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      Steal from a fae prince. Touch a cursed stone. Unleash a power that should not exist.

      

      Nyra Vale is a survivor. Thief, liar, orphan—she’s spent every breath evading capture and the memories of a fire that stole everything. But when a job leads her into the vault of the Shadow Court and she dares to touch the wrong artifact, Nyra doesn’t just awaken forgotten magic... she wakes something buried deep within herself.

      

      Now hunted and outmatched, Nyra finds herself bound—literally—to Kieran, the cold and captivating Prince of Shadows. Her choices? Spy for the enemy who should kill her, or be dragged down into the court’s dark heart where secrets twist sharper than blades.

      

      But Kieran wants more than her silence. He demands she play the role of his betrothed. His court must believe it. His enemies must fear it. And Nyra must survive it—without falling under the spell of the prince whose touch burns colder than ice.

      

      If the truth of her magic emerges, it won’t just scorch the fae courts to ash—it might consume her completely.

      

      Because there’s power in Nyra’s blood. And the dragons are not as dead as they seem.

      

      Perfect for fans of dark fae romance and enemies-to-lovers fantasy books, A Bargain of Shadow and Flame delivers court intrigue, fiery magic, and a romance bound by lies.

      For readers who love morally grey princes, forbidden magic, and slow-burn romances with a lethal edge.
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          A THIEF AMONG SHADOWS
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      Nyra

      

      The wards of the fae estate prickle against my skin like nettles as I slip through shadows between moonlit hedgerows. Every step feels like walking through spiderwebs. Invisible strands of magic trying to catch and hold me. But in my years of thievery, I’ve learned a thing or two about avoiding detection. The trick is to move like water, flowing around the barriers rather than breaking through them.

      I pause beneath a towering oak, pressing my back against rough bark as I study the palace looming ahead. Its obsidian walls seem to drink in the starlight, windows gleaming like cat’s eyes in the dark. Not my usual sort of job. I prefer to stick to mortal marks, where the worst I have to worry about is steel and rope if I’m caught. The promise of enough coin to keep me fed through winter, however, had been too tempting to resist.

      “Just get in, grab the stone, get out,” I whisper to myself, though the words taste like lies on my tongue. Nothing involving the fae is ever that simple.

      A cool breeze carries the sweet scent of night-blooming jasmine, nearly masking the metallic tang of magic that coats the back of my throat. I adjust the black mask covering the lower half of my face and check my tools one final time. Lock picks secured at my hip, daggers strapped to my thighs, rope coiled at my belt. Everything a proper thief needs.

      The first floor windows are warded. I can see the shimmer of protective spells even from here. But there’s a balcony on the third floor with minimal security, likely because most thieves can’t scale sheer walls. Most thieves aren’t me.

      I retrieve my grappling hook and take careful aim. The metal makes no sound as it catches on the balcony’s ornate railing, enchanted for silence like all my best tools. With a sharp tug to test the rope’s security, I begin my climb.

      The wall is smooth beneath my boots, cut stone fitted so perfectly there’s barely a crack to grip. I focus on steady breathing as I climb upward. Don’t look down. Don’t imagine how the fae would delight in watching a thief plummet to their death. Just climb.

      I roll onto the balcony with practiced grace, pressing myself flat against the door as I examine its lock. It’s beautiful work. All delicate pins and springs that would take most thieves hours to pick. I have it open in under a minute.

      The interior of the palace exceeds even my expectations in its opulence. Moonlight pours through stained-glass windows, painting the marble floors in jewel tones. The air hangs thick with magic, making each breath a struggle. Yet beneath that suffocating power, I sense something else—a pull, like a hook behind my navel, drawing me forward.

      “That’s different,” I mutter, fighting the urge to be reckless and follow it. I’ve learned to trust my instincts, but this is unusual. Less like intuition and more like... destiny.

      I hate destiny. The last time I believed in it, ten orphans died in a fire I couldn’t control. Their screams still wake me most nights, the phantom scent of burning flesh clinging to my skin long after I’ve jolted awake. Destiny is nothing but another word for doom. I refuse to walk into the flames again.

      Still, the pull guides me true. Past sleeping guards and through halls adorned with artwork worth more than I’d earn in ten lifetimes until I reach an unmarked door that hums with power. The lock is complex, but my fingers move almost of their own accord, picking it with uncanny precision.

      The treasury beyond is a collector’s dream. Gems the size of eggs gleam from velvet-lined displays. Ancient weapons hang on the walls, still carrying echoes of long-ago battles. Yet I ignore them all, drawn inexorably to a simple wooden box perched on a pedestal in the center of the room.

      My hands tremble as I lift the lid. Inside, nestled in black silk, lies a stone no larger than my palm. It appears almost ordinary—smooth and gray as river rock—but the moment my fingers brush its surface, everything changes.

      Heat floods my veins like liquid fire. The stone pulses with a deep red light, and something whispers at the edges of my mind. Not quite a voice, but a presence. Ancient. Powerful. Alive.

      Wake up, little flame.

      I snatch my hand back, heart pounding. “What in the hell…”

      A violent shudder wracks my body as raw energy sears through me, twisting through my veins like living wildfire. I stumble back from the shock, my breath catching and fingers tingling as if struck by lightning. My vision blurs at the edges where dark shapes curl and writhe like smoke, yet the center sharpens with unnatural clarity. Colors bleeding into one another as if the boundaries between things are dissolving.

