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Prologue

Pryce Harper-Green had heard the story countless times—how his mother, Eloise, had ventured into the forbidden Thornveil Wilds to save her dying grandfather. Armed with nothing but determination and the ancient Seafarer’s Sigil she’d found glowing in an iceberg. How she’d faced forest guardians, navigated treacherous bogs, and encountered the great dragon Aurathorn himself. The Dragonscale Moss she’d retrieved had created enough Elixiron to heal Grandpa Joe.

While his mother had married his father, Tyler, after their reunion from the Dragonspine War, and while the village had celebrated their newfound prosperity, darker forces had taken notice of the young woman who carried dragon’s blood in her veins.

That attention had eventually fallen on Pryce himself.

Six months ago, a storm dragon had crashed in the heart of Crystal Shores. Against all wisdom, Pryce had formed a bond with the creature he’d named Stormwing—a connection that should have been impossible for an untrained Shorling youth. That bond had drawn the attention of Princess Seren of the Dragonkin, who’d arrived with promises of training and whispers of destiny.

What followed had been his greatest triumph and his most shameful failure. The Dragonkin had nearly transformed him into one of their own, scales spreading across his skin as he drank their corrupted potions. He’d believed their lies about protecting Crystal Shores from Seadrake Corsairs, had even agreed to marry Princess Seren—only to discover the invasion plans hidden in their war rooms. The dragon-magic ore beneath his village had been their true prize all along.

The final battle had raged across water and sky. His mother had once again risked everything to save him, following him to the Dragonkin fortress of Drakemere Island and later to Dragon’s Fang Island itself. Together with young Jorr, and the mighty dragon Ragnarok, they’d exposed the Dragonkin’s deception and rallied Crystal Shores’ defenders. The village had survived, but at a cost—buildings burned, trust shattered, and Pryce himself forever changed by the scales that still marked his jawline.

Princess Seren had retreated with her fleet, but not before promising that their conflict was far from over. The pendant his mother had given him—filled with their family’s blood mixed with draconic essence—had helped save him from complete transformation.

Now, Pryce stood on Crystal Shores’ rebuilt docks and wondered if the peace they’d fought so hard to preserve was about to shatter once again.


Chapter 1

Pryce Harper Green squinted at the block of greenheart he’d clamped to two sawhorses on the Island of Emberfall. One day—if the stars, the wind, and an improbable amount of spare time aligned—the rough plank would become the new figurehead for the sloop Swiftwind. The old vessel floated at anchor in Emberfall’s cove, patched enough to sail but still missing the proud storm dragon prow it had lost in the last raid. At the moment the carving looked less like a fearsome drake and more like a turnip that had sprouted fangs.

“That nose still belongs on a cabbage,” Kai Frostborne called from atop the paddock fence, where he pretended to supervise. A hammer dangled in his fist as he balanced on the top rail.

Pryce set his gouge, wiped a curl of wood from his brow, and spoke through a crooked grin. “Better a carved cabbage than whatever happened to your face naturally.” He blew sawdust from the groove he’d been working, sending a small cloud toward his friend.

“Perfection like this is hand crafted by the gods, not by fishermen who’ve gone suddenly artistic,” Kai said, running a hand down his jawline. “Some of us are born beautiful. Others just . . .” he gestured at Pryce’s carving, “hack at wood and hope for the best.”

“At least the wood stays put when I’m working on it.” Pryce selected a smaller gouge for the dragon’s eyes. “Unlike certain fence-sitters who can’t even—”

A copper dragonet—Jorr’s newest rescue, Emberstriker—chose that moment to poke its head through the fence rails. With lightning quickness, it seized the hem of Kai’s tunic between needle-sharp teeth. 

“Hey! You little—” Kai’s arms windmilled as he lost balance. He toppled backward into the fresh straw of the paddock with a thump and a cloud of dust. The dragonet pranced away, a scrap of Kai’s tunic dangling from its jaws like a battle trophy.

