
  
    
      FIRE & LIGHT

      BOOK ONE

      
        DRAGONFIRE SAGA

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        LOVELIGHT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Lovelight Productions]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIRE & LIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Copyright © 2025 by Lovelight

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        First Edition: Dec 2025

      

        

      
        ISBN 979-8-9941109-0-4 (Hardcover)

        ISBN 979-8-9941109-1-1 (Paperback)

        ISBN 979-8-9941109-2-8 (ebook)

      

        

      
        Cover design and Editing by

        Lovelight Productions

      

        

      
        Published by Lovelight Productions

        Wichita Falls, Texas

        www.lovelight-books.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For everyone who ever felt like the storm inside them was too big to hold.

      

        

      
        For my brother and sister, who will forever soar in my dreams, the first dragons to be set free.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        "I am made of memories and rage, and a handful of bones. I am not as soft as the storms that gather in my lungs."

        ⸺Nikita Gill
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        When earth grows still and sky weeps ash,

        when fire meets storm in children’s clasp,

        six marks shall wake the sleeping chain,

        and love long lost shall rise again.

      

      

      
        
        Four for flame, for wind, for stone, for sea,

        one for the child, and one for the plea.

        When their hearts align and mercy bends,

        the curse will break, or the world will end.
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          ALLIE

        

      

    

    
      Lena’s voice cracked like a fault line. The message had been waiting for three hours. Allie did not want to hear it. But she pressed play anyway.

      “Allie, I need your help. Something’s wrong with a supplier. I don’t trust what they’re asking. Please come tonight. I’ll explain when you get here.”

      Then silence. Too tight. Too still.

      Allie Grayson was four years and a lifetime past law school. She was twenty-nine, but with eyes that had seen too much. Too young for the grief she carried, too old in the way she looked at the world. She wore her blazer like armor and kept her hair pulled tight, as if order could protect her from everything that did not make sense. Storm-blue eyes scanned the room.

      She was sturdy and no-nonsense, a brunette like their father, with Texas still in her stride. Mara had been the golden one, with blonde hair, blue eyes, and a laugh that could derail a train. Allie had learned to be the steady one. The smart one. The one who stayed behind and picked up the pieces.

      The pendant at her throat pressed cold against her skin. Dull silver, blue stone, heavy with memory. She touched it without thinking, ignoring the faint itch it always left behind. It had belonged to Mara. The discomfort was a small price for keeping her close.

      The case file on her desk remained open. Her first real courtroom case. A clean fraud investigation. Cut and dry. Judge Raines at ten a.m. tomorrow morning. She was a junior ADA in the fraud division. Spreadsheets, subpoenas, paper trails. Clean work. Logical.

      She should have been excited, but tomorrow also marked three years since her sister’s death, and tonight Lena’s voicemail had carved straight through that tidy life like a scalpel.

      The grief did not hit like it used to. It pressed quieter now. Deeper. The official report said an accident. No foul play. Case closed. But the guardrail had been scorched, and no one ever explained why. Allie had never stopped asking. She had just learned to ask smarter.

      She tucked documents into her briefcase. She buttoned her coat, locked her office, and left behind corridors of files and fluorescent light.

      A yellow cab rolled to a stop at the curb. Headlights swept over wet pavement. A fine mist hung in the air, not quite rain but enough to dampen surfaces. It smelled faintly of concrete, ozone, and car exhaust. Her own car was still at Lena’s bar. She had left it behind after drinks last night.

      “The Black Cat,” Allie said. She slid into the back seat.

      Dallas blurred past the glass. Neon signs blinked overhead. Colors bled into slick pavement. Streetlights strobed across the windshield in rhythmic bursts. By the time the cab turned into Deep Ellum, music had already reached her, spilled from bar doors and narrow alleys. Laughter drifted from patios crowded despite the cold.

