
[image: ]

This is a work of fiction. The characters, names, incidents, and places are products of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to events or persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author.

Text copyright © 2025

By Jennifer Peterson

Cover art by Stacy Nevins

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright owner. 

Published 2025
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PROLOGUE


​​​​​​​​​​​​​ISLAND OF CHAINS
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The ship held position beyond the breakers, its sails lowered in silence. At the prow, a paladin gave a quiet command, dark hair tied loosely at the nape of his neck while rouge strands whipped in the salty wind. Soon the longboat glided across the water, its oars slicing through glassy waves beneath a sky dimmed by darksunlight.

The island was beautiful, a vision of paradise with tropical flowers cascading in vibrant curtains along the coastline where tall palm trees swayed in the afternoon breeze. Waves lapped gently against pristine white sand, the crystalline waters reflecting darksunlight like scattered diamonds. Though, the pleasing scene did nothing to ease the knot of unease forming in his chest.

The air felt wrong, too warm, too still, as if the island waited for something awful to arrive. The scent of sulfur, barely perceptible beneath the fragrance of exotic blooms, teased at his senses without fully registering in his conscious mind.

“Quiet,” he ordered as they crested a sandy dune, stooping low to keep their presence unseen. His men stirred with uneasy murmurs, and he did not fault them. In twenty-seven years, he had seen horrors that hollowed even the hardiest souls. But this was something else. Dozens of captives, men, women, even children, lay chained in the sand, their bodies bruised and bloodied, their cries muffled by exhaustion and despair. Slavers moved among them with cruel efficiency, striking without pause, laughing at the captives’ pain as if their suffering were sport.

A larger, burly form, barked out orders to the slavers, yelling at them to get a move on. Even from afar, the figure stood out, tall, unmoving, unnaturally still. The darksunlight caught in his eyes, making them glint like molten amber. Though the details of his skin were hard to discern, strange markings glimmered faintly across his frame, like scars or tattoos, their patterns unreadable at a glance yet unmistakably wrong.

Heat shimmered around him, distorting the air as if he stood within an invisible forge. The flesh peddlers avoided his gaze with particular terror. When he spoke, his voice resonated with a strange harmonic undertone, as if two voices spoke in unison.

One of his soldiers muttered a prayer, fingers forming a protective symbol against evil. The paladin silenced him with a look, though he shared the sentiment. Something about the slaver chief triggered instincts honed through years of combat, a predatory presence that transcended ordinary human threat.

“Take down the slavers,” he whispered to his men. “The big one’s mine.” And as one, they moved, not hesitating, unaware that they moved against something far more ancient and terrible than any mortal slaver lord.

The paladin charged across the sand, his fifteen men fanning out behind him. The element of surprise served them well, three slavers fell before they could even raise their weapons, shocked expressions frozen on their faces as steel found flesh.

Chaos erupted in the camp. Slavers scrambled for weapons, slaves pulled at their chains with renewed hope, and the clash of steel rang out across the previously tranquil beach. The paladin moved with singular purpose, cutting a direct path toward the burly leader who turned to face the attack with unsettling calm.

“Release these people,” the paladin demanded, leveling his sword at the slaver chief.

The large man tilted his head, regarding him with those strange amber eyes. As he moved, the light caught the markings on his skin. They curled and spiraled in patterns too deliberate to be random, as if each line held meaning in a language not meant for mortal tongues. Then his mouth stretched too wide, a mockery of human expression. He did not draw his weapon. He did not even tense. It was not arrogance. It was certainty.

“Paladin,” he said, savoring the word like a joke only he understood. “That still means something to you, does it?” He made no move toward the battle axe strapped to his back, instead raising his bare hands as if in surrender.

The paladin did not hesitate. He lunged forward, his sword thrusting toward the slaver’s chest in a strike that would have skewered any normal man. But the leader moved with impossible speed, sidestepping the attack with fluid grace that defied his bulk.

Heat radiated from the slaver in waves now, warping the air like a forge left too long untended. Sand beneath his feet turned to glass with each step. The paladin pressed his attack, each strike precise and powerful, each one evaded with casual ease. Not because the slaver could not strike back, but because he chose not to. There was patience in the way he moved. Like a cat watching a bird tire itself out.

“You hit harder than the last dozen. Still useless,” the slaver chief remarked, as if they were engaged in a friendly sparring match rather than mortal combat. “You are swinging at shadows. You just do not know it yet.”

The paladin could feel it now, that the man was not exerting himself. Each movement cost him nothing. His swings lacked fury not from restraint, but from boredom.

His blade finally connected, slicing across the man’s forearm. The slaver looked at the wound, then at him, as though amused the game had finally drawn blood. The cut sealed itself almost instantly, scales, actual scales, briefly visible before smoothing back into the appearance of skin.

He had trained since boyhood, fought wars, survived sieges. Against any mortal foe, even most magical ones, his blade would already have ended it. But this was something else. Something that watched centuries pass like seasons.

His eyes widened. “What in the seven levels—”

The question died as the slaver chief moved with blinding speed, one massive hand closing around the paladin’s sword arm. The grip was crushing, hot as forge-fire, and he felt his armor heating beneath it.

“Dragon,” the paladin gasped, the word barely forming between ragged breaths as realization crashed in, far too late.

“Indeed,” the dragon said, his voice resonating with that eerie, dual-toned depth. His grin stretched too wide, exposing teeth that were just slightly too sharp, too numerous. The amber in his eyes burned now, molten, and inhuman, and the lines of his face seemed to shift beneath the skin, as if the bone structure itself resisted staying still. His limbs moved with an uncanny grace, too fluid, too silent, like a predator wrapped in borrowed flesh. There was something fundamentally wrong in the way he held his shape, like watching a shadow pretend to be a man.

“A shame,” he went on, almost amused. “You fight like a man who still thinks it matters... yet your mind lags behind your sword. Most see me for what I am much sooner... just before the light leaves their eyes.”

Around them, the battle continued. The paladin’s men were making short work of the ordinary slavers, freeing captives as they went. None had noticed their commander’s peril.

The paladin twisted, not to break free, but to use the dragon’s own strength against him. He swung his body, his armored boot connecting with the creature’s chest. The blow would have felled an ox, but the dragon merely staggered back a step, releasing his hold.

“Spirited,” the creature said, rolling his shoulders. The human disguise began to slip further, scales appearing in patches across his skin, fingers elongating into claws. “But futile.”

The paladin dropped into a defensive stance, mind racing. His order had trained him in the lore of dragons, their weaknesses, their vanities, their magic. He needed time to think, to formulate a strategy against a foe far beyond what he had prepared to face.

“Why slaves?” he asked, circling slowly. “You are a dragon. What happened to hoarding gold and sleeping for centuries.”

The smile curled across features unraveling at the seams, no longer pretending to be human. “Gold rots,” the dragon murmured, his voice deepening into something cavernous and layered. “Flesh breaks. Fear lingers. That is what I crave.” His eyes gleamed, and his voice darkened further, splitting into a terrible harmony. “Terror seasons them. Then they burn.”