“Emberstriker!” Kai shouted after the retreating dragonet. “That was my best shirt! Well, my only clean one anyway!”

“Stormwing, tell your cousin to pick on someone his own size,” Pryce called toward the sky, unable to suppress his laughter. “Though I’d say the runt has good taste in targets.”

Stormwing dove from the clouds. She skimmed the pen so low that Kai’s already flattened hair stood straight up in her back draft.

“By the lake’s depths!” Kai spit out straw. “Is everyone determined to annoy me today? Some friend you are, Stormwing!”

The storm dragon banked sharply upward, executing a perfect barrel roll that seemed to express her amusement.

Jorr sauntered over with a coil of freshly spliced rope draped across his shoulders. “Kai, if you’d stay upright for five minutes, the dragons might mistake you for an adult.”

“Ha,” Kai said from the straw, plucking golden stalks from his hair. “Comedy at my expense. Truly, Emberfall is paradise.” He flopped back dramatically, spread-eagled. “Just leave me here to die of embarrassment.”

“Die quietly then,” Jorr said, uncoiling his rope. “Some of us have actual work to do.”

“Work? Is that what we’re calling Pryce’s butchery of innocent lumber now?” Kai propped himself up on his elbows. “I thought we were running a dragon sanctuary, not a torture chamber for trees.”

Pryce chuckled but kept carving—now fussing the dragon’s jawline. The steady rhythm of gouge against wood had become almost meditative over the past weeks. The sanctuary was taking shape around them—rebuilt barns, expanded paddocks, the Swiftwind gradually becoming seaworthy again. It felt right, this place of healing for dragons and Shorlings alike.

“You know,” Pryce said, stepping back to assess his work, “this might actually start looking like a proper dragon if you’d—”

A Tidewing gull interrupted with a piercing cry as it dive-bombed the worksite. It skidded to a halt beside Pryce’s boot, sending wood chips flying. It stuck out a banded leg bearing a brass message capsule.

“Faye’s messenger service grows more dramatic by the day,” Kai said, finally picking himself up from the straw. “That bird looked at me like I owe it money.”

“You probably do,” Jorr said. “Birds have long memories, especially for debt.”

Pryce rolled his eyes at their banter as he carefully unlaced the tiny capsule. Inside, three hurried lines from Faye leapt off the small piece of vellum:

RAID ON SHELTER COVE.  BLACK SAILS.  NAVY STILL ABSENT. COME.

The light mood evaporated instantly. Stormwing must have sensed the change; she landed behind Pryce with a ground-shaking thud, her wings creating a gust that sent wood shavings swirling like snow.

Kai dusted straw from his sleeves. “Bad news?”

“Shelter Cove’s been raided by ships with black sails. I think Corsairs have ships like that,” Pryce said. “They want me back at the mainland.”

“Shelter Cove?” Jorr said, alarmed. “That’s less than half a day’s sail from Crystal Shores.”

Jorr swore in Dragonkin—curses that sounded like ancient prophecy. “Volunteers won’t stop them. Not without the navy backing them.”

“How many families live in Shelter Cove?” Kai asked.

“Twenty, maybe thirty,” Pryce said. “Mostly fishermen and their families.” He shoved his tools into a roll. 

He whistled, and Ash came darting from the stables, the gray cat leaping onto a fence post. Skye circled once overhead before landing beside her message-bearing companion. The animals had followed Pryce from Crystal Shores to Emberfall and back countless times since the battle, loyal beyond explanation.

“Stay with Jorr,” Pryce told them, giving Ash a quick scratch behind the ears. The cat yowled in protest but settled on his perch, tail swishing in disapproval.

Pryce slung his bow across his back and secured his quiver of arrows at his hip. He vaulted to Stormwing’s shoulder, the leather saddle creaking as he settled into position. The bow’s curved limb pressed against his spine.

Kai grabbed a spear from the rack beside the barn. “I’m coming. Someone has to keep you from noble, heroic stupidity.”