      For a horrifying moment, I am untethered. Adrift in something vast and ancient that knows my name, though I haven’t spoken it aloud. The presence presses against my mind, not speaking but flooding me with whispers of power, hunger, purpose. My pulse hammers against my ribs, a frantic drumbeat contrasting with the sudden stillness of the room.

      The floor beneath me tilts and sways, forcing me to brace against the pedestal. A high-pitched ringing fills my ears, drowning out everything but the stone’s silent call. Pressure builds in my chest like a physical weight, making each breath feel like I’m drowning on dry land. This is wrong. This isn’t happening to me. It can’t be.

      This isn’t just magic. This is something sentient, something watching and it recognizes me.

      What the hell have I been hired to steal?

      I wrench my gaze from the stone, forcing air into my lungs, willing my body to move. Yet the weight of its awareness lingers, clawing at the edges of my mind like spectral fingers. Every instinct screams at me to run. To flee before something irreversible happens. But I haven’t finished the job yet.

      “I was wondering who would come for it.” The voice behind me flows smooth as silk and cold as winter midnight. “Though I must admit, I wasn’t expecting someone quite so... human.”

      I whirl around, daggers materializing in my hands, but it’s already too late. The shadows themselves come alive, writhing and twisting until they form the shape of a man. No, not a man. A fae. The most beautiful and terrifying creature I’ve ever seen.

      He steps into a shaft of moonlight, and my breath catches. Midnight hair falls past broad shoulders, framing features carved from marble. But it’s his eyes that hold me frozen. Molten silver that sees through every mask and shield I’ve ever built. I know who he is. Everyone who deals in secrets knows the prince of the Shadow Court, the Hidden Blade of the fae courts. I’ve just tried to steal from Kieran himself.

      Well, shit.

      “If you’re going to kill me,” I say, surprised by my own composure, “you should wake up those guards who were supposed to be protecting the family jewels. Did you notice how easily I walked right in here?”

      A flash of amusement—or perhaps interest—crosses his perfect features. “Do you wish to die with them, then?”

      “I’d rather not die at all, actually.” I shift my weight, calculating the distance to the door. Not that it matters. His magic already fills the room like a living thing, poised to snare me if I run.

      “Then perhaps we can make a bargain.” He steps closer, and I fight the urge to retreat. “You have something I want. Information about who sent you. And I...” His smile reveals teeth too sharp to be human. “I have your life.”

      Behind me, the stone pulses with growing urgency, its whispers becoming more insistent. Every instinct I possess screams that accepting any deal he offers would be worse than death itself.

      “Make your offer, Your Highness,” I say, the words bitter as ash on my tongue.

      His silver eyes gleam with triumph. “Spy for me or die. Either way, you leave here with purpose. Make your choice.”

      I live by a single rule: survive. Yet something deep within me screamed that trusting him would cost far more than my life.

      The shadows writhe around Kieran as he awaits my answer, coalescing into shapes that hurt my eyes to follow. Tendrils stretching and curling around his form like living extensions of his will. The temperature drops, the air growing crisp with the scent of winter sky and midnight frost. Moonlight fractures as it passes through these living shadows, casting broken shards of light across his dangerous silver eyes that glow from within.

      My fingers tighten around my daggers, though I know they’re useless against his magic. Behind me, the heart-stone pulses, its whispers growing more insistent with each beat of my racing heart. A scorching counterpoint to the Shadow Prince’s cold power.

      “What kind of spy?” I ask, buying time to think. “Because if you’re looking for someone to infiltrate fancy tea parties, I should warn you… my curtsy needs work.”

      His laugh is dark and smooth as midnight velvet, sending an unwelcome shiver down my spine. “Oh no, little thief. I need someone who can move through shadows.” He gestures at my black-clad form with elegant fingers. “Someone who already knows how to remain... unseen.”

      “I work alone,” I say, my voice sharper than intended. “And I don’t take orders well. Especially from arrogant fae princes.”

      Kieran moves with liquid grace, closing the distance between us. I refuse to back away, even as he circles me like a predator sizing up prey. His magic brushes against my skin. Cold and electric.

      “Yet here you are,” he murmurs, “in my vault, touching my artifacts.” His hand shoots out, catching my wrist before I can strike with the dagger. His grip is like iron bound in silk. “Tell me, what did you feel when you touched the stone?”

      His grip tightens around my wrist, sending a jolt of cold through my skin, biting deep like winter’s first frost. It’s a sharp contrast to the fire still racing through my veins from the stone’s touch. The collision of opposites stings—a sizzling pressure where his hand meets mine—and I bite back a gasp as pain lances up my arm. His touch is ice and shadow, seeping into my bones, but beneath it—beneath him—something flares hotter, fighting back in a slow-burning defiance.

      Kieran inhales sharply, his silver eyes narrowing as the air between us crackles with tension. “Interesting,” he murmurs, voice low and measured. “You’re resisting me.”

      I bare my teeth, refusing to flinch as the battle between his cold and my heat rages across my skin. “Get used to it.”

      His fingers flex, tightening the icy tendrils of his power. Shadows coil around my wrist—velvet-soft and alive—pulsing in rhythm with the stone behind me. I jerk against his grip, but his strength is absolute.