The dragon’s hand reached to his back, fingers curling around the leather-wrapped haft of his double-bladed battle axe. He had not needed it until now. Not for any of this. The weapon slid free with a whisper, its dark metal drinking in the light rather than reflecting it. Along the haft ran seven embedded gems, onyx, emerald, and ruby, each one dim and dark, as though waiting for blood to awaken them. Etched along the dark blade, ancient runes wound like veins, pulsing faintly in time with the axe’s low hum.

The paladin raised his shield and the grip on his sword tightened as he growled, “This ends with you in the dirt.”

He feinted left, then dove right, rolling beneath a swipe of claws that left gouges in the sand. Coming up behind the dragon, he slashed at the back of his knees, a strike that connected with a sound like metal on stone. The dragon roared, more in annoyance than pain, and spun with that unnatural speed.

The paladin barely raised his shield in time. The battle axe crashed against the metal with devastating force, the dark blade biting deep into the material. The force of the blow sent him sliding backward through the sand, his arm numbing from the supernatural weight behind the weapon.

“Your kind hunted mine for centuries,” the dragon snarled. “Did you think I would not learn to dance? Some of us choose to hide in plain sight, human. To live among you, prey upon you from within.”

The dragon lunged, his movement a blur. The paladin raised his shield by instinct alone, but the creature’s weight and momentum drove him backward, armor grinding against sand as they slid several yards. Claws scrabbled at the edges of his breastplate, seeking purchase.

The paladin drove his sword upward, aiming for the vulnerable throat. The dragon jerked back, but not before the blade opened a gash across his jaw. He howled, a sound no human throat could produce, and rolled away.

Rising to his knees, the paladin saw his men turn at the inhuman cry, faces paling as they took in the partially transformed figure. Several broke away from their fights, rushing to aid their commander.

“Stay back!” he shouted. “Free the captives! Get them out! Now! That’s an order!”

The dragon crouched, his form shifting between human and beast as if struggling to maintain the disguise, blood dripping from his jaw.

“You already lost, paladin,” he growled, voice distorted. “You just have not fallen yet.”

The paladin climbed to his feet, sword held steady despite the pain radiating through his shield arm. “Perhaps not,” he conceded. “But I do not need to win. I only need to ensure these people go free.” He knew the creature would kill him. It was written in the way he moved, the way he waited. But if he could buy seconds, just seconds, it might be enough.

Something flashed across the dragon’s features, surprise, or maybe the ghost of respect before hunger swallowed it whole. He tilted his head, eyes gleaming like molten gold.

“Brave, yes. But that is the first thing to burn,” he said, almost gently. “I will cut you down, and then dine on the screams of your dying men.”

With speed that defied his bulk, the dragon spun the massive battle axe in a wide arc, the weapon humming through the air like a thunderstorm given shape. The paladin raised his sword and shield just in time, steel ringing against enchanted metal with a sound that shook the marrow. Sparks flew as he deflected the blow, feet sliding back in the sand under the force.

With a roar, the paladin surged forward, driving his shield into the dragon’s ribs and slashing upward with a clean, brutal arc that would have cleaved through armor. The blade struck true, but scraped off hardened scales beneath the illusion of flesh, leaving only a shallow wound and a hiss of smoke.

The dragon snarled and struck again, his axe a blur of vengeance and weight. The paladin rolled to the side, barely dodging the deathblow, and countered with a downward slash that left another gash across the creature’s thigh. It was not much. The dragon’s expression barely changed, more inconvenience than pain.

Still they circled. The paladin’s arms screamed with the strain, his shield dented, sword slick with blood, some his, some the dragon’s. He fought with a precision born of training and desperation, each movement exact, measured. Against any other foe, it would have been enough. Perhaps even against a lesser dragon. But not this one.

The creature bellowed and unleashed a flurry of strikes that came faster than thought. The paladin blocked the first, ducked the second, but the third clipped his shoulder, sending pain lancing down his arm. He gritted his teeth and pressed on, blood running down the inside of his armor. He was not tiring from the battle, he was tiring from the imbalance. Each blow he landed cost him dearly. Each blow the dragon landed seemed to cost the creature nothing. Worse still, he was beginning to feel like a training exercise.

“I wondered what your kind was worth,” the dragon said. “Now I know. A few parries. A scratch. Less than a minute of sport.”

Then the dragon shifted, not a feint, but a test. The first true strike of the fight. The paladin moved to intercept, sword raised high, shield angled low. The dragon’s inhuman strength drove the dark blade forward with unstoppable force. And in that single breath, the dragon ceased pretending. The illusion of effort vanished. There was a moment, barely a heartbeat, when the paladin realized his error.

His eyes widened in understanding, but it was already too late. The dragon had allowed the dance to go on long enough. This was not a clash of equals. This was execution.

The axe connected. Not with effort, but with inevitability. It parted armor, flesh, and bone like a hand brushing aside reeds. It was not rage that fueled the strike. Just decision. The game was over.

He felt the wet crunch of steel parting flesh before his head toppled from his shoulders. His body remained upright for one impossible second, sword still raised in defiance, before collapsing to the sand. Blood darkened the pristine shore as his head rolled to a stop, face frozen in that final moment of revelation.

A horrified silence fell across the battlefield. The paladin’s men stood paralyzed with shock and terror, witnessing their commander’s fall. The dragon straightened to his full height, amber eyes sweeping over them with cold satisfaction as he slammed the bloodied axe into the ground. The impact sent tremors through the sand, the weapon sinking halfway to its hilt. An onyx gem pulsed with malevolent energy, now glowing like a hungry eye along the haft.

“Who’s next?” he asked, his voice no longer bothering with human pretense.

The threat hung for a heartbeat, and then discipline cracked. The paladins broke ranks, terror finally overwhelming their discipline. They turned and fled toward the longboat, screaming warnings to the captives they had partially freed. The prisoners needed no encouragement, scrambling away with chains still dangling from their limbs.

“Run far, little sparks. I will find you by the sound of your screaming.” The dragon’s laughter boomed across the island, a sound like avalanches and thunder. “After them!” he commanded the remaining three slavers. “No one escapes. Not one.”

The slavers snapped to attention, fear of their master outweighing any other concern. They grabbed weapons and gave chase, shouting as they pursued the fleeing figures.

The dragon looked down at the paladin’s headless body one last time, contempt evident in his features. He kicked sand at the corpse in a gesture of dismissal before turning toward the fleeing survivors.

Restraint peeled away like old skin. What emerged was no longer pretending to be anything but predator. Limbs elongated, spine cracked and reformed, wings burst from his back in a spray of discarded human skin. It was no fabled metamorphosis, but a brutal tearing free, flesh screaming as it abandoned the lie.

With a roar that shook the trees and sent birds scattering from the island’s interior, the dragon launched himself into the air.

The last echoes of dragon wings faded into the distance, leaving only the whisper of waves against sand and the metallic scent of blood hanging in the air. Across the water, screams still carried, the last moments of those who had sought escape, but the island itself had fallen into an unnatural stillness, as though holding its breath in the wake of such violence.

It was into this dreadful silence that the Fae Prince emerged, cresting the sandy dune. Darksunlight clung to his form, illuminating features too perfect to be human. High, sharp cheekbones, eyes of cloudy green, and hair like polished ivory that moved in the breeze.