      The cab pulled to the curb. Allie paid quickly and stepped out. October air cut through her blazer. Her briefcase hung at her side, heavier now. She looked up at the flickering sign of The Black Cat.

      She paused in the doorway and let her eyes adjust to the dim light before stepping inside. Her heels clicked softly against the scuffed tile as she took in the noise, the haze, and the layered scent of The Black Cat. The bar was half full. A saxophone’s last note faded into the murmur of voices.

      “Allie.” Lena stood behind the bar in boots and jeans, auburn hair pulled back in a messy twist. A worried edge tugged at her smile.

      Allie had not realized how much she needed to be seen.

      Lena’s grin spread wide as she leaned across the counter and pulled her into a quick hug. “Look at you, counsellor. Navy blazer. Heels. I rarely get the full getup in here. Almost didn’t recognize you.”

      Allie smiled. “Big hearing tomorrow. Figured I’d practice looking important.”

      Lena laughed and slid a glass across the bar. “Of course you did. And for the record? You look hot. What’s your poison tonight, counsellor? Water or something with teeth?”

      “Water,” Allie said, the word falling heavier than she liked. “Need a clear head.”

      She took the glass, then studied Lena’s face. Beneath the grin, her eyes looked tired. Cheeks flushed. Jaw tight.

      “You sounded upset in your message. What’s going on?”

      Lena’s hands stilled on the glass she was drying. She set it down carefully. Too carefully. Her eyes flicked toward the door, then back. As if making sure they were still alone.

      “Lena.” Allie’s voice dropped. “What’s wrong?”

      They had promised not to talk about Mara’s death on the anniversary. The first year, they had spent the day together, but it had left them hollow. It had left them sadder than before. They had agreed to give it time. They had agreed to grieve apart until they could remember Mara without breaking open. Now, one day from that date, the call felt wrong. It was too close. It was too heavy. And Allie could not shake the feeling that Lena was holding something back.

      Lena’s hand brushed the towel in her palm. The knot was dark with rust-colored blood.

      “What happened to your hand?”

      “Just a knife slip,” she said quickly. “Nothing.”

      The stain looked too deep. Too dark. And Lena would not meet her eyes.

      “If it’s just supplier trouble, why call me at all?” Allie asked.

      Lena tried to laugh, but the sound cracked. “There’s something…” Her voice thinned. Her eyes pulled toward the door like a reflex, then snapped back. “About Mara. Something I should’ve told you sooner.” Her fingers twisted the towel tight enough to make the blood seep faster.

      Allie’s stomach tightened. The glass felt slick in her hand. The pendant burned cold at her throat, tighter than usual, as if it sensed the shift in the air. She resisted the urge to pull it away from her skin.

      “What do you mean?”

      Lena looked down at her hand. The towel was already seeping through. “You have to promise me you’ll keep an open mind.”

      “That’s not a great way to start a conversation.”

      “I mean it.”

      Allie nodded slowly. “Okay.”

      “Not here,” Lena whispered. “Let me close up first. We’ll talk in the office.”

      Unease prickled at Allie’s neck. One by one, Lena ushered the last patrons out. The jukebox clicked silent. The bartender slipped away through the side door. The Black Cat settled into its closing rhythm. Glasses stacked. Clean, sharper in the air. A tired jazz record spun behind the bar.

      Allie stayed on her stool, her glass untouched. She watched the towel around Lena’s hand darken as minutes stretched. The air thickened with everything Lena would not say.

      “I’m going to use the restroom,” Allie said. “Then we’ll talk.”

      “Sure.” Lena managed a smile that did not reach her eyes. “I’ll just take the trash out. Be right back.”

      Allie slipped down the hallway, past the prep counter and stacked crates. The bathroom door clicked shut behind her. She leaned against the sink and stared at her reflection. Dark circles under her eyes. Hair pulled so tight it looked painful. The pendant caught the light, cold and heavy against her throat.

      Three years.

      She turned on the tap. Cold water rushed over her hands.