      Kieran tilts his head, studying me like an unsolved mystery.

      I try to jerk free, but he holds firm. “Let go.”

      “Answer the question.” There’s an edge to his voice now, a command bound in velvet menace.

      “Heat,” I snap. “Like fire in my blood.” I hesitate, knowing I should say more, but his fingers tighten and I fall silent, keeping the rest to myself.

      His gaze narrows, something deadly flickering in his eyes before his features smooth back to aristocratic indifference. “Interesting. And tell me, does your employer know about this reaction?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “No?” His free hand comes up, fingers trailing along my jaw. I bare my teeth, but he just smiles. “Then perhaps you’d like to explain why a simple thief’s touch would wake dragon magic. Magic lost since the sundering. Power beyond the reach of even the highest fae, believed completely extinguished.”

      Dragon magic? I want to laugh in his face, but the memory of that liquid fire from the stone still heats my fingertips. An electric current that raced up my arm and settled somewhere beneath my ribs. A cold sliver of fear works its way down my spine at his words. Of all the things I expected him to say, that wasn’t one of them. The fae are known for their lies, for twisting truths into traps, and this... this has to be one of them. Because if he’s serious, then I’ve stepped into something far worse than a simple heist gone wrong.

      The stone still pulses in my mind, its whispers curling around my thoughts like embers catching in dry wood. Wake up, little flame. The words slither through me, sending heat creeping slowly through my veins. I grit my teeth and shove the sensation down. No. This is just magic—fae trickery—trying to sink its claws into me.

      I meet Kieran’s silver gaze and force a smirk. “Dragon magic? You must be desperate if you’re resorting to fairy tales.”

      I shove hard against his chest, channeling all my fear and confusion into the motion. To my shock, he stumbles backward, releasing my wrist. A look of genuine surprise crosses his face as he studies his hand. Angry red marks—like burns—appear where he gripped me.

      “What just happened?” The question tears from my throat before I can stop it.

      His smile is sharp as a blade now. “That, little thief, is precisely what I intend to find out.” He spreads his hands, shadows coiling around his fingers like living serpents. “So, shall we discuss the terms of your employment? Or would you prefer to discover what happens when Shadow Court justice meets a mortal thief?”

      I glance at the door, calculating odds I know are impossible. Even if I could outrun him, he has undoubtedly already alerted his minions. Besides, now that the stone has awakened something inside me—something that burns—I need answers more than freedom.

      My pulse thrums like a caged bird against my ribs. Kieran’s words snake through my mind, intertwining with the lingering heat of the stone’s touch. Dragon magic. The phrase should be absurd, yet the fire churning beneath my skin tells a different truth.

      I swallow hard, forcing my breathing to steady. Think, Nyra. I’ve survived for years on instinct, slipping past danger, but this is different. There’s no easy escape. His magic saturates the air, pressing against my skin like an unseen shackle. If I refuse him, I won’t leave here alive. But if I agree…

      I’ve avoided fae bargains my entire life. Mortals who entangle themselves in fae affairs never find happy endings… they get lost, twisted, devoured. But I can’t ignore what just happened. The stone’s fire still pulses through my veins, a whisper of something dark and waiting. Something Kieran desperately wants.

      A satisfied smirk plays at the edges of his lips, as if he already knows my answer. As if he already owns me. That alone makes me want to spit in his face and take my chances with death. Instead, I lift my chin, steel entering my voice. “I don’t trust fae. And I sure as hell won’t be some puppet on your strings.”

      He chuckles, the sound sharp and knowing. “Oh, little thief. You assume you have a choice.”

      His shadows curl around my ankles, a dark caress, a warning. I shiver, not knowing if it’s from fear or something more dangerous. Deep down, I already know the truth. Whether I have a choice or not, I’ve stepped into something far bigger than a stolen stone. And for the first time in my life, I might not be able to run.

      “Fine,” I grit out. “But I have conditions.”

      “You’re hardly in a position to negotiate.”

      “You need me.” The certainty in my voice surprises both of us. “If you didn’t, you would have already killed me or thrown me in your dungeons. So yes, I am in a position to negotiate.”

      For a long moment, he watches me, those silver eyes unreadable. Then he laughs. A genuine laugh this time, rich and deep.

      “Very well, mortal. Name your terms.”

      “First, stop calling me that. My name is Nyra.”

      “Nyra.” He savors my name like a rare wine, each syllable lingering on his tongue. “Continue.”

      “I need protection. Not just from other fae, but from whoever hired me for this job. They’ll be furious when they discover I failed.”

      “Granted. What else?”

      I take a deep breath. “I want enough gold and jewels to retire comfortably.”

      He arches a dark brow. “Aren’t you rather young for retirement?”

      “I prefer to call it an early career change,” I say, though my attempt at humor falls flat against his predatory grace. “Besides, do you have any idea how exhausting it is dodging both the city guard and nobles’ latest magical traps? A girl needs her rest.”

      His silver eyes flash with what might be amusement, though his perfect features remain carefully composed. “And here I thought thieves lived for the thrill of the chase.”

      “We live for the coin at the end of it.” I shift my weight, testing my options. The door might as well be in another realm, and the stone’s whispers grow more insistent by the second. “So what’s your real offer, Your Highness? I doubt you’re planning to fund my retirement.”

