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Prologue
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The rift tore open at 3:47 in the morning, and Syvelle woke with thorns blooming from her fingertips.

She had seventeen seconds to understand what was happening. Seventeen seconds between the first pulse of luminous green light crawling up her wrists and the moment the sky above Thornhaven split like rotting fruit. The magic had warned her. The magic does not forgive hesitation. And still she lay frozen in her narrow bed, watching the vines spiral from her palms with the same horrified fascination she had carried since childhood, since the first time her curse revealed itself over her mother's cooling body.

Thornlight. The villagers called it demon-bloom. The old texts called it bridge-magic, the power that grows only where two worlds touch. Syvelle called it the thing that would get her killed.

The screaming started three streets away. Then two. Then her door exploded inward, and she saw her first fae in the flesh—not the beautiful creatures from stories, but something carved from shadow and starlight and terrible, ancient hunger. It moved faster than her eyes could track. It smelled like winter and blood and the space between heartbeats.

Her thorns erupted.

The creature shrieked as luminous vines punched through its chest, pinning it to the ruined doorframe. For three eternal seconds, it thrashed. Then it dissolved into black mist, and Syvelle stood alone in the wreckage of her home, breathing hard, power still writhing beneath her skin.

She had killed something from the fae realm. She had revealed her curse to anyone watching. And through the crack in the sky above her village, she glimpsed what waited on the other side—an army of shadows, a crumbling silver city, and a figure standing at the rift's edge who stared directly at her with eyes like molten gold.

He saw her magic. He saw what she was.

And Syvelle understood, with the certainty of prophecy, that he was coming for her.
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Chapter 1: The Commander's Claim
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Syvelle pressed her bloodied palm against the cold stone altar at midnight on the winter solstice, feeling the binding magic coil around her bones like a living thing—forbidden, inescapable, and nothing she had ever chosen. The Obsidian Court's throne room stretched around her in vaulted darkness, silver torches casting shadows that moved wrong, that reached toward her with hungry fingers. She was twenty-three years old, the last thornlight wielder in three centuries, and in exactly four minutes, she would belong to the fae commander who stood six feet away with murder in his golden eyes.

The magic does not forgive hesitation.

Draycen had not spoken since his soldiers dragged her through the rift. Twelve hours of silence while they bound her wrists with iron-threaded rope. Twelve hours of golden eyes tracking her every breath, every flinch, every failed attempt to summon thorns that would not come in this realm of strange magic and stranger rules. Twelve hours for Syvelle to understand that she was not a prisoner.

She was a weapon.

"The binding requires your blood freely given." His voice cut through the throne room's oppressive silence, deep and cold as the void between stars. "Not taken. Given."

"And if I refuse?"

Here is what makes him lethal: not the shadow-blade sheathed at his hip, not the dark power that clung to him like a second skin, not even the brutal efficiency with which his soldiers had slaughtered the monsters pouring through the rift into her village. What made Draycen lethal was the absolute absence of doubt in his face when he answered.

"Then the rift continues to widen. More creatures cross into your realm. Your village burns. Your people die." He stepped closer, boots silent on obsidian tile. "And I find another way to bind you—one that requires nothing so civilized as consent."

Syvelle's pulse spiked to 134 beats per minute. Her thornlight stirred beneath her skin, sensing danger, but the iron ropes suppressed it to a dull ache instead of the explosive bloom she needed. She was trapped in a realm where her magic answered to different laws, facing a fae commander who had already calculated seventeen ways to break her.

She saw it in his eyes. The assessment. The cold arithmetic of conquest.

"You need me." The words came out steadier than she expected. "If you had another option, you would have taken it."

Something flickered across his face. Not quite surprise—this male did not seem capable of surprise—but a brief recalculation. "Your thornlight is the only magic that can seal the rift. The only power that bridges both realms. You are correct that I need you."

"Then why the binding? Why not simply ask?"

"Because asking allows refusal." He closed the distance between them until she could smell him—night-blooming jasmine and blade oil and something darker, wilder, like the heart of a storm. "And I do not have time for your mortal hesitation while my realm crumbles."

Consider the cost when a fae commander decides you are necessary. Consider the cost when necessity looks like ownership. Consider the cost when you have no cards left to play except the ones he has already counted.