      Then the scream tore through the walls.

      “Allie!”

      Raw. Desperate. Unmistakable.

      Allie ran.
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          LENA

        

      

    

    
      The moment the door closed behind Allie, Lena’s smile fell. She stared at her hand. Blood had soaked through the towel. The cut pulsed with each heartbeat, but that was not what made her fingers shake.

      It was the voice. The one she had heard three years ago in the rain. The one who had just ordered whiskey at her bar.

      Earlier that afternoon, the bar had been quiet. Two regulars nursed drinks. She had moved on autopilot, wiping down the counter, but her mind kept circling back to the pendant. It had warmed against her skin. Just a pulse.

      She told herself it was nothing, but the feeling lingered under her ribs. When one of the patrons laughed too hard at his own joke, his elbow swept wide and knocked a half-full glass toward the edge of the counter.

      Lena reacted without thinking. A breath of pressure left her palm. Subtle. Almost nothing.

      The water inside the glass froze mid-slosh. Stillness. Dense. Time did not stop. Just the water. That was enough.

      The sudden weight shift steadied the glass long enough for her to catch it. The man did not notice. Neither did the one beside him. But Lena did.

      She turned away quickly, grabbing a rag to hide the flush rising in her cheeks. “Brilliant,” she muttered. “Distracted by your own dragon.”

      She pressed her hand to the pendant. The metal felt cooler now, but the pulse still lingered beneath her skin. She had promised her father control. Sworn she would not repeat the mistakes that had already stained the Kors bloodline.

      The Alliance did not need another reason to question it. In her distraction, she failed to notice the door had opened. Failed to see the figure near the entrance.

      She looked up too late. A hooded man stood in the corner where the light did not quite reach. Silent. Still. Watching. He had been there the whole time. He had seen everything.

      Her stomach dropped. The rag slipped from her hands. When he finally spoke, his voice came low and rough.

      “Whiskey. Neat.”

      The last time she had heard that voice had been three years ago. The call from Mara had come frantic, begging for help. Lena reached Highway 10 and spotted the wreck from a quarter mile out. Mara’s car was crashed into the guardrail.

      She stopped with the engine idling, heart pounding. Two men moved through the scene with military precision. One swept a flashlight across the wreckage. They were gone before the police arrived.

      One of them had spoken. Calm. Cold. “The Alliance will handle it. Clean the mess before anyone notices.”

      She had stayed hidden. Headlights off. Hands frozen on the wheel. She never told the police. Never told Allie.

      The Alliance kept the world blind to dragons. Which meant something had gone horribly wrong with Mara. Now, the same chill curled up her spine.

      Her hand shook as she poured, but she managed to set the glass in front of him without spilling. He lifted it, took a slow sip, and his eyes never left hers.

      “Careful,” he said. “Wouldn’t want another accident. Like the one on Highway 10.”

      The air left Lena’s lungs. He smelled wrong. Beneath the cologne was ozone and burnt copper. The scar near his eye caught the light, pale against his skin.

      He knew about Mara. He knew about Highway 10. And he knew about Allie.

      He finished the whiskey in one swallow. Set the glass down. Dropped a twenty on the bar. As he turned, something slipped from his coat pocket.

      A matchbook. Black paper. Silver lettering. Dragon’s Breath.

      He did not notice. The door swung shut behind him. Lena stood frozen. Her hands shook so badly she could barely grip the bar.

      She turned to steady herself and reached for the cutting board. The paring knife was still there. She needed to do something. Anything. Keep her hands busy.

      She grabbed a lemon. The knife slipped. It bit deep across her palm. She hissed and grabbed a bar towel, wrapping it tight. Blood soaked through instantly.

      Her eyes drifted back to the matchbook. Her father had played with that band once, before the burnout. Before the Alliance stepped in.

      She picked it up with shaking hands. Inside, someone had drawn a symbol. The same one etched into Mara’s pendant clasp.