      “Smart girl.” He moves closer with liquid grace, each step bringing the chill of his shadows wrapping around me. “What I offer is a chance to serve a greater purpose than picking locks and dodging guards. The question is... are you willing to bind yourself to something beyond mere survival?”

      I bare my teeth in what might pass for a smile. “Pretty words from a prince of shadows. But let’s be clear, you’re offering me a chain, gilded or not.”

      His answering smile is both beautiful and terrible. “All bargains are chains, Nyra. The trick is choosing the one that binds you to freedom.”

      “Free?” I laugh, the sound escaping bitter and harsh. “Nothing involving the fae courts comes without a price.”

      The shadows around him pulse and writhe, matching the rhythm of the heart-stone behind me. When he speaks again, his voice carries the weight of old magic.

      “Then let us seal our bargain properly.” He extends one elegant hand, darkness swirling around his fingers. “Do you swear to serve as my spy for one full year, to walk in shadows and gather secrets in my name?”

      The smart answer would be no. The safe answer would be to run. Instead, I place my hand in his, ignoring the tingling sensation where our skin meets. “I swear.”

      “And I swear to protect you from those who would harm you, and to fill your purse with coin.” His fingers tighten around mine as magic surges between us. Shadow and flame, ice and fire. “So mote it be.”

      The bargain hits me like a physical blow, stealing my breath. Magic—cold and ancient—writhes beneath my skin, coiling around my lungs, heart, and bones. Unlike the stone’s fire, this magic is deliberate, calculated, precise. I gasp and stagger as its weight settles, a thousand invisible threads now linking me to the fae prince. There’s a terrible finality to it, as though something vital has been torn from me that I’ll never recover.

      The room spins, my vision narrowing to pinpoints of light as I struggle to breathe through the sensation of drowning in darkness. I want to claw at my chest, tear the magic out, but my limbs won’t obey. Inside me, the fire ignited by the stone flares in response, pushing back against Kieran’s claim but it’s too feeble, too untested. Something has irrevocably changed in the fabric of my being.

      After the magic finally settles, I’m left trembling, cold sweat beading across my forehead. When I meet Kieran’s gaze, I see something far more terrifying than any threat or magic:

      Interest. Curiosity. Hunger.

      I’ve made myself fascinating to a predator who collects secrets like precious artifacts. And somehow, I know this bargain will cost me far more than a single year of service.

      It might cost me everything.
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          A BARGAIN IN SHADOWS
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      Kieran

      

      Magic ripples through my shadows as I watch the mortal thief—Nyra—try to hide her shiver. The bargain settles between us like frost on glass, delicate yet binding. Her pulse flutters beneath my fingers where they still clasp her hand, quick as a caged bird’s. But there’s steel in her spine and defiance in those emerald eyes, even now.

      I study her with growing curiosity, this unexpected variable in centuries of careful planning. The magic of our bargain lingers in the air, a faint shimmer where our shadows and fire touched. I hadn’t expected her to survive this long. When I first sensed an intruder slipping through my wards, I’d assumed it would end like all the others: a swift capture, a quicker death.

      But then… defiance. Not just fear. After the stone pulsed, I studied her aura: not a mortal’s. Something ancient threaded through her like coiled flame, untamed and waiting.

      Interesting. Perhaps there’s more here than just a simple thief. Perhaps... a different kind of asset.

      And yet, here she stands, defying both instinct and fate.

      It isn’t just her skill—though even I can admit her precision is remarkable for a human. No, it’s something more fundamental, something that makes her an anomaly among the predictable patterns of mortal behavior. The stone reacted to her touch, its ancient fire flaring as if recognizing something within her. Something lost, something buried beneath layers of humanity that shouldn’t be there at all. Her chaotic nature bends magic around her in ways I’ve never witnessed, making her impossible to fully anticipate or control. A dangerous quality in my carefully ordered world.

      For centuries, I’ve searched. Hunted. Followed the faintest trails and forgotten whispers of power that should no longer exist. My brother believed the Dragonkin bloodline still flickered among mortals. Hidden, diluted, dormant. A theory that cost him his life and nearly destroyed our court’s standing. I had believed it a foolish dream… until now.

      Yet I hesitate.

      This thief—messy, mortal, and maddening—is unlike anything I’ve encountered. The heart-stone came alive at her touch. Her body absorbed its power without shattering. And the magic coursing through her blood? Not just raw, but wild. Unshaped. It could be exactly what he described. What he died for.

      I cannot deny the pull of curiosity, the dangerous thrill of uncertainty she brings into my calculated existence. Could the legends of dormant power, the whispers of Dragonkin essence woven through mortal veins, truly manifest now? After endless years of predictable moves and countermoves, this wild element promises something I didn’t realize I craved. A solution. A weapon. A key.

      Her.

      She has no idea what she is. No idea what she could become.

      I should kill her now. It would be the safest course before whatever slumbers within her fully awakens. One clean stroke to eliminate a threat to everything I’ve built. My fingers flex slightly at the thought, shadows curling in anticipation of my command.

      And yet…

      I hesitate. When was the last time I truly hesitated? The sensation is as foreign as it is unwelcome. Yet I cannot deny the pull of curiosity, the dangerous thrill of uncertainty she brings into my calculated existence. After centuries of predictable moves and countermoves, this wild element promises something I didn’t realize I craved. Anticipation.