Moments ago, he had been lounging in his hammock beneath the sintari trees of Evergleam, pipeleaf curling lazily between his fingers, when fate gave a tug so sudden, so undeniable, it pulled him across the island without a second thought. Now he stood, staring down at a body robbed of its head, the crimson wound still weeping into the sand. Something in the air still clung to the man, a defiance that had not burned away with his blood. It pricked the prince’s senses like a whisper from beyond the weave.

He should have moved on. There were countless deaths today, countless bodies. But his feet would not obey. Something here had weight. The cut was clean, too clean. This was no common death. This was the work of a blade too old, too cruel, too purposeful to be wielded by mortal hands.

“This is not your day, my friend,” the prince murmured, his cloudy gaze drifting to the severed head, lying several paces away. Its steel-gray eyes were wide, unblinking, staring into the void beyond life. Yet even in death, the mortal’s face held a quiet dignity that gave the fae pause. “And certainly not your fate. Someone has broken the weave of what was meant to be.” This was not how fate chose heroes to fall. Not like cattle. Not like prey.

Darksunlight glinted the paladin’s features, highlighting the firm jaw still set with determination even as life had fled. Blood no longer flowed from the wound, it had already begun to darken against the pale sand.

The prince’s gaze lingered with an intensity that transcended mere curiosity. He had watched more human lives flicker out than he could count, brief sparks in the endless night of his immortality. Why, then, should this one matter?

And yet, it did. The certainty settled over him, heavy with prophecy. This was no coincidence, no random cruelty of fate. The paladin’s broken thread represented a fracture in something greater, a disruption in events that should unfold but now never would. Unless...

He knelt, not knowing why. His hand moved without command, drawn by a feeling older than memory. The moment his fingers brushed the cooling flesh, his mind shattered. He saw what should have been, a blade driven through darkness, a blow that would have saved thousands. But fate had been outpaced. The beast had not waited for prophecy to catch up. The paladin stood before a being wreathed in arcane energy; the man’s enchanted weapon plunging into the very heart of the dark deity; armies of light and darkness clashing across a battlefield that stretched to the horizon; the champion, bloodied but unbowed, ending a war with a single, destined blow that would echo through eternity and free countless realms from the tyranny of evil incarnate.

“You have a fate unfinished, Godsbane,” the prince whispered, the title blooming unbidden from the visions, eclipsing whatever name the man had carried in life. “They had taken your moment from you. But not your purpose. And if the weave still listens, it will listen to me.”

With reverence, he cradled the head to his chest. Not for mourning, but for meaning. The world had just changed, and he was the only one who noticed. Barefoot, he carried the fallen paladin to a secluded cove where crystal waters kissed pearl-white sand. There, a flat stone jutted from the ground like an altar long waiting for purpose. Upon it, the prince laid the paladin’s head, fingers lingering before he turned back to retrieve the rest of him.

The paladin weighed nothing to him. The prince carried the body like memory, fragile, already fading. He arranged the armored body beside its severed head with the grace of ritual, a motion so fluid it seemed rehearsed. Still, something was missing. He felt it, a faint humming like a single, jarring note in an unfinished song.

The axe.

The dragon’s weapon still stood in the sand, its blade slick with blood. It should have disgusted him. Fae and dragons were no allies, but the weapon called to him. Not as temptation, but as challenge.

“I see you,” the Fae Prince said, a sharp smile curving his lips. His fingers closed around the haft, the contact sparking through his skin.

The axe tore free with a sound like distant screaming, red-stained sand spilling in thin rivulets from its edge. It quivered in his grip, caught somewhere between resistance and longing, a weapon without a master, desperate for purpose.

“You have a part to play in this too,” the prince said, his voice laced with quiet power. His eyes glowed with uncanny light as he turned back toward the cove, the heavy weapon balanced effortlessly in his hand. “Consider this your first lesson in proper manners.”

He laid the axe gently across the paladin’s chest, its edges slick with blood and gleaming darkly. Then, lowering himself beside the fallen warrior, he pressed his hands over the mangled flesh.

Light gathered at his fingertips, first a faint shimmer, then droplets, then threads, until a web of pure radiance stretched between his fingers. Silver fire spilled outward, washing over the broken body like a cleansing storm.

From his shoulders, wings unfurled, vast spans of radiant feathers, each one burning with soft, living light. Pearlescent silver cascaded from pinion to tip, too bright to belong to mortal flesh, too ancient to belong to this world. They swept outward, filling the narrow cove with a glow that clung to the sand and water.

The ground shuddered beneath them, trembling like a creature caught between awe and terror. The sea recoiled from the shore, waves retreating. Above, the sky fractured with lightning, forked veins of energy tracing impossible patterns.

Light surged in wave after wave, so bright it painted the cove in stark silver and shadow, the edges of every rock and ripple outlined as if the world had been reforged in light. The axe vibrated against the paladin’s chest, its metal humming low and deep. Ancient runes along its surface flared awake, pulsing in perfect rhythm with the power flowing through the Fae Prince’s hands.

The torn wound began to close. Severed veins stretched, searching for lost halves, muscle fibers laced themselves back together, and skin rippled, smoothing over what had been fatal ruin. Color slowly bloomed in the paladin’s ashen skin, chasing death away inch by inch.

Then came the breath, a single, shuddering gasp as life poured back into the broken vessel. The final threads of light collapsed inward, sinking into the paladin’s throat, leaving his skin faintly luminous. His body convulsed, lungs fighting for air, heart hammering like a drum driven to wake the dead. Along the axe’s haft, the glowing onyx gem dulled, its inner fire extinguished.

And before the paladin’s eyes could open, before breath became word, the prince was gone, leaving behind silence and the scent of silver.
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CHAPTER 1


​​​​​​​​​​​WHAT AREN’T YOU SAYING?
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The wind knifed in off the river, tearing through Darius’s cloak like teeth through flesh. It didn’t just cut, it sank in deep, slipping past cloth and armor, curling into the marrow like it meant to stay.

He yanked his cloak tighter, fingers rough and cracked from too many days in the frost, but the worn wool was about as useful as parchment. The eyepatch bit into his face, the leather stiff from the cold, edges grinding into the scar where his eye used to be. With a sharp tug, he wrenched it back into place, the sting barely registering anymore.

Darius’s remaining eye narrowed against the wind as he studied the enemy camp sprawled along Crystal Lake’s shore. Even from this distance, a quarter-mile south along the snaking Crystal River, he could make out the grim details with disturbing clarity. Row after bloody row of tents blanketed the shoreline like maggots on a corpse, their canvas walls catching the glow of countless torches and campfires. Thousands of soldiers. Perhaps tens of thousands. But not all. No, this wasn’t the full weight of Arrôz’s army. Not even close.

“Where’s he hiding the rest of them?” The words rumbled from his chest, voice rough from too many nights sleeping in the open air.

“Exactly my concern,” Valen muttered, his breath curling between them.

Despite a couple of scars, the kind you had to know to look for, Valen carried his forty years well. His black beard was neatly trimmed, framing a jaw that hadn’t picked up a trace of silver yet, though the same couldn’t be said for the weight in his eyes. The sword at his hip had seen as much blood as Darius’s own, probably more. It hung there as if it belonged, not a weapon, but an extension of the man himself. His enchanted battle axe, Darkblade, rested in its sheath at his back.

