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​Prologue

MY KIND DID NOT INTEND to break the world; we simply woke up, and the world was too fragile to hold us.

For millennia, dragons were a memory. A myth tucked away while magic lay dormant. But in 2034, humanity stumbled upon the spark we thought they’d never find. They touched the raw veins of the earth, and we stirred. When a conclave of dragons wakes after a thousand-year hibernation, there is no grace. Only rage. We tore the planes from the sky and watched the old governments crumble under the weight of a power they couldn't calculate.

As a leader of my kind, I have watched the centuries pass from a unique vantage point. We can wear human skin like a borrowed cloak, walking among them as they rebuild their lives. We saw them tamper with their own blood, engineering sons and daughters who were faster, stronger, and longer-lived. They called it survival; we called it meddling.

Then came the Storm Reapers.

They appeared twenty years after the Awakening, shadows that could bend the elements to their will. They don’t hunt for hunger. They hunt for a purpose even the dragons struggle to grasp, though our suspicions grow darker by the decade.

Now, in the year 2496, the world has found a jagged sort of peace. The Council of Storm Hunters. The COSH governs what is left. Humans live in clans now, clinging to their solar power and their fading satellites, dreaming of the stars they once traveled. They do not realize that the magic is only getting stronger. The wild is rising to reclaim the concrete, and the balance we keepers protect is shifting.

My name is Astra. I lead an army of fire and scale, and I am telling you this because the world is about to change again. And this time, a scientist's legacy might be the thing that breaks the balance forever.

​

​
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​Chapter One

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Year 2498
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Jeff Trails ended the call, the silence that followed feeling heavier than the news itself. He looked down at his wife, Lane, seeing the reflection of a nightmare they had outrun for seventeen years. The Council of Storm Hunters, COSH was finally closing in.

"It’s time?" Lane’s voice was a fragile thread. "To send her to Luna and Rick?"

Jeff nodded, his throat tightening until it ached. He wasn't worried about Audrey’s skills. They had spent her entire life sharpening her for survival, but the thought of never seeing her again was a physical blow to his chest. "We knew they’d find us eventually," he said, his voice rough. "We’ve given her the tools. She has the communication device, she has her training, and she has Luna. It’s the only way she survives."

Lane pulled away, moving to the doorway to watch their daughter. Audrey was hunched over the encrypted device she’d received for her sixteenth birthday, her fingers moving with a focused grace.

"She isn't ready," Lane whispered, wiping a stray tear. "No, that's a lie. I’m not ready. There is so much I haven't told her... so much she doesn't understand why we ran."

Jeff stepped up behind her, drawing her into a firm embrace and resting his chin atop her head. "We bought her seventeen years old, Lane. If the Council takes her, her fate will be a thousand times worse than whatever they do to us."

He felt her quiver, a small, sharp tremor that ran through her slight frame. Then, she pulled back and looked up at him. Her eyes were a haunting, glowing purple. That shone with a sudden, fierce resolve.

"Then we do this right," she said. "We got her ready tonight. They could be here at any moment."

They parted with a final, lingering look. As Lane went to break their daughter’s heart, Jeff sat at his desk and picked up the phone. Luna and Rick needed to know. Between them and Kane, the rebellion would be alerted. The Council wanted their pound of flesh, and so did Thomas Geilo.

In this world, no one disobeyed Thomas and lived to tell of it. Even though he had stepped down from his official Council seat, his shadow still governed every corridor of power. He was a man who collected souls and left no bodies behind.

Jeff pressed the contact for Luna.

"Hi, Jeff," Luna answered, her tone light until she heard his silence. "Are you all finally coming to see me?"

Jeff spoke the words he’d rehearsed in his head for a decade. On the other end of the line, Luna began to weep. Jeff expected to feel terror, but instead, a cold, sharp calm settled over him. If their plan worked, the truth would finally outlive them. Thomas Geilo would pay for the lives he had stolen, even if Jeff and Lane were the final casualties on his list.

​Chapter Two
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Seven Years Later
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Audrey sat perched on a high pine branch, a shadow among shadows. She pulled a dry snack bar from her weathered leather pack, her eyes never leaving the forest floor. Up here, she was safe. Reapers were ground-feeders; they rarely looked to the canopy for their prey.

She was finishing the last bite when a sharp, masculine cry pierced the muffled silence of the woods.

Audrey didn't hesitate. She swung her gear over her shoulder and shimmied down the massive trunk, hitting the soft earth with a silent thud. She moved through the brush like a ghost, stopping only when she caught the silhouette of the Reaper. It stood seven feet tall, its massive frame draped in the tatters of a dark blue shirt. In the dim, filtered light, it almost looked like a part of the trees.

Silently, Audrey set her pack down and gripped her spear.

Ahead, a boy. No, a young man and he was pinned against a tree, scrambling backward as the creature lunged. The Reaper’s claws swept toward his throat, but Audrey was faster. She drove her spear through the creature's back, aiming for the center of its chest. Scientists still argued over whether these things had hearts, but they certainly had a breaking point.

She wrenched the weapon back. The Reaper collapsed, hacking up mouthfuls of glowing blue blood before it went still.