      I step closer, relaxing my grip on her fingers, watching the way she tenses, as if preparing to run. A corner of my mouth lifts. Clever little thief. She knows she cannot escape me, yet she considers it.

      I admire that kind of defiance.

      More than that, I need it.

      For the first time in decades, something like hunger coils in my chest, cold and sharp. The game has changed. I refuse to let her slip away before I understand what she is. So I let the bargain stand, allowing her to believe she has won something, when in truth, she has merely stepped deeper into my web. And if I am right about what lingers in her blood, about what stirs beneath her skin...

      Then this night is only the beginning.

      “Follow me,” I command, releasing her hand and turning toward the door. Losing contact shouldn’t bother me, yet my skin tingles where we touched, the residual heat from whatever power she possesses.

      “Where are we going?” She doesn’t move, her voice sharp with suspicion.

      I glance back, letting my shadows curl warning tendrils around her ankles. The darkness moves with unusual eagerness, hungry to taste more of that strange fire. “Unless you’d prefer the dungeons, you’re coming to your new quarters. The ones befitting my personal spy.”

      “Right next to yours, I assume?” The sarcasm in her tone does nothing to mask her unease. “How cozy.”

      “Precisely.” I smile, just enough fang to remind her of what I am. “I prefer to keep volatile assets where I can control them.”

      She’s a spark in my powder-keg domain now. I’ll let the court believe she’s tamed while I study her. Learn how her fire remained hidden, how it awakened. And if she becomes too dangerous, flame is easily smothered by shadow. Always has been.

      She bristles at the word “asset,” just as I anticipated. “I’m not your property.”

      “No,” I agree, continuing down the moonlit corridor. “You’re something far more interesting.”

      My shadows alert me to her movements. How she glances at the heart-stone one last time before following, how her fingers brush the daggers at her thighs. Good instincts, even if useless against me. But what truly intrigues me is what my magic can’t sense: the way ancient wards bend around her like water parting around stone, the lingering warmth in the air where she passes.

      Dragon magic. After centuries of searching, to find it here, in a mortal thief, of all people. The irony would be delicious if it weren’t so potentially catastrophic.

      We climb the grand staircase in silence, though I note how she memorizes each turn, each potential escape route. When we reach the royal wing, her steps falter.

      “These are noble quarters.”

      “Did you expect servant’s lodging?”

      She snorts. “I expected a cell with better-than-average furnishings. This is…”

      “Suspicious?” I supply, amused despite myself. “You’ll find, little thief, that I am full of surprises.”

      “Stop calling me that.”

      I ignore her and pause before an ornate door carved with shadow work patterns that shift and dance in the dim light. “Your chambers.”

      She eyes the door like it might bite. “And yours?”

      I gesture to the matching door across the hall. “Close enough to hear if you try anything foolish. Far enough to maintain propriety.”

      A flush colors her cheeks, but her voice stays steady. “Worried about your reputation, Your Highness?”

      “Hardly.” I step closer, enjoying how she forces herself not to retreat. “But you should be worried about yours. I will be watching, waiting for you to make a mistake.”

      The shadows around us suddenly grow denser, darker, wrapping us in a cocoon of near-absolute darkness. The temperature drops as I lean closer, my voice dropping to a rumble so low it’s nearly felt rather than heard. “One misstep, one hint that you’re not worth my protection...”

      I let my shadows brush against her skin. A cold, silken caress that carries the implicit promise of how easily they could choke the life from her. The threat hangs unspoken, yet the air between us grows heavy with its weight. Something flickers in those green eyes—not just fear, but a flash of defiance that makes my pulse quicken with interest.

      “I don’t need your protection.” She lifts her chin, defiant to the last. “I survived just fine before you.”

      A laugh escapes before I can stop it. “Did you? Yet you bargained for it nonetheless. Explain how you ended up in my vault, touching an artifact that could have burned the soul from your body if you weren’t...” I catch myself, but her gaze sharpens.

      “If I wasn’t what?”

      I wave a hand, and her chamber door swings open. “Get some rest. Training begins at dawn.”

      “Training?” Genuine alarm fills her voice. “What kind of training?”

      I let my smile turn predatory. “The kind that will keep you alive in my court. Unless you’d prefer to face the vipers without knowing their venom?”

      She mutters something that sounds suspiciously like a curse. “Fine. But I want answers tomorrow. About the stone, about what you sensed, about all of it.”

      “Careful, little spy.” I lean closer, close enough to see the gold flecks in her eyes, to catch the scent of night air and adrenaline on her skin. “Answers in my court come with prices of their own.”

      Her breath catches, but she doesn’t back down. “Everything has a price. I learned that long before I met you.”

      “Did you?” I trace one finger along her jaw, feeling the heat that rises to meet my touch. “Then here’s your first lesson in court politics. Nothing is more expensive than the truth. Speaking of... Who hired you?”

      Nyra holds my gaze for a long moment, weighing her options. I sense the calculations behind those eyes, the careful risk assessment. Defiance flickers in her emerald gaze, but she’s smart enough to know she can’t leave this encounter without giving me something.