“Like charging into burning buildings?” Pryce raised an eyebrow. “Or was it facing down Dragonkin warriors with nothing but a kitchen knife that time in Rushwater?”

“Those were calculated risks,” Kai said, approaching Stormwing. “Besides, you’re one to talk. ‘Oh look, a massive storm dragon is falling from the sky. Let me just run over and introduce myself, shall I?’”

“That worked out pretty well, wouldn’t you say?” Pryce patted Stormwing’s neck, earning a rumble of agreement from the beast.

“Statistically, that shouldn’t have worked,” Kai said.

Stormwing bumped Kai’s hip with her snout—just hard enough to shove him onto the saddle behind Pryce. Kai grabbed Pryce’s shoulders with undignified haste.

“Easy!” Kai said. “Can’t you teach your overgrown lightning bolt some manners?”

“She has manners,” Pryce said, securing the riding straps. “She just doesn’t waste them on you.”

Jorr stepped back, raising a hand in farewell. “I’ll keep things running here. Don’t do anything reckless.”

“Us? Reckless?” Kai’s laugh held a nervous edge. “Perish the thought.”

The dragon gathered herself, and with a thunderous beat of her wings, she leapt skyward.

“Gods and little fishes!” Kai shouted over the wind. “A little warning next time!”

Emberfall’s whitewashed barns dwindled below, the half-rebuilt sanctuary growing smaller with each powerful wing stroke. Pryce’s unfinished dragon figurehead—that hopeful symbol of their peaceful new life—was just a speck now, fading into the distance as they soared toward a darker reality.

***

They touched down near Crystal Shores’ main pier before the sun’s shadow reached noonbell. Pryce dismounted into organized chaos: nets abandoned in tangled heaps, barrels overturned and leaking their contents across the dock, villagers clustering around Harbormaster Westley as if he could sprout cannons from his beard by sheer force of their collective will.

“Move those barrels!” Westley bellowed at a group of fishermen. “If one spark hits that lamp oil, we’ll have our own fire to worry about!”

Westley’s spyglass ticked against his palm like an impatient metronome as he caught sight of Pryce. “About time you showed up, Harper-Green. Shelter Cove’s in ashes. Black hulled brigantines—fast ones. They struck before dawn and vanished west.”

“Casualties?” Pryce asked, dreading the answer.

“Unknown. We’ve got refugees coming in by wagon. Some say half the village was still burning when they fled.”

Old Man Finnegan limped up with his walking cane. “Told ’em decades ago: ‘When the lake goes quiet, keep an ear for the whisper that follows.’ Nobody listens to an old dragon hunter until the flames are dancing on their doorstep.”

“We’re listening now, Finnegan,” Pryce said. “Did you see their approach?”

“Pah!” Finnegan spat. “If I’d seen ’em, I’d have sent warning. But I felt ’em.” He tapped his chest. “Lake’s been too peaceful these past weeks. Too still. Like it’s holding its breath.” 

“Poetic, but not helpful,” Westley grumbled.

Stormwing, apparently bored with Shorling conversation, stretched her long neck to investigate Westley’s brass telescope. She sniffed it curiously, then sneezed a bolt of harmless static that made the metal ping! like a triangle chime. Westley jumped back, nearly falling.

“Confounded beast! That’s precision equipment!”

Kai laughed, finally finding his land legs after the flight. “She approves your instrument, Harbor master. Consider yourself honored.” He bowed with exaggerated formality. “The great Stormwing doesn’t bestow her lightning sneezes on just anyone.”

“Lightning sneezes,” Westley said, wiping soot from the lens with a corner of his jacket. “As if regular dragons weren’t trouble enough.” Despite his gruff tone, he gave Stormwing a respectful nod before turning to Pryce. “Mayor’s summoned emergency council. You’re late already and not even there yet.”

“Not fashionably late?” Kai asked innocently.

“About as fashionable as those pitch stains on your trousers,” Westley said, pointing to the dark smears on Kai’s clothing—souvenirs from their ongoing repairs to the Swiftwind’s hull.

