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Prologue




32 years ago, Estrus


The streets of Duskfield were barren at this time of day. The hour between twilight and dusk, when indigo shadows stretched across the tundra landscape and the deep scars within the earth were impossible to see—until you found yourself at the bottom of them. The miners of this town refused to work the fissures at this time, despite threats of flogging and rising taxes. 

Prince Sylus Fortys had a curious mind, particularly curious of the limitations of the human body, the sheer will of the mind. His father didn’t understand the workings of his people. Didn’t know it took more than threats to make people bend to his will. When he became King, things would be different. His people would work until he told them to stop.

Residents poked their heads through the windows within the comfort of their homes, eyes trailing after the king and his sons as they strode down the path towards the mine at the bottom of the fissure this town was carved into. Despite the breeze whistling between buildings, weaving through the street and squeezing into the mine shaft, the air was stale. The town refused to breathe while the Fortys clan set foot on its streets.

As they should. If these ungrateful peasants couldn’t see the honour in serving their king then they deserved the fate King Nolann had in store for them. 

He was getting old in his age; this was likely one of the last times he left the castle. He was keen to make it a memorable one. Sylus and Salik were here to ensure it.

The road down to the mine was empty, silent, aside from the howl of the wind ripping through the base of the fissure. Tools were abandoned with haste on the ground, carts half loaded. The miners had stopped working after a cave-in a few days prior and they had since refused to work.

That ended today.

At the mine entrance, a single woman blocked their path, hunched over and heavily relying on her staff for support. Her weathered hair was as white as the snow-capped mountains in the north. She bowed her head respectfully to the monarchs. She was muttering under her breath, the words carried away by the gods to a distant land.

“You, woman,” King Nolann addressed her. “Move aside. Your king demands to inspect these mines.” 

She kept her head down, her murmurs growing louder, seemingly more incoherent. Her mind appeared to be as frail as her body.

The incompetence!

“You dare to defy your king, wench?” Sylus stepped forward and gripped a fistful of her robe. She was easy to cast aside, crumbling into the wall he pushed her to. “When King Nolann gives a command, you will obey or suffer the consequences.“ He raised his voice so that every man, woman, and child in Duskfield could hear him and fear his words. 

“Your reign of terror will end,” the crone hissed, her words crisp, precise. They hit his back like the sting of a whip. “She will be your undoing.” 

“What did you say?” He wasn’t born into magic, no one in his family was, but his skin prickled at the sight of this woman—once he really looked at her. Specifically, her pure white eyes.

She spoke to him without looking directly at him, “A woman who’s hair has been touched by ash!”

Growling, he fisted her robes and shook her. “Do not threaten me, crone. I fear no woman!”

The air chilled around them. Storm clouds above him surrounded the town, dark and perilous. The wind whipped past him, drowning out Salik’s laughter.

“This woman she speaks of is nothing to fear, brother. She’ll only be your undoing when her lips are wrapped around your—”

“She will mount a black dragon and claim the power of Ebis,” she cried to the heavens, as if the princes hadn’t spoken. Maybe she hadn’t heard him. The wind was too loud and her voice barely carried the weight of her words beyond his ears. “When your power is at its peak, Prince Sylus, she will find you and—”

“Enough of this—”

“—bring your end.” Slipping from her trance, the crone’s hands fell to her sides. Her body swayed in the wind, like a blade of grass on the plains of Estrus. 

For all but a moment, terror skittered down Sylus’s spine. Then he remembered he was Prince Sylus Fortys, heir to the throne, soon to be ruler of Estrus, and had no reason to fear the insignificant words of a bitter, old crone. She was likely a mother of children who had been lost to the mine.

Sylus freed his sword from its sheath and ran it through her. Her breath left her lungs, but the grasp she had on his blade was strong, eyes focusing on him yet still unseeing. “May Asturias guide her.”

He ripped his blade free and wiped it clean on her shoulder as she slithered to the ground. He spat on her face. “Asturias or Ebis won’t help your woman.” 

No god had dared to set foot on Estrus since the dragons left and they wouldn’t start now. 

A woman? His undoing? Ha! What laughable nonsense. No woman had the power to bring him down. She could bear the power of Ebis or ride a black dragon—but it wouldn’t be enough to stop him.

No god would help her here. No god would protect her from his wrath.

Let this be an example of all who defied the Fortys clan. 








  
  

Chapter 1


The Hunter and The Dragon Knights





Hints of gold bled into the clear periwinkle sky, stretching far into the west, as the sun began its ascent to the heavens. Mountains rose up high above the valley, splintering the blades of light into the forest’s canopy. The sweet, warm rays rapidly dissipated before they reached the fern-addled floor, leaving the ground cool beneath the thick canopy, even in late spring. 

Dawn was Eva’s favourite time of day. The world moved slower. It was silent, half-asleep. Dew still clung to leaves and ferns; it soaked through her cotton trousers and sunk deep into her bones. The cool water was a welcoming reprieve on her legs after trekking the dense forest for hours.

It was strenuous work, sneaking from trunk to trunk, being mindful that every step had to blend in with the sounds of the forest. This close to the waterfall, an amateur would think they could make as much noise as they wanted without being detected, but the creatures of the mountain were always listening. Waiting. No one was safe. Not even the tiniest of mice hiding in their burrows. It may be beautiful—the sun glistening off the pools of water, the rainbow dancing around the cascade, the lush moss with dainty purple flowers clinging to trunks and branches all around her. But no beauty was ever free. The price on this mountain? Your life. 

Did that stop her from hunting off the path? No. The best game was here, and she wasn’t about to let the bountiful quarry in this area go to waste. She had found this spot a few years back with her brother, Jacob. Of the three spots she hunted regularly, this one was the most consistent. She confidently went off the path up the mountain, knowing she would return home with food for her family. With Jacob gone now, she felt the pressure more than ever to make sure their family was fed. 

She didn’t hold it against him for leaving—it was their dream to become Dragon Knights and he was lucky enough to have been recruited. But she’d be lying if she said she didn’t miss the days when they hunted together. Her hikes were quiet, hollow, without him. It was along this very trail where they would talk about being Dragon Knights together. By this waterfall, they often peered up at the sky and wondered what the world looked like from above. Now he was somewhere up there, while she remained buried beneath the forest’s canopy.

Hearing movement up ahead, she ducked behind a bush and watched a sounder of boars scuttle through the woods towards the base of the waterfall. A thick layer of foliage surrounded the pool, shielding critters from predators. 

Most of them.

Undetected, she moved for the first trap laid by a large fallen log; it had snagged a hare.

I haven’t had hare for a while. Grinning, she collected it and reset the trap. She tied the hare to her shoulders then went for the next one. There was nothing in the second trap, or the third.

Pressing her lips together, she glanced at a boar grazing away from the rest of its kin. Jacob taught her not to go for game too big, otherwise its blood might attract a predator she wasn’t equipped to fight. But she wasn’t going to be able to feed their family with a hare. If Erika was to be big and strong like her brother and sister, she was going to need all the food Eva could provide. 

Eva drew her bowstring back and stole a steadying breath from the chilly morning air—

A shadow flew overhead, its broad wings engulfing the entire clearing. 

Eva froze. She didn’t dare to breathe. The canopy was too thick for her to make out a specific shape, but she was in griffin territory and didn’t want to take an unnecessary chance. 

Her muscles began to tremble under the strain of keeping the string taut. Sweat gathered on her fingertips, threatening to finish the job she had started. 

The sounder bolted. They split up, scattering into the bushes silently. 

Shit. There went her big, juicy dinner. 

The flying beast continued further down the mountain, away from her. A powerful gust followed in its wake, sweeping through the forest and tossing Eva’s hair off her shoulders. 

Once Eva was certain the griffin—or whatever it was—was gone, she broke into a run and chased after the nearest boar. She caught sight of it jumping over a fallen log. There was no time to think. Instinctively, she drew her bow and loosed the arrow. It soared through the air, moving faster than the boar, and struck home in its heart.

It was too dangerous to whoop in joy. She settled with a silent fist pump. I still got it. 

Since Jacob left, there hadn’t been anyone around to push her. She’d fallen into an easy, monotonous rhythm: wake up, hike the mountain, check the traps, go home. The gods might have chosen her brother for something greater than this valley—but they couldn’t take her skills with a bow away. 

She knelt beside the boar and brushed his coarse hide before ripping the arrow out. “May Zyphril guide your soul to greater pastures. Your sacrifice will feed my family and earn us extra coin for the winter to come.”

Hare slung over her shoulders and boar steadily in tow, Eva trekked back down the mountain. With her unplanned catch, it was needless to say her hike took longer than it usually did. By the time she’d reached the path at the base, the sun had fully risen. Beads of sweat rolled down her temples as she stumbled down onto the public trail. She’d left Hiron, her horse, somewhere along the path to graze safely while she went into the more dangerous parts of the forest. 

Hiron came trotting through the ferns, only coming to a halt when he was directly in front of her. He cast her an impatient sidelong glance, bouncing his head and tossing his mane. His magical glowing hooves allowed him to hover a few inches above the ground, giving his species easy passage through the dense forest. Yet he still refused to stray from the path. Maybe if he came along for once, she wouldn’t take as long to find prey, and they could return to the safety of the village faster.

Ignoring his attitude, she tied the boar onto the harness and settled in the saddle. He didn’t need her to tell him to start for home, he was eager to return to the safety of his stables where her father fed and groomed him without demanding he risk his life for food he wouldn’t eat. 

The forest wasn’t as thick in these parts and, when she looked up, she noticed the beautiful sun she had this morning was gone. Dark, looming clouds filled the sky. The air was heavy in anticipation for rain.

A storm’s coming. A big one, if the hairs rising on Eva’s arms were any indication.

“Let’s pick up the pace, Hiron.” She loved a good storm as much as the next girl—but being caught up in torrential rains and neck-breaking winds was not on her itinerary for today.

Hiron obeyed eagerly. He navigated the forest gracefully and quickly, not at all weighed down by her or the boar.

Amongst the wind and forever darkening clouds, Eva caught sight of a figure flying above them. This time, she was able to make out the shape of its leather wings and the arrowhead point of its tail through the thinning canopy. A second dragon followed close behind the first. Their size was uncannily similar to the one she had seen earlier. Had that one been a dragon too?

Excitement flooded her veins. There was only one dragon that would come this far east to a valley no one had ever heard of.

Forgetting the fact she’d been hunting all day and carrying a boar that weighed as much as she did for hours, she steered Hiron—and his many protests—off the path. The danger was far behind them, going off this path wouldn’t kill him, just mildly inconvenience his plans to eat hay for the rest of the day.

He chewed on his bit angrily, but Eva was more stubborn and was able to cut through the forest and reach the meadow in record time. The dragons were just landing when they approached. Hiron halted abruptly, nearly tossing Eva out of her saddle, at the sight of two dragons. She dug her heels into his sides. He remained unmoving, refusing to go anywhere near the dragons.

Grumbling, Eva stepped out of the saddle and gave the reins a little tug to annoy him. “Stubborn horse. They’re not going to eat you.” 

He padded the earth and shook his head. She might know that dragons—as far as she knew, anyway—were friendly, but all the horse saw was their big, arm-length teeth and viciously pointed claws. 

“Fine. Don’t go running off with my catch or I’ll be hunting you next.”

With a sassy snort, the horse moved two feet over and dipped his head for the fresh spring grass. Eva jogged the rest of the way to the dragons, her excitement growing with each step.

She wasn’t familiar with the broad, azure blue dragon, but the slender brown one was Glade. The majestic beauty lowered her sleek, scaly body for Jacob to slide off her saddle. Usually her scales glimmered in the sunlight, showing off speckles of gold embedded in her scales, but today, with the dark sky, her scales were matte, like dried mud, making her look more like a warrior than a creature of wonder. 

Jacob grinned at his sister from under the hood of his pine green cloak, which wrapped around his torso. He looked so handsome in his dragon scale armour; a collection of red, gold, and brown scales melded together from different dragon species that helped create the armour. He shook his fluffy blonde head out as he took his hood off to get a better look at her. He’d grown since she had last seen him, more muscular, but his playful brown eyes hadn’t changed a bit. 

