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      Leena woke suddenly, transitioning from deep slumber to full alertness in the matter of an instant. She didn't move. Didn't speak. Nothing about her outer appearance changed. But her mind became fully aware as an odd tingle slipped up her spine, drawing her eyes open in nervous concern.

      She blinked.

      Once, twice, clearing the sleep from her gaze. The sand beneath her was damp. The sky was brightening to full day. The waves rolled in her ears. In fact, the only odd thing drawing her attention now, the only thing that could have possibly woken her, was Rhen.

      Rhen, her fellow dragon rider.

      Rhen, whom she trusted deeply.

      Rhen, who was suspiciously bent over a pot of water, shielding two canteens as he filled them with liquid.

      Leena shook her head slightly, trying to understand what he was doing and why he was doing it so secretively. But the longer she watched him, the more confused she became. He was as still as a rock, motionless as he held a clenched fist over the two canteens. His eyes were squeezed tightly shut, and his lips were forcefully pursed. He was a man who looked torn—completely and utterly torn. But why?

      Leena remained silent, not wanting to alarm him. Her eyes wandered, searching for clues. Bran was still asleep by her side. Light snores still drifted over her shoulder, letting her know their newest member, Jasper, also slumbered. The riders were still camped out on the beach, which meant Jinji was still in hiding with her brother, with the shadow, unprepared to take the next step and send the evil back where it belonged. And the last Leena knew, all of them were still sitting idly by as time ran out. They were waiting for some plan to miraculously emerge—one where Jinji wouldn't have to murder her brother, one where they wouldn't have to encourage her to do so, one that didn't pit them all against each other.

      Had Rhen discovered a way?

      Then Leena noticed a tray of food resting by Rhen's feet—barely enough for two, definitely not meant for four. Cautiously, Leena shifted her head ever so slightly, giving herself a view of the rest of the beach.

      There.

      Just as she suspected.

      Jinji sat with her eyes on the horizon, hugging her knees to her chest and resting her chin upon them. Deep in thought, just like Rhen.

      When had she come back? When had she come out of hiding?

      More importantly, where was Janu? Where was the shadow?

      Had Jinji finally killed him? Or had she let him go free? Had she figured out another way, a better way? Or had she doomed the world to save him?

      Leena shifted her gaze back to Rhen, noticing for the first time that the person he was shielding his actions from wasn't her—it was Jinji. He had turned his back to the woman he loved. And in that same moment, Leena realized his fist wasn't just clenched—it was holding a small object. There was a glass vial tucked between his taut fingers. And his eyes were no longer closed, they were staring at the vial, fierce and hard, cursing it and praising it at the same time.

      In a swift motion, his palm flipped over.

      The contents of the vial fell into one canteen.

      Rhen sealed the top shut and slipped the glass back into his pocket.

      All at once, his whole body relaxed. Whatever decision he'd had to make, he'd made it. The hard part was over, for him at least. But Leena still watched, utterly perplexed, wondering what she had witnessed and why she felt the sudden need to stop him.

      Rhen looked up, meeting her gaze.

      Her heart stopped.

      His irises flooded with guilt.

      Leena looked to the canteen again, back to his shame-ridden face, back to the canteen. What had he done? What was he going to do? Surely it couldn't be poison—no matter how dire the situation, he would never hurt the woman he loved. So what did the vial hold and why did he look so guilty?

      Leena sat up. Questions burned her tongue, but before she could ask any, Rhen reached out, covered her lips with his palm and shook his head. Silently, he pleaded with her to remain quiet, to trust him. And in that moment, memories of their time together rushed over Leena. Of the way he had stood up to her father so long ago in Da'astiku, giving her hope that one day maybe she could do the same. Of the way he had offered his protection and welcome when she first arrived in Rayfort, despite never meeting her before. Of the way he had led her to the castle at the Gates, taking her to the corridor full of water, explaining that on the other side of that test her dragon was waiting to be awoken. Of his face only days ago when he had realized Jinji's betrayal, when they had all realized that Janu was the shadow, and their enemy had been within their grasp all along. Her first instinct had been to stand with Rhen against Jinji, to keep the riders united in their support.