      Her shoulders tense, bracing for an inevitable blow. “I don’t know exactly who put out the contract,” she admits. “But the job came through a broker. Someone who deals in work for those who prefer anonymity.”

      I arch a brow. “A name, thief.”

      She exhales, jaw tightening before she spits it out like a curse. “Orien Fox.”

      Orien. Interesting. A man who moves between worlds with quiet precision, known for arranging dealings between mortals and fae alike. He never reveals his clients, never works without purpose. If he was involved, then whoever pulled these strings desperately needed to remain hidden.

      And that only makes this all the more intriguing.

      Nyra studies my face, searching for a reaction. I let none show. Instead, I step back, releasing her from the weight of my scrutiny. For now.

      “Very good,” I murmur, letting the darkness around me settle. “Consider this your first useful act in my service.”

      She scowls at that, but says nothing. Smart girl. I’ve gotten what I needed. For the moment. The rest can wait until dawn.

      I take another step back before she can respond, letting shadows swallow me whole. I remain unseen, watching as she enters her chambers. Only when the door closes behind her do I allow myself to frown. The magic in her blood is awakening faster than I anticipated. If I’m not careful, she’ll burn us both before I can unravel the mystery she presents. And yet…

      I flex my fingers, remembering the feel of her hand in mine, the way our magic clashed and sparked. Dragon fire and shadow, light and dark. A volatile yet intriguing combination.

      Tomorrow, I’ll begin teaching her to survive my court. To spy, to dance, to play the ruse of shadows and secrets. To survive. But tonight, I need to consult the ancient texts. Confirm what I already suspect. She isn’t merely an asset. She’s proof that the balance can be restored. Or destroyed.

      She might be the key to everything I’ve spent centuries searching for... or the beginning of a flame that consumes more than just our enemies. Yet, the terrifying truth spirals in the back of my mind, unspoken: I’m not certain I’ll try to extinguish her if that time comes.

      My private chambers seem oddly empty as I materialize within them, the shadows retreating to dance along the walls. I sense Nyra moving in her room across the hall. Pacing, restless as a caged animal. She knows she’s trapped, even if her cage is lined with silk.

      I allow myself to linger briefly before wrapping myself in darkness and relocating to my brother’s study. Once inside, I move to the ancient texts lining the walls, searching for answers. Most are forbidden—records of the time before the courts, when dragons were guardians and kept everything in balance. My brother had been obsessed with these histories. Before his murder, he’d claimed to have found something revolutionary in their pages. Something about mortal bloodlines and hidden power.

      I pull a heavy tome from the shelf, my fingers brushing over the worn leather cover stamped with an ancient sigil. My brother’s mark.

      A phantom echo of our last conversation haunts me. “You don’t understand, Kieran. The bloodline didn’t vanish, it was hidden. Woven into mortal ancestry, locked away until…”

      Until what? He never finished that thought. Never had the chance.

      I exhale, shaking off the weight of memory. Yet the truth lingers like smoke. Whatever Nyra awakened tonight, whatever stirred in her blood, my brother had been searching for the same thing.

      And it had gotten him killed.

      A knock at the door interrupts my thoughts. “Enter.”

      Lady Elira, my spymaster, glides in on silent feet. Her silver hair marks her as one of the winter-kissed, though she’s served the Shadow Court longer than most can remember. “The wards detected unusual magic during the theft attempt. I came as soon as I could.”

      “You missed the excitement. It seems the heart-stone caught something unexpected.”

      Her silver eyes narrow. “The thief survived touching it?”

      “More than survived. She woke it.”

      Elira goes completely still, her silver eyes hardening into twin pools of mercury. Her composure—legendary among the court for its unshakable quality—falters for the briefest moment as her fingers tighten around the dagger at her hip. In all my centuries, I’ve never seen her truly shocked until now.

      “Impossible,” she whispers, the word hanging heavy between us. “Unless...” She stops, choosing her words carefully. “Your brother’s research...”

      “May not have been as foolish as we thought.” I pace the length of the study, unable to contain my restless energy. “She has no idea what she is, Elira. No training, no control. Just raw power waiting to explode.”

      “Which makes her dangerous.” She moves to the window, gazing toward the distant border where the Dawn Court’s territory begins. “If they learn of her existence⁠—”

      “They won’t.” The words come out sharper than intended. “She’s under my protection now.”

      “A bargain?” When I nod, she sighs. “Risky. If she’s truly what we suspect, her magic could burn right through any oath.”

      “Then we’ll have to ensure she has reason to stay without one.” I pause by a mirror, studying my reflection. The prince of shadows, they call me. The one who sees all, knows all, controls all. Yet here I am, gambling everything on a mortal thief with dragon fire in her veins.

      “The court won’t like this,” Elira warns. “Housing a mortal in the royal wing, training her personally. They’ll see it as weakness.”

      “They need not know.” I smile, though there’s no warmth in it. “Though, should they find out... It’s been too long since I reminded them why they fear me.”

      “And the girl? What happens when she discovers what she is?”

      I think of Nyra’s defiant eyes, the way she stood her ground even when surrounded by my shadows. “She’s stronger than she looks. She’ll adapt.”

      “Or she’ll burn us all to ash.” She moves toward the door, then pauses. “Careful, Kieran. Dragon fire isn’t the only thing that burns.”