With the biggest smile on his face, he held his arms out to embrace her, but Eva sidestepped him and went to Glade. She loved and missed her brother dearly, but how could she pass up petting a dragon? Glade, no less?

She rubbed the dragon’s muzzle, right under the chin where she couldn’t reach to scratch herself because of the small horns in the way. It was always a dragon’s favourite spot to be petted. The dragon groaned blissfully, the sound vibrating through her scales, down to the earth, and up Eva’s boots.

Jacob yanked Eva away from his dragon and pulled her into a fierce hug. “It’s good to see you, Eva.” 

She held onto him just as tight. It was good to see him. She hadn’t seen him for almost a year, which was far too long. He was different and the same all at once, both her big goofy brother and a serious Dragon Knight. He gave her one last squeeze then stepped away to look her over. His deep brown eyes softened the longer he took her in. It hit him that she wasn’t the same little girl he grew up with, either. “Eva... you don’t look like a boy anymore.”

Growling with chagrined cheeks, she smacked him. “I never did, asshole!” 

He, more than anyone, should know she was one of the first girls to hit puberty in Brar; he was the one who had to fend off all of the boys. It was more embarrassing that he’d made the remark in front of the other Knight in their presence. 

His companion slid off his dragon’s back smoothly and patted the creature’s thick neck to hide an impish grin from Jacob’s taunts. He didn’t remove his hood, concealing most of his face, but she didn’t miss the dark grey eyes taking her in head to toe—or the satisfied smile that came afterward. Eva’s fingers itched to remove his hood, to see the man behind those dark mysterious eyes. A man like him didn’t come around these parts often. She had the feeling he could fill endless nights of boredom with stories of the paths he had taken, monsters he had slain. 

Clearing his throat, he looked to Jacob purposefully.

Jacob smiled sheepishly at him. “Sorry. Eva, this is my partner, Grayson Smith, and his dragon, Eran. Grayson, this is my little sister, Eva.”

“It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Eva.” His voice was deep and smouldering. She stepped closer to him to shake his hand; it was firm and calloused from unyielding hours of sparring. She liked that he didn’t hold back his strength. Some men felt inclined to be gentle with her and she hated that. She wasn’t a delicate thing to be easily broken. “Jacob talks about you all the time.”

“I can’t say the same thing about you,” she responded then threw a sly glare at Jacob. Partner? He had finally been assigned a partner and he didn’t tell her about it? He was a protective—sometimes overbearingly so—big brother when he was still living in Brar, but to leave this man out of his letters was ridiculous. What did he think was going to happen? She’d read about his new, mysterious partner then hop on Hiron and ride all the way to Dragon Canyon to jump his bones? “I didn’t know Jacob had been assigned a partner.”

“We were assigned shortly after my last visit,” Jacob defended himself, returning the glare she’d snuck him. “Don’t get in a huff because I failed to mention him in my last letter.”

She stood straighter. “Fine.” She wasn’t about to berate him during his visit, anyway; she saw him infrequently as it was, she didn’t want him to give him a reason to visit even less. “Where’s the other Knight?”

Jacob scowled at her. “What do you mean?”

“Aren’t there three of you? I thought I saw a dragon earlier. It messed up my shot.”

Jacob and Grayson exchanged a perplexed glance, then they peered at Eran and Glade.

“I did not see a dragon on our way in,” Glade answered, her tail flickering behind her like an agitated cat. “Nor can I sense one now.”

Eran lifted his colossal head to the sky and inhaled deeply. “The storm is interfering with my magic. I sense a great deal of it in this valley, but I cannot say if it is from a dragon or something else.”

“We do have a lot of griffins in the area,” Eva obliged. The monsters in this area were filled with magic. Unfairly so. Humans didn’t stand a chance against them without magic of their own to aid them, hence why they had to stick to the trails.

She was only mildly disappointed that there wasn’t a third dragon. She’d never come across one that didn’t have a Knight partner, and the thought of finding one out here in the wild excited her. If it was a griffin, however, which it likely was, it meant that she needed to be more careful when she went that deep into the forest.

“How long are you guys here for? There’s plenty of food if you want to stay the night. I caught a hare and a boar today.”

Jacob immediately crossed his arms and pinned her with that big brotherly look she definitely didn’t miss. “A boar? Where did you get a boar from, Eva?”

He knew boars couldn’t be found near the village. 

She dismissed his question with a wave. He didn’t get to return home, after not speaking with her for a year, and judge her decisions. He lost that right when he left. “Since when do you care how far I go? You’re the one who taught me that’s where the good stuff is.”

“Yeah, but you weren’t by yourself then. If you’re going to explore, bring another hunter with you.”

She groaned, loudly, and didn’t care who heard her. The last thing she wanted was to bicker with him, especially since she didn’t know when she’d get to see him again. But he just brought it out of her! She wanted to throttle him as much as she loved him. 

Grayson stepped between them—which was brave, since he might as well be getting between two centaurs in the heat of battle—and pinned Jacob a meaningful look. “Let’s get back on topic, shall we? We’ll be staying for the night, but not for leisure.”

Most people would only see the concern in Jacob’s features, but she knew him better and his eyes held guilt for this not being a typical visit, especially when she pouted. “There’s a bad storm coming this way. We have to evacuate the village for the caves,” he conveyed, serious now. “We received a report that said Pennyworth was hit pretty hard by the storm yesterday.” That village was two day’s ride north from here; it was bigger than Brar, if it got wrecked in the storm... Brar would be destroyed. “We’re here to make sure everyone evacuates to the caves safely.”

“Oh.” The pathetic word was all she could muster. He was here on a mission. Of course he would only make the trip out here if he was ordered to do so. Why would he visit his family when he could be out there exploring Aboria, killing monsters, and saving peoples’ lives?

Jacob took hold of her shoulders and squeezed them. “I’m sorry, Eva. Next time I visit, it’ll be for leisure.”

That’s exactly what he said a year ago.

“I’ll notify the village and oversee the evacuation,” he told Grayson. “Can you make sure the caves are clear?”

With a swift nod, Grayson swung into Eran’s saddle; Glade followed them into the sky. 

Jacob dropped his arms to his sides, a mask taking over his features. Gone was her big goofy brother, now he was a formidable Dragon Knight, sworn to protect the citizens of Aboria. “Keep the family safe. I have to keep an eye on everyone else.”

She squeezed his hand, pride welling in her chest. The times when they were apart had been difficult on her and their family. After their father got into his wagon accident, leaving him lame, Jacob and Eva had been the primary source of income. When he left, that responsibility fell strictly on Eva’s shoulders, which felt more like a burden some days than an honour. But seeing him in his Dragon Knight armour, living their dream, made all the lonely hunts, the heartache, the envy, worth it.








  
  

Chapter 2


Storms and Tribulations





Hayden Greene, Eva’s father, was already outside of their home, leaning heavily into his cane when she arrived. He must have heard the bell from the tower signalling an evacuation. Hiron left Eva’s side the first chance he had and ran to Hayden. You’d think she abused the horse, he was so eager to get away from her. 

Hayden calmed the gelding, stroking his muzzle, but his eyes were searching for someone else. His brow pulled into a deep valley between his eyebrows. “Where’s Erika, Eva?”

Eva’s heart hit rock bottom. She halted on the porch then swung to face him. “What do you mean? She’s not here?”

Wrinkles and lines etched into his face as he tied Hiron to the nearest post and set his cane aside. “You usually come home at this time of day. She wanted to greet you by the entrance...”

Eva clenched her fists. She loved her little sister, and it was adorable that she wanted to be the first person she saw when she came home—but the timing couldn’t have been worse.

“I didn’t come back through the main entrance.” She gripped her father’s shoulder before he could mount Hiron to look for her. “I’ll bring Erika back. Help Mom pack.”

Eva couldn’t take Hiron—her father needed him to carry provisions—so she ran. She wove between the families who were already packed and ready to go, then slipped passed wagons loaded with provisions. The main road was packed with people, but there was one dusty blonde head missing.

Eva slowed down, both her mind and body, as she scanned the archway by the entrance more thoroughly. Erika had to be here somewhere. 

She stopped by the Owen family, a large family of five children. The oldest, Brady, was twenty, like Eva, while the youngest two were Erika’s age. She crouched in front of one of the twins. “Andy, have you seen Erika?”

The bright, blue-eyed child looked up at Eva, terror marring his features. “She was waiting for you there.” He pointed at the empty bench attached to the fence line. “I don’t know where she is now.”

She ruffled his hair. “Thanks, little guy.”

Eva directed her efforts to the bench. Erika very clearly wasn’t here anymore, but there were obvious signs that she had been waiting. Her little feet had carved grooves into the saturated ground from pacing the length of the bench. She left a muddied track behind when she abandoned the bench. Eva followed it along the fence line, past the pond... straight into the woods. Too far away to hear the bell’s toll.

A strong gust of wind smacked into her side, tearing through the trees.

“Gods damn it, Erika...”

Erika wasn’t in any immediate danger from monsters, but she knew—she knew—she wasn’t allowed in the forest by herself. She was too young and could easily get turned around and then find herself in monster territory. Or worse—lost, never to be seen again.

Eva’s stomach knotted tighter with every step she took without finding her sister. As darkness took over the forest, the wind was too loud to hear over it; her voice grew hoarse trying to compete with it. By the time she reached the end of the mud trail, a  rain had begun, slithering between the treetops and soaking through her clothes. 

At last, she caught a glimpse of a small balled up figure against a tree trunk. Her dusty blonde hair was a beacon in the darkness. 

Erika. 

The tension running amuck in her chest and stomach released, replaced by her sheer gratitude to the gods for keeping her little sister safe. 

Erika cradled her knees to her chest, too lost in her despair to notice Eva approaching. The once beautiful flowers she’d collected were withered at her feet, covered in mud.

“Erika!” Eva scooped her up into her arms, brushing the sopping wet hair out of her face, searching her eyes for any sign of pain. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”

“I—I—I got lost!” she whimpered, her voice a whisper in this fierce wind. “Then it started getting stormy and scary.”

“Why did you go into the woods? You know you’re not supposed to be in here by yourself.”

She gestured to the scattered remains of the flowers, big, fat tears carving new lines down her muddied cheeks. “I—I picked some flowers for you. You’re always smelly when you come home from hunting; flowers smell nice and make you less smelly.”

“Oh, Erika...”

“A—am I in t—t—trouble?”

A warm feeling bloomed in Eva’s chest. How could she be mad? That was exactly something she would have done for Jacob when they were younger. Even being unafraid to tell him how bad he stunk.  

She kissed the top of her head, holding her close. “No, kitten. You’re not in trouble.” 

The rain came down harder, pelting Eva’s back. Lightning flashed through the canopy. Thunder soon followed. The storm had arrived in full force. There was no more time. 

Legs burning from the run here, Eva hoisted her sister onto her back and pushed on. Her heart pounded so much it was almost all she could hear, save the creaking of the trees as they protested against the relentless wind. The muscles in her legs began to spasm, even when she pushed all thoughts of discomfort aside to step over fallen trees and steer away from flailing branches. The only thing on her mind was to keep moving forward. She had to keep going. No matter what got in her way. No matter how much the rain stung on her face. No matter how close the lightning struck. She had made a promise to Jacob the day he left to become a Dragon Knight that she would look out for their family. She’d be damned if she was going to break that promise tonight.

She cursed the rain for giving her low visibility in the already-dark forest. She could barely make out the trail ahead of them, balancing precariously along the ridgeline. Every step she took, sunk deeper into the ground, threatening to yank them down into the steep ravine below—

With a whoosh from her lungs, the cliffside gave out beneath her. She stumbled, struggling to catch her footing, then tumbled headfirst down the ravine. Helplessly, her arms flew forward to slow their descent. Erika slipped from her back and rolled down the ravine at a faster pace. Eva tried to reach for her, but a tree caught her shoulder, pulling her to an abrupt halt that rattled her bones.

She cried out as pain sliced through her. Erika’s shrieks were piercing at the bottom of the ravine, driving her to ignore the stabbing pain in her side, and scramble down the muddy hill after her. Eva found her balled up beside the river, weeping and murmuring incoherently.  

Blinking the rain out of her eyes, Eva pulled Erika into her lap and wrapped her arms around her little frame. Aside from obviously being terrified and covered in mud and leaves, Erika appeared unscathed, which was all Eva could ask for at this point. Her own injuries could wait. 