Darius said nothing. He stood silent, brow furrowed under too many questions and not enough time. Words felt hollow with death breathing down their necks.

He shifted his gaze to his other side, where Kai’las stood. The Fae Prince’s unnaturally straight posture made Darius’s spine ache just looking at him. Those jade and silver eyes, strange and beautiful and terrible all at once, were fixed on Tark’s camp. Calculating. Waiting. His hands were still at his sides, but Darius had seen what those fingers could do. Had witnessed the storm of magic that could pour from them, drowning a battlefield in seconds if Kai’las ever truly let go.

“Someone is coming,” Arendon’s voice broke the quiet, barely above a whisper. The angel’s massive wings were folded tight against his back, nearly invisible in the darkness. His silver brows were pinched in that particular way that Darius had learned to recognize over their months together, tension laced with something perilously close to dread.

Darius pivoted, his boots crunching on frost-brittle grass. A figure melted from the shadows of Dorannon Forest, moving with the careful grace of a man who knew exactly how much his life was worth. Brax. One of Darius’s best scouts, or at least the only one who hadn’t gotten his throat cut sneaking through Tark-volmar’s forces. The spy moved like oil through water, smooth, slippery, and stinking of bad news.

A muscle twitched in Darius’s jaw as he spat into the dirt beside his boot. “If you’re here, that means you’ve got something worth hearing. Or you’re about to waste my time.”

Brax grinned, all teeth, no humor. His face was gaunt, smeared with mud and what might have been blood. “Depends if you like what I’ve got to say, Your Highness.”

“I never like what you’ve got to say,” Darius muttered, his throat dry. His heart pounded against his ribs, but his face remained stone. “Go on, tell me. Did you find her?”

The question hung in the air between them, and Darius felt the weight of three sets of eyes on him: Valen’s knowing gaze, Kai’las’s otherworldly stare, and Arendon’s desperate hope. Makaelah was not just Darius’s weakness, his heart walking outside his body; she was Arendon’s sister, a female worth fighting for. Worth dying for. He couldn’t imagine his world continuing if she remained in enemy hands another day.

Brax gave a slow nod, one that carried no triumph, only the burden of bad news. “She’s there. But that bastard keeps her close. Closer than his own damn shadow. I got near his tent, but...” He paused, dragging a glove across his mouth. “He’s wrapped the whole damn thing in wards. Nasty ones. They sting just getting near.”

Darius ground his teeth, jaw tightening until the muscle popped. “Of course he has.” His eye shifted to Arendon, who stood just a step back, silent, his hair pale under the dying light. “That’s probably why your father couldn’t find her.”

The Ire Angel’s expression didn’t move but Darius caught the way Arendon’s fingers whitened at the hilt. A subtle tell, but enough. Like Darius, he was barely holding it together.

Brax shifted his stance, boots barely whispering against the ground. His eyes, deep-set and dark as wells, darted toward the forest before returning to Darius.

“My guess? Blood wards,” the spy said. “The rest of the camp’s ordinary... patrols, half-asleep sentries. But his tent... it hums with something foul.”

Darius swallowed the curse crawling up his throat. Tark never fought clean when he could fight dirty. The bastard treated honor like a punchline. Even now, the scarred ruin beneath his eyepatch burned, a ghost-pain from the last time they crossed blades.

His gaze drifted back to the camp, his good eye tracing the uneven sprawl of tents lining the shore. Somewhere in that mess, Makaelah was chained, her wings bound, maybe her strength drained.

He swallowed hard, ignoring the knot tightening in his throat. Makaelah wasn’t fragile. Never had been. But the thought of her behind those wards, alone with that bastard, made something sharp and cold dig into his chest. A fear that Darius didn’t let himself feel for anyone but her.

“I can get past the wards,” Kai’las said at last. “But I need to know exactly where the tent is positioned.”

Darius turned to Brax without hesitation. “Get back in there. Find the tent, map everything around it, guards, traps, anything that smells wrong.”

Brax gave a quick nod, understanding passing between them without need for further words. The scout turned, melting into the forest shadows as though he’d been born from them.

Darius exhaled slowly, breath misting in the cold. His fingers loosened, just barely, before curling into a fist again. Time was a noose tightening around all their throats, but for Makaelah, he’d tear that whole bloody encampment apart with his bare hands if that’s what it took.

Valen’s gaze slid sideways, toward Kai’las. A few days ago, his brother couldn’t look at the Fae Prince without his shoulders tensing and his jaw grinding. But that was before the Twisted Tower, before Tark drove a sword straight through Valen’s chest. Darius had witnessed a miracle that day when Kai’las dragged him back from death. Again.

Now, Valen looked at him like a man who couldn’t quite decide if his savior was a miracle... or a walking disaster he owed his life to. Probably both. The look said thanks. Don’t trust you. And what the blarth are you planning?

“What’s your play?” Valen asked.

Kai’las stretched like a predator waking from a nap, slow and indulgent. “Oh, I could shift in, pluck Makaelah from Tark’s dreary clutches, and be back before your brooding silence turns to frostbite,” he said, eyes gleaming with that infuriating mix of mischief and power. “Though I imagine you would all be disappointed by the lack of fireworks. You lot love your dramatics.”

Darius grunted, unimpressed. “And what aren’t you saying?”

Kai’las’ expression sharpened, humor giving way to something colder. “Tark comes with us. Whether we like it or not.”

Valen cursed under his breath.

“We are out of time,” Kai’las said, voice quieter now, but no less cutting. “The Bursting is nearly here. If Tark is not dead before it hits, the Sceptre stays tied to his miserable soul. Everything we have bled for? Wasted.”

“He is not wrong,” Arendon chimed in, eyes narrowed.

Darius dragged a hand down his face, fingers scraping across the rough stubble lining his jaw. His skin felt raw, tight, as if everything inside him was barely holding together under the weight of it all. “Any good news, or are you just here to irritate the blarth out of me?”

Kai’las did not miss a beat. “If I came just to irritate you, I would consider that a productive use of my time.”

Darius exhaled hard, the air leaving his lungs like steam off a hammer strike. Tark had always been his to kill. That debt wasn’t just personal. It was sacred. Etched into his bones. Paid for in Valen’s blood... and Makaelah’s fear.

He hadn’t expected the chance to come so soon. But now that it had? He wasn’t letting it go.

“Make no mistake,” he said, voice low and flat, deadly in its certainty. “Tark’s mine.”

Valen started to protest. “Darius—”

“He’s mine.”

No one argued.

As the others broke away, moving about their campsite, Darius stood at the edge of the ridge, eye fixed on the horizon, though his mind wasn’t really there. His thoughts dragged him back to four days ago, to the day Tark took her.

He had been laying on the blood-slick stones near the Twisted Tower, his life seeping out through a dozen wounds. The memory of pain flashed hot, Tark’s dark magic raking across his eye with deliberate slowness, the bastard’s smile never faltering.