      Elira’s words linger in the dim silence of the study. The weight of dragon fire and forgotten bloodlines presses against my thoughts as I exhale, my fingers drumming against the ancient tome in my grasp.

      Before I can respond, she tilts her head, silver eyes sharp with unspoken challenge. “What if she chooses to defy you?”

      A fair question—one I cannot afford to answer carelessly.

      Nyra is no ordinary spy, no simple thief I can leash with threats and coin. She has already defied expectations, slipping through my wards, surviving the heart-stone’s touch. She is something new. A force of potential enveloped in mortal unpredictability. If she ever realizes what she is—what she could become—control will no longer be an option. My shadows may not be enough to hold her.

      I let a slow, deliberate smile curve my lips. “Then I suppose I’ll just have to make sure she has no other option.”

      The words emerge with calculated coldness, but beneath them stirs a darker truth I hesitate to acknowledge even to myself. Part of me hopes she does defy me. Part of me craves the challenge she presents, the disruption to my ordered existence. After centuries of predictable power plays and calculated risks, her defiance sparks something I’d thought long extinguished. Genuine excitement.

      I wait until Elira is gone before allowing my mask to slip. Crossing to the balcony, I gaze across my darkened kingdom. Somewhere in the distance, dawn approaches, though full sunlight never quite reaches the Shadow Court. We prefer our secrets veiled in eternal twilight. Yet now there’s a spark of true fire in our midst. I close my eyes, focusing on the subtle pulse of magic across the hall. Nyra has finally stopped pacing, though her energy still burns bright against my senses, like a star fallen into darkness.

      Tomorrow, I’ll begin molding her into something useful. A spy, a weapon, a key to power long lost. I’ll teach her to play our dance without stumbling, to speak our silvered lies without flinching. To survive.

      But tonight, I allow myself to wonder: what might she teach me in return?
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          A DANCE OF DAGGERS AND FIRE
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      Nyra

      

      Sleep eludes me in this gilded cage, though the bed is softer than any I’ve known. By the time dawn’s pale light filters through the stained-glass windows, I’m already dressed in fitted leather training clothes found in the wardrobe, daggers strapped to my thighs.

      A knock startles me from studying the intricate patterns dancing across the walls. The door swings open before I can respond, revealing a willowy fae woman bearing a tray of fruit, bread, and steaming tea.

      “The Prince commands you eat and prepare yourself,” she announces, her silver eyes appraising me with barely concealed disdain. “Someone will collect you in thirty minutes.”

      My stomach growls at the sight of fresh food, but pride makes me wait until she leaves before falling on the meal like a starving wolf. The tea scalds my tongue, its unfamiliar spices making my head spin.

      True to the servant’s word, exactly thirty minutes later, another knock sounds. This time it’s a male fae guard, his face an emotionless mask as he gestures for me to follow.

      I memorize each turn as we wind through the palace corridors. Left at the portrait of the severe-looking fae lady. Right at the statue of some ancient hero. Down a sweeping staircase lined with black marble. Finally, we emerge into a courtyard where morning mist clings to carefully manicured hedges.

      And there he stands.

      Kieran’s midnight hair is pulled back from his face, emphasizing his sharp cheekbones and dangerous silver eyes. He’s traded his formal attire for close-fitting leather training gear that reveals every line of his muscular frame. Beside him stands a female warrior, her posture rigid with military precision.

      “Good morning, Nyra,” Kieran drawls. “Ready to begin your education?”

      I bare my teeth in what might pass for a smile. “That depends. Will there be written exams? Because I should warn you, my penmanship is atrocious.”

      “We’ll start with something more practical.” He gestures to the grassy area beside him. “Your combat skills need work.”

      “Fine. Where do you want me?” I glance at the female warrior, assuming she’ll be my sparring partner.

      Kieran’s smile turns predatory. “Oh no, little spy. You’ll be fighting me.”

      My heart stutters. “W-What?”

      But he’s already moving, faster than thought, shadows trailing in his wake. I barely get my daggers up in time to block his first strike. The impact jars my bones, and something in my side gives with a sickening crack.

      “Really?” I wheeze through the stabbing pain. “Is damaging your assets part of the training plan?”

      “You’ll live.” His tone is infuriatingly calm, as if breaking ribs were no worse than bruising an apple. “A broken rib is an excellent teacher.”

      Bastard. But it’s not his smugness that unsettles me most. It’s the way my body reacted to his touch just then. A flicker of something. A spark when our skin brushed. Nerves lighting up like flame beneath my skin. Not just pain... awareness.

      Of him.

      Of the heat between us that had nothing to do with the bruises blooming under my leathers. It’s instinctual, terrifying, and treacherous. I want to shove that feeling into the deepest corner of myself, drown it in fury or fear. I shouldn’t be thinking about it—not while my rib’s cracking like dry wood and I’m scrambling just to stay alive—but I can’t ignore it.

      No, worse. I recognize it. That unbearable tether from the heart-stone, trembling in the air between us again.

      I shake it off, forcing my focus back to the fight. Let rage keep me steady. Let pain be louder than whatever this thing is. He’s testing me. Measuring me. And I’ll be damned before I let whatever bond might be threading between us become another chain.

      A cold spike of fear lances through my chest. Sharp, undeniable. I’ve fought for survival countless times, but this is different. Kieran moves like a creature born of war, each attack calculated, each movement lightning-fast. He isn’t toying with me, he’s testing me, measuring my worth with every strike.