She peered around the relentless darkness that surrounded them, trying to get her bearings. A slither of moonlight graced them with just enough light to illuminate the outlines of trees and rocks. Thankfully, their little tumble hadn’t taken them too far from the trail she had been following. The ravine appeared more steep from where they sat, with shadows stretching the length of the slope and trees leaning over them at precarious angles. The longer they spent catching their breath, the harder their climb back up would be. It was only a matter of time before one of those trees lost hold of their roots.  

Eva forced herself to her feet, legs fighting her the whole way. After stealing a few breaths, she stepped for the hill—only to slide right down. Whatever roots she grabbed ripped out of the ground, and whatever ground she tried to steady herself on gave out, only covering them in more mud. 

The ravine was too slippery to climb. 

Shit. They were already too late. 

Erika wailed, sensing Eva’s frustration. Eva knelt before her and brushed the damp hair out of her face. She was sopping wet, shivering, and terrified, yet, despite all that, she managed to calm herself down and stand tall. Eva couldn’t be prouder.

“We’re Greenes,” she reminded her little sister, just as her mother reminded her when she was small and afraid. “We don’t give up when things get tough. We persevere. You see this river? Do you remember it?”

Trembling, Erika turned her gaze to the winding river at the bottom of the ravine; her eyes narrowed in concentration. Her brow furrowed. If it wasn’t so dark and rainy, she would have recognised it instantly. “I... I don’t know.”

“It leads to the waterfall.” Not the one Eva used for hunting; that one was much further up the mountain. This waterfall was smaller, gentler; the perfect place to teach children how to swim. It also happened to have a cave behind it where they could take shelter for the night.

Her eyes widened, mouth parting as memories came flooding in. “I remember! The cave will be safe, won’t it?”

“It will. Can you lead the way?” It was easy enough to find the waterfall, but if it helped Erika take her mind off the fact they were caught up in a deadly storm, Eva would take the distraction. 

She placed her hands on her hips, tilting her chin upward. “Follow me.” Confidently, Fearless Erika turned and marched along the length of the river, upstream.

Eva stayed close behind her, being mindful of the raging river beside them, threatening to sweep them downstream. There were no trees this close to the river, no branches to knock them off balance.

Squinting in a futile effort to see amongst the sheets of rain, Eva peered back up at the ravine, in the direction of the caves they were supposed to take shelter in, her stomach knotting at the distance they put between them and the people of Brar. 

She hoped everyone made it to the caves safely. Bad weather, particularly storms, tended to put animals on edge. Brar was a small farming village, with a few select warriors, mostly old and retired now from the Goblins Wars, who passed on their knowledge to their children. If they were to be attacked by a monster, in the dark and in this horrid weather, she feared not many would survive. 

They have Jacob and Glade looking out for them, she reminded herself. They would keep her people safe. She should focus on herself and Erika. While she was confident they could find their way to shelter and wait out the storm, she felt the absence of her bow like a missing limb. She felt naked without it. Defenceless. Vulnerable.

Erika squeezed her hand, as if she knew where Eva’s mind had turned. Eva returned the pressure, selfishly grateful she wasn’t alone out here—

A sense of unease settled on her shoulders, so slight she wasn’t sure if she was being paranoid. As they continued down the river, the uneasy feeling grew stronger; it overwhelmed everything else going on around them and pulled Eva to a stop. Despite the heavy rain, the hairs on the back of her neck rose, an ancient, primal instinct ingrained into her flesh and bones.

They were being hunted.

Eva released her knife from its sheath at her thigh and scanned the ravine. It was nearly impossible to see anything specific. The rain blended the trees and bushes around her into one monotonous shadow that created the perfect cover for whatever was lurking in the darkness. 

Perfect conditions for a hunter. Her heart beat wildly beneath her ribs as the irony of their situation hit her. Now that Eva was on the other side of the hunt, she didn’t particularly appreciate the beauty in it. 

There!

A glint of orange caught Eva’s attention in the corner of her eye. Instantly on the alert, her head snapped in its direction, across the river. Its brown body, unfairly camouflage, slinked from tree to tree.

When their eyes met across the raging river, Eva grabbed the back of Erika’s coat and yanked her back.

Lightning flashed through the canopy, highlighting the slick, ruddy fur of the mountain lion on the other side of the river. In another flash, its large white teeth shone, a contrast to the darkness surrounding them. 

Its snarls tearing through the wind, it leapt across the river, landing in front of them, and set a pair of hungry eyes on them.

Erika screamed and clutched the back of Eva’s leg. Eva held her ground, a white-knuckle grip on her knife. It was the only thing that stood between them and the lion’s teeth. 

She swallowed, heart pounding in her ears. She’d never had to fight an animal, only collected their corpses from the traps she’d laid or shot them from a distance. And now she had Erika to worry about as well as the fucking lion.  

You will not die tonight.  

The lion pounced. Shoving Erika aside, Eva called upon her fear and frustration, and used it to fuel her body. She shouted at the beast with everything she had, louder than the wind and any lightning strike. If that fucking lion wanted to get its claws on her little sister, it would have to go through Eva first.

Snarling, the lion snapped its pointed teeth at Eva. Saliva built up around its jowls and was washed away by the sheets of rain standing between them. This fucker was hungry, but it picked the wrong prey to come after.

It lunged for her again. This time, Eva raised her arms, protecting her face, and let it take her down to the ground. Its claws raked down her forearms. Crying out, she shoved its face back, giving her enough space to slash at its muzzle. As it reared its head back to roar, she took the chance, rolling out from underneath it, and slashing at its flank.

Grunting, the lion backed away and began stalking her at a safer distance. Eva struggled to catch her breath, her arms burning from the deep lacerations down the length of her forearms. She shoved the pain deep, deep down and focused on the lion in front of her. 

She glanced at Erika huddled by the tree. Her fingers were bleeding from clutching the bark too tight. Eva could barely hear her sobs over the storm. She wished she could offer her words of comfort or reassurance, and tell her how proud she was of her for not running away. 

You can once you’ve killed the lion. 

Gripping the hunting knife with everything she had, Eva stepped for the lion, daring it to approach her. It paused, breathing heavily from the wound in its side—then turned its head to Erika.

Don’t you fucking do it... 

Purely on impulse, Eva ran for her—just as the lion had lunged for her. Its claws caught her abdomen and tore her away from Erika. She was vaguely aware of her sister’s screams as the lion towered over Eva. It barred its massive teeth, saliva dripping down on her face with its awful stench. Its maws opened wider and dipped down for the gaping wound on her stomach. 

You will not die tonight!

Running on pure adrenaline, she thrust the knife into its mouth, through its skull. The blade sunk deep with a sickening squelching sound. The lion collapsed on top of her, lifeless. 

A scream tore from her throat, both a primal, victory cry, and one of agony. The beast was too heavy and the pain in her stomach flared savagely. 

“Eva!” Erika screamed. She tried to push the lion off her sister, but she was far too small and weak to make it budge. “Eva, you have to get up! We’ll die if you don’t!” She was bawling her eyes out, while doing everything she could to get the bulky beast off her sister. But it was no use. Eva’s strength was rapidly leaving her arms, her mind growing hazy. She was completely soaked in her own blood. She’d seen a hunter die of similar wounds. It had been horrific. He’d begged for someone to kill him. And she was next. 

“Eva! Please! It’s so dark! Don’t leave me alone!” 

She was young. Too naive to understand people didn’t survive wounds like this. But Eva couldn’t leave her sister alone in the forest, either. It was too dangerous. Jacob couldn’t lose two sisters tonight. They needed to get to that cave. He would find Erika in the morning. Glade would see her through the cave walls. 

With all the remaining strength she had left, Eva pushed enough of the lion off for her to crawl out from under it. Then, despite her body’s great protest, she climbed to her feet and led Erika along the river’s shores; she kept one hand pressed on her stomach, ignoring all the blood and the fact that she could feel the heat of her insides. Her movements were sluggish; she could barely lift her feet over fallen branches. 

Erika looked down at the blood on her hands then at the gaping wound in Eva’s abdomen. Fear filled her eyes when she peered up at Eva. “You’ll be okay, right, Eva? It’s just a scratch.”

“I’ll be all right, kitten.” That was the first real lie Eva had told her sister. 

A scowl pursed her lips. “I don’t want to be a kitten.”

“Yes... You do,” Eva breathed. “Kittens grow up to be the best hunters. You want that... Don’t you? You’ll be a better hunter than your brother and sister.”

Erika shook her head, her damp hair flicking water into Eva’s face. “No. Not better. I want to be just like you.”

Eva’s heart twisted. She stumbled, but Erika managed to keep her upright. 

“Look! The waterfall!”

Asturias was in their favour tonight. Grunting, the grasp on her life slipping further away, she lifted Erika up onto the ledge then climbed into the cave with her. They scooted deep enough to hide from the elements. 

The wind was intense, howling through the jagged walls. Trembling, Erika clung to her big sister’s side. Eva held her hand with one and put her other hand over her wounds. There were three large gashes over her abdomen. Gods, there was so much blood. It hurt just to look at it. 

Staying conscious was difficult. She could feel herself fading away. She wasn’t as cold as she was earlier, a calm wave overcoming her. It was as if she wasn’t living the worst night of her life, that this was a dream and it’d be over soon.

Lightning flashed again, casting a massive shadow against the waterfall. Erika screamed. Eva turned her head to see that it wasn’t a shadow, a dragon had come through the waterfall. Of all the creatures to find during the night, a mountain lion was one of them, but not a dragon. They lived in tight colonies in Dragon Canyon, meaning this one was an exile...

Maybe Asturias wasn’t in their favour tonight. This cave was supposed to be uninhabited.

Its menacing crystal blue eyes held hers, fierce and angry. Static filled the air. It was so strong, she could feel it buzzing in her bones. It growled, a deep unfriendly sound.

“No!” She meant it to be an unrelenting command, but it came out as a whimper on her lips. With the last of her strength, she shifted in front of Erika to shield her from the dragon. “Pl—please! Please don’t kill my sister. I didn’t know this was your home. We—” Blood erupted out of her lungs and splattered the floor. A sharp pain ripped through her inners. 

She cried out, collapsing in Erika’s lap. All she could do was clutch her wounds and pray the pain would stop soon.

This was it. 

The end. 

Erika wailed, shaking her shoulders, but she couldn’t move. She could barely breathe.

This is how I’m gonna die? In agony, hiding in a cave from a storm. It didn’t seem fair.

She blinked the tears from her eyes then faded into the darkness.








  
  

Chapter 3


Bound By Tears





Eva’s abdomen burned. Gasping, she clutched it—and was surprised to find no wound. In fact, the incredible pain she’d experienced earlier was now all but a dream. 

Am I... dead?

The fog cleared from her eyes slowly. A dragon’s face hovered over her. For a moment, she thought it was Glade, and she nearly cried out in relief, but then her mind cleared and she realised the dragon was not brown. The sunlight peeking through the cascade didn’t catch any speckles of gold in its scales. It was utterly black, as dark as the storm clouds outside. Apart from its eyes. Its eyes were crystal blue—and cradling tears. One of those tears slipped out of the corner of its eyes and slid down its muzzle onto her stomach. It burned at the touch.

Choking on a scream, Eva scrambled back from the dragon, eyes darting around for Erika. Her little sister leapt into her lap, arms wrapping tight around her waist. “You’re okay!”

Eva secured an arm around her back and pulled her away from the dragon, only to notice the movement didn’t hurt. Bewildered, she looked down at her stomach, laid her hand over the exposed skin. The wounds were gone, healed. What should be horrible scarring was replaced by small, hard ridges; they were black, shaped like tears, broad at one end and pointed at the other. The three lines raked parallel across her stomach and ribs, from under her left breast down to her right hip, covered in all of these tiny little... 

Scales. She looked up at the dragon to find his body coat in identical scales. What had he done to her...?

Erika ran her fingers over the scars, eyes alight with wonder as she regarded them. “They’re so pretty.”

