitten against a groan earlier in the morning. The rope-marks from the last days in the tower’s shadow banded his wrists in faint bruises, the skin there still rough where iron had pressed. Each injury bore the shape of decisions made by others, yet the man had walked back into danger with him as if there had been no choice at all.

Running had never been about escape alone.

The first sprint down the tower stairs, the rush through echoing corridors, the terrifying moment when the Tower Dragon had lowered its head instead of tearing them apart—all of it had carried the wild, impossible hope that leaving might loosen the chains on more than one neck. The capital’s dragons might have followed if given a path that did not end in her hands. The smoke in his lungs now tasted of that hope turned sour.

The clerk’s words droned on, formal and precise.

“—is to be reported to the nearest outpost. Rewards will be offered for credible information leading to his capture, and mercy will be extended to those who assisted him only under duress. Any who shelter him knowingly will be deemed accomplices to treason against the three realms.”

Somewhere beyond the ring of trees, boots would already be moving to answer those words, metal and leather chasing the shape of a boy the council had just turned into a bounty.

The phrase three realms slid coldly into the space beneath his ribs.

Astraea already burned at its borders under war-dragons chilled in Varenhelm’s iron winds, their fire redirected with cruel precision. Lumea’s guardians had once been their counterbalance, dragons soothed instead of driven, kept in harmony with the land by songs that calmed more than commanded. If his stepmother twisted those guardians into tools, if she painted his flight as the spark that justified binding them with harsher magic, the balance could collapse into a storm that spilled over every border.

The chill in his fingers deepened.

He curled his hand tighter around the lute’s neck to keep it from slipping entirely; the wood pressed into his palm, solid under the numbness, familiar as the pattern of calluses on his own skin. The dragon voices still churned beneath his awareness, one snarling against its false leash in the capital, the other crouched in the shadow of the tower, watching the path he had taken into the world. Any song he gave them would ripple outward, more dangerous now than any single soldier’s blade.

The thought of silence wrapped itself around his throat.

Silence had always been her threat, the punishment half-whispered in the evenings when the tower’s windows glowed with the last of sunset and the dragon below shifted restlessly. She had stood at the threshold with her hands folded and spoken of pacts older than the stones, of how his voice held not just Lumea’s safety but its pride. If he sang wrong, she said, the dragon would wake and burn his homeland; if he refused to sing at all, the courts across the three realms would demand the tower be sealed without a keeper, and then there would be war, and it would be his name in every curse.

Now her council spoke the war into being even as he sat in a forgotten fold of forest earth with the lute heavy across his lap and blood spreading quietly under Rayden’s bandage, the pattern settling into something that made whatever punishment she had promised in childhood look small.

The next breath entered with a sting.

Air scraped across the dry places incense had left in his throat and settled into his chest like the first cold splash after a plunge into deep water. The urge to push himself up, to run until capital-scented air thinned back into honest mist, tore through his muscles, but the pale smudge of Rayden’s face in the dimness held him still. The prince’s eyelashes lay dark against his cheeks, lids drawn in a faint knot that spoke of the pain sleep had failed to drown. Each rise of his chest tugged at the blood-stiffened cloth.

If he returned to the tower alone, if he surrendered his throat to the councils, the bond between him and the dragons might be used to leash not only the beasts but every man who stood near them. If he stayed with Rayden, if he tried to run further, his stepmother would tighten the false tether every time he dared to breathe as anything other than her weapon, pulling at dragons across the realms until some border finally ruptured.

His hand slipped from the lute’s neck and hovered above the strings.

Cold numbed his fingertips so completely that the familiar texture of gut and wood blurred, turned into a vague sense of resistance rather than touch. He watched the pale curve of his fingers hang there, suspended between sound and silence, while the incense-laden echo of the council chamber faded slowly out of his bones. The dragon voices receded, not into calm, but into a taut waiting that lay along the horizon of his hearing like thunder pressing behind sealed clouds.

A drop of water fell from a leaf overhead and struck the back of his hand.

The tiny impact broke whatever stillness remained in the muscles of his wrist; his fingers twitched, brushing lightly against the nearest string. The contact drew out a faint, almost voiceless hum, more breath than note, yet the Tower Dragon stirred beneath some distant hill in answer, and, far away, the guardian in the capital twisted against its leash.