But none of that compared to the twin horrors that followed: watching his brother’s eyes go wide with shock, blood bubbling from Valen’s lips as he tried to speak, his body crumpling to the ground beneath the weight of Tark’s blade. And then, while Darius was still screaming his brother’s name, the final cruelty of Makaelah being ripped from his weakening grip.

Valen had died there on those stones, his last breath rattling out as Darius tried to crawl toward him. Each movement was agony, his own lifeblood pouring from his wounds. Twenty feet. Might as well have been leagues.

He didn’t thank the gods. One of them had been standing right there. And he was glad for it. What Kai’las had done that night... it was unheard of. Something not even whispered in the old war stories grizzled veterans told half-drunk around dying fires.

Darius could still see it when he closed his eye: silver and white light pouring from Kai’las’s hands, flooding Valen’s broken body like it meant to burn death itself out of him. And somehow, it did. Pulled his brother back from the other side. No chants. No altar. Just power. Quiet, brutal, and final. A miracle, some would’ve called it. And it sure as blarth made him pay attention.

There was a reason for that resurrection, something Kai’las danced around whenever asked, his eerie eyes shifting away like quicksilver. But Darius was sure that one day, and probably soon, they’d learn of it.

But the memory of his brother’s lifeless eyes, combined with the terror in Makaelah’s face as Tark dragged her through his portal, haunted him through every waking hour, chased him through what little sleep he managed to find. It stopped his heart more surely than any blade.

Darius’s hand found his eyepatch, fingers tracing the edge where it met ruined flesh. Despite Kai’las’s healing touch, the wound still ached, a constant reminder of his failure. But tonight he’d make it right. Or die trying.

Behind him, Valen knelt beside the fire pit, feeding a few scraps of dry wood into the weak flames. Not a real fire. A whisper of heat. Just enough to stop their hands from going numb. Arendon sat off to the side, silent as stone, his gaze locked on the forest as though he could will Brax to return faster.

Kai’las sprawled on a fallen log, boots kicked out in front of him. His leathers pulled at the fire’s weak glow, shadows dancing across seams still damp from frost, the green hue so dark it almost appeared black. The Fae Prince never bothered looking miserable.

“I have to say,” Kai’las drawled, his tone smooth as ever, though something colder coiled beneath it, “for a band of would-be heroes planning a bold rescue, we are doing an exceptional job of brooding in place.” His gaze slid to Darius, eyes gleaming faintly in the firelight. The smirk that followed was all mockery with an edge. “If pacing could set tents ablaze, you would have leveled the entire camp by now.”

Darius didn’t bother replying. He dropped down beside the fire, bracing his hands over the weak heat bleeding off the embers, letting the silence speak for him. It was good having Kai’las back to form, quick-tongued, sharp-eyed, and always a step ahead of his own shadow. But even now, there was something different beneath the surface. Something darker. The wit still danced on his tongue, but something coiled behind it now. Colder, and far less forgiving. Whatever he’d walked through to get here... it hadn’t let go of him. Not entirely.

Darius didn’t trust much in this world. But he trusted that.

They had time to kill until Brax got back. Not much, but just enough to sit in the cold and let the weight of what was coming press down.

The wind carried all the wrong sounds from the enemy camp: boots grinding over stone, steel ringing against steel, and laughter that cut straight through the dark. Darius clenched his jaw at the sound. Someone was telling jokes out there while Makaelah was chained up inside a warded tent.

He flexed his fingers, cracking the knuckles one by one beneath his gloves. Every part of him wanted to stand, to move, to do something. But pacing wouldn’t change a godsdamned thing. That was the problem with waiting. You had too much time to think.

Patience had never been his strength. That was Valen’s domain. His brother sat across from him, sharpening his blade with slow, steady strokes. He looked relaxed, but Darius recognized the alertness in those eyes.

“Brax will bring the layout,” Valen said finally, not looking up from the edge of his sword. “Until then, what do we do? Sit here and stare at each other?”

“Tempting,” Kai’las said smoothly. He crossed one boot over the other and flicked up his coat collar. “We could discuss the weather. Or trauma. I am fluent in both.”

“Pass,” Darius muttered, his throat dry from the cold. He stabbed a stick into the coals, watching the embers spark and swirl upward into the darkness.

“Shocking.”

Arendon’s mouth twitched but the smile vanished before it had the chance to land. “If you two are done measuring your personalities, perhaps we focus.”

Darius snorted. “You want us to meditate or something, feathers?”

“I would settle for silence,” Arendon replied. “But I am prepared to be disappointed.”

The silver edges of his wings shimmered in the campfire’s glow. Darius had seen those wings spread in battle, had watched them blot out the sky as Arendon descended on their enemies. Now they were folded small, as if Arendon were trying to take up less space, to contain his fury.

Kai’las wrapped his coat tighter around him, the fabric whispering against itself. “You are so uptight. You do realize we might all die in the next few days, right? Well, you might.” He gestured vaguely at Darius and Valen. “With the Bursting on its way and this little war shaping up, your odds are somewhere between grim and catastrophic.”

Valen snorted softly. “That’s optimistic.” He frowned, eyes narrowing at the Fae Prince. “Just checking... you did get your essence back, right?”

A grim smile curved Kai’las’s mouth, something dangerous shifting beneath the casual exterior. “Yes, I am completely intact, thank you. Just trying to make conversation.”

Darius drew in a breath, the air sharp enough to cut from the inside, then let it out slow. His hand drifted beneath his cloak to the inside pocket, fingers brushing over the soft edge of a single white feather. Makaelah’s. They’d found it months ago along the road after she’d vanished, taken by that mage, Moculus. He hadn’t let go of it since, even after they’d found her in Jovian Falls.

“We get her out first,” he said, his voice low, final. “Everything else comes after.”

“After,” Kai’las echoed, tilting his head toward the red-streaked sky above. “Do you ever consider what happens then?”

“No,” Darius said, the word clipped short.

Kai’las arched a brow, perfect and infuriating. “No?”

“No point.”

“That, is why humans break so easily.”

Valen shook his head, fingers raking through dark hair. “He’s never been one for planning ahead. And you know that.”

“And you love him for it,” Kai’las said, voice curling around the words.

“Not the word I would use,” Valen muttered.

Silence stretched, brittle and sharp. The fire popped once, a sudden crack that split the quiet. Then, the soft crunch of boots over frost.

Darius was on his feet before the sound even finished reaching the edge of camp, his hands brushing the hilts of his swords out of reflex. Brax stepped from the tree line, the shadows reluctant to let him go. He moved into the firelight, coat dusted in frost, eyes hard and flat as flint.

“Talk,” he said, before the spy even stopped moving.

Brax knelt down by the fire, hands stretched toward the heat as if he could thaw out whatever cold had crawled into his bones. A dark bruise was forming along his jaw, purple against his dirt-streaked skin.

“Tent’s near the center, the largest one. Two rings of guards, first outer patrol, second is tighter, closer to Tark’s personal quarters.” Brax’s voice was low, almost a whisper. “Your angel’s inside. Not chained, but tied. Hands and feet.”

Darius ground his teeth, the pressure buzzing behind his eye. Tied. Like a formality. As though he expected her to walk out. It gnawed at him, that detail. As if Tark knew this wouldn’t last long, one way or another.