Eva brushed her sister’s knotty hair out of her face, her mind stumbling to gather thoughts into something tangible and coherent. Poor Erika looked like she had travelled through all Five Hells before being dumped into this cave beside her dying sister and a mysterious dragon. Mud caked her skin, clinging to her cheeks, and blood—Eva’s blood—stained her once dusty, blonde hair. 

“How did this happen?”

“He healed you,” Erika explained, wiping her tears. She settled more comfortably in her lap, leaning her head on her shoulder.

Eva looked up at the dragon as he watched them quietly from his corner in the cave. She wasn’t aware that dragons had healing abilities, but what shocked her more was the fact that he did it in the first place. He could have let her die, left Erika alone in the darkness, but here she was, alive and well.

Maybe not well. Every bone in her body ached and heavily protested any movement she made.

“Do you feel better after your nap?” Erika pressed on, while Eva took in their surroundings. The waterfall had become a roaring, white sheet, the current significantly stronger after the heavy rainfall last night. Precious sunlight glistened in puddles on the cave floor, casting bubbly reflections on the rough ceiling. 

“I—I do.”

Erika tucked her hand in Eva’s palm. “He said you were special.” She peered up at the dragon, entranced by the mystical beauty that he was. Ignoring the dark shadows playing on his scales and the circumstances that brought them to him, he was truly an extraordinary sight. A humble, quiet creature that commanded nature—though, she didn’t know which aspect of nature—on a whim.

Apparently that was the dragon’s cue to leave, because he receded into the cave, the shadows enveloping him in a veil of darkness. Not even the bright, morning sun could reach him in the cave’s depths. Except his eyes. They glowed vibrantly, watching over them with a cool, impassive gaze.

“Wait!” Erika twisted out of her lap and stepped for the dragon. “Where are you going?”

Eva caught her wrist and pulled her back. “Leave him alone, Erika.” The dragon had kindly let them stay here the night, Eva didn’t want to test their luck by overstaying their welcome. “If he wants us to give him space, we’ll respect his wishes. Can you walk?”

Erika peered at the dragon then turned her large brown eyes back up to Eva. “I can walk. But we can’t stay here? He looks lonely.”

While Eva was grateful the dragon had saved her life and kept Erika company when she was unconscious, she didn’t want to take any chances. She held the young Greene’s arms firmly with a soft smile, not wishing to scare her but at the same time leaving no room for her to argue. “I’m glad you’ve made a new friend, Erika, but everyone will be looking for us. You don’t want them to worry, do you? We’ll come visit.”

Slowly, achingly, Eva rose to her feet. Erika laced their fingers together, looking up at her with big, hopeful eyes. “Do you promise?”

“Sure.” Eva cast one last lingering glance over her shoulder at the dragon. She couldn’t deny the questions burning at the forefront of her mind, but he was hiding in a cave away from his colony for a reason. Finding out that reason wasn’t worth her sister’s life.

As they stepped out from behind the waterfall and made their descent to the forest floor, the sun’s warmth spread over their limbs and chased the cold dampness of the cave away. The damage from the storm was evident. The most obvious signs being the fallen trees sprawling across the floor and leaning into other trees for support; the river roared passed them well above the normal bank, sweeping rubble to new, undiscovered places. But there was a serenity to it... birds merrily sang as they rebuilt their homes, the sun casting soft rays of light where it had not shone in years. As they made their way towards higher ground, Erika’s face filled with delight as she stuffed her mouth with berries from the surviving bushes.

It was a wonder there were birds left to sing; the forest was a wreck. Trees had fallen and broken in half, branches were dangling and tripping Erika. The ground was basically mud, sucking their feet into the forest floor, which made the hike more difficult for little Erika. Trunks were scorched by the lightning strikes, deftly reminding Eva how close they’d come to being hit several times last night.

“Are we going home?” Erika asked, eyes darting from tree to tree as the birds dashed around the forest.

“Yes.” By Lorelus, home sounded great, divine, even. Everyone who had taken refuge in the caves should have already started the trek back to Brar. Eva intended on beating them there, in desperate need of a proper bed, a secure roof over her head—and an endless supply of food. 

Last night had taken its toll on her, mentally and physically.  Her muscles, joints, and bones ached, determined to slow her pace. Her mind reeled from the unexpected visit from the dragon, from the events that led her to that cave. A part of her still wasn’t entirely convinced she was alive, that this was all a part of her journey to the next life. But Erika felt real in her hand; her eyes shone like a bubbling stream in wonder at the transformed forest. That had to be real. The scales on her stomach felt just like Glade’s scales. Her memories—the fear and anxiety—wouldn’t plague her if she hadn’t come face to face with a mountain lion or nearly died. Flashes of that dragon’s vibrant blue eyes filled her vision when she closed her eyes.

These were all real things. She was alive.

Determined to return home in decent time, Eva hoisted Erika onto her back and carried her the rest of the way.

The sun was at its peak when Eva found trail markers. The forest canopy began to thin out, wildflowers dusting the path.

Home. Almost there. Just a few more hours...

The thought had barely passed through her mind when she caught sight of a familiar dragon flying overhead. Relief washed over her and nearly knocked her off her feet. She set Erika down then cupped her mouth with both hands, bellowing so loud it tore at her dry throat. It wasn’t loud enough for human ears, but the dragons had heard it and altered their course.

The weight of their night came crashing down on her, and her knees buckled. She held onto Erika for support, who gladly gave it and frowned worriedly at her sister. “Are you okay, Eva?”

She barely managed a nod. “I am now.” 

Jacob had found them. They were safe.

The Dragon Knights landed in a clear patch nearby. Manic, Jacob slid off Glade’s back and ran for them at full speed. He collided into them with the force of a dragon, arms swinging around and catching them. “Thank Asturias you’re all right! I was so worried. I—I tried looking for you, but Glade couldn’t fly in the storm. I’m so sorry.” His eyes moved to Eva’s very bloody shirt then went wide. “Holy shit, Eva...” 

“I’m okay,” she spoke up before he could panic. “I promise. Look.”

She lifted her shirt so he could see the three scars in place of her wounds. Grayson skidded to a stop in front of them, utter surprise dropping his jaw.

His hood fell, allowing the early afternoon sun to kiss his pale skin and clear cut features. Her breath was ripped out of her lungs at the sight of that sharp jaw dusted by a day’s worth of stubble. Men like him definitely didn’t find their way in small, backwater towns away from any ounce of civilization. His ebony hair swept over his forehead, almost touching his angular eyebrows, a stark contrast to his pale skin. Those eyes tried to be just as dark, but there was a glimmer of light in them like a dark cloud with the sun trying to shine through. He was easily the most handsome man who had ever set foot in this valley.

Suddenly feeling self-conscious, she did her best to cover her body with what was left of her shirt. Meanwhile, Jacob’s face was paler than a wraith’s. He rocked back onto his heels, utterly stunned by the sight of Eva’s new scars.

“What happened?” Grayson asked, completely amazed, like he couldn’t believe she was still alive. Yeah, well, he could get in line. She was still trying to figure it out herself.

“A dragon cried on her,” Erika supplied happily. She found Eva’s hand and squeezed it reassuringly. “We hid in his cave by mistake. She fell asleep. He asked me what happened. I told him how brave and strong she was when that scary monster tried to eat us. He cleaned her wounds and kept us safe while we slept.”

The Dragon Knights exchanged a look. It did sound rather outlandish coming from a six year-old’s mouth.

Glade squeezed her way between the thinned out trees and stopped in front of the Greenes. 

Erika’s squeal filled the forest. She threw her hands up to the dragon, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Glade! Glade!”

The brown-and-gold dragon lowered her head down to Erika’s level and let her wrap her little arms around the horn at the tip of her snout. “I am glad you are all right, brave one.” Her golden eyes slid in Eva’s direction, and she got the distinct feeling that the dragon knew what had happened to her without looking at her scars. There was just something in the way the creature regarded her, as if she could see more than what laid on the surface. What she saw, however, was lost on Eva.

“Do you want to meet my new friend, Glade? He’s bigger than you!”

Glade looked upon Erika fondly. “I would like to meet your friend very soon, but we have a mission to complete first. Your friends and family will be departing the caves any minute now. Your parents have been eager to see you again.”

Eva groaned at the thought of more walking. “Jacob, I swear to Lorelus if I have to keep walking, my legs are going to fall off.”

He came to her side, taking in her ruined, bloody and muddy clothes worriedly. “I suppose we can make an exception this time. We need to talk, anyway, and flying to Brar will give us enough time.”

Erika flat out screamed in delight. “Do I get to ride a dragon?”

Jacob patted the top of her head with a warm smile for her. “Just this one time. It’ll be our little secret, okay?”

Erika zipped her mouth shut and threw away the key. “I won’t tell anyone. Except Andy. I wanna see his face when I tell him that I rode my big brother’s dragon.”

Jacob opened his mouth, about to spoil her fun, but then Grayson came to Eva’s side. “It’ll be okay, Jake. You can ride with Eva and I’ll take Erika.”

“No!” Erika huffed, stomping to Jacob’s side. “I want to ride Glade.”

“It has been decided.” Chuckling, Glade lowered her body flat against the ground. Magic stirred in the air, causing the dirt beneath them to tremble, then a set of stairs rose out of the earth, giving Erika a straight shot to her saddle. 

Jacob gaped at his dragon’s magical display, while Erika clapped her hands excitedly. Eva gawked, yet again amazed by a dragon’s true power. She’d heard that their magic was closely intertwined with the world and had the potential to drastically change their environment—but witnessing it first hand was an entirely surreal experience and she doubted she’d ever get used to it.

“You’ve never made me a staircase,” Jacob griped indignantly at Glade. 

She raised a scaly eyebrow his way. “Are you six years old?”

He scratched the back of his head sheepishly. “Er. No.”

“Then you can mount me as you were trained to do.”

Once Erika was in the saddle, barely able to swing her legs Glade’s body was so wide, the stairs shrank back into the earth, leaving no mark behind, as if they were never there. Jacob was forced to climb into the saddle the old fashioned way. He secured an arm around Erika’s waist then fixed Eva with a warning glare. “No funny business.”

Eva rolled her eyes, crossing her arms. “What business could I possibly get up to on the back of a dragon?”

What did he take her for? This was her one chance to live her dream, if only for a moment. She wanted to know what it felt like to feel the wind in her face and see the world from above. She wasn’t going to mess it up by being a pain for Grayson and Eran. 

She couldn’t give him her favourite finger like she wanted to with Erika around, so she settled with turning on her heel and strutting over to Eran with enough sass to make him think twice about doubting her. But her confidence fizzled once she was in front of the dragon and realised that he was much bigger than a horse. The great azure dragon lowered his belly to the ground, like Glade had, but it still wasn’t low enough for her to reach his saddle, even if she jumped. He then angled his foreleg, elbow positioned below the stirrups. Her path became clear.

She took a few steps back then ran for him again, leaping up for his foreleg. Her foot bounced off his elbow, pushing her up further. She reached for his wing joint, pulled herself up, then threw her leg over the saddle roughly. 

Eran swung his head toward her at a disconcerting angle to appraise her work. “Well done. Grayson fell flat on his back the first time he attempted to get in the saddle.”

“I did not.” Grayson glowered at him from the ground; there was no hiding the faint pink colour on his cheeks when his pale skin and ebony hair fought against him.

Ignoring her giggling, Grayson climbed into the saddle far more elegantly than she had, settling behind her, and scooted her forward with his hips. “You’re going to want to hold onto these,” he instructed in her ear, making her heart race. He placed her hands on the handles attached to the saddle then set his on the outside of hers. “All right, Eran, let’s go.”

And then they were off. In one powerful thrust of the dragon’s wings, they were in the air. Eva slammed back into Grayson’s chest, completely unprepared for such a jolt, and lost her grip. It was a good thing he was so strong or she would have flown off Eran’s back.

Gasping out of complete terror, she groped for the handles and held on with all her might. The wind was so strong she couldn’t open her eyes. All she knew was that they were very high up.

“Always a first timer’s mistake.” Grayson chuckled to himself. 

As Eran levelled out, the relentless winds calmed and no longer threatened to drag her off his back. When she opened her eyes, she soon forgot her initial panic as the world unfolded beneath them. Colours beyond the green-brown world she knew below stretch on in a big, yawning canvas of blues, yellows, and reds. Mountains, which she had looked up to, awed by their enormity and mystery, were now mere boulders compared to the land she lived in. Clouds that had once seemed unreachable were within reach. In the distance, a beautiful shade of cerulean under the glistening sun, was the largest body of water she had ever laid eyes on. It was a three day’s ride down the valley—or a couple of hours away on Eran.  