Rayden exhaled in his sleep, a soft, rough-edged sound that crossed the short space between them and warmed the air near Lumiere’s shoulder.

The incense in his lungs thinned a fraction.

His fingers remained poised above the strings, cold and uncertain, the lute balanced at a fragile angle across his knees. Somewhere beyond the reach of the mist and the trees, high in a marble hall scented with burnt resin, his stepmother would be smiling as the council sealed their proclamations, her hands folded neatly as if nothing in the world had slipped beyond her design.

In the hollow beneath the fallen trunk, with a wounded prince at his side and two dragons listening through walls he could not see, Lumiere drew his next breath very carefully and did not yet choose which silence to break.
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Chapter 3: A Refuge of Vows
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The old cabin waited where the trees folded inward around a hollow of earth, its roof bowed beneath years of rain, its walls stitched with lichen that crept across the seams like fading ink on forgotten parchment. Fog gathered around its eaves in thin, reluctant strands, drifting along the moss-dark stones that ringed the clearing, while the early light found only the dull gleam of rotted wood and the narrow outline of a crooked chimney. Rayden guided Lumiere toward the threshold with a steadiness he did not grant himself, the ache beneath his ribs pulsing in slow, heavy beats that pressed heat through the bandage and into the cool morning air.

The door resisted at first, stuck in its frame by damp and disuse, until Rayden leaned his shoulder into the warped wood and forced it open with a muted groan that vibrated through the floorboards. Inside, the air carried the layered scent of a place long left undisturbed—rotted timber, dry dust, ash from a hearth that had not been swept in years—yet beneath those, a faint trace of iron polish lingered, as if the cabin remembered the hands that had once tended it. Lumiere paused at the threshold, his fingers tightening near the strap of the lute at his back, his gaze shifting across the dim interior where shadows lay in long, uneven strokes.

Rayden stepped first, allowing his body to absorb the brittle creak of the floor while Lumiere followed with a soft scrape of boots on wood, careful in the way of someone entering a place not meant for him. The hearth crouched along the left wall, a pile of gray ash still sitting in its center, as though waiting for breath and flame to coax it into life again. The table beside it leaned slightly, one leg shorter than the rest, a single clay bowl overturned upon its surface, the rim cracked by time. A strip of faded cloth hung from a nail above, the frayed ends moving faintly in the draft that seeped through the cabin’s broken shutters.

A sudden footfall outside snapped across the quiet.

Before Rayden could shift his stance, the door swung fully inward with a sharp jolt, and Serel stepped into the frame, mud streaking his boots, his cloak thrown back across one shoulder in a manner that revealed the hilt of the knife at his belt. His hair dripped from the mist beyond, strands clinging to his brow, and his breath came in short clouds that matched the cold urgency in his eyes. The moment his gaze fell on Lumiere, the air in the room tightened.

“Rayden,” he said, the name landing with the force of a blade laid flat on a table. “Tell me why he’s here.”

Rayden held his ground. The weight of his own breath pressed against the curve of his ribs, a pressure he hid beneath a slow inhale that steadied the tremor threatening his balance. Lumiere stood slightly behind him, shoulders tense yet drawn in, the faint lift of his chin betraying an unease held carefully behind a quiet face. The lute’s strap brushed the back of his neck, its polished wood catching a sliver of weak light from the nearest shutter.

Serel swept the cabin with a quick, assessing glance, his jaw tightening as he stepped fully inside and shut the door behind him. The movement stirred the dust in the corners, lifting a thin cloud that drifted toward the hearth before settling once more. Rayden caught the brief flicker in his friend’s expression—a mix of recognition and disbelief—before Serel turned sharply, boots grinding against grit on the floorboards.

“You brought the tower’s boy into my shelter?” he demanded, lowering his voice only because the forest outside held dangers that cared little for conversation. “Rayden—Lumea’s hunters are already in the trees. Astraea has posted a notice. They’re calling you a deserter. Worse.”

Lumiere’s breath caught behind Rayden, a sound so light it scraped like a feather across the frayed edges of Rayden’s awareness. The boy shifted his weight closer, as if the accusation had reached some part of him not meant for anyone else to touch. Rayden angled his stance barely, enough to shield the tremor in Lumiere’s posture without drawing Serel’s scrutiny.