He could feel the weight of Arendon’s gaze on him, steady, unblinking. The Celeyian’s silver eyes caught the firelight and threw it back cold.

“Any wards?” Arendon asked, his voice calm, but edged like everything else about him.

Brax shook his head, shoulders tense beneath a layer of dirt and dead leaves clinging to his coat. “Just around the tent. Everything outside that is flesh and steel.”

Darius resumed pacing. “Careless,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else.

“No,” Valen said, not even looking up from where he sat hunched near the fire. His whetstone scraped along the edge of his blade in a slow, deliberate rhythm. “It’s confidence.”

Kai’las stepped closer to the fire, shadows clinging to him. “Confidence spills just as easy as blood,” he said as he knelt down near the flames. “Strange how Tark keeps needing that reminder.”

“Any sign of Arrôz?” Arendon asked, wings shifting slightly with the question.

“Based on your description...” Brax said, his face staying grim, eyes fixed on the fire. “As far as I could tell, he’s not in the camp.”

“A blessing,” Valen muttered. “Though his silence does not bode well.”

“One more thing,” Brax said grimly.

Darius stopped pacing. “What?” The word came out sharper than he intended, laced with dread.

“Tark’s not alone in there. He’s got a guard, someone close.” Brax hesitated, swallowing hard. “A big bastard, fully armored, never left the tent while I was watching.”

“Another lieutenant?” Valen asked, setting down his whetstone. The blade of his sword gleamed wetly in the firelight.

“No,” Brax said, finally meeting Darius’s gaze. “Feels different. Something else.”

Valen’s eyes darted to Darius. “Grorrus or Alpheŭs.”

Darius shook his head. “Doesn’t matter.”

Kai’las’s smile sharpened. His eyes glimmered with something ancient and dangerous. “That’s the spirit.”

“It matters,” Arendon growled. “If he has got someone powerful enough to guard him in his own war camp, we need to know who... and why.”

“Too late for that,” Darius said. “We’re going in tonight.”

Kai’las rose and dusted himself off with lazy precision, brushing the dirt from his dark leathers. “About damn time,” he drawled, adjusting his collar with theatrical flair. “I was starting to die of boredom.”

Darius shot him a look, the kind that could stop a charging war beast. “You’re our key through the wards. You screw this up, we all die. Loudly. Probably on fire.”

Kai’las clapped a hand over his chest, mock-wounded. “Have I ever let you down?” His tone dripped with insincerity, but the flicker of power curling around his fingertips was anything but playful.

“Yes,” Darius, Valen, and Arendon said in perfect, deadpan unison.

Kai’las sighed, tossing his hands skyward. “Sweet mercy, one minor strategic hiccup and you forget I tore death in half for your brother. Honestly, the ingratitude is staggering.” The words came easy, but something sharp glinted beneath the ease, the edge of a smile just before the knife.

Darius crossed his arms. “You handed Tark the Sceptre.”

“It was a great plan,” Kai’las countered. “It just had the minor flaw of... spectacular failure.”

“A pretty big flaw,” Valen said, sheathing his sword with a metallic click. “Not to mention the fact that you deceived Szarzekk.”

At that, the air around Kai’las cooled a degree. The smile stayed, but his eyes hardened, and the wind seemed to pull tighter around him. “I was not myself. But he saw the monster underneath and chose to follow anyway.”

Darius didn’t press it. He saw the shadow that lingered behind Kai’las’ usual smirk. The same one that hadn’t entirely faded.

“Doesn’t matter now,” Darius muttered, tightening the straps on his gauntlets. “You’re with us. And if this goes sideways, we bleed. Together.”

Kai’las nodded, serious for once. “Well then,” he murmured, rolling his shoulders as light shimmered faintly at his fingertips. “Let’s go knock on the devil’s door.”

Darius scoffed, then turned back to Brax. The scout’s eyes were already half-closed, exhaustion finally catching up now that his duty was done. “Get some rest. You’re our exit if this goes to blarth.”

Brax gave a single nod, then pulled his cloak tighter around his thin frame and curled up by the fire without another word. Within moments, his breathing slowed, body surrendering to exhaustion even as his hand remained wrapped around the hilt of his dagger.

Darius crouched by the fire, tightening the straps on his boots with sharp, practiced tugs. Leather creaked under his fingers, worn smooth over the years. He wasn’t wasting another breath staring at the enemy camp, he’d already seen enough. The layout was burned into his mind. What mattered now was what came next.

He straightened and uncapped his dented flask, took a pull of whiskey that scorched his throat, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Kai’las,” he said, voice worn. “Time to move.”

“Before we do... just one question,” Kai’las said, voice smooth and infuriatingly casual. “Would you prefer the simple version of this... or the entertainingly painful one?”

The look in Kai’las’s eyes made Darius’s gut tighten, because it usually meant someone, probably him, was about to regret something.

“Do I ever look like I want the complicated version?”

Kai’las tilted his head, considering. “Not unless it involves punching things.”

“Exactly,” Darius muttered.

The fae gave a small, amused sigh. “For what it is worth, I could do this with a lot more style if I went alone.”

Darius’s boots crunched in the frost as he stepped in close enough for Kai’las to feel the heat of him. “That’s not happening. We go in together.”

Kai’las gave a slow nod, but the look in his eyes was somewhere between resigned and unimpressed. “You realize I can cloak myself. But dragging three full-sized, armor-clad warriors through a warded camp? That is not stealth... that is a parade with bad timing.”

“Then find a way,” Darius said. “You’re the miracle worker, remember?”

Kai’las muttered something that sounded vaguely like a curse and adjusted his coat. “Fine. But when this fails, I want it on record that your noble idiocy got us all killed. Just for drama’s sake. Miracles are expensive. And I am nearly out of favors.”

Darius took another swig from the flask, then slipped it under his cloak. “And I’ll be too busy killing Tark to care.”

Valen’s hand landed on his shoulder, firm and steady. “He’s right. A direct assault with just the four of us? We would have the whole camp on us before we even got within a hundred paces of that tent.”

The words made sense. That was the worst part.

He just stood there, fists curled at his sides, trying to breathe through the fire clawing at his ribs.

Darius shrugged off his brother’s hand, frustration coiling tight in his chest. Makaelah was in there, and every godsdamned decision, every careful plan, felt like betrayal. Like cowardice. After four days of tracking her across the blasted realm, four days of little sleep, less food, and the constant gnawing fear that they’d find nothing but a corpse, they’d finally found her. The warrior in him knew Valen and Kai’las were right, but the man in him—the man who saw Makaelah’s face every time he closed his eye, who still felt the phantom touch of her fingers against his cheek—wanted nothing more than to charge straight into that camp with his swords drawn, carving a bloody path to her through anyone foolish enough to stand in his way.

He shifted his stance and glanced at Arendon. The angel stood like a siege tower in stillness, solid, unshaken, and waiting to strike. But Darius knew what to look for. The tight grip on the hilt. The faint twitch of a muscle in his jaw. That coiled tension just under the skin, barely held in check. Same bloody storm Darius had churning in his own chest.

“What do you think?” he asked, his voice coming out lower than he meant, rough with whatever emotion hadn’t burned off in the cold. It wasn’t a command. It was the ask of a man who’d lost too much already... and wasn’t ready to lose again.