“These?” Kai looked down at his pants. “These are the very latest in nautical couture, I’ll have you know. All the best sailors are wearing tar this season.”

“Save it for someone who cares, Frostborne,” Westley said. “Council Hall. Now.”

In Council Hall, bodies packed the chamber. Voices competed in a rising tide of fear.

“Order!” Mayor Wright shouted, her gavel striking the podium. “Shelter Cove has two trawlers with burned rigging, one family missing, and we have no war fleet.” She adjusted her spectacles and surveyed the room until her gaze settled on the youngest person present. “Mister Pryce Harper-Green?”

A murmur rippled through the chamber as all eyes turned to Pryce. He straightened, noting the streaks of pitch tar not only on Kai’s clothing, but smeared across his own breeches from the morning’s work beneath the Swiftwind’s hull. “Yes, Mayor Wright?”

“That storm dragon of yours—Stormwing—she’s swift and can travel undetected if needed, correct?” When Pryce nodded, she continued, “I know you’re just eighteen years but I have a simple and crucial task for you. I need you to scout the western waters, locate these Corsairs if possible, and return immediately with their position and numbers. No engagement, young man—strictly observation. Can you do this?”

Pryce nodded again. “Stormwing and I can scout the lake, mark their routes. We’ll find their ships and report back.”

Councilor Markham stood, his substantial girth forcing several others to shuffle sideways. His mustache twitched like an agitated caterpillar. “All well and good, but the boy must exercise extreme caution. These aren’t fishing boats he’s tracking—they’re armed raiders with long-range weapons. All I’m saying is that Pryce needs to be absolutely sure he’s not seen, for his safety and ours. A dragon in the sky could provoke them to attack sooner rather than later.”

Kai stepped forward, spear in hand. “Better to see them coming than to sit blind, waiting for black sails to appear on our doorstep.”

“And who asked you, Frostborne?” Markham’s face reddened. “This isn’t some game for children to play at being scouts. If they spot that dragon, they’ll know we’re onto them. If they capture the Harper-Green boy, they could extract information about our defenses—what little we have.”

“Enough,” Mayor Wright said before Kai could respond. “Mister Harper-Green, do you understand your mission? Scout only, locate their position, and return to Crystal Shores with all possible speed. No heroics, no confrontation.”

“I understand, Mayor.”.

Tyler Harper-Green rose from his council seat. “Mayor Wright, while my son is scouting, we should prepare defenses. These corsairs struck Shelter Cove with precision—they’ll do the same to us if we’re not ready.”

“What do you suggest, Councilor?” the mayor asked.

Tyler moved to the large map of Crystal Shores spread across the table. “We need patrols in the water—Finnegan, Tobias, and whoever else can sail. We should string lantern buoys in the narrows as warning signals, rig spiked rafts at the breakwater to damage their hulls, and post lookouts with Faye’s messenger gulls on rotation.”

“And where do you propose we find the men for these patrols?” Markham said, tugging at his collar in agitation. “Our able bodies are already stretched thin with reconstruction, and let’s not forget our Oceanrider fleet is still at Port Ravenspur, being repaired after the Dragonkin attack six months ago. All we have is a single navy vessel—the Tempest Guardian—and she’s hardly enough to patrol our entire coastline.”

“The Oceanriders left a contingent behind,” Tyler countered, placing his hands on the map table. “Captain Henley may have taken the main fleet for repairs, but he’s not a fool. There are at least two dozen trained Oceanriders still stationed here in Crystal Shores—men and women who know these waters better than any Corsair.”

“Two dozen against how many raiders?” Markham scoffed.

“Two dozen trained fighters who can organize the volunteers,” Tyler said. “Corrin’s been maintaining a skeleton crew for the Tempest Guardian. They’ve been drilling the younger folk in basic defense tactics. And my old friend Declan has been staying with us—he served three campaigns against Corsairs before becoming a cook.”

“A cook?” Markham’s mustache bristled. “We’re relying on cooks and volunteers now?”

