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The oak tree groaned under Stormfeather’s weight, its bark splintering as the griffin’s powerful hindquarters pistoned against it with single-minded determination. Thorn dug his heels into the moss, hauling back on the leather reins with both hands, but the beast barely noticed—his amber eyes were glazed over, his beak parted in a panting, rhythmic bliss.

 

"Feather, gods—not this tree," Thorn gritted out, his biceps straining. A loud, wet crunch answered him as Stormfeather’s talons sank deeper into the trunk. "That’s the Grand Warden’s boundary marker, you featherbrained—" The griffin arched suddenly, wings flaring, and Thorn barely ducked as a shower of sap and splinters rained down.

 

Behind him, someone cleared their throat. Thorn froze. The voice that followed was syrup-slow, amused. "You know, most rangers just patrol the woods."

 

Thorn turned, still gripping the reins like a lifeline. The stranger lounged against a birch, arms crossed, his grin sharp as a fox’s. Moss clung to his clothes like he’d rolled in it, and his hair—gods, was that a mushroom sprouting behind his ear?

 

"You gonna help," Thorn growled, "or just admire the view?" His voice dripped with the kind of sarcasm that usually sent apprentices scrambling, but the man just pushed off the tree, sauntering closer. Up close, he smelled like damp earth and something sweetly fermented. Thorn’s nose twitched.

 

"Elrin," the man said, as if that explained anything. He reached out, not toward Thorn, but toward Stormfeather’s quivering flank. A sprinkle of luminescent spores drifted from his fingertips, swirling in the air like drunken fireflies. The griffin’s pupils dilated instantly, his frenzied thrusting stuttering to a stop. He let out a noise halfway between a purr and a whine, beak nuzzling Elrin’s palm like a kitten seeking milk.

 

Thorn blinked. "What the hell did you”

 

"Trade secret." Elrin winked, his other hand already unbuckling the satchel at his hip. "But if you want him properly calmed, we’ll need skin contact. Yours, specifically." He held up a vial of something that shimmered like liquid twilight. "Pheromone neutralizer. Works best applied... generously." His gaze dropped, slow, deliberate, to Thorn’s sweat-damp collarbones.

 

Stormfeather chose that moment to sneeze, spraying them both with spore-laced mucus. Thorn wiped his face, grimacing. "That better not be aphrodisiac."

 

Elrin licked his lips. "Depends on your problem."

 

Thorn recoiled—partly from the spores clinging to his eyelashes, partly from the way Elrin's grin widened at his discomfort. He dragged a forearm across his face, smearing griffin snot and glittering dust. "Name's Thorn," he muttered, because even half-covered in mucus, manners were manners. "Stormchaser, if you're feeling dramatic." He jerked his chin toward the still-purring Stormfeather. "This idiot's my problem."

 

Elrin arched a brow, somehow that motion alone felt like a challenge. "Stormchaser," he repeated, rolling the word like he was tasting it. "Bit poetic for a guy who looks like he wrestles bears for breakfast." His fingers flicked toward Thorn's biceps, stopping just shy of actual contact. A trail of iridescent spores spiraled in their wake.

 

Thorn's throat clicked as he swallowed. The air between them hummed, thick with the musk of damp fur and something earthier, muskier, Elrin's spores, no doubt. He exhaled sharply through his nose. "Had a phase," he admitted, grudgingly. "Got over it." That fae-blood fever-dream of his youth—riding tempests, naming himself after the wind—all seemed ridiculous now, especially with Stormfeather currently nibbling Elrin's braid like it was a snack.

 

"And yet, here you are," Elrin mused, stepping closer. The vial in his hand cast fractured light across Thorn's chest. "Chasing storms of a different kind." His thumb brushed the cork stopper. "Tell me, Thorn, do you trust magic?"

 

Stormfeather sneezed again, spraying them both with another cloud of spores.

 

"Not even a little," Thorn growled. But he didn't step back.

 

Elrin's grin turned predatory. "Good. Makes it more fun when you're surprised." He popped the vial's cork with his teeth, the sound obscenely loud in the sudden quiet—Stormfeather had gone unnervingly still, his beak parting as the druid's spores drifted toward his flaring nostrils.

 

Thorn's palm itched for his hunting knife. Instead, he found his fingers curling into fists against his thighs as Elrin closed the distance between them, the vial's contents swirling like trapped lightning. "This works best," the druid murmured, "when applied where the skin's thinnest." His gaze snagged on Thorn's pulse point, then lower, tracing the sweat-slick valley between his pectorals.

 

Stormfeather let out a shuddering exhale, his breath hot and damp against Thorn's shoulder. The griffin's feathers were fluffed unnaturally, his pupils blown wide—Thorn had seen that look before, right before the beast took a running leap at an unsuspecting merchant's cart. "Easy, Feather," he warned, but the griffin wasn't listening. With a noise like a rusty hinge, Stormfeather butted his head against Elrin's chest, nearly knocking the vial from his grip.
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