“That’s the biggest lake I’ve ever seen!” She had to raise her voice to compete with the wind, which wasn’t hard to do in her excitement. The water was a rich, beautiful blue, like Eran’s scales, calling out to her to explore its uncharted depths.

“That’s... Have you never seen the ocean?” Grayson’s shock was blatant and caused her to wince. She’d never felt bad for being ignorant before. She hadn’t realised just how ignorant she was. 

The ocean...

“I’ve read about it,” she confessed. She hadn’t known it was that big. By Gods, she thought it was just the size of the meadow by Brar. 

“There’s more than one,” he happily obliged. “That is the Aborian Ocean, one of the smaller ones; it sits on the border between Aboria, Estrus, and the Desert Lands. There is also the Sea of Chaos, Dryman’s Gulf, Tempest’s Tide... and so many more that I haven’t seen yet.”

She threw him a dubious glare; her hair whipped around, covering her face, but she was too scared to release the handles to move it aside. The water went on for as far as she could see—and it was small? She was almost afraid to see what his definition of big was.

Eran chuffed beneath them. “Has Glade never taken you to the sky?”

Grumbling, Eva rolled her eyes, despite the dragon not being able to see them. “No. Jacob says it’s against the rules,” she used the best impression of her brother she had.

“Hmph.”

Abruptly, Eran pumped his wings and took them higher. Squealing, Eva squeezed the handles for dear life.

“Eran!” Grayson chided. “Careful.”

“I am quite certain you have a solid hold on Jacob’s sister,” Eran grunted as he propelled them further and further—towards a cloud. Heat flushed Eva’s cheeks at the insinuation, but her chagrin was quickly replaced by the fear of the wind tearing her out of the saddle. She was glad Grayson was close, if only so she wouldn’t fall. 

Eran slowed his pace as they approached, letting his wings ride the current, and glided into the cloud. Confident in Grayson’s firm grip, Eva held her hands out and marvelled at the wonder of being inside a cloud. A cloud! She could hardly believe it. Yet, she felt the moisture on her skin and clothes like morning dew. The air was cool in her lungs like a winter breeze. Everything below them had vanished, there was nothing but Eran’s wing beats and Grayson’s arms to ground her.

Eva had never felt so right in her life, as if she had come home for the first time. She was meant to touch the clouds, feel the uninhibited wind on her face, see the world from above...

It was over all too soon when Eran began a steady descent towards the mountains. Eva felt as if a part of her had been left behind in the clouds. The world came at them too quickly. She wasn’t ready to go back. Her heart lurched when Grayson leaned to the right, pulling her with him. Eran tilted toward the closest mountain then swatted a space clear with his barbed tail. When he landed, the impact forced the air out of her lungs.

Grayson dismounted and flicked his hood off, shaking his thick hair free. She followed suit and faced the valley to distract herself from the heartache welling in her chest. 

This was her home. This valley, the mountains, the river. Not the sky.

It was still a beautiful place. Mystical in its own way. Westward, inland, at the mouth of the valley, it flattened out into the plains she’d never set foot on. She could barely make out the outline of Riverwood where Brar did most of its trades. The river that ran the length of this valley sidled past the small city, giving it its name, then continued further inland than she could see. 

The sight before them was surreal... and humbling. Compared to the rest of the world, she was tiny. Her heart ached at the tragedy that she would never be able to see the world more than what she could see upon this mountain.

Grayson came up behind her, the heat of his body chasing away the chill from the mountain air. She was tempted to lean back into him, to feel his strong chest against her one more time, but she kept her feet planted.

“Thank you,” she breathed. “That was... incredible.”

He remained silent. The air around them shifted. She couldn’t explain it; she turned to him, catching a guilty look on his face. 

“What’s that look for?”

Eran cleared his throat, which sounded more like a stifled growl. His tail swished back and forth behind them idly as he held the gaze of his rider. After a moment of staring at his dragon, Grayson sighed, and stepped away from her, shoving his hands in his pockets. “We need to talk, Eva. Jacob was supposed to do this, but, well...”

He didn’t need to say more, Eva knew better than anyone how Erika could get if she didn’t get her way.

Her brow furrowed as she glanced between the Knight and his dragon. “You want to talk to me? What about?” 

“What happened last night?”

The blood drained from her face as an image of the mountain lion flashed in her mind. “I—I don’t want to talk about last night.”

What did it matter, anyway? She hadn’t broken any laws, and the animal she fought wasn’t any kind of monster a Dragon Knight would typically concern themselves with. She had defended her sister and somehow lived. That was all there was to discuss.

“Eva, this is important,” Grayson pressed. “I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t.”

She turned away from them, staring down the harsh decline of the mountain. The base was swallowed up by thick foliage, making it impossible to see anything beyond the treeline. It was perfect cover for predators, which was why every child was taught to stick to the trail. It at least gave them a fighting chance to see the monsters coming.

She had never been afraid to leave the trail like everybody else was. Last night she was afraid. Had feared for her life and Erika’s. She had been certain she wouldn’t live to see today’s sun.

She swallowed and stole a deep breath from the mountain air. The crisp, violent assault on her lungs helped ground her. Remind her she was alive. She recounted the events of last night, keeping her voice calm, her heart steady, “I killed the mountain lion then took Erika to a cave nearby, but I didn’t come away unscathed…” She released a shuddering breath. “I swear I was going to die. I’m still not entirely sure if I had or not. One minute I was laying on my stomach, doing my damnedest to stand between an angry dragon and Erika. Even with my intestines hanging out, I still would have fought the dragon to protect her—if my body hadn’t given out on me. I passed out. When I woke up, I was completely healed. Alive.“ She tipped her head back, soaking in the sun’s warmth, letting it drench her pores with light.  

“I’m sorry you had to go through that.” Grayson was close. She didn’t dare to look back to see how close. She might do something crazy and kiss him, just to see if she felt his touch as absolutely as she felt the sun and the wind on her skin. “What did the dragon look like? Dragons typically don’t go out during storms.”

She’d never forget those eyes. They were vibrant, sharp. “He was black. With eyes so bright and blue, I thought I was looking at the sky. He gave off this... energy. It made my skin tingle. I can still feel it in my scars.” Her hands instinctively reached for her stomach, where the scars pulsed, as if they had a heart of their own. “He had a webbed spine, which I haven’t seen on a dragon before.” She glanced at Eran, who had a thick, horny spine running down his back. Glade, too, was covered in horns.

Grayson stepped towards her; he was an arm’s reach away. “Are you certain he was black?”

“I’m more positive of the colour of his scales than I am of the fact that I’m still alive.”

He studied her, searching her eyes for any doubt, then swivelled towards Eran. “How is that possible? Sylus had every last storm dragon killed. He wiped them out of existence.”

Eran’s wings shuddered against his back; he blew out a puff of steam. “Sylus may be a king, but he is not all-seeing. Clearly, he was not as thorough as he thought. A storm dragon still lives.”

“But—“

Eran lowered his massive head to their level and looked at Grayson, a scaly eyebrow arching in his direction. “Do you want to get into the specifics of how thorough Sylus and his sons were in wiping out relatives of my kin—right now?”

Grayson immediately shut his mouth and turned to Eva. “The black dragon—the storm dragon—he cried on you? That’s what your sister said.”

“Yes.” Her fist clenched over her stomach, her scars. They suddenly felt like more than just scars. She had only just gotten them last night, but they held so much history, haunted by death and loss.

“Do you feel any different? Do you hear any voices in your head? Experience any sudden urges to eat raw sheep?”

She jerked back, completely thrown off by this line of questioning. “Um. What?”

He huffed, impatient. “That scar he gave you links you together. You and that storm dragon are Bound.”








  
  

Chapter 4


The Dragon’s Mark





Grayson watched the gears turn in Eva’s mind. She may not have been educated like many of the people in the Aborian base, but she was smart, just like Jacob. As long as Grayson had known Jacob, he took every opportunity to read a book, to learn something new. He had a feeling if she was extended the opportunity, she would do the same. 

They were undeniably siblings. They shared the same eyes: large, round, a warm brown that soothed the soul, and long, dark lashes. She had a slight frame, expected of a small town villager, but she was as tall as Jacob. Their noses rounded at the tip in the same way. When they scowled, their dimples lined up exactly around their mouths and eyes. While her brother’s hair was sandy and fluffy, Eva’s resembled starlight and looked soft to the touch. He was tempted to brush the loose strands out of her face to see if they were truly as soft as they looked, but that was wildly unprofessional—and it was dangerous to get attached. 

She bit her bottom lip as she absorbed recent events, bringing his attention down to a scar cutting through the peach-coloured flesh just below her canine tooth. The shade of her lips perfectly complemented the complexion of her sun-kissed skin. 

“You think I’m Bound to a storm dragon?” she asked. “We didn’t bond last night. We didn’t even talk. If anything, Erika bonded with him. All he did was save my life—which I’m grateful for—but I doubt I’ll be seeing him again. He seemed angry we’d disturbed him.” 

No. She didn’t understand. How could she? Bonding with a dragon was a rare occurrence these days. It wasn’t exactly a topic of conversation that frequented the hallways at the base, and those who did mention the phenomenon barely understood it. Grayson himself hardly understood the Bond he shared with Eran.

“Being Bound is different from anything else you will ever experience,” he explained, trying to be patient. Not exactly his specialty. “I know because I’m Bound to Eran.” He pulled up the hem of his shirt and showed her the scar under his ribs that marked him the same way she had been marked by her dragon. It had been a stab wound, a killing blow if it hadn’t been for Eran. He turned to his dragon, reaching out to stroke the scales on Eran’s long neck, where scars were etched into his scales. “He saved my life; though, why will always be a mystery to me. You see, when you Bond, a dragon splits its soul with you. The two of you become one. You die, your dragon dies, and vice-versa.”

“This is the highest honour a dragon can bestow upon another being,” Eran added—because this wasn’t overwhelming enough for her.

Eva stared up at the dragon, those warm brown eyes lighting up with wonder as she took him in. Eran was a sight to behold, one of the strongest and oldest dragons in Dragon Canyon. When Grayson had shown up on their doorstep with him, there was no chance of the Knights denying him. No matter who he had once been or what he had done. It would have been foolish of the Dragon Knights to turn away their power.

Then she turned the same gaze on to Grayson; he fought the urge to wince. If she knew half of the things he had done, she wouldn’t look at him with such reverence.

“You’re too hard on yourself,“ Eran argued through their link. The damned dragon was always in his head. 

“I’m not hard enough.”

Eva fiddled with the tattered hem of her shirt—if he could even call it that anymore. It barely covered her, only just managing to conceal her breasts. “You think the storm dragon Bonded with me? But why would he do that? I’m just a hunter. Nothing special.”

“That is up to the dragon,” Eran answered. “I Bonded with Grayson because he showed great courage.”

Grayson cut him a glare. “Don’t.”

Eran ignored him. “He gave up his entire livelihood—wealth, women, power. All because he wanted to change the world for the better.”

“You’re crossing a line,” Grayson growled at the meddling dragon.

“Please,” the dragon snorted. “I couldn’t be more vague. I told her enough so that she may trust us.”

Grayson ground his teeth, hating that the dragon was right. He always was. What he hated the most was that Eva looked at him like he was some kind of hero. He was anything but that.

“Eran Bonded with me,” he ploughed forward. Later, he could yell at Eran for overstepping, but for now he needed to get to the point of why he had brought Eva here. “But I didn’t realise what it meant until he brought me to the Aborian Dragon Knights. They gave me a place to stay and hone the abilities Eran gave me. A cause to fight for.”

“Oh.” It came out in a small whisper; he barely heard her over the mountain wind. She was struggling to accept the Bond and its implications. Grayson understood that more than anyone.

“Come back to Dragon Canyon with us,” he offered. “Become a Dragon Knight.”