Serel stepped further into the cabin, the shadows briefly swallowing the sharp planes of his face before he came to a halt near the unlit hearth. His hands braced against the mantle, fingers curling over the soot-stained stone, and the tension in his shoulders carried the weight of someone preparing himself for an answer he did not want.

“I saw the posters,” he continued, quieter now. “Your council claims you fled with him. That you’ve broken oath and country both.”

Rayden said nothing. The words lodged beneath his sternum like a buried splinter, sharp enough to sting despite the numbness of exhaustion. Serel watched him with a mixture of anger and concern, the kind that came from a friend who had seen him bleed in the mud of battlefields and rise again only to carry heavier burdens afterward.

When Rayden did finally move, it was with the slow deliberation of someone setting down a truth too heavy to disguise. He reached for the edge of his tunic, peeling back the blood-darkened bandage enough to reveal the fresh bloom of red underneath. Serel’s eyes widened—not at the wound itself, but at the depth of it, the evidence of things that should have killed a man left unattended for this long.

“Sit,” Serel said at once, the single word roughened by worry. He pulled a small pouch from his belt and knelt beside Rayden, motioning him onto the low bench near the hearth. Rayden lowered himself with a quiet exhale, the wood beneath him dipping under his weight, while Lumiere hovered at the edge of the room, an unlit creature caught between wanting to come closer and fearing the space he occupied.

Serel uncorked a small flask and poured a sharp-smelling liquid onto a folded cloth. The scent rose immediately—bitter, herbal, carrying an edge that stung the back of Rayden’s throat even before the cloth touched his skin. When Serel applied it to the wound, heat surged outward from the point of contact, a burn that traveled through muscle and bone with the insistence of a fire pressed too close.

Rayden’s breath stiffened. The pain flared, bright and demanding, pushing his awareness inward until the walls of the cabin tightened around him for a single long heartbeat. Lumiere jerked in the shadows, the movement small but unmistakable, as though the wash of pain had touched him from across the room. His fingers brushed the strings of the lute, not enough to play a note—only enough to catch a faint vibration that trembled through the air.

Serel noticed the movement but misread it. “He shouldn’t be here,” he said, not unkindly, but with the blunt practicality of a man counting risks. “You’re injured, Rayden. The hunters are on your trail. Astraea won’t protect you now. Bringing him only makes it worse.”

Rayden lifted his gaze, meeting Serel’s with the steadiness he had long reserved for moments when his decisions mattered more than his wounds. The air between them thickened, an old understanding stirring beneath the new fractures forming in their paths. Serel held that gaze for a long breath, searching for the man he had followed into battles, the man who had once been destined to command Astraea’s armies.

When Rayden spoke, his voice carried the rasp of someone who had spent the night bargaining breath for survival. “I won’t leave him.”

Serel straightened slowly, the cloth still in his hand, the bitter scent rising between them like smoke off a smoldering ember. His brows furrowed, the lines of confusion deepening into something heavier, something that recognized the shape of Rayden’s resolve and feared it for what it meant.

“Rayden,” he said, softer now, “listen to me.” He glanced toward Lumiere, then back with the weight of a truth he wished he did not have to deliver. “If you stay with him, you choose exile.”

The words settled into the cabin with a force that stopped even the dust motes in their drifting paths.

Lumiere froze. His breath halted in a brief, sharp hitch, and his fingers pressed into the neck of the lute as though bracing for impact. The strings quivered under that touch—one tremor, soft yet unmistakable, a single thread of sound that hung in the stale air for the span of half a heartbeat.

Serel didn’t hear it. Rayden did.

More importantly—Lumiere had heard every word.

A quiet tightening pulled across the boy’s shoulders, not a full flinch, but the subtle recoil of someone absorbing a blow meant for someone else. Rayden’s ribs constricted around a breath that refused to expand, the pain of the wound turning sharper as if answering the shift in the air.

He rose from the bench before Serel could stop him.

The movement dragged a low groan from the floorboards, and for a moment the cabin’s shadows deepened around the three of them. Rayden closed the small distance between himself and Lumiere, not to shield him in any overt gesture, but to place himself fully within the boy’s line of hearing—an unspoken declaration that did not require language.

Lumiere met his gaze briefly, the faintest glint of uncertainty flickering behind the steady silver of his eyes. His breath trembled once, soft as the brush of a moth’s wing, before settling into something quieter, as if the mere nearness of Rayden had steadied the air around him.