      Whoever killed Mara knew about Allie now. Lena could not stay silent anymore.

      Her fingers rose to the pendant she wore. The twin to Allie’s. She traced the edges. It had never meant anything before. Until now.

      She pulled a pen from the register and wrote inside the matchbook cover, then slipped it into her apron pocket. Three years of silence. She had almost let it become four.

      They had promised not to talk about Mara on the anniversaries, but some things could no longer be left unspoken. She dialed. When voicemail answered, her voice cracked.

      “Allie, I need your help. Something’s wrong with a supplier. I don’t trust what they’re asking. Please come by tonight. I’ll explain when you get here.”

      Supplier trouble. Safe words wrapped around panic. If anyone else heard it, they would hear nothing unusual. But Allie would know.

      By the time Allie walked in, Lena’s smile was stitched back in place. The lie rehearsed. The fear buried deep.

      She only needed to hold it together a little longer. Just long enough to tell the truth. Then she finished closing. The last light clicked off.

      Allie had excused herself to the restroom. Lena grabbed the trash bags from behind the bar. Cold mist touched her face as she stepped into the alley.

      The bags were heavy in her hands. A figure stepped from the shadows. Black coat. Pale hands. Eyes that caught the light wrong. Blade glinting.

      The trash bags fell. “Who sent you?” she snapped.

      She grabbed a bottle from a crate. Glass slick with condensation. Her father’s voice whispered through memory. Fight like the tide. Flow and strike.

      The man moved. His knife came fast, aimed low. She twisted and swung the bottle hard into his forearm.

      Glass exploded. His grunt came sharp and pained. Blood welled dark through his sleeve. But he did not drop the knife.

      He lunged again. The blade caught her across the belly. Not deep, but hot. A line of fire that stole her breath.

      She drove her knee up. Felt it connect. He folded forward, wheezing. Her hand moved on instinct. She grabbed at him. Cloth, skin—anything.

      Came away with a torn strip of his coat. Black fabric. Wet with his blood.

      He snarled. Surged upright. The knife rose. This time it struck high, just below her collarbone.

      The world tilted. Sharp. Cold. Then burning.

      Her pendant flared hot against her skin. The silver chain began to glow. Red. Then white. Then black. The metal hissed.

      The chain snapped. The pendant hit the concrete with a soft clink. The moment it left her skin, something shifted. The air changed. Her power stirred.

      But it was too late. Blood spilled fast and hot down her chest. Her knees buckled. The wall caught her as she slid down.

      He did not look at her anymore. One hand pressed to his ribs. The other held the knife. He dragged it across the brick wall in deliberate strokes.

      A sigil took shape. Crooked lines. Sharp angles. Wrong geometry. Then he dipped his fingers into the blood pooling at her side.

      She tried to move. Could not. He smeared her blood across the carved lines. Once. Twice. Nothing.

      Then the blood began to glow. Faint red, like embers under ash. It pulsed once. Twice. Then faded to rust-brown.

      The man straightened. Checked his work. Wiped the knife on his coat and walked away. His footsteps faded into the dark.

      Lena’s breath rattled. Cold crept into her chest. Heavy and final. This was it.

      She had promised to tell Allie the truth. About Mara. About the pendant. About everything.

      She had waited three years too long. Her fingers reached for the fallen pendant and closed around it. The metal was still warm.

      She gathered what breath she had left. “Allie!”

      The scream tore from her throat. Ragged and desperate. It echoed off brick and metal.

      Far off, a siren wailed. Tires hissed on wet pavement. A saxophone cried somewhere down the block. Low and mournful.

      Alive in the dark. The city kept breathing. Indifferent. Unaware that something ancient had just woken.

      Lena’s eyes began to close. She had not saved Mara. She would not save Allie.

      But maybe the pendant still could.
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          ALLIE

        

      

    

    
      Allie burst from the bathroom and sprinted down the hallway. Her heels skidded on tile. She shouldered through the back door into the alley.