Audrey turned her attention to the boy. He was trembling, eyes wide with a shock that told her he wasn't a regular on the trails.

"Are you traveling with your clan?" she asked, her voice low but gentle.

He nodded frantically. "I... I’m Kyle Midas. From the Mid Sun clan. I wasn't supposed to leave the camp, but I heard a woman calling for help. When I got out here, that thing was waiting."

A lure. Audrey patted his shoulder, acknowledging the danger. "I’m Audrey. I was patrolling toward the outpost when I heard you. You’re lucky I was close."

She nudged him forward, and they began the trek back. As they walked, the sky opened up. A heavy, cold rain began to fall, turning the forest into a blur of grey and green. Eventually, a soft blue light cut through the downpour. The glow stones of an encampment. It was a large clan, well-defended.

Audrey stopped just outside the perimeter of the stones.

"You aren't coming in?" Kyle asked, turning back with a look of genuine concern. "My family... they’ll want to thank you. They’ll offer a reward."

Audrey shook her head slowly. The rain plastered her hair to her forehead. "I can't. I'm behind schedule as it is."

She gave him a firm nudge, ushering him through the protective enchantments. A horn sounded from the camp. A signal for the wandering hunters to return. Audrey watched for a moment as Kyle was swept up by his people, then she turned and vanished into the curtain of rain.

As she ran, a sudden, sharp ache bloomed in her chest. It was a loneliness so heavy it felt physical. She could still feel the phantom warmth of her parents' last hug, seven years ago. She shook her head, forcing the image away. There was no time for ghosts.

She found a sturdy tree twelve feet up, pulled her hood over her head, and leaned against the bark. She would wait for the storm to break before continuing toward Luna’s. The world was bigger now, and more dangerous, but she was still her parents' daughter. She would survive.

​Chapter Three

TALLON WAS ALREADY heading into the tree line to find his youngest brother when the horn blared, signaling the return to camp. As his group filtered back through the protective glow stones, a scent hit him. Something so enthralling it stopped the air in his lungs.

It was the smell of tart cherries wrapped in a warm hint of vanilla. It was sweet, sharp, and entirely addictive.

The scent clung to Kyle’s clothes as the boy approached the central campfire. Tallon felt a sudden, deep yearning settle into his bones, a primal pull he couldn't explain. Nearby, his mother made a sharp sound in the back of her throat. The clan fell silent as she grabbed Kyle by the scruff of his neck, her voice low and dangerous.

"Tell them," she commanded. "Tell them what you told me."

Kyle looked around desperately, but no one was coming to his rescue. He took a shaky breath. "I shouldn't have gone out," he admitted quickly. "A Reaper... it lured me. If it hadn’t been for that hunter, I’d be dead."

"Do you have any idea what that would have done to this family?" his mother snapped, her fear turning into fury.

Tallon stepped forward, his mind still clouded by that lingering sweetness. "Who was the hunter, Kyle?"

"A woman," Kyle answered, his eyes cautious. "Her name was Audrey. She took the Reaper down alone. She didn't have a clan, just a spear and enough skill to make it look easy. She seemed... spooked, the closer we got to the camp. Like she didn't want to be seen."

A heavy silence followed. A female hunter traveling solo was unheard of. Suicidal, even. In the cities, enchantments kept the Reapers at bay, but out here? Out here, you needed a pack.

Distracted, Tallon walked toward the edge of the camp where Kyle had entered. He found the exact spot where the scent was strongest, a ghostly trail of cherries and vanilla lingering at the border of the glow stones.

A wave of heat flooded his body, sending a violent shiver down his spine. His blood turned to fire, pooling low and heavy in his gut. The need to find her. To bring her back into the light of the fire, was an agonizing roar in his mind. But the downpour was worsening, washing away her tracks and drowning the air.

He stood in the rain, his mind spinning with dark, vivid images of her. He imagined pulling her close, the scent of her skin driving him mad as he claimed her, his body finally finding the anchor it had been searching for.

Mating? The thought hit him like a physical blow. Was she his mate? He had never felt a hunger this consuming.

Who are you, Audrey?

Exhausted by the sudden surge of adrenaline and lust, Tallon retreated toward the tent he shared with his brother, Hector. He needed to find his composure before he did something reckless.

Behind him, his father watched his retreating back, eyes narrowed in concern. "Keep an eye on your brother," his father whispered to the others. "Let me know if he starts acting strange. Something out there changed him."

​Chapter Four 

A WEEK LATER, AUDREY trekked through the dense foliage, blowing a few stray strands of hair from her face. She was exhausted. Her journey to Luna and Rick’s outpost had been delayed by a disturbing discovery: a pack of Reapers.

Usually, Reapers were solitary killers, but these had been traveling in a coordinated group, using the shadows of a cloudy day as camouflage. Their hunting style was evolving. After tracking and neutralizing them, Audrey had found the remains of eight hunters. She had stayed to bury them, collecting their clan wristbands to report the loss. As she ducked under a low-hanging branch, she wondered if the Council was prepared for a world where the monsters finally learned to work together.

She was
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