Serel let out a slow breath, frustration clouding the concern that had anchored him from the moment he entered. “You’re choosing him over your kingdom,” he said, not as accusation but as bewilderment, the edge of disbelief pulling gently at the words. “You know what the council will say. What they already say.”

Rayden didn’t look away from Lumiere. “Let them.”

The simple defiance in those two words shifted the room’s balance, the cabin’s stale air seeming to warm by a degree, as though the hearth had exhaled its first breath of heat after a long winter. Serel stared at him, mouth tightening in a way that suggested an argument forming beneath his tongue, but whatever he meant to say withered before reaching sound.

Rayden’s pulse ran in a steady beat beneath his skin, a rhythm that matched the faint lift of Lumiere’s breath. The bond between them—still only a shallow thread of shared resonance—stirred again, too subtle for Serel to notice, yet enough that Rayden felt the undercurrent of it like a whisper pressed just beneath the ribs.

The hearth crackled.

Not loudly—only a soft settling of ash disturbed by the draft from the half-broken shutters—but the sound carried through the cabin with the weight of something stirring after long silence. The air shifted, brushing Rayden’s cheek with the faint warmth of embers that were not yet lit. Lumiere’s fingers loosened fractionally on the lute, though they did not leave it entirely.

Serel dragged a hand through his hair, exhaling with the resignation of a man who had long prepared himself to fight enemies but not choices. “You’re making this harder than it needs to be,” he said, voice low.

Rayden returned to the bench, lowering himself with controlled slowness, the pain a constant pulse at the edge of every breath. Serel resumed tending the wound, layering fresh bandage across the seeping cloth, his hands steady despite the tension in his jaw.

The bitter scent of the healing tincture rose again, gripping Rayden’s senses with its sharp edge. Lumiere shifted closer, not enough to draw attention, but enough that the faint brush of his cloak reached Rayden’s arm as he knelt to set down the lute. The warmth of that nearness spread through Rayden’s chest in a way that had nothing to do with fever.

Outside, the fog deepened.

A distant rustle threaded through the trees—light, wary, the sound of something moving with careful precision. Serel paused mid-wrap, the cloth tightening between his fingers. Rayden’s breath slowed, each inhale drawn with quiet caution, and Lumiere’s hand hovered near the edge of the table as if the grain in the wood could tell him where danger waited.

The rustle came again.
Closer.
The fireless hearth held its breath.

And Rayden’s vow, spoken only by the quiet turn of his body toward Lumiere, settled deeper into the dim air of the cabin—
just as a shadow passed the window’s edge.
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Chapter 4: Blood Resonance: The First Surge
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The first wrong beat came in the dark, small enough to hide between breaths, yet sharp enough to pry them open.

The cabin had settled into the kind of silence that never belonged to cities or towers, the quiet of old wood remembering storms, of ashes cooling in a hearth, of trees outside trading whispers with the wind. Night pressed against the shutters in a heavy, unbroken sheet; only a thin crack near the warped frame allowed a sliver of starless sky to lean in. Somewhere in the distance an owl called once and then gave the forest back to its own held breath.

On the narrow pallet near the hearth, Rayden’s body lay in a sprawl that did not match rest.

The low fire Serel had coaxed from damp logs earlier had burned down to a bed of coals, each ember a slow-glowing eye buried under gray. Their warmth pushed only a faint veil into the air now, not enough to tame the chill that crept along the floor from the gaps beneath the door. The cabin smelled of wet timber, old dust shaken loose by their arrival, and beneath that, a harsher thread of bitter herbs from the poultice packed against Rayden’s side. Sweat had gathered along his neck and temples, turning the dark strands of his hair into a damp tangle that clung to his skin.

Lumiere lay on the spare pallet nearer the far wall, cloak drawn up to his chin, the lute resting between him and the boards as if it served as both barrier and anchor. His breathing had slipped into a shallow, even rhythm hours ago, the slow count of inhales threaded through with the faint rasp of someone not yet acquainted with forest air. The darkness pressed close enough that his lashes cast no shadow when his eyes opened; only the silvery blur of irises marked the shift from sleep.

The wrong note in Rayden’s chest had already reached him.