“We’re relying on everyone with skills to contribute,” Tyler said. “Those who can’t patrol can build defenses. Old Doyle’s goats can’t pull nets, but they can haul timber for barricades. The women can prepare fire arrows and pitch bombs.”

Pryce watched his father with admiration. He’d seen Tyler on fishing boats and at home, but rarely in his role as councilor.

Finnegan rapped his stick against the floor, the sound like a cannon shot. “Hope rows the boat, lads, but a spear keeps the shark from climbing aboard. Tyler’s right. We use what we have, or we lose what we love.”

A momentary silence followed his words. Then Tobias Underhill cleared his throat. “My trading vessel can be outfitted for patrol by evening tide. It’s not much, but it’s fast.”

“Rusty Anchor Inn will provide food for the volunteers,” Brim added from the back.

“I can organize the messenger birds,” Faye piped up from where she stood near the door, her red curls bouncing as she moved forward. “We’ve expanded the network since the battle. We can have warnings to all coastal villages within hours.”

Murmurs of reluctant approval spread through the chamber. The mayor exhaled. “Motion carried. Get to work before those raiders fancy Crystal Shores for their next trophy run.”

After several hours of debate, the council adjourned in a scrape of chairs against worn floorboards. The chamber emptied quickly, villagers hurrying to their assigned tasks.

Outside, Pryce paused beneath a swaying lantern, staring toward the distant silhouette of the Island of Emberfall where his half carved dragon figurehead waited.

Stormwing crouched beside him. Pryce rested his forehead against her warm scales. “Think we can scare off a few puny Corsairs? Show them what happens when they mess with us?”

Stormwing huffed, and nudged him with enough force to make him stagger. The message was clear: Stop doubting and start doing.

“Right, no more brooding,” Pryce agreed, patting her neck. “Time to remind these raiders why Crystal Shores is still standing after everything else that’s tried to destroy it.”

“If you’re done sweet-talking your dragon,” Kai called, approaching with a bundle of supplies, “some of us would like to get this patrol started before we’re all old and gray. Or in Finnegan’s case, older and grayer.”

“I heard that,” Finnegan called from where he was organizing a group of reluctant-looking fishermen. “Keep talking, and I’ll have you scrubbing barnacles off every hull in the harbor!”

“You and what army?” Kai shot back, grinning. “Last I checked, you need both hands just to keep that walking stick upright!”

Finnegan brandished his walking stick, shaking it in Kai’s direction, amused.

“This old sea dog still has enough bite left to teach you some manners. I was tanning hides and scraping hulls when your father was still learning to tie his first knot.”

Pryce smiled. Some things never changed, even with Corsairs on the horizon.

Kai clambered up behind him on Stormwing’s back, still griping about saddle pins and potential death. “If we die, I’m haunting you for eternity,” he said, securing his spear to the saddle. “And I’ll be the most annoying ghost you’ve ever encountered.”

“You’re already the most annoying living person I’ve encountered. How much worse could your ghost be?”

“Oh, you have no idea. I’d move your tools when you weren’t looking. Hide your boots. Make mysterious noises during important conversations.”

“So, exactly what you do now?”

“But spookier.”

Finnegan pointed westward—toward where the raiders had vanished after their attack on Shelter Cove. “Keep your eyes sharp and your wits sharper! And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!”

“That leaves us a surprisingly wide range of options,” Kai said.

Stormwing launched skyward with a powerful thrust of her wings, the sudden acceleration forcing a yelp from Kai.

It looked peaceful from this height, in the way a sleeping giant sometimes looks peaceful before it wakes hungry for destruction. But this was their home, and they would defend it—dragons, gulls, goats, and all.

 




Chapter 2

Stormwing soared through the twilight. Crystal Shores shrank to a ragged necklace of lantern pearls below them, then even those vanished.

“Higher,” Pryce shouted.

The dragon clawed for altitude until wind hissed through the saddle rings.

Behind him, Kai clung to the rear cantle, his spear butt thumping against Pryce’s boot with each of Stormwing’s powerful wing strokes.