      The air reeked of iron and smoke, sharp enough to sting her throat. Lena was crumpled against a stack of boxes. Blood soaked her blouse. Her pendant, clutched in her hand, caught the neon light. Her eyes found Allie’s, wide and desperate.

      “No, no, no.” Allie dropped to her knees. Her palms slipped against the wet ground as she pressed hard on the wound. Hot crimson seeped between her fingers. Too much. Too fast.

      “Stay with me. Please.”

      “Key,” Lena rasped. Her voice sounded torn, more air than sound.

      With the last of her strength, Lena pushed the pendant into Allie’s palm. Her fingers trembled as they closed around hers. The moment their skin touched, the pendant flared. Blue light shot through Allie’s fingers, hot and bright. It raced up her arm like lightning through a wire. Her hand locked in place. The sensation was electric and freezing at once, as if the metal had fused to her skin. Allie gasped. She could not pull away. The connection held her until Lena’s grip loosened and her hand fell away.

      The chain was slick against her palm, warmer than expected. The heat pulsed beneath her skin, as though something had been planted there. Then something deep inside her chest stirred. A pulse that was not her own. It tugged her backwards. Smoke. Shattering glass. A seven-year-old’s scream.

      Her pendant seared against her collar. Light flared. Silver burst into deep blue. The two pendants pulsed together in rhythm, thrumming through her bones. Sparks crawled along her arms, lifting strands of hair that shimmered faintly. Thunder rolled inside her chest, resonating through muscle and marrow. Her breath caught. Her entire body trembled. She could not move. Fear pinned her in place. Beneath the terror was something else. Recognition. The storm inside her had already begun to answer.

      Above them, crimson lines writhed across the brick. At first, they looked like blood, but the curves bent into something deliberate. Fernlike and jagged. Glowing as if alive. The mark pulsed in time with the pendants.

      Allie froze.

      The sight blurred into memory. A scorched guardrail. Mara’s SUV twisted against it. On its side, dim but burned deep, she had seen the same mark. The same pattern. Her stomach lurched. No. This could not be real. The glow faltered, vanished. The rune sagged into streaks of blood. Dull. Ordinary again.

      At the mouth of the alley, something moved. A figure, tall and faceless, lingered in the neon wash. Its shape rippled like mist. Edges blurred into shadow. Allie’s voice caught in her throat. She tried to scream, but the sound broke. Strangled by fear. The shadow dissolved. Only the rhythm of footsteps remained, fading into the night.

      Lena’s chest rose once. A shallow, trembling motion. Then it fell still.

      When Allie looked back down, Lena’s eyes had gone glassy.

      “No. No. No.” Her voice cracked.

      Not again. Not like this.

      Allie pressed harder, though her hands slid in blood gone cool.

      “Stay with me,” she whispered. “Please, stay with me.”

      The silence that followed was absolute. Her phone nearly slipped from her grip as she forced herself to dial. Her voice cracked when the dispatcher answered. She managed only fragments.

      “My friend… she’s… she’s dying.”

      Time fractured. Every second dragged. Her heartbeat filled her ears, pounding in sync with the fading warmth from the pendant in her hand. Sirens rose in the distance. Faint at first, then deafening.

      Red and blue lights strobed across the alley walls, splitting Lena’s face into flashes of color. Painting the blood in cold crimson and blue. Uniformed figures flooded the space. Radios crackled. Boots struck concrete. Someone shouted for medical. Another voice called for perimeter control.

      Hands reached for her. Gentle at first, then insistent. Allie twisted away. She clutched Lena’s arm and the pendant slick with blood.

      “I’m not leaving her,” she gasped.

      Her own pendant blazed hotter against her chest. Pain lanced through her ribs. Mara’s voice rose from memory. Calm and certain.

      Feel the storm, Allie.