It was the safest place for her to be. Yes, as a Dragon Knight she would be asked to slay monsters and put the lives of the citizens of Aboria above her own, but it was far safer than the fate the king of Estrus would have planned for her and her dragon if he ever discovered there was one more storm dragon. She could handle the life of a Dragon Knight, that he had no doubt. She was brave, smart, and determined. If she could kill a mountain lion with a hunting knife, imagine what she was capable of with proper training, a real weapon?

Her eyes lit up, transforming her features entirely. Gone was the worry in her brow, the fear of the unknown gnawing at her bottom lip. Hope welled in her eyes. She was excited for her future, for a life of adventure.

Then her face fell flat. She turned away, facing the cliff. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I can’t.”

No… She was saying no.

Huh. An unexpected response. Jacob had told him many times that being Knights was all they had talked about growing up. Grayson saw it in her eyes that she wanted to say yes. Where did the sudden change of heart come from?

“No?”

“My village needs me,” she explained, sniffling. She had turned away to hide her tears from them. “It will need repairs. I’m one of the only hunters who can catch big enough game to feed more than my family if anyone is in need.”

She was declining the chance of a lifetime—for Brar, her family. That was so…

“Admirable?“ Eran suggested, watching her just as closely as Grayson was. This woman who had said she was nothing special then sacrificed her own happiness because her family needed her.

That was one word for it.

But being admirable wouldn’t keep her safe.

“Eva, you don’t realise—”

She whirled around on him, pinning him with a glare that rooted him in place. Her eyes burned with the fury of a roiling volcano. No one had ever looked at him so intensely—not unless it was fear. “I said ‘no’! It doesn’t matter if a dragon Bonded with me. I won’t leave my family.”

He bunched his fists at his sides, taking a deep breath and counting to ten in his head. She didn’t know that people didn’t say ‘no’ to him. People didn’t raise their voices at him. 

She’s Jacob’s sister, he reminded himself. He would not lose his temper.

“You’re getting better,“ Eran noticed.

“Only because I wholly respect Jacob.”

“Eva,” he tried again, softening his tone, “I understand that—”

“Bite me,” she snarled. “You don’t understand what it’s like to have people’s lives depend on you. They’ll starve in the winter without me.”

If she would let him finish a damn sentence, he could tell her that he did know what it was like to have the fate of people’s lives in his hands—but he was beyond trying to reason with her now. He’d drag her back to Dragon Canyon kicking and screaming if that’s what it took. He wouldn’t let her stubbornness get in the way of her safety. She could be mad at him later for it, but his best friend would thank him for it once Sylus got word that he had missed a storm dragon.

He stepped towards her—

Eran slammed his tail down in front of him, shaking the ground. His emerald eyes sliced through his soul.

“Too far,“ he warned, a low growl in his mind. “You cannot take the choice away from her. That is something Old Grayson would do.”

He clenched his jaw at the reminder. “But you know what will happen—”

“We don’t know. The only people who know about the storm dragon are on this mountain top. If she wishes to be with her family, then we will respect that wish. Let us inform Jacob and Glade of her choice.”

“It is time to leave,” Eran announced, mostly for Eva’s benefit, but Grayson got the message loud and clear. “The villagers are coming and we are supposed to already be in town.”

“Hmph.” Eva stormed past him, completely ignoring his glare, and settled into Eran’s saddle as if it was second nature. She would have made a damned good rider.

But Eran was right. It was her choice. There had been a time when he would have forced her to be a Knight, regardless of her desires, but he wasn’t that man anymore.

Gods, why was being a good man so hard? Some days, when he looked back on his life, being a ruthless bastard had been far easier, even if it had been slowly destroying his soul.

Gritting his teeth, Grayson joined Eva in the saddle, pushing her a little further up with his hips. He leaned over her, encircling his arms around her to grip the handles on the saddle. Gods, she was all soft skin and gentle curves. She smelt like lilac and pine. There wasn’t a single part of him that wasn’t aware of her, even through his thick dragon scale armour.

Having her slim frame tucked neatly against him helped to quell his anger.

Brar was a simple jump and glide for Eran. They landed in the meadow, which was more of a swamp after the storm. Eva’s feet sank deep into the saturated grass when she slid off the monumental dragon. She stumbled as she made her way to the village.

His stomach knotted at the sight. The once humble village was torn apart in a matter of hours by the storm.

Several homes had been entirely destroyed by fallen trees. The roads were muddy, riddled with potholes, or were completely impassable—unless you wanted to risk losing your boot to a sludge pit. Glass littered the ground near broken windows. The animals that had been left behind were either dead, injured, or cowering under whatever shelter they could find. It was utterly silent, as if nothing had lived here for years.

He watched Eva duck into the remnants of her home.

“I’m sorry I slipped,” Grayson murmured to his dragon. “It won’t happen again.”

“I fully expect it to happen again. You are only human, after all.” Eran used his magic to suck the water out of the ground beneath them; drops of water hovered in the air for only a moment before he fused them together, creating a stream, which he guided towards the nearest intact barrel.

Grayson slid down his scales, landing on solid ground. 

“I have to admit,” Eran said, “I haven’t seen you lose control that quickly in a while. Eva seems to bring it out in you.”

“Hmm.” He crossed his arms, scanning the Greenes’ residence for any signs that she had left. With his dragon vision, he could see a clear red silhouette through the many layers of walls between them; she was tending to their chickens, cooing and petting them.

“She’s quite pretty.”

Grayson yanked his gaze away from her to gawk at the ridiculous dragon. “What?”

“Eva, the female you haven’t been able to take your eyes off of—she’s pretty.”

Grayson rolled his eyes and made a mental note to stop staring at her. “She’s intriguing, that’s all.”

She wasn’t afraid of him. A first. Even the people in the base, who didn’t know his secret, still feared him. He could bear a different name and Bond with a dragon, but he still couldn’t change how people looked at him. He would always carry himself the same way, which seemed to extrude the promise of death if anyone spoke out of turn—or even looked at him the wrong way.

But not Eva. When she looked at him—even if he hated to be compared to a hero—he felt like maybe one day he could atone for his sins.

She gave him hope.

“Jacob and Glade are here.”

Grayson’s gaze flicked skyward and saw Glade’s slender form rapidly approach. She landed softly beside Eran, about ten feet smaller than him. Jacob slid out of the saddle as soon as her claws touched the ground then turned to catch Erika as she slid down her scales with a joyful squeal, a sound Grayson wasn’t used to hearing. He couldn’t say he detested the noise. It was a nice change of pace from the screams in his nightmares.

Jacob set her down on the ground with his adoration for his sister plastered all over his face. He ruffled the top of her head. “Hey Erika, go find Eva, Grayson and I need to have a grown up talk.”

“She’s in the chicken coop,” Grayson offered.

Tears welled in her eyes when she looked up at her brother. “Promise you’ll say goodbye before you leave again.”

“I promise, Dragon Knights’ vow.” He laid a hand on his heart.

She hugged his waist, pressing her face into his stomach. “I love you, Jakey.”

“I love you too, kitten.”

Reluctantly, she released him then held her hands up to Glade; the dragon lowered her head so Erika could wrap her arms around her snout. “Be brave, young one.”

Nodding, Erika sniffled then wiped her eyes. She wore the same resolute gaze he had seen many times on Jacob and even on Eva. The Greenes’ strength and determination came in all different shapes and sizes. A family of warriors, even if they didn’t want to be.

Jacob watched his sister disappear into the chicken coop then he turned and walked over to Grayson. He shoved his fingers through his mop of hair and shook out the windblown trusses.

“Everyone made it without a hitch,” he informed him, then gestured down the main road. Grayson caught a faint outline of red silhouettes on the other side of town making their way out of the forest. “What did Eva say?”

Grayson blew out an irritated breath. “No.”

For the briefest moment, relief swathed his features, then it was quickly replaced by a scowl. “Really? She turned you down?”

“Yes.” Grayson decided not to press his friend’s momentary relief; if he wanted to share it, then he would have done so.

Jacob’s grin could only be described as smug. “That has to be the first time a woman has said ‘no’ to you.”

It was, but that wasn’t the point. “Jake.”

The smug edge of his smile fell, but it still tugged on the corners of his mouth, not quite ready to let go. He held his hands up in surrender. “I know. I’m sorry. I couldn’t resist.”

“We have a problem.” It was better he ripped off the bandage instead of idling in conversation. 

All signs of mirth disappeared. “What kind of problem?”

“A potentially big one. Eva is Bound to a storm dragon.”

A scowl carved deep lines in his brow; he peered up at Glade then to Eran. “But they’re extinct, aren’t they? He had them all hunted and killed.”

“You can say his name.”

Jacob ducked his head sheepishly. “King Sylus.”

Grayson’s features remained impassive. “See? That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“Sorry. It’s…” he peered around the meadow as if the notoriously evil king of Estrus might materialise at any moment, “just weird talking about him, you know?” 

Oh, he was fully aware, but he had made it his life mission to make it not weird.

“It appears he missed one, maybe more,” Grayson informed him dryly. “Eva is positive his scales are black.”

Jacob dragged his hands down his face and sucked in a deep breath. “So, what do we do? If he finds out one is still alive, he’ll come after them, won’t he?”

“The operative word is if,“ Grayson reminded him. “Only we know. If we keep it that way, she will be safe.”

“But the report…” His eyes bugged. “You want to lie to Hargin?”

“It’s the only way to keep Eva safe.”

Jacob swallowed. “Fuck.”

“You are going to lie on the report, right?“ Grayson needed to know Jacob was in this with him.

Jacob threw him a glare. “Of course I fucking am. She’s my sister. I’ll do anything for her. It’s just… you know I’m terrible at lying.”

“Thankfully, you only have to write the report once and I’ll read through yours to make sure it lines up with mine. It’ll be fine, Jake, and if Hargin comes after you, you tell me and I’ll take care of it.”

All the worry and stress that had been eating at him the past twenty-four hours melted away. Tears welled in his eyes—tears Grayson was not prepared for. “Thank you, man.”

“What for?” He hardly did anything that warranted tears. Not this kind, anyway.

“Gray, we’re going to lie to our Commander—and risk our careers—to protect my sister, and I didn’t have to ask you to do it.”

“That’s because you wouldn’t have asked me to.” There was nothing Jacob Greene wouldn’t do for the people he loved. Jacob topped the list of people Grayson cared about, so if he could help someone in Jacob’s life, he would do it in a heartbeat. “You got me, Jake—I have you. That’s how this partnership works.”

He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand then he stepped for him, opening his arms wide. 

Grayson stepped back and threw a hand up, stopping him in his tracks. “No, no. No hugging. Go say goodbye to your family. We should have already left.”

The stress and worry snapped back into place. He nodded reluctantly. Grayson watched his partner from where he stood. He found Eva and Erika in the chicken coop. His Bond with Eran allowed him to hear them talk across the town, over the hustle and bustle in the village. 

Eva was petting a chicken in her lap, cooing softly at it to calm its nerves. She noticed her brother’s approach and set the chicken down then rushed to him, leaving Erika to tend to the chickens. Her eyes met his, saw the look on his face, and became sombre. “You’re leaving, aren’t you?” 

Jacob pouted, adjusting his dragon scale jacket. “Yeah. We have to report back to the Commander…” He stepped closer, gripping her shoulder. “Listen, Eva, Grayson thinks you’re Bound to a storm dragon—”

She groaned and kicked his shin. Grayson unsuccessfully fought a smile. Was it wrong of him to enjoy watching her butt heads with somebody else?

Yelping, Jacob hopped on one foot. “Ow! Eva! I’m not going to force you to do anything! If you want to stay here, that’s fine. We’re not going to tell the Commander about the storm dragon, and I suggest you keep it to yourself as well. If the Commander gets wind of you, she’ll be much more convincing than Grayson to have you join the Knights.” He looked back at his partner nervously. “But there are other people out there, too, who might want to get their hands on you and your dragon.” 

“He’s not my dragon. We didn’t even talk,“ she complained, using a tone Grayson was becoming thoroughly acquainted with. “But don’t worry, my lips are sealed. Trust me, I want to put the night behind me.”

Jacob breathed a sigh of relief. “Good. Remember to take care of yourself, all right? It’s not selfish to do something for yourself every now and again.” He pulled her into a tight hug. 

“I will.” She squeezed him then held him at an arm’s length. “Be safe out there, Jake.”