Syvelle looked at the altar. At her blood already pooling on its surface from the cut his soldiers had made. At the ancient binding runes beginning to glow with hungry violet light.

"The old texts say blood-bonds cannot be broken," she said quietly.

"The old texts are correct."

"They say bound pairs share dreams. Share pain. Cannot lie to each other."

"Also correct."

"They say the bond becomes—" She stopped. Her throat closed around the word.

Draycen's golden eyes met hers with unflinching intensity. "Permanent. Intimate. Inescapable." His voice dropped, rough and low. "Yes. I know what I am asking of you. I know what we will become to each other. And I am telling you that the alternative is watching both our worlds burn."

Gods, she hated him. She hated his certainty, his cold pragmatism, his complete unwillingness to pretend this was anything other than a transaction with her soul as currency. She hated that he was right.

The thornlight hummed beneath her skin. The rift was widening—she could feel it even here, even through the suppression of iron and foreign magic. The tear between worlds pulsed like an infected wound, and something vast and terrible pressed against the other side, waiting for the membrane to give way entirely.

Her people. Her village. Thessia, who had braided flowers into her hair that morning before the sky cracked open.

"If I do this," Syvelle said, "I want the iron removed. I want my magic accessible."

"After the binding."

"During."

His jaw tightened. For the first time, she saw something besides cold calculation in his expression. Frustration, tightly leashed. And beneath it, buried so deep she nearly missed it—respect.

"You would risk the binding failing? Risk the backlash killing us both?"

"I would risk anything to not be helpless in a realm full of things that want to eat me." She held his gaze, her heart hammering against her ribs. "You say you need me. Prove it. Show me I am worth something to you beyond the magic in my blood."

The silence stretched between them like a blade's edge.

Then Draycen reached out and sliced through her iron bonds with a shadow-blade that materialized from nothing. The rope fell away, and Syvelle's thornlight erupted—luminous green vines spiraling up her arms, thorns glittering with deadly promise, power flooding back into her body like water into a drought-cracked riverbed.

She gasped at the intensity of it. The magic burned hotter when she was afraid. The magic burned hotter when she was furious. The magic burned hotter now, in this moment, facing this male who had just armed her despite knowing she wanted to kill him.

"You could strike me down," Draycen observed. His voice remained steady, but his eyes tracked the thorns with predatory attention. "Your magic is fully restored. I am within range."

"I know."

"Then why do you hesitate?"

Because I am not a murderer. Because killing you means the rift stays open. Because some part of me—some stupid, traitorous part—wants to know why you cut me free.

"Because I need answers first," she said instead. "Why me? There have been other thornlight wielders. The histories say—"

"The histories say Merieth was the last, four hundred years ago. They say she bonded with a fae lord named Silvain and together they tried to seal the original rift. They failed. Their broken bond tore the worlds further apart. Every rift since has been an echo of that failure." Draycen's expression hardened. "You are not here because you are special. You are here because you are the only option left."

The words landed like stones in her chest. Not special. Just necessary.

This is not desire. This is desperation wearing a commander's face.

"And if we fail too?" she asked. "If the bond breaks like theirs did?"

"Then we die, and the worlds collapse into each other, and nothing matters anymore." He extended his hand toward her, palm up. A thin line of blood already marked his skin where he had cut himself while she was distracted. "Choose, thornlight. Choose now. The rift does not wait for mortal courage to assemble itself."

Syvelle looked at his offered hand. At the blood. At the binding runes that pulsed with increasing urgency.

She thought of Thessia's face this morning, bright with hope for the solstice celebration. She thought of her mother's grave in the village cemetery, untended since the monsters came. She thought of the rift in the sky above Thornhaven, bleeding darkness into her world.

Then she placed her bleeding palm against his.

The magic ignited.

It was nothing like she expected. Not the cold clinical connection of the texts, not the simple magical tether the old records described. This was wildfire in her veins. This was lightning in her bones. This was every nerve ending in her body suddenly, violently aware of the male whose blood mingled with hers on ancient stone.

She felt him. Not his thoughts—the bond wasn't strong enough for that, not yet—but his emotions. The iron control that held them in check. The flicker of surprise beneath it, quickly suppressed. The hunger—gods, the hunger—that coiled in the space where their magic touched.