      The orphanage matrons who beat us for stealing extra bread, the gang leader who tried to claim me when I was fourteen—I’ve faced brutality before. But watching Kieran now, I realize those memories pale compared to true power. He’s a predator honed by centuries, and for the first time since escaping those orphanage walls, I feel truly powerless.

      When my back hits stone, I realize he’s been herding me toward the courtyard wall.

      Trapped.

      His blade kisses my throat. “Dead,” he announces softly. “Again.”

      Something hot and wild rises in my blood. Anger mixed with another emotion I refuse to name. “Is this how you treat all your spies? Or am I special?”

      My body screams from the punishment, but I’ve survived worse.

      Fear shifts inside me, transforming into something warmer, more potent. I don’t understand this heat beneath my skin, but it feels like it belongs to me. The one thing in this court that might be truly mine.

      I shift my stance and spit blood onto the pristine grass. My voice emerges steadier than expected. “Again.”

      Kieran’s expression flickers. Something sharp and assessing behind those silver eyes. Approval? Amusement? I can’t tell and I don’t care. I may not win this fight, but I’ll make damn sure I go down swinging.

      His eyes darken, pupils expanding until the silver is just a thin ring. “You have no idea how special you are.” The words carry a weight I don’t understand, and heat blooms where his blade touches my skin. Then he steps back, leaving me cold despite the morning light. “This time, try not to let me corner you quite so easily.”

      By the third round, sweat drips down my temple, stinging where blood streaks my skin. Every breath feels like shards in my chest, but I can’t let him see it. Not the pain, not the exhaustion threatening to drag me down. I’ve started to see patterns in his movements, though, the way shadows betray his next strike.

      When he comes at me again, I’m ready. I drop and roll, surprising him with a sweep at his legs. He jumps clear, but for just a moment, his perfect composure slips.

      “Better,” he admits. “But not good enough.”

      This time when he pins me, one hand fisted in my hair, the other pressed against my skin, that same unbearable heat flares between us. Like sparks igniting fire, ancient and unrelenting. Something passes in his eyes too. The slight narrowing of recognition, the hint of something dangerous stirring. His breath fans across my cheek, and I become acutely aware of every point where our bodies connect.

      “I could kill you right now,” he murmurs, his voice almost gentle. “A dozen different ways.”

      “But you won’t.” The words escape breathless, part challenge and part revelation.

      His eyes narrow. “What makes you so sure?”

      “Because I’m more valuable to you alive than dead.” I shift slightly, testing his grip. “Though I still don’t know why.”

      For a heartbeat, something like uncertainty flickers across his perfect features. Then his mask slams back into place, and he releases me, jumping to his feet.

      “Enough.” He extends his hand. I hesitate, but pride won’t let me flinch, not in front of him. When our skin connects, the jolt is immediate. Raw and electric. More than a spark. A pulse, like a second heartbeat thrumming under my ribs... under his palm.

      From his sharp intake of breath, he feels it too.

      He releases my hand like it burned him, but the moment shudders between us. Then his palm hovers over my ribcage.

      “Hold still,” he says. Quieter now, guarded.

      I expect pain. Instead, a chill floods beneath my skin, and I gasp. His magic slips inside me, startling and intimate. Cold, but not empty. Tinged with silver shadow and... more. I feel it settle deep, where the fracture split me.

      The pain dissolves. But relief isn’t the only thing twisting in my gut. It’s the wrongness of it. The invasion. He wove himself into me, just for a heartbeat. His magic curling around my wound like it belonged.

      It shouldn’t feel like this. It shouldn’t feel like warmth.

      Like being seen. Claimed.

      Magic pulses between us, and I breathe in sharply as the last of the ache melts into a tingling numbness. It brings relief. Blessed relief from the agony. But it’s more than that. It’s an intrusion. His touch, his magic, seeping into me, claiming me, changing me.

      It felt right.

      And that was the most terrifying thing of all.

      “Can’t have you bleeding all over my dinner table,” he murmurs, as if it’s a joke. As if he didn’t just reach inside my body and mend me with power I don’t understand.

      I blink. “Your what?”

      “Did you think I’d let my personal spy eat alone in her chambers?” His smile holds no warmth. “You’ll dine with me each night. Consider it part of your… education.”

      I stiffen at his words, a slow coil of unease tightening in my gut. Dine with him? Each night?

      The idea of sitting at his side—playing the obedient little spy amid court politics makes my stomach turn. Memories flash through my mind: noble houses I watched through windows while planning my thefts, their casual cruelty, their schemes of status and humiliation. After escaping the baron who caught and “educated” me for three hellish months, I’d sworn I’d never pretend to be one of them again.

      My lips press into a tight line. This is another form of control, another chain he’s wrapping around my throat. But beyond my anger, something else stirs. A dangerous curiosity. Part of me wants to understand this power that flows between us when we touch, wants to know why the heart-stone recognized something in me that I don’t understand myself.

      My hand trembles. Not from fear but from the effort of containing whatever now smolders inside me. I’ve survived too much to let self-doubt sink its teeth in now. If I must play this charade to discover what I truly am, then so be it.

      “I didn’t agree to play court lady,” I snap, though part of me