      A flashlight beam sliced across the wall. The bloody lines glimmered and shifted, visible for a single heartbeat before the light moved on. Allie’s breath caught. She thought she heard someone whisper the word Alliance, though no one nearby spoke. When she looked up, the officers’ faces were blank. Routine already smoothing over the impossible.

      An officer crouched beside her. His tone was soft.

      “Miss, you need to let go.”

      The paramedics had covered Lena with a sheet. Allie could still see the outline of her hand beneath it. She wanted to pull the sheet back. Needed to ask the questions Lena had promised to answer. Allie had not been the one with secrets.

      “Miss Grayson.” The officer touched her elbow again.

      “Let us get you somewhere warm.”

      She shook her head.

      “I need to stay.”

      “There is nothing more you can do here.”

      Nothing more. The words landed like a sentence.

      Something in her cracked. Not loud. Not sharp. Quiet, like glass settling after a fall. And three years learning to find truth in buried words. Here, with Lena’s blood on her hands, none of it meant anything.

      She turned toward the wall. The sigil had stopped glowing. It had become streaks of red that could have been anything. Her mind scrambled for logic, already rewriting what she had witnessed. Blood spatter. Reflection. Shock is playing tricks.

      But she had felt the heat. She had seen it pulse with the pendant.

      “I saw it,” she whispered.

      The officer frowned.

      “Saw what, counsellor?”

      Her throat closed. How could she explain? That the mark had lived. That something had answered it. That reality itself had bent.

      “Nothing,” she said at last. “I saw nothing.”

      The lie tasted like copper. Lena’s pendant was sealed in her palm, refusing to be pried away. The alley swelled with sound. Radios. Voices. The scent of exhaust and iron.

      Behind it all, Allie’s heart thundered. The sigil burned behind her eyes. The second she had seen. One on the guardrail where Mara died. One here, carved in brick and blood. Even when she blinked, it remained. Etched into memory like lightning on glass.

      She did not know what it meant. Only that whatever had started with her sister was not finished. And as the sirens faded, a single thought took root.

      She might be next.
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          KILLER

        

      

    

    
      By the time the knife had been pulled from her body, the alley had fallen silent. Distant sirens split the night. Laughter drifted from Elm Street, blurred by walls and distance.

      They knelt beside the wall. The serpent-hilted knife rested steady in their gloved hand, its weight familiar and cold. The tip dragged through the pooling blood with slow precision. Each stroke curved into the shape whispered by the curse. Lines formed patterns older than memory.

      The sigil took form. A circle split by a jagged line, fernlike curls unfurling from its edges. It glowed faint crimson beneath the flickering neon, throbbing like something alive.

      The scent of ozone thickened around them. Pain lingered in their ribs where she had struck. A bruise swelled beneath the sleeve. The cut along their forearm ached, weeping. Their blood mixed with hers, feeding the shape carved into the concrete.

      Pain was offering. Offering became power. Power became permanence. They exhaled slowly. The alley reeked of copper, grease, and burnt neon. Fluorescent light blinked overhead. Steam rose from a nearby grate.

      The pendant lay in her hand. It had snapped from its chain. They left it. Trophies meant nothing. The mark mattered.

      Four sigils burned behind their eyes. Each one a death. Each one a measured stroke in a design only they understood.

      Crimson faded into stone.

      The sigil pulsed once more, feeding them a final surge of strength before falling dormant.

      The voice returned. Low. Insistent. Vibrating in the marrow.

      Completion was close. Something ancient shifted just beyond perception, waiting for the final mark.

      The woman on the ground wheezed. A thin, rattling breath. Her fingers scrabbled weakly across the concrete, reaching for the pendant near the gutter.

      She should not still be conscious.

      They watched as she closed trembling fingers around the metal.

      Then the scream tore loose.

      “Allie!”

      Raw. Desperate. A dying promise thrown into the dark. The sound ricocheted off brick and metal, carrying straight toward the alley’s back entrance.