He felt it too. She saw it in the way his golden eyes widened fractionally, in the sudden tension that locked his shoulders, in the way his free hand clenched into a fist at his side.

The difference between a weapon and a partner is measured in trust. They had none. But they had this—this burning, impossible connection that neither of them had chosen and neither of them could escape.

"It's done," Draycen said roughly. His voice had lost its clinical edge. "The binding is complete."

Syvelle pulled her hand back as if burned. The thornlight vines had wound around both their wrists during the ritual, linking them in luminous green spirals that faded slowly back into her skin. She could still feel him. A presence at the edge of her consciousness, alien and overwhelming and terrifyingly permanent.

"I can sense your heartbeat," she whispered. "I can feel your—"

"Yes." He cut her off. "The bond makes us... aware of each other. Physically. Emotionally. It will intensify over time."

"How intense?"

"Bound pairs have been known to share dreams within the first week. Physical sensations within the month. Complete emotional transparency within the year." His jaw tightened. "We will learn to shield. There are techniques."

"Techniques." A hysterical laugh bubbled up in her throat. "You bound yourself to a mortal you've known for twelve hours, and your solution is techniques."

"My solution is survival. For both our peoples." He turned away from her, and she felt the absence like a physical ache—the bond protesting even this small distance. "We leave for the rift at dawn. The journey to the Rift Archives takes three days through contested territory. Orlaith, the keeper, will know how to use your power to close the breach."

"Just like that? Bind me, drag me across your realm, and hope the ancient keeper has answers?"

Draycen paused at the throne room's exit. When he looked back at her, the torchlight caught his features in sharp relief—the cruel beauty of him, the perfect lethal lines of a male bred for war. "Hope is a mortal indulgence. I deal in certainties. You have thornlight. The Archives have knowledge. Together, they equal a solution."

"And what do you have?"

Here is what makes him lethal: the smile that crossed his face, brief and razor-sharp and utterly without warmth. "I have you."

He left her alone in the throne room with her binding and her fury and the terrible, treacherous heat that pulsed where their magic had touched.

Gods damn him.

Gods damn her, for the part of her that wanted to follow.

The Obsidian Court's guest chambers were a cage dressed in luxury. Syvelle paced the room's obsidian floors, counting the silver-threaded tapestries, the enchanted windows that showed nothing but swirling darkness, the door that locked from the outside. Her thornlight flickered with each circuit, responding to her agitation with restless green pulses along her forearms.

She needed to think. She needed a plan. She needed—

A knock at the door, soft and hesitant. Not Draycen. Through the bond, she could feel him somewhere distant in the palace, his presence a steady pulse of controlled intensity.

"Come in," she called.

The woman who entered was fae but softer than Draycen's soldiers—silver hair braided with moonflowers, eyes the pale blue of winter dawn, a healer's satchel at her hip. She moved with the careful grace of someone accustomed to nervous patients.

"I am Thessia," she said, and Syvelle's heart clenched before she realized—no. Not her Thessia. A different woman with the same name. "The commander asked me to tend your wounds."

Syvelle looked down at her hands. The altar had cut deeper than she realized, and her palms were still seeping blood. "Thessia is a mortal name."

"My mother was mortal. A village healer who wandered through a rift before the barriers stabilized." The fae woman set her satchel on a side table and began unpacking supplies. "I was raised between worlds, as you will be now. It is not as terrible as it seems."

"You're trying to make me feel better."

"I'm trying to keep you from bleeding on the silk sheets. The quartermaster will have my head." Thessia—this other Thessia—gestured to the chaise. "Sit. Let me work."

Syvelle sat. The healer's hands were cool and competent as they cleaned her wounds, and despite everything, she found her shoulders loosening. It had been so long since anyone touched her with gentleness instead of violence.

"You've heard of thornlight," Syvelle said quietly.

"Everyone has. The curse that blooms when danger is near. The power that grows only where two worlds touch." Thessia's fingers traced the edges of Syvelle's cuts with clinical precision. "My mother told me stories. She said the old thornlight wielders were honored once, not feared. Bridges between realms instead of abominations."

"That was before Merieth."

"Yes. Before Merieth and Silvain. Before their bond broke and tore the worlds apart." The healer's voice softened. "You are not Merieth. The commander is not Silvain. History does not have to repeat."