Arendon’s silver eyes locked on his. Steady. Cold. For a moment, he said nothing.

The fire snapped. The wind carried nothing but dread.

Darius braced for an answer. Just not that one.

“I think,” Arendon said slowly, each word weighted and deliberate, “I would burn this whole realm to ash if it meant getting her back.” He paused, the firelight catching on the edge of his feathers. “But I would rather not get her killed in the process.”

The words hit harder than Darius wanted to admit. Something cracked just behind his ribs, quiet and deep. He ran a hand down his face, rough fingers snagging at the edge of his eyepatch as though he could scrub the weight off with skin.

“Godsdammit,” he growled, turning toward the fae. “Alright. What’s the plan?”

The wind kicked up. Ash swirled across the camp.

Kai’las didn’t answer right away.

He crossed his arms, voice smooth. “I slip in, take Makaelah and Tark, slip out. Quick. Clean. No mess.” Kai’las tilted his head, eyes gleaming. “Like picking pockets at a royal banquet... only this time, the silver bites back.”

Darius’s eye narrowed. “Nothing with you is ever that simple.”

“Please.” Kai’las gave a lazy wave, the very image of effortless arrogance. “With me, it is always that simple. No holes. No screams. Just a missing bastard and a corpse who forgot to scream.” Then the grin faded. His eyes locked on Darius, and the air around him seemed to shift. Cooler, heavier. His voice dropped low, velvet with an edge of steel. “But you had better be ready when I bring him back. Because if you are not... I will not hesitate.”

Darius didn’t flinch. Didn’t blink. He dipped his head once, slow, and certain, letting the weight of that promise sink into his bones. “I’ll be ready.”

Across from him, Valen folded his arms, his gaze steady. He studied Kai’las a moment longer, as if measuring the truth behind the bravado. “You sure about this?” he asked quietly.

“For Makaelah? Absolutely,” Kai’las returned, and in the next heartbeat, he shifted out, leaving only a faint shimmer behind.

The camp fell into silence, heavier than any battle roar.

Darius stared at the place Kai’las had stood. Just gone.

His jaw clenched. His gut twisted.

Too many ways this could fall apart, but that wasn’t the point.

Makaelah was in there. And he was coming.
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CHAPTER 2


​​​​​​​​​​​LITTLE BIRD
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Makaelah sat upright on the narrow cot, wrists bound, listening to the taut fabric tremble with each gust. Every time the tent flap stirred, it let in a blade of cold air, slicing across her skin. She counted the seconds between gusts without realizing. Four. Then six. Then five again. No pattern, just wind and waiting. That lack of rhythm gnawed at her more than the chill. Through the thin shift they had given her, she felt it, though the cold meant nothing to her celestial blood. It was a phantom sensation, a reminder that this place, this world, was not made for beings like her.

She kept her face serene, but her senses stretched wide. Every sound pressed against her: metal against leather, low voices, the scraping of claws on stone. Her body cataloged them with ruthless precision, not out of fear, but necessity. She needed to know who was closest. Who might come through the flap next.

Inside the tent, Tark-volmar’s voice bent around her, while Grorrus Doomhammer’s gruff replies struck like hammer blows against the ground.

They did not bother to lower their voices. They spoke of ambushes and troop movements as if she were nothing more than a piece of furniture, something that could neither hear nor understand. That alone unsettled her more than their words. If Tark did not care what she overheard, it meant her usefulness had nearly run out. And when a prisoner stopped being useful in a place like this, only one fate remained.

They do not intend to keep me alive much longer, she mused, her heart pounding in her chest.

Then, like waves crashing softly against a dim lit shore, the voice rose in her mind. “Breathe, my angel,” the Javelin murmured, each word breaking over her. “Your comrades will not leave you to this fate. This is not your end.”

Makaelah drew in a deep breath, willing herself to breathe evenly. Somewhere out there, Darius and Arendon were searching for her. She knew it as surely as she knew her own name. They would never abandon her, not while there was still hope. But hope frayed with every passing day, and she had been moved so often that even her keen senses were disoriented. How would they find her if she could no longer find herself?

Was Darius even alive? The thought struck her. She could still see him, blood spilling down his face from his ruined eye, his hands trembling. His eye had found hers in that moment when Tark tore her away, and she had seen everything, his love, his fear. The raw fear of a man who knew he could not save her.

That moment played on loop behind her eyelids whenever she blinked too long. She had tried to push it down, had bitten her tongue until it bled once just to stop the replay. But it always returned. His eye. That look.

She swallowed hard, her throat burning. What if that were the last time she would ever see him? What if Darius had died there, on those blood-stained stones, just like Valen had?

Oh gods... Valen.

“Fear is a luxury,” the Javelin’s voice whispered through her mind, “and grief is a weight you can carry later, my angel. For now, there is only the next breath.”

Makaelah’s hands trembled in her lap as she tried to push her grim thoughts aside. You are right. Survive first. She drew in a deep breath and focused on the now. Her fingers curled tight, nails digging into her palms. She welcomed the bite. It kept her present. Kept her from slipping into the fog where time melted and faces blurred. She had lost hours like that before.

The tent itself was larger than most, though its size offered little comfort. It reeked of damp soil and cold iron, the air thick with the metallic tang of old blood. Along one side, a rough wooden table dominated the space, covered in tattered maps pinned with rusted daggers. A half-empty tankard rested on the corner, its contents congealing into something sour. Beside it, Grorrus’s helmet lay discarded, the metal crusted with dried mud and—Makaelah refused to think what else.

Her wings ached. Not from injury, but from confinement. Tark allowed her to stretch them once a day, though there was little space to do so without knocking over something or someone. The tent was built for bodies bound to the ground, not for beings who belonged to the sky. Even so, that brief moment, when her wings could unfurl, was a mercy she had not expected.

That was the worst of it, perhaps. Tark had been... courteous. Not kind, never kind, but strangely respectful. She had been fed. She had been given a blanket, a cot, even a small basin of water. It was the sort of civility that made her stomach twist with dread. Monsters did not offer comfort unless they intended to savor something far worse later.

She closed her eyes for a heartbeat, hands tightening into fists. There was no room for fear. Not yet. She had survived his torture in Kindiary, she would do so again if she must.

The tent flap stirred again, and this time the wind carried a distant scream. Somewhere beyond the tent. Makaelah opened her eyes, spine straightening. The scream faded into the restless wind, swallowed by the clash and grind of a camp preparing for war. She shifted slightly, the coarse fabric of the cot scraping against her legs, its uneven texture another small discomfort in a prison meant to unsettle her. The tent was dim, the only light a single lantern swaying from a hook overhead, casting jittering shadows along the canvas walls. Its motion snagged her focus too easily. Left, right. Left again. She tracked it until her eyes burned, half-hoping it would fall.

Her wings shifted restlessly, the tips brushing against the coarse canvas behind her. The space was too tight. The fabric whispered against her feathers, and she winced, folding them tighter against her back with aching restraint. She closed her eyes again, retreating inward, and Darius’s face rose from the darkness behind her lids.