It came not as a sound in the ears but as a pressure at the base of the skull, a jolt that snapped the rhythm of his own heart out of its quiet pattern. One beat landed heavy, then two followed in quick succession, too close together, stumbling against the expected distance between. The echo moved through his ribs like a hand knocking from the inside, the impact sharp enough to drag a breath from him that broke halfway.

His fingers curled against the edge of the pallet.

Cool wood answered, the board rough where a knot had splintered long ago. The cabin’s dark bled slowly into shape: the curve of the hearth, the shadowed outline of Rayden’s shoulders, the faint rise and fall of the blanket that covered him. The air had thickened around the prince’s body, a heat that rolled outward from the pallet in slow waves, carrying with it the sour tint of fever-sweat and the deeper, metallic tang of blood that had seeped through bandage and cloth.

Another wrong beat struck.

This one heavier, slower, then followed by a flutter too fast to name. Lumiere’s own pulse chased it, stumbling in its wake, each thud inside his chest skewing just enough that the space around his lungs narrowed. He drew air in cautiously, waiting for resistance, and the cabin answered with the mingled scents of smoke and skin and damp wool, the taste of all of it thick on his tongue.

Rayden’s breath scraped the darkness.

The first exhale came in a ragged push, a sound that belonged more to a man pressed under armor than one lying under blankets. The next arrived too soon, chest lifting sharply, the strain visible even in the weak ember-light. His mouth parted, lips dry, a faint gleam tracing the line where moisture had evaporated too often across cracked skin. His head turned once on the flattened cloth serving as a pillow, as though seeking the cooler side in a space where none existed.

Lumiere pushed the cloak back from his shoulders and sat up.

The cold that clung to the cabin floor slid up through his bare toes, the boards carrying the damp stored from days of fog-thick mornings and nights like this one. His knees protested the sudden movement with a soft crack, and the bundle of his rolled outer tunic slumped against his hip. For a moment he sat there, the darkness pressing close around his ribs, letting the mismatched beats between his heart and the one reaching him from across the room knock against each other.

The wrong rhythm did not smooth.

He rose, slow enough to keep the floor from complaining too loudly. A straw crunch shifted under his heel, the sound too bright in the hush, as if it might wake the forest itself, yet Serel’s even breathing from the small side room remained unchanged, steady as tides against a far-off shore. Lumiere moved between table and hearth, careful of the chair Serel had left askew, and reached Rayden’s side in three short steps that loosened nothing in his chest.

Heat rolled off the prince like breath from a forge.

The blanket clung damply to his shirt where the cloth had darkened with sweat, the line of soaked fabric spreading outward from the bandaged ribs in uneven petals. The bitter scent of drying poultice cut through the sweeter tang of fever, sharp enough to sting the inside of Lumiere’s nose. Rayden’s hair stuck to his forehead in dark, damp strands; a bead of moisture slipped from his temple down along the line of his jaw and into the rough shadow of stubble.

Lumiere knelt beside the pallet.

The boards pressed hard against his knees through the thin fabric of his trousers, anchoring him in the present even as the thud of Rayden’s heartbeat dragged him closer to an invisible center. He extended a hand, stopping just over the prince’s chest, not daring contact yet. The air above Rayden’s body vibrated with each shallow breath—fast, uneven draws followed by rough exhales that shivered over cracked lips.

The next wrong beat slammed into Lumiere’s palm without touch.

His hand jerked. The pulse seemed to leap from Rayden’s chest into the space between, the impact like the recoil of a bowstring released at the wrong angle. Pain gathered under Lumiere’s sternum, not sharp enough to mimic a true blow, but grinding, dull, as though a fist had closed there and refused to unclench.

A faint sound slipped from Rayden’s throat, the beginning of a word that never formed, followed by a short, broken inhale. His lashes fluttered once, then stilled, the muscle at the corner of his jaw tightening with the effort of simply dragging air into a body arguing against it.

Lumiere’s hand completed the motion it had begun.

His palm came down lightly against Rayden’s sternum, fingers splayed over fabric that clung damply to the heat beneath. Skin met heat, heat met skin; the contact lit a chain from hand to shoulder to spine, every joint along the path bracing against the rough thud of a heartbeat that did not know where to land. The beat shoved back against his palm in irregular jolts—one heavy, one weak, one skipped entirely—each impact dragging his own pulse into a staggering dance.

Breath shortened. The cabin tilted.

The lute waited where he had left it, leaning
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