      Biting back her questions, Leena nodded to Rhen. With his hand still covering her lips, her gaze slipped over his shoulder toward Jinji, all alone on the other side of the beach. And Leena knew her side had already been chosen. Rhen had never lied to her. He had never made her question that his first instinct was to protect the world and everyone in it. He had never made her wonder if he could be trusted. But no matter how much it pained Leena to admit, Jinji had lied, had made her question, had made her wonder. And though she considered her a dear friend and wanted the best for her, the world came first. It had to.

      Leena sank back down to the sand, not looking at Rhen again. She closed her eyes, feigning sleep, and listened to the crunch of his boots as he walked away.

      The minutes slipped painfully by.

      One by one, slower and slower as Leena's curiosity mounted.

      And when she could take it no longer, she opened her eyes again. But this time, Rhen was alone at the end of the beach, and Jinji was nowhere in sight.

      Leena stood, careful not to wake the other two riders as she approached Rhen. His gaze was set hard on the distant horizon. His irises followed Firestorm's movements as the dragon flew in and out of the rays of the rising sun. For a moment, Leena didn't think Rhen had seen her, didn't even think he was aware of the world around him. But before she could open her mouth to speak, he sighed heavily.

      "It was the only way," he murmured, voice strong even if quiet.

      "What was?" she asked, taking a seat beside him on the sand.

      Rhen turned to her, evergreen eyes downcast, rimmed by red and strained. "You know," he said, voice full of shame, overflowing with it. "You saw."

      Leena shook her head. "I trust you, Rhen. I'm on your side, whatever it was that you did. But I don't know what I witnessed."

      He licked his lips, swallowing deeply. "The spirit came to me in the night," he whispered, hardly louder than the breeze. Leena held her breath, afraid even the slightest interruption would distract him. "She had a plan to stop the shadow, to stop all of this. But she needed my help. Jinji is too strong. Was too strong. And she would never have let the spirit do what needed to be done."

      "Rhen," Leena pushed softly.

      His eyes lifted, meeting hers. "The vial, it held an elixir that made Jinji weak enough for the spirit to control. So weak that she'll be unable to fight back when the spirit sends her brother and the shadow from this world."

      Leena exhaled, eyes widening in shock before she could control her reaction. "So it's over?" she asked, unable to hide the slight elation from her voice. "The shadow will be dead by end of day?"

      Rhen nodded.

      A smile cracked her lips as a weight seemed to lift from her chest.

      The war was almost over.

      They were going to win.

      The world would be safe in a matter of hours.

      "Rhen!" she exclaimed, excitement palpable. But when she focused on him again, Leena realized her own callousness. Shame filled her chest, shame that the one thing she hated so much about her culture had snuck its way into her heart—ruthlessness. One glance in Rhen's eyes was enough to tell her he was nearly broken. And she only just realized why.

      "She'll forgive you," Leena murmured, placing her hand on his arm, trying to comfort him. "She loves you." But Rhen was beyond comforting. Leena could see that clearly. He had made his decision, and now he was being forced to live with it.

      "I betrayed her trust," he confessed. "I took away her choice. Janu will be dead in a matter of hours, and I removed her ability to save him." He shook his head, whispering, "Jinji will never forgive me."

      Leena swallowed. She didn't know what to say, how to make it better. He was right—Jinji might never forgive him. But Leena knew that had she been given the chance, she would have done the same thing to save the world. There were no easy options left, only hard ones.

      Before she could say any of that, could lend any sympathy, Rhen inhaled sharply. "This isn't over yet," he said suddenly, voice loud and determined, empty of emotion. "We need to wake Bran and Jasper. The shadow won't go down without a fight, and the spirit told me to be prepared."

      Abruptly, he stood and started marching across the beach.

      Leena chased after him, worried by his quick change of mood. But before she could confront him and demand that he let her in, he was shaking Jasper awake. She had lost her chance to speak with him privately.

      "What?" the air rider groaned, eyes closed as he swatted blindly at the space above his head, trying to fight off the hand forcing him awake.

      The commotion roused Bran, who sat up without complaint, gaze immediately growing concerned as he took in the look on Rhen's face.

      "What's happened
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