He scoffed. “I’m the safest person alive with Grayson watching over me.”

“You better be. If anything happens to you, I’m coming for him and it won’t be pretty.”

Eran chuckled, a deep, grating sound in his chest; his wings bounced against his back. “I’m tempted to kidnap Jacob for a day just to see what she would do to you—and to see if you would let her.”

Grayson peered up at the mischievous, meddling dragon. “Don’t get any ideas.”

“It is far too late for that.”

Jacob’s eyes softened. “I miss you, Eva.”

“I miss you too.”

He ruffled the top of her head, as if she was a child, which Grayson could confidently attest to that she wasn’t. Erika leapt from her spot in the coop to say her goodbyes again then followed him to the house where he said his farewells to his parents. When he came back to the dragons, a cloud seemed to hang over him. He attempted to smile at Grayson, which was a rather pathetic sight if he was honest.

He couldn’t wrap his head around why his friend was upset. Sure, the Greenes’ home had been hit hard by the storm, but it was still standing. His family was alive and well.

“Not everyone can leave their family as easily as you did,“ Eran cut through his thoughts. He didn’t mean it as a slight. It was a fact. Grayson had no issue leaving his family behind, whether it had been for a few weeks on an errand, or when he finally left for good. The only person he missed occasionally was his little brother. If he could do things differently, he would have brought him with him.

“You ready?” Grayson called, pulling Jacob from his thoughts. He couldn’t do anything about his family or their unfortunate circumstance, but he could at least distract him and give him purpose until he could visit them again.

Jacob blew out a mouthful of air then nodded. “Yeah, let’s go.”








  
  

Chapter 5


 New Beginnings 





Eva sat by the window, knees pulled close to her chest. In bed yet again, at her mother’s behest. Despite her insistence that she was perfectly healthy. 

It wasn’t fair. 

While everyone was hard at work, Eva spent days in her room, which wasn’t her room anymore. After the tree fell on their roof, crushing her parent’s room, they were forced to move in here until the carpenters fixed it. She watched everyone outside the window stitch Brar together piece by piece, putting their blood, sweat, and tears into making their village whole again. 

Hayden Greene couldn’t do much heavy lifting because of his limp leg, so he lent his wagon out to whomever asked. If a carpenter needed wood transported, he’d move it to their next job site; he was currently out on a trip to Riverwood with a few farmers to buy supplies. Her mother, Emily Greene, ensured the workers had ample supplies and the less fortunate people, who lost their homes, had found suitable accommodations to sleep in. Even Erika helped where she could as their mother’s assistant and ordered the children around to help the grownups with their tasks.

Sighing, Eva dragged her gaze from the window to Erika sitting on the floor playing with marbles. Eva had a feeling her sister had sensed a shift in her mood lately, so she took it upon herself to sit with her big sister until the mood passed.

That could be a while.

Eva had a lot of time to think in this room. About the storm, the mountain lion, the dragon. Jacob’s warning spun around and around in her mind. Grayson’s offer, which left a bitter note in the back of her throat. 

Marbles clanked together. The sound was more pronounced in the stale silence of their room, and caused Eva to flinch in response.

Was there a part of her that wished she could take it back? That she had flown with them to Dragon Canyon that day? Yes. She longed to be in the sky again, to feel the wind in her hair once more. She had seen the world beyond her humble valley and had a yearning to see it all, explore every creek, forest, and ocean. There was so much for her to see... by Asturias, it felt so right to be up in the clouds! She felt like she had found a piece of herself she hadn’t known was missing until Grayson showed it to her. 

Would she ever admit her desires, this visceral yearning for more than what this valley could offer, to anyone? No. She was needed here, especially after the storm. Being the main provider for the family was a charge she had accepted and embraced when Jacob left; she would continue to fulfil her duty until they didn’t need her anymore. No matter how many long, lonely years she would have to endure.

The marbles collided together again. Eva clenched the blanket draped in her lap and gritted her teeth.

One day, she would leave Brar and see it all for herself, as a Dragon Knight or as an adventurer. Nobody had to know about her scars or the storm dragon that had saved her life; though, she didn’t truly understand why being Bound to a storm dragon was significant. She only knew that if Jacob was wary, she should be too. 

For now, she would have to settle for exploring her valley with this new awakened fervour.

A marble rolled across the floor and hit the leg of Eva’s bed. The last thing she had to herself until their house was fixed.

No more thinking. 

She was done sitting and stewing.

She kicked off the blanket and swung out of bed. Erika immediately pinned her with a glare. Eva returned the favour. If Erika thought she could win the glaring contest, she was about to be sorely disappointed. She hadn’t learned that glare from their brother. 

“Mom says you’re not allowed to hunt until you feel better,” Erika reminded her, still giving her that disapproving look. Her fair hair fell over her eyes and she frantically brushed it aside, trying to maintain her scolding demeanour, but she had lost it. She just looked like an adorable little kid. To make matters worse, Eva ruffled her head.

“I’ll be fine, kitten.” 

Before she could leave the room with her bow, Erika sucked in a deep breath—then screamed at the top of her lungs. “MOM! EVA’S TRYING TO LEAVE!!” 

Eva froze in the middle of the hallway, taking in a slow, patient breath, fighting all urges to chase her little sister around the house like a banshee for ruining her escape plans. Chasing her would only get her into more trouble. 

Her mother was waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs. She batted her flour-ridden apron, standing tall as she did so. 

“Eva, you’re unwell, you can’t go out in your condition. Go back to the bedroom.” 

The bedroom all four of them had been sharing? No thanks. It was way too small for four people, especially when one of them was a six year old who didn’t understand the concept of privacy.

Rolling her eyes, Eva lifted her shirt for what felt like the hundredth time, exposing her scars. That was all they were now, scars. She was completely fine thanks to the mysterious dragon, but no one seemed to believe her; they thought she was “toughing out” her injuries. To be fair to them, that was definitely something she had done in the past. Just not this time. 

“Mom, I really am okay. I want to do my part for the village. I can’t do that in bed.”

She came over, a concerned, weary look in her eyes, and touched her cheek lightly; her hands were warm from kneading. Eva smiled at her, hoping to ease her worry. She returned the gesture half-heartedly; there were creases in her eyes that weren’t there before the storm. Her brown eyes, usually a brilliant shade of toffee and filled with spirit, seemed darker in the lighting, more troubled. 

Eva grew up hearing stories of her wayward mother, who redefined what it meant to be a woman in Brar. She never let a man tell her what to do, refused an arranged marriage to be with Hayden, and encouraged her to join Jacob in his sparring lessons with their father. Eva loved her, admired her. Seeing her like this...

She thought she’d lost you and Erika that night. Of course she’s worried. She must have spent the better part of the night thinking they wouldn’t be coming back. 

Eva threw her arms around her. “I’ll be careful.” That was all she could give her. It wouldn’t be right to promise her she’d be fine out there, as she intended on going off the path, but she could promise her that she’d do her best to be cautious and look after herself. 

Her mother squeezed her tight then held her at an arm’s length away. “I wanted to keep you home a little longer, but I knew you wouldn’t stay put for long—you’re my child, after all.” She chucked her chin with a small smile. “Bring something big home for your father to cook up.” 

“I will. I love you.”

“I love you too, Evangeline.”

She grimaced at the use of her full name. Her mother usually used it when she was in trouble, but today it was a term of endearment. That didn’t make her like the name any more. 

Slipping past her, she swiped a piece of bread for breakfast then made her way over to her trail on the outskirts of town. Without Hiron, her usual trek would take too long for her to return before nightfall. Instead of following the big boulder up the mountain to reach the waterfall she typically hunted at, she took a trail that wasn’t used nearly as much. She’d been working on this trail for a while now, searching for the best location to set up traps. After the storm, the path needed extra work to clean it up; she hacked at the ferns that had already started growing now that the canopy allowed more sunlight to reach the forest floor.

After seeing the world from above, knowing what she was missing and that she could never be a part of it, she held a whole new appreciation for her home. It was truly a beautiful forest, so lush and green, which, judging by what she had seen on Eran, was not something everybody in Aboria had. The scent of pollen in the air, the sounds of leaves and pine needles brushing against one another—they were all gifts from Asturias that she should treasure. 

A gentle breeze trickled down the trail, brushing over her cheeks. Eva took this moment to stop and catch her breath. Her fingertips tingled as she brushed them over a fern, a new sensation. When she breathed in, the tingle spread from her fingers, travelling up her arm and blooming in her chest. It sunk deep into her bones and made her hyper aware of every tree, bush, and bug within an arm’s reach. The scars along her stomach pulsed to a slow and steady rhythm. 

Curious, she lifted her shirt; they looked no different than the last time she peeked at them: scales the size of her thumbnail that laced together in an entrancing pattern, just like dragon hide. Erika had said they were pretty, but Eva hadn’t decided what she thought of them, especially if they were going to act like this whenever she hunted. Was this one of the reasons why Jacob wanted her to keep the scars to herself?  

Letting her shirt fall, she continued down the path. There was no time to be standing around, wondering about the past. As she trekked on, the pulse in her scales grew stronger, as well as the tingling sensation in her bones. It was the strangest thing, almost as if she was attached to the end of a tether and was being guided to the other end. Whether or not it was a good idea to follow it, she couldn’t resist the pull. She diverted from her original path, finding an animal trail, then went down a steep decline that took her to a stream at the bottom of a ravine.

She forced herself to a stop. This place seemed eerily familiar... 

A daunting chill ran down her spine

The last time she had been here, the stream had been a raging river, sweeping away everything in its path. It had been pitch black, but she had been able to see a flash of rusty fur across the water. That night had been so cold, she still felt it in her soul. Warmth fanned over her stomach as the memory of her insides seeping out of her wounds returned to her in full force. 

She drew her knife, the hairs on her arms standing on end. The mountain lion was long since gone, she’d made damn sure of that, but that didn’t mean there weren’t other predators. Something had taken its body, erasing all evidence of her fight. This time there was no storm, the sun was on her side, and she had proper weapons. Nothing would get the upper hand of her today. 

Yet, despite the danger that might be lurking in the bushes, she felt inclined to follow the tether further up the stream. It was impossible to ignore, like an itch; the more she resisted, the worse it got.

Steeling her nerves, she ventured upstream until she reached the base of a waterfall. The waterfall. It was more beautiful today than it had been the other night. The trees gave way, as if the forest was opening its arms wide for her, welcoming her to this little slice of heaven. The roar of the water wasn’t nearly as oppressive as it had been during the storm. Birds had gathered around the base and showered under the soft trickle. The cave entrance stood out from behind the waterfall as clear as day, but unlike the rest of the clearing, it seemed dark and bleak, a shadow of a memory she’d rather forget. 

She couldn’t take another step further. Her hand went to her stomach, clutching the fabric that stood between her palm and her scars. Grayson had been right about the dragon and her. They were Bound—that was the only way she could explain why she was here.

Anger flooded through her veins, pumping through her veins violently, mercilessly. Why the fuck did he have to be right? Why her? She just wanted to be left alone to look after her family, tucked away into the corner of Aboria everyone had forgotten about. No one had dangled her dreams in front of her before he came along. Jacob respected her choice, her family was certainly grateful that she had stayed behind. But then he came along and told her that she could become a Dragon Knight, that she was destined for greater things. 

It was unfair—of him, of her supposed dragon, of the gods—to rub it in her face like this. 

I’m just a hunter. That’s all I want to be. Not truly, but it was all she could be, so she had to remind herself over and over again that she was just a hunter. Nothing more. 

I should leave. 

She willed her feet to move, to carry her back home. They remained planted, defiant, listening to that stubborn part of her brain that had a million questions that only the dragon could answer.

Letting out an exasperated puff of air from her lungs, she sat on a boulder sitting precariously at the edge of the pool. If she left, she wouldn’t get the answers she was looking for, then she would be torn between her duty and her heart for the rest of her life. If she spoke to the dragon first, then maybe she could sate her burning curiosity and finally be content enough with her life here to move on.

Eva was so caught up in her own thoughts that she almost missed the schools of large fish swimming in circles at her feet. They were perfectly blended with the colours of the grimy pebbles. “Well, I might as well bring something home.”