“If you grip any tighter, you’ll leave permanent dents in the saddle leather,” Pryce called back to Kai.

“I’m securing myself properly. Unlike some reckless dragon-riders who think the sky is just another fishing boat deck.”

Pryce glanced back at his white-knuckled friend. “You were braver back on the ground when you volunteered for this.”

“Bravery looks different from a thousand feet up,” Kai shouted as they hit a pocket of turbulent air. “If I fall, just make sure they carve something heroic on my marker stone instead of ‘died screaming like a frightened child.’”

Lake Dragontide stretched below them. Thirty miles west lay Shelter Cove’s smoking timbers—and somewhere beyond, the raiders who had kindled them.

“See anything?” Kai shouted.

Pryce lifted Finnegan’s spyglass. Moonlight spilled across the lens. He swept north to south until a shadow broke the seam of water and sky.

“There!” He nudged Stormwing’s left shoulder with a gentle boot heel, their practiced signal for turning. The dragon banked.

Ahead, three long, flat warships sailed with black canvas. Their wooden sides were painted black. The dim orange glow from covered fire-pots lit the ships with eerie light. Between them floated a wide, heavy boat filled with metal cages that made Pryce think of how the Dragonkin once carried their captured dragons.

Kai whistled low through his teeth. “Corsair animal pen. They’re not just raiders—they’re beast-tamers.”

A ripple spread across the lake’s surface. Pryce’s stomach turned as he spotted the seadrake: a long shape of dark scales cutting through the water, bigger than two fishing boats put together. A chain of heavy iron links stretched from the back of the ship to a thick collar locked around the beast’s neck.

The seadrake’s existence confirmed Pryce’s suspicions—these weren’t ordinary raiders. Only the Corsairs had mastered the dark art of binding seadrakes to their will.

Pryce steadied the glass, focusing on the ships’ details. Lantern code winked on the rearmost ship—three short flashes, one long—signaling westward into the darkness. Beyond the fleet, almost invisible against the black-on-black horizon, pinpricks of answering light suggested a second wave of vessels.

“They’re calling reinforcements,” Pryce said. “This isn’t a raid—it’s an invasion force.”

“That’s our cue to leave,” Kai said, his fingers digging into Pryce’s shoulders. “We’ve seen more than enough, and Mayor Wright specifically said ‘no heroics.’”

Pryce nodded and guided Stormwing closer, wanting one final look at the Corsair weapons before returning to Crystal Shores. It was a mistake. As they banked around the trailing ship, Stormwing’s silhouette caught the moonlight.

“Pryce!” Kai shouted. “We’ve got company below!”

Two Corsair lookouts on the mainmast had spotted them; one pointed upward, shouting to his companions while the other reached for his weapon. Moonlight glinted off a raised crossbow as it swung in their direction.

“Hang on!” 

Pryce leaned forward, pressing himself against Stormwing’s neck, and shouted, “Fly.”

Stormwing folded her wings and dove with the sudden grace of a hunting falcon. Air howled past them, watering his eyes. Bolts hissed overhead, one striking a trailing rein with a metallic twang that vibrated through the saddle.

“That was too close!” Kai shouted.

Before the Corsair gunners could reload, Stormwing skimmed the wave tops, her talons spraying silver arcs through the black water. Kai whooped in terrified exhilaration as they sped away from the ships. “Like outrunning a hurricane on the back of the storm itself!”

They headed south, using the island shadows to mask their retreat. Only then did Pryce let Stormwing ease into a glide. The dragon’s sides heaved beneath him, her breath coming in great gusts.

“I’ve seen enough Corsair hospitality to last several lifetimes,” Kai said, still holding on for dear life.

A light bobbed ahead on the dark lake. Pryce signaled Stormwing to slow her flight. As they drew closer, he could make out a fishing skiff with its sail torn to shreds, one side charred black from fire. Two more fishing boats drifted nearby, lashed together and packed with villagers.