Syvelle's thornlight pulsed in response to the hope in those words—hope she couldn't afford to share. "You trust him? Your commander?"

"I trust that he will do whatever necessary to save our realm. Even bind himself to a mortal wielder he cannot control." Thessia wrapped Syvelle's palms in clean linen. "The question is whether you trust yourself to survive him."

Before Syvelle could answer, the bond flared with sudden warning. Draycen's presence, which had been distant and controlled, spiked with sharp urgency. She was on her feet before she consciously decided to move.

"Something's wrong."

The door burst open. Lorian stood in the threshold—Draycen's second-in-command, a scarred fae warrior with storm-gray eyes and a perpetual expression of grim amusement. That amusement was gone now, replaced by battle-ready tension.

"The rift is expanding," he said without preamble. "Three more breaches opened in the mortal realm. The commander requests your presence at the war council."

"Requests."

Lorian's mouth twitched. "Commands. But he said to phrase it politely since you're bound now and he can feel when you want to stab him."

Gods. The bond really did share everything.

Syvelle followed Lorian through corridors of black stone and silver light, the fae healer trailing behind them. The Obsidian Court's palace was beautiful in the way that blades were beautiful—all sharp edges and deadly elegance, designed to intimidate rather than welcome. Guards watched her pass with expressions ranging from curiosity to open hostility.

The mortal who bound their commander. The thornlight wielder who might be their salvation or their destruction.

She could work with that. Fear was a weapon too.

The war council chamber was circular, built around a massive obsidian table that showed a three-dimensional map of both realms in glowing silver lines. Syvelle recognized the shape of her homeland—Thornhaven nestled in the hills to the northeast, the capital city to the south, the forests and fields and familiar geography of the mortal realm rendered in cruel miniature.

And there, spreading like infection, three new rifts pulsing with sickly red light.

Draycen stood at the table's head, his golden eyes fixed on the expanding breaches. His soldiers surrounded him—Lorian taking position at his right hand, a sharp-featured advisor she didn't recognize glaring at her with barely concealed disdain, and others whose names she didn't yet know.

The magic burns hotter when everything falls apart. The magic burns hotter when the stakes rise higher. The magic burns hotter now, responding to the crisis unfolding in silver and red before her eyes.

"Thornhaven," she said, her voice barely recognizable. "The original breach. It's—"

"Doubling in size every six hours," Draycen confirmed without looking at her. "At current rate, it will consume your village entirely within two days. Three of our border settlements are already evacuating."

"Then we need to move faster."

"We need to move smarter." The sharp-featured advisor stepped forward, and Syvelle recognized the political danger in his cold smile. Naevren, a voice in her memory supplied—Draycen had mentioned the name during her transport. Court advisor. Ally of the queen. Not to be trusted.

"The Archives are three days' journey in optimal conditions," Naevren continued silkily. "Given the creature surges along the route, four is more realistic. We simply don't have time to pursue Orlaith's ancient texts while our realm burns."

"Then what do you suggest?" Draycen's voice was flat, but through the bond, Syvelle felt the edge of his impatience. He had already heard this argument. Already rejected it.

"The wielder's power responds to danger. Give her sufficient danger—enough creatures to fight—and her thornlight will bloom strong enough to seal the rifts without the Archives' guidance." Naevren's smile widened. "We drive the breaches ourselves. Force the magic to maximum strength. Then seal them all at once."

"You want to use me as a weapon." Syvelle's thornlight crackled along her arms. "Just point me at the monsters and hope I explode hard enough to fix everything."

"I want to save both realms. The method is secondary."

"The method is her death." Draycen's words cut through the chamber like his shadow-blade. "Uncontrolled thornlight discharge at the scale you're describing would burn through her life force in minutes. She seals the rifts, she dies, and we lose our only chance at a permanent solution."

Naevren inclined his head. "A sacrifice some would consider acceptable."

The room went very still.

Syvelle felt Draycen's fury through the bond—cold and vast and utterly controlled, but present beneath the surface like lava beneath stone. She felt his protective instinct flare, surprising them both, an automatic response to the threat against his bonded partner.

He didn't want her dead. The realization landed strangely, rearranging something in her chest.

"The wielder is under my protection," Draycen said quietly. "Anyone who threatens her threatens me. Is that understood?"