Valkinheim. She could still smell it, brine and frost, the salt of the northern sea carried through snow-laced winds. The city had pulsed with life: the clamor of merchants calling out wares, the clang of hammer on steel, the scent of hearth bread and roasted chestnuts drifting through narrow alleys. She had walked those streets beside him, their boots crunching over frost-glazed cobblestones, passing smithies and perfumers, old armorers and young musicians singing songs of ancient wars and forgotten loves.

They had not needed words. Each time they turned a corner, his shoulder brushed hers. Small, accidental touches that had somehow felt inevitable. As though their steps had always belonged together.

But it was the stables that lingered most. The soft murmur of horses shifting in their stalls. The golden shafts of darksunlight slicing through the open doors. The scent of worn leather, and hay. Darius had been patting Horse with those broad, calloused hands, his focus as steady as it had been on any battlefield. But when he turned to her, those same hands had trembled.

He had said something. Something teasing, sharp-edged and low, but the words were gone now, swept away by the memory of the way he had looked at her. As though she was something fragile. Sacred.

His palm had found her cheek, rough against her skin, and then he kissed her.

It was not urgent or hungry. It was quiet, reverent. A kiss that asked for nothing and gave everything. His thumb had brushed just beneath her eye, and in that moment, all the burdens they bore fell away.

They were not a prince and a Celeyian. Not two of the chosen who would stop the Bursting. Just two beings who had found each other in a world too full of darkness.

Makaelah clung to that memory now, wrapping it around herself. He will come for me. Not because she was helpless. She was anything but. But because love forged chains that no dungeon could hold, no god could sever. He is alive. He has to be.

The tent flap rippled once more, and Makaelah opened her eyes, catching the faint glow of firelight bleeding through the gap. It flitted like a heartbeat, brief and fragile, before the canvas fell still again.

Across the tent, Tark-volmar’s gaze found her, blue and predatory, glinting with amusement. A cruel smile tugged at his mouth, lazy and confident, as if her suffering were already a foregone conclusion.

“Let him smile,” the Javelin’s voice echoed in her mind. “Let him think you are broken, a caged bird with clipped wings. He will see the truth soon enough.”

Makaelah straightened her back, her lips curling into a sneer. “If you are going to kill me, do it. What are you waiting for?”

Tark’s chuckle scraped the air, low and humorless. “Kill you?” He took a step closer. “Why would I waste such a valuable little prize? You, after all, were the one who freed my father from his eternal prison. We owe you for that.”

“Strange way to repay a debt... ropes, threats, and insults. If this is your version of gratitude, no wonder the world fears you.”

“The world fears me because it should.” He moved closer, his heavy boots grinding into the dirt floor, each step deliberate. The lanternlight cast jagged streaks across his armor. “Have I not shown you courtesy?” he said, spreading his hands mockingly. “You have been fed, have you not?” He gestured toward the untouched plate beside her cot, its contents cold. “You have had a cot to sleep on, water to drink. I even allow you to stretch those wings of yours. You could almost call this hospitality.”

Makaelah’s shoulders tensed, but she held his gaze without flinching. “Hospitality? Is that what you call imprisonment now?”

Tark’s smile twitched, not in amusement, but like it did not know whether to stay or crack. For a breath, something else shifted behind his eyes. Not cruelty. Hunger.

“Oh, I can always remind you of what true suffering feels like,” he said. “You remember Kindiary, do you not?” He took another step closer, so near she could see the faint scar cutting across his cheekbone, a gift from Darius. “I could show you again. I would rather not, there are far more creative ways to break a spirit, but if you need a reminder...” His voice dipped then, lower, almost thoughtful. “They say you never scream the same way twice. I wonder if that is true.”

Makaelah’s stomach coiled, a sick knot of revulsion and rage. But she did not flinch. She met Tark-volmar’s gaze head-on, her golden eyes unwavering, even as her heart thundered in her chest. “You think Kindiary broke me?” she said, baring her teeth in a smile that held no warmth. “It will take more than chains and cruelty to shatter what I am.”

Grorrus let out a jagged laugh, thick with scorn. “Oh, it broke you, little bird. Splinter by splinter. You’re just too proud to see the pieces.”

Tark did not laugh. He only tilted his head slightly; his gaze still locked on Makaelah. “You think I am trying to break you,” he said at last. “You misunderstand.” His smile returned, thin and bright. “I am trying to remake you.”

Makaelah turned her face away as though his words carried no weight at all. Her silence not submission, but sharpened disdain.

He studied her face, quiet and calculating, as if etching her into memory. Then, without a word, he turned his back to her. His armor creaked with the motion as he strode back to the war table, fingers dragging lazily across the torn edges of the map.

He had not broken her. But the way he smiled said he still planned to.

“I want a legion stationed here,” he said to Grorrus, his gauntleted finger stabbing into the parchment. “Another here, at the ridge. And a third here.” There was a pause, followed by the distinct sound of a dagger being shifted. “They will seal the southern pass. No one moves without bleeding for it.”

Grorrus gave a grunt of approval. “That’ll choke their reinforcements,” he rumbled. “If they try to flank, they’ll walk straight into a wall of steel.”

“Exactly,” Tark replied, calm as ever, his tone almost bored. “And the rest of our forces will sweep through the realms. We don’t occupy. We rot it from the inside. We burn their fields to ash, foul their wells with their own dead, and nail their children to the milestones so the roads remember who rules them.”

Grorrus gave a gravel-thick laugh. But Tark’s face did not change.

“They call it cruelty,” he said softly. “But cruelty is just memory sharpened into lesson. A city that forgets fear deserves what follows.”

Makaelah’s stomach knotted, a cold coil of dread twisting tighter with every word. What unsettled her most was not the strategy itself, it was the ease of it. The way they spoke of conquest and ruin with the detached efficiency of men rearranging tokens on a game board. There was no hesitation. No weight.

She did not need to see the map to know what it meant. She saw it in her mind’s eye: villages reduced to smoldering ruins, the screams of mothers echoing through burning fields, children clinging to lifeless bodies beneath falling ash. She saw Rystarrians driven from their homes, hunted through forests, and torn from their sacred lands like prey.

And still, the war table hummed with purpose.

Grorrus let out a low, gravel-edged laugh, wiping a smear of dirt from his palm. “Shatter their will before we shatter their bodies.”

Tark’s smile merely stretched. “By the time they see our banners crest the horizon, they will know their end is near.” He stared at the map a moment longer, then whispered to no one, “And still... not enough.” His fingers twitched, as if the idea of peace was a discomfort he could not tolerate.

Grorrus poured himself a drink from a battered pitcher sitting at the edge of the table. The ale sloshed lazily into a dented flagon, as though this was just another evening, another campaign. “And what of Arrôz?”

Tark’s gaze did not lift from the map. “My father,” he said, his tone clipped and cool, “tends to his own affairs.”

Makaelah swallowed hard, her throat tightening around the weight of truth. He is free because of me. The Heart of Celeya had been the only artifact capable of undoing Arrôz’s ancient prison. And she, in her moment of weakness, in the grip of his influence, had unshackled him. She had let him out.













































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png
THE RYSTARR SAGA
BOOK FOUR

J.R. THORPE





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