Pryce guided Stormwing lower, her wing-beats sending gentle ripples across the water’s surface.

“We’re from Crystal Shores,” he called down.

A gray-haired matron waved up at them, her voice ragged with exhaustion and smoke. “They burned everything! Five families didn’t make it to the boats.”

These weren’t just refugees—they were the first casualties in a war Crystal Shores wasn’t prepared to fight.

From the closest boat, a thick Corsair boarding rope still hung over the side, its metal hook caught deep in the splintered wood.

“Head east to the village,” Pryce instructed the refugees, pointing toward Crystal Shores. “Follow the lighthouse beam—they’ll be watching for survivors. Go quickly!”

As Stormwing wheeled skyward once more, Pryce noticed another glimmer—this one moving across open water. A lone Corsair scout-vessel headed west, lantern code flashing briskly from its bow. The pattern was different from what they’d seen earlier—more urgent, perhaps carrying news of refugee sightings or even their own dragon-backed surveillance.

“I think they’re calling reinforcements,” Pryce said.

Without warning, a black-feathered arrow lanced upward from the scout boat, arcing toward them. Stormwing rolled instinctively. The arrow’s head exploded in a puff of stinging ash—Corsair flashpowder meant to illuminate targets for archers below.

“The next one might burn,” Kai said, brushing ash from his sleeve. “Time to disappear.”

Stormwing needed no further encouragement. She climbed into a bank of clouds. Hidden in the mist, they hovered while Pryce considered their options.

“We can’t lead them straight back to Crystal Shores,” he said. “They’ll track our flight path.”

“So what’s the plan?”

“We head north first, toward Thunder Peaks,” Pryce said. “Then east along the ridge line, and finally south to Crystal Shores. It’ll take longer, but we’ll throw off any trackers.”

“Assuming we don’t freeze to death first.”

The detour added hours to their journey. They skimmed the choppy waters of North Channel, where the lake narrowed between sheer cliffs. Twice they spotted Corsair scout vessels and had to hide in cloud cover, holding position until the danger passed. Stormwing’s breathing grew increasingly labored, her wing beats becoming shallow and forced.

“She can’t keep this up much longer,” Kai said as they finally turned southeast. The Thunder Peaks were far behind them now.

“Just a bit further,” Pryce encouraged, stroking Stormwing’s neck. He could feel the exhaustion in her muscles.

By the time they crossed into Crystal Shores’ waters, the night had passed. Stars had faded from the eastern sky and the first pale gray light of dawn lightened the sky. Pryce’s eyes burned with fatigue as he scanned the horizon, alert for any sign of pursuing vessels.

“There!” Kai pointed ahead to the Crystal Shores’ lighthouse.

Stormwing alighted on the bluff’s grassy brim, exhausted. 

Kai dismounted first and promptly bent double, hands braced on his knees. “If we never do that again. I’ll die content.”

Pryce slid down from the saddle. His legs felt like rubber. He unclenched his fist; Finnegan’s spyglass was still there. His fingers had cramped around it during their long flight, and now they ached as he tucked it carefully into his belt.

“Stormwing needs rest,” he said, stroking the dragon’s neck as she settled onto her haunches, wings folded tightly against her sides. “I pushed her too hard.”

Stormwing’s eyes drooped, her massive sides heaving with each breath.

“Go,” Pryce said to her. “Find somewhere quiet to recover.”

Stormwing dragged herself toward a sheltered alcove near the lighthouse keeper’s cottage. She circled three times before collapsing into an exhausted heap, her tail curling protectively around her body.

“Will she be all right?” Kai asked.

“She needs time,” Pryce said. “Something we don’t have much of.”

From the village below came the toll of the warning bell—three sharp rings followed by one long peal. The emergency council summons.

“They’re waiting,” Kai said, nodding toward the town hall.

“Let’s go,” Pryce said.

As they descended the bluff path toward the village, the first boats were already pushing off from the docks—fishermen heading out not for their morning catch, but to serve as the first wave of lookouts.
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