Naevren's smile didn't waver, but his eyes flickered with something that looked like fear. "Perfectly, Commander. I meant no offense."

"You meant exactly offense. But you will swallow it, because you know what happens to those who move against my judgment." Draycen turned back to the map. "We leave at dawn for the Archives. Lorian, select a squad of six. Travel light, fight fast. Naevren, you will remain here to coordinate defense efforts."

"You trust me with the realm's protection while you chase ancient texts?"

"I trust you to remember that my blade finds traitors as easily as enemies." Draycen's golden eyes finally met Syvelle's across the table. Through the bond, she felt his determination—and beneath it, an exhaustion he would never show publicly. "Rest while you can, thornlight. Tomorrow, we run."

The council dispersed. Syvelle remained, staring at the map, at the three new breaches spreading across her homeland like disease. Through the bond, she tracked Draycen's progress—down corridors, up stairs, finally stopping in what felt like his private quarters.

She should rest. She should prepare. She should do anything except what she actually did, which was follow the bond's pull through the Obsidian Court's labyrinthine passages until she stood outside his door.

Her hand raised to knock. Hesitated.

The door opened before she could decide.

Draycen stood in the threshold, his armor stripped away to reveal a simple black shirt and trousers. Without the martial trappings, he looked almost... human. Tired. Young, for a fae—she realized with a start that she had no idea how old he actually was.

"You followed the bond," he said.

"I needed to talk to you. Alone."

"So you tracked me to my chambers. At midnight. When we're both supposed to be sleeping." His mouth curved in something that wasn't quite a smile. "Careful, thornlight. A woman showing up at a commander's door in the dark hours might start rumors."

"Let them rumor. I need answers."

He studied her for a long moment. Then stepped aside, gesturing her in.

His quarters were surprisingly spare—a bed, a weapons rack, a desk covered in maps and correspondence. No luxury. No softness. The room of a soldier who had never learned to be anything else.

"You protected me in there," Syvelle said. "Against your own advisor."

"Naevren is not my advisor. He's the queen's eyes. A necessary irritation, not an ally."

"You still protected me."

Draycen moved to his weapons rack, running his fingers along a blade's edge as if checking its sharpness. "You are bonded to me. Your death is my death. Self-preservation requires keeping you alive."

"Is that all it is?"

The question hung between them. Through the bond, she felt his walls tighten—the practiced control of a male who had spent centuries burying anything that resembled vulnerability.

"What do you want me to say?" His voice was rough. "That I feel something when your thornlight blooms? That the bond has made you... present in a way I did not anticipate? That I am aware of your heartbeat even now, elevated and uncertain, and some part of me wants to know why?"

Syvelle's breath caught. Her pulse—the pulse he could apparently feel—jumped to 156 beats per minute.

"You feel it too," she whispered. "The pull. The—"

"I feel everything." He turned to face her, and the rawness in his expression stole her words. "I feel your fear and your fury and the grief you carry for a mother long dead. I feel your determination burning like your thorns. I feel the way your body responds when I step closer—" He did, crossing the room until barely a foot separated them. "—and I know, because the bond does not allow lies, that you are not as immune to this as you pretend."

Her thornlight flared, vines spiraling up her wrists in luminous response. Not to danger. To him.

This is not desire. This is the bond playing tricks. This is magic making us feel things that are not real.

But the bond didn't create feelings. The texts were clear on that. It only revealed them. Amplified what already existed.

"I hate you," she said, and it came out like a question.

"You should." He didn't touch her, but she felt his presence like heat against her skin. "I stole you from your home. Forced a binding you never wanted. Made you a tool for my realm's survival. Hating me is the only sensible response."

"Then why do I want—" She stopped. Couldn't finish.

"Want what?"

The difference between safety and surrender is measured in inches. He was inches away. His breath stirred the hair at her temple. His golden eyes burned with something that matched the fire building in her chest.

"I want to know if it's real," she admitted. "Any of this. Or if we're just puppets of magic neither of us chose."

Draycen raised his hand. Slowly, giving her time to pull away. His fingers brushed her jaw—the lightest touch, barely there—and the bond exploded between them.

Lightning. That's what it felt like. Lightning and thornlight and shadow all tangled together, a connection so intense that Syvelle gasped aloud. She felt his surprise, his hunger, the way his legendary control cracked just slightly at the contact.