      They froze.

      Footsteps.

      Light. Quick. Running.

      Not from the street.

      From the back corridor.

      From inside the bar.

      They slipped deeper into the shadows, silent as breath.

      The door at the alley’s end burst open. Neon light splashed across wet pavement. A woman appeared in the glow, hair catching the red wash, eyes wide as she took in the scene.

      Recognition hit like a thrown blade. The sister. Storm-born. Unawakened.

      She was not supposed to be here.

      The sigil at their feet trembled. Its glow faltered, edges pulling out of pattern. The offering was incomplete. The sequence was broken.

      They hissed through their teeth. The design was ruined. The offering undone. She had broken the pattern.

      Sirens were closer now. Tires hissed across wet pavement. Voices crackled from open radios, sharp with urgency. Their gaze flicked to the sigil. The shape throbbed weakly, light guttering. The mark was wounded. So was the plan.

      They stepped into shadow. Boots whispered against concrete. They left no trace. The mark burned behind their eyelids. A command curled through their veins. Pulled them forward.

      They exhaled once.

      “We’re not finished,” they said.

      Then they vanished. The alley swallowed their shape. Neon flickered above the blood-soaked ground. Smoke curled from a nearby vent, carrying the scent of something burning. Somewhere on Elm Street, a saxophone bent a lonely note. The voice inside them bent with it.
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          ERIK

        

      

    

    
      Erik Varg’s black truck rumbled through the streets of Dallas. The dashboard clock showed 11:52 p.m., Thursday night, less than thirty minutes since Torvald’s call.

      Torvald’s voice had come through clipped and professional. A murder at the Black Cat Lounge. Victim Lena Kors. Possible witness. Sigil at the scene. Torvald did not call unless it mattered. The Alliance’s liaison in Dallas kept things tight. Facts, not theories. Never more than needed. Tonight he had needed Erik.

      The skyline shimmered in glass and neon, but beneath the modern glow he felt something older pressing against the night. The fire woven through his blood stirred whenever dragon violence touched the city. Tonight it burned like coal beneath his skin, a warning older than any signal crackling through the radio mounted to his dash.

      William Kors had once played drums for Dragon’s Breath before the Alliance placed him under protection. He was water-touched and unstable. His power had manifested in tides that could drown him as easily as anyone else. If the victim was his daughter, something larger was in motion.

      He turned onto Elm Street. Police lights flared at the alley entrance. Red and blue flooded across wet brick in rhythmic pulses. Officers moved with practiced rhythm, stringing tape between rusted dumpsters and calling out clipped orders over the hum of generators. The air carried the familiar tang of copper, layered with ozone and a faint trace of ash.

      Not fire like his, but water. Cold and steady. The kind that drowned without a ripple. The scars along his forearm heated until they throbbed. Each mark flared in warning, as if the air itself recognized its own kind.

      He adjusted his coat and pulled his credentials from his pocket. A young officer, eyes hollow with exhaustion and too many night shifts, waved him through after a glance at the ID.

      The alley was quiet now except for the crackle of radios and the low murmur of voices conferring over evidence bags.

      Lena Kors sat slumped against the wall. Her throat had been cut clean through. The wound was precise and efficient. Blood had soaked the red bandana at her neck. Her dark curls were heavy with it, clinging to her pale skin.

      An evidence bag lay beside her. Inside was a torn strip of dark fabric. The threads caught the light like tiny blue wires, shimmering faintly. Erik studied it, uncertain whether it was ordinary cloth or something woven with intent rather than thread alone. His jaw tightened.

      The mark above her body glowed faintly under the floodlight, carved into the brick with deliberate precision. He had seen a similar symbol before. Several times now. Always the exact symmetry. Always drawn in blood. Always left like a signature demanding to be read. This one seemed slightly different, like something was missing, but it still carried energy it should not.

      Erik pulled out his phone and took three photographs from different angles. He knew the photos would fail
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