She hopped off the boulder and scanned the forest floor for the straightest stick she could find then attached an arrow to it, fashioning a spear. She didn’t have much experience with fishing this way. Even when she fished with a rod, she wasn’t very good at it. Hunting land animals was much easier; though, some of the other hunters would disagree. They couldn’t hold much over her, but actually being able to catch a fish was definitely one of them.

She slipped out of her boots and socks, and rolled her pants up to her knees then waded slowly into the water. The first challenge was getting over the cold. After hiking all morning in the late spring sun, she’d expected the water to warm up at least a little bit. The shock made her movements jittery at first, and the fish scattered to the other end of the pool. Once she got over the frigid temperatures and found a spot she could stand still in, the fish soon forgot she was with them and grew comfortable around her. Now it was a waiting game. They just had to get a little bit closer... 

She thrust the spear—and missed. Again and again. 

They scattered.

She snarled, kicking water up in her frustration. “This is why I don’t fish!”

Gods, she was a mess. Hunting was supposed to calm her down, not rile her up. Why couldn’t she just leave this place and forget about the dragon?  

A deep, low chuckle emanated from the cave. She was so startled, in the middle of spearing for another fish, she lost her balance and slipped on the rocks then fell on her rear.

The black dragon emerged from the cave, parting the waterfall in half as cleanly as stone. His wings flared out from his back, almost engulfing the entire clearing. In a sparkling display of a dragon’s true majestic nature, his body shook, dispersing the water clinging to his scales. Fully dried, he tucked his wings behind his back and sat on the shore, crystal blue eyes set on her. 

“There are better ways to hunt, human.” His voice was thick and gravelly, yet it held an unpracticed sardonic tone, like this was the first time in ages he’d taken a jab at someone.

All she could do was gape like a fool. Standing before her was a magnificent creature, making fun of her fishing ventures. It was almost as surreal as him saving her life. 

His head tilted slightly, examining her more closely. “Do not tell me you are so primitive you cannot speak.” There was definitely disappointment riding his tone. “The younger human with you earlier was more verbal than you.”

She cleared her throat. “No, I, uh, I can talk, I’m just...” The words died on her lips. 

Wow. She was really blowing this first impression out of the water. She didn’t know what was wrong with her. This wasn’t her first time talking to a dragon, but this felt... different. Viscerally. Spiritually. Talking with Glade had no implications. She was Jacob’s dragon partner, visiting in Brar one minute then flying back to Dragon Canyon the next. This dragon had nowhere to return to. This dragon had marked her with his scales. 

A fresh slice of regret reopened her old wounds. It had been easy to deny Grayson when the dragon she was Bound to was nowhere near her, but now that it was standing and watching her curiously, it was impossible to ignore the Bond. She felt it in everything that she was, her flesh, bones, soul. A buzz that pulsed through her entire being and unlike anything she had ever felt before. 

“Why did you come here, human?” the dragon asked, a puzzled look pulling at the scales around his eyes and jowls. He readjusted, laying down, his tail slipping into the water; his scales blended with the pebbles as seamlessly as the fishes’ scales had. No wonder she didn’t know he was here. He could have pretended not to be here the entire time and she wouldn’t have known. 

“To be honest, it wasn’t my intention to come here... it just kind of happened.”

“Hmm.” He pondered a moment, swirling his talons around a rock she considered to be big, but was dwarfed by him. His eyes wandered from her, to the water, to the forest, then back to her, seemingly deciding something. “What is your name, human?”

“Eva. Eva Greene. And you?” 

“Not a single soul has asked for my name in many decades.” He swung his head towards the waterfall, eyes sewn with sorrow as they gazed beyond what Eva could see. His remorse ran deep, whatever the cause. She felt compelled to reach out to him and ease his suffering, if only a little bit. When he turned back to her, some of the weight that laid heavy on his heart lifted. “I am Arkon.”

“Arkon? It’s nice to meet you.” 

His wings reflexively fluttered behind him. He lowered his head, eyes shadowed by old memories. “Likewise, Eva Greene.”

“So, you saved my life...”

“I did.” He was a real conversationalist.

“Thank you.” She couldn’t express how grateful she was to still be alive. “Are you really the last storm dragon?”

“I hope not. However, I truly do not know. I haven’t seen or heard from my kind for decades.”

Eva’s heart went out to him. She wouldn’t imagine living a day without speaking to her family. Being apart from Jacob was hard enough, but to not hear from anyone? It’d break her heart. 

“I’m sorry for what happened to your kin.”

He sat a little straighter; his tail flickered in the water, the same way Misses Flynn’s cat did when it was agitated. “Why do humans feel the need to apologise for things they had no part in?” 

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s a way to express sympathy? There’s nothing I can do about your kin, but I can imagine how lonely you must be.” She could do more than imagine; since she had received her scars, she had felt a pang of loneliness in her gut. It felt overwhelming at times, even when she sat by the hearth with Erika in her lap, while their mother read them a story. She knew this feeling wasn’t her own; it was too coincidental that these feelings emerged after the storm. “You’re not alone now,” she assured him. “You have me... if you want me, that is. If you’d rather I leave you alone, you never have to see me again. I promise I won’t tell a soul I’ve seen you.”

She may have decided to stay home and hunt for her family, but that didn’t mean she had to abandon this dragon to a lifetime of solitude. She could hunt and keep him company, couldn’t she? 

He considered it. 

“No... I would very much like your company, Little One. I have been alone long enough.” He thought about what he said, determining if he truly meant his words, then he relaxed, pleased with himself. “Now, get out of the water.”

Caught up in her awe, she forgot she was sitting waist-deep in water. Feeling stupid, she climbed atop the big boulder, hoping the mid-day sun would dry her clothes off quickly. 

Arkon dipped his talon in the water. The scales on his chest began to glow, spine glistening with lightning. The air filled with static for all but a second before the lightning building up in his chest shot through his body, down his leg and out of his talon, striking three of the many fish swimming around. She was impressed he hadn’t zapped all of the fish.

The three fish floated to the surface, and she quickly gathered them into her leather pouch before they washed downstream. 

“You’re right: there are better ways to fish. You’ll have to show me that trick some time,” she teased. Once she got over the wow-factor, he was easy to talk to, like she had hiked to this very spot and chatted with him every day since she could walk.

“One day you will know all of my tricks.”

She regarded him dubiously, trying to figure out if he was being sarcastic or not. He must have been, because there was only so much her non-magical body could do, and she was pretty sure zapping fish with lightning was not one of them.

He said nothing.

“Are you serious?” 

“You have much to learn, Little One. We are Bound, after all. There is more to it than sharing a soul. Surely your Knight friend told you?”

“No, not really,” she muttered, remembering she’d shut down anything Grayson tried to say to her. Maybe she should have waited for him to tell her what made being Bound to a dragon so damn special before shutting him up. “So, uh, what does it mean to be Bound? Other than sharing a soul?”

Arkon tilted his head, seemingly caught off guard by her question. “Well, I am not entirely sure of the logistics—”

She stopped him right there. “Wait. You Bonded with me not really knowing what would happen to me? To us? Why did you even save my life? You didn’t have to.” She was shocked such a supposedly-wise being would do something without thinking it through, or even understanding fully what being Bound entailed. 

“What I know,” he went on with stern, sharp eyes on her, “is that we share certain abilities and senses. For example, I can sense your presence now and as you wandered the forest this morning. I can feel that you are at ease with me here and your frustration with your decision to remain here after everything you have seen. You should be able to sense me too. Perhaps that is why you came here. You were drawn to me.”

“I...” She was hesitant to admit it. Even if she hadn’t known at the time that she was drawn to him specifically. 

“Fear not, human. I am not here to dissuade you from your decision. Your choice is yours and yours alone to make and I respect it. However, seeing that our lives are Bound together now, I would like for you to accept my gift so that you may be safe in your travels.”

She moistened her lips, clamping down hard on the small thrill inside of her that tried to convince her down another path. A path filled with magic and wonder. It would be foolish of her to decline his offer; if she died, it’d be her fault the last storm dragon perished along with her. She would not be responsible for wiping out a species.

Finding her resolve, she nodded.

Without warning, he stood up and reached out for her with his big fucking claws. She staggered back, suddenly alarmed; he was faster and tapped the tip of his claw on her chest. It was a gentle touch, but she still almost fell back into the water. 

A second later, a surge of energy hit her chest then went straight to her head. Suddenly, anything that gave off heat glowed a brilliant red; the fish in the stream, Arkon, the large, magnificent sight that he was, and the many, many creatures of the forest woven in between the trees. 

Amongst all of the chaos that filled her vision, a monster stepped into view, preening its feathered wings, unaware of her presence. Eva was lucky enough to have only seen them at a distance, twice the size of a horse, with a sharp beak designed for piercing flesh. Its talons, long and curved, while sought out for their magical properties, were feared by many.

“Holy fuck! There’s a griffin! We have to get out of here!” 

That was one monster she was not equipped to fight. 

Arkon did nothing, aside from take his talon away from her. Red silhouettes were still visible, but they were more faint, and only the creatures nearby were highlighted. The griffin wasn’t one of them. Her panic subsided. It wasn’t as close as it had appeared. Thank the gods. 

“If the griffin was closer, it would not dare go near us,” Arkon told her confidently, as if he knew what she had been thinking. “I would fry it before it could come close to attacking you.”

“Good to know,” she gasped, still trying to wrap her head around this sense. This must be what a dragon’s vision looked like. She couldn’t stop staring at the red fish swimming in circles in the pool beside her; they would be so much easier to catch if she tried to spear them again. “What did you do? I couldn’t see like this a few minutes ago.”

“I transferred a very small amount of my magic to you to awaken your abilities. With concentration, I am sure you can borrow more of my magic without touching me to do other things I can do with ease. Of course, I do not know of your limits, but we can learn together, if you wish.”

She sat down again. “I’m good for now.” He didn’t understand what it felt like to be magicless then to suddenly have magic. It was a lot to take in. The process made her queasy. It didn’t feel natural and she needed time to adjust. 

“This was too much.” The dragon was concerned, watching as she held her head in her hands. “I only wished to help you return home safely. Now you can see your predators. It baffles me how you have survived the forest as long as you have. There is a reason humans stick to the path.”

“I’m fully aware of that,” she muttered, taking deep breaths to push the nausea away.

“Yet you still leave the trails,” he replied thoughtfully. “I admire your tenacity. Against all odds, you navigated your way through the dark forest and protected your sister in a storm, surrounded by predators. Not only that, you were dying and you still got your sister to safety. I have not seen a human with such resilience.”

She smiled at the compliment. It was honestly the nicest thing anyone had said about her, and he made it seem like the most obvious thing in the world. “Thanks.”

She stood to move into the sun again, as the trees had started casting shadows over her spot. Then she realised that she had a long walk back home, and if she wanted to get home before dark, she had to leave now. “Listen, this has been really nice, but I have to go.”

“I know,” he said, watching the sun move ever so slowly. “I would take you home, but your brother was right: the less people who know about me, the better.”

She paused in the middle of putting her boots on. “How—?”

“We share a soul, Little One, which means we also share our thoughts and emotions; strong memories and past experiences. Your brother’s words have been circling your mind ever since he uttered them. Do not worry, human, I shall not invade your privacy when I can help it or let any harm befall you.” 

“Good.” She’d be mortified if he heard every single one of her thoughts. They were personal. Hers. 

“Until we meet again, Little One.”

“I’ll see you around.”

“Safe travels, human.”
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TO THE LOVE OF MY LIFE: THANK YOU FOR LOVING
AND ACCEPTING EVERY PART OF ME, FOR BEING MY
ANCHOUR WHEN THE TORRENTS OF LIFE TRIED TO
DRAG ME DOWN. YOU GIVE ME COURAGE. YOU GIVE
ME STRENGTH. TCAN NOW FLY BECAUSE OF YOU.

TO THE PEOPLE WHO ARE HURTING: KNOW THAT
YOU ARE ENOUGH. YOU ARE STRONG. YOU ARE
LOVED. DON'T GIVE UP.

TO THOSE WHO HAVE EXPERIENCED LOSS:
REMEMBER, TIME HEALS ALL WOUNDS. TAKE IT ONE
DAY AT A TIME.
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“THEY WILL BE REMEMBERED”
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