He pulled back immediately. His hand was shaking.

"Real," he said roughly. "That was real. Whatever the bond amplifies, it cannot create from nothing. The foundation was already there."

"We've known each other twelve hours."

"Time is irrelevant. The old magic recognizes what the conscious mind refuses to see."

She should leave. She should run back to her chambers and lock the door and pretend this conversation never happened. But her feet wouldn't move, and her thornlight kept reaching toward him, and the bond sang with a rightness she couldn't explain or deny.

"Dawn," she said finally. "We leave at dawn."

"Yes."

"I should sleep."

"Yes."

Neither of them moved.

"This is dangerous," she whispered.

"Everything about us is dangerous." His golden eyes held hers. "Go, thornlight. Before I forget why I need you alive instead of just... near."

The raw want in those words shattered something in her chest. Syvelle turned and fled before she could do something stupid like stay.

She felt his gaze on her back all the way down the corridor. Felt his frustration through the bond, and beneath it, a tenderness he probably would have killed to hide.

Gods help them both.

Dawn came too fast and not fast enough. Syvelle stood in the palace courtyard, her travel pack secured, her thornlight coiled and ready beneath her skin. The fae healer Thessia had brought her practical clothing—leather trousers, a fitted tunic, boots that actually fit. She looked like a warrior. She felt like a sacrifice.

Draycen emerged from the palace with his squad behind him—Lorian, four other soldiers whose names she didn't know, and to her surprise, the healer herself. Thessia caught Syvelle's look and shrugged elegantly.

"Someone needs to keep you alive long enough to save the worlds. Might as well be me."

"You volunteered?"

"The commander requested. I agreed." Thessia's pale eyes sparkled with something like mischief. "I've always wanted to see the Archives. Orlaith is supposedly three thousand years old and still beautiful. How often does one get to meet a legend?"

Syvelle almost smiled. Almost.

Draycen reached her side, his armor back in place, his expression locked in its familiar cold mask. But through the bond, she felt the echo of last night—the moment his control had cracked, the hunger he'd revealed before pushing her away.

"The route takes us through the Thornwood," he said without preamble. "Creature density is highest there, but it's also the fastest path. We move as a unit. No one separates. No one engages unless absolutely necessary."

"And if my thornlight decides otherwise?"

Here is what makes him lethal: the way he looked at her now, assessing and appreciating in equal measure. "Then we adjust. Your magic is unpredictable. We factor that into the plan."

"You've factored in unpredictability."

"I've factored in you." He turned to address the squad. "Move out. Fast and quiet. The sooner we reach Orlaith, the sooner we can end this."

The group fell into formation with practiced efficiency—two soldiers at the front, two at the back, Draycen and Lorian flanking Syvelle and Thessia in the center. They moved through the palace gates and into the fae realm proper, and Syvelle got her first real look at the world she was supposed to help save.

It was dying.

The signs were subtle at first—trees with silver bark showing black rot at their bases, flowers that should have been blooming hanging limp and brown, the soil itself dry and cracked where it should have been dark and rich. But as they traveled deeper into the realm, the decay became impossible to ignore. Entire groves stood skeletal and gray. Rivers ran sluggish and foul. The sky above held a permanent haze, as if the sun itself had given up on this place.

"The rifts drain us," Draycen said quietly, falling into step beside her. "Every breach between worlds siphons magic from our realm. The land feels it first. Then the creatures. Then us."

"How long has this been happening?"

"Accelerating for the past decade. Critical for the past year. Fatal within the next month if nothing changes."

Syvelle's thornlight pulsed in response to the dying land around her. The magic recognized its opposite—decay where there should be growth, death where there should be life. She felt the urge to reach out, to pour her power into the rotting soil and force it back to health.

"Don't." Draycen caught her wrist. "Your magic could help locally, but the cost would drain you before we reach the Archives. Save your strength."

"I can feel it dying."

"So can I. So can every fae in this realm." His grip on her wrist was gentle but firm. "The difference is that you can actually fix it. Which is why we can't afford to waste a drop of your power on temporary measures."

She knew he was right. She hated that he was right.

The magic burns hotter when you have to watch suffering you can't stop. The magic burns hotter when every instinct screams to help and wisdom demands patience. The magic burns hotter now, straining against her control, desperate to bloom.

They walked in tense silence for hours. The Thornwood loomed ahead—a forest of twisted trees that seemed to reach for them with grasping branches, their bark studded with natural thorns that glinted in the pale light. Syvelle understood now why it bore that name.

"The wood recognizes thornlight," Thessia murmured, falling back to walk beside her. "The trees here grew from seeds of the first wielder's magic. They'll respond to you."

"Respond how?"

"No one knows. There hasn't been a wielder here in four centuries."

Wonderful.

They entered the Thornwood at what Syvelle's internal clock estimated was mid-afternoon. The canopy above blocked out most of the sickly sky, leaving them in perpetual twilight. Every shadow seemed to move. Every branch seemed to reach.

Her thornlight erupted without warning.

The vines burst from her palms, spiraling outward in luminous green defense just as something massive lunged from the darkness. She caught a glimpse of too many legs, too many teeth, eyes that glowed with the same sickly red as the rifts—

Draycen's shadow-blade cleaved through the creature before it could reach her.

"Formation tight!" he roared. "They're hunting in packs!"

More creatures emerged from the twisted trees. Syvelle's thornlight responded on instinct, thorns extending into whips that lashed out at anything that moved. She felt the magic burning through her, felt her power levels dropping with each strike, but she couldn't stop—the creatures kept coming, drawn by her light like moths to flame.

Consider the cost when your power makes you a beacon. Consider the cost when saving yourself means becoming the danger. Consider the cost when the magic demands everything and gives nothing back.

"Syvelle!" Thessia's voice cut through the chaos. "You're burning too hot!"

She knew. She felt her body straining, her magic consuming itself to fuel the defense. But the creatures wouldn't stop, and Draycen's soldiers were fighting on all sides, and if she let up for even a second—

A hand closed on her shoulder. Draycen, his golden eyes blazing as he fought beside her. Through the bond, she felt him reach—and then his shadow-magic poured into her, blending with her thornlight in a way that shouldn't have been possible.

The combined power exploded outward.

Creatures screamed. Vines and shadows tangled together, destroying everything they touched with brutal efficiency. The attackers fled or died, and in thirty seconds, the clearing was empty except for their ragged group and the echoing silence of aftermath.

Syvelle collapsed against Draycen's chest, too drained to stand. His arms came around her automatically, holding her upright as her thorns retracted and her vision swam.

"What—" She couldn't finish the question.

"Bound pairs can share magic." His voice was rough against her hair. "I did not know if it would work with power types so different, but—"

"It worked."

"Yes." His grip tightened briefly before he seemed to remember where they were, who was watching. He set her carefully on her feet, keeping one hand at her elbow for support. "Can you walk?"

"I think so."

"Then we move. That display will attract every creature in five miles."

He was right. She knew he was right. But part of her wanted to stay in that moment—his arms around her, their magic intertwined, the impossible rightness of the bond made manifest.

This is not desire. This is survival.

But the lie tasted like ash on her tongue.

They pushed through the Thornwood for three more hours, fighting off two smaller attacks before the trees finally began to thin. Syvelle walked in a daze, her magic slowly regenerating but her body still weak from the massive discharge. Thessia pressed a restorative tonic into her hands at some point, and she drank without tasting, focused only on putting one foot in front of the other.

The bond helped. She drew on Draycen's steady presence like an anchor, letting his controlled calm stabilize her own fraying nerves. He noticed—she felt him notice—but said nothing, simply adjusting his pace to stay close enough that the connection remained strong.

When they finally emerged from the Thornwood's edge, the sight that greeted them made Syvelle forget her exhaustion.

The Rift Archives rose from a cliff face overlooking a silver sea, its spires carved from the living stone itself. Ancient runes glowed softly along its walls, pulsing with power that Syvelle's thornlight recognized and responded to instantly. This place was old. This place was powerful. This place held answers she desperately needed.

"We made good time," Lorian observed, checking their position against some internal fae sense of direction. "A day and a half ahead of Naevren's worst estimates."

"The bond," Draycen said shortly. "The shared magic let us fight more efficiently."

"The bond." Lorian's gray eyes flickered between them with barely concealed amusement. "Is that what we're calling it?"

"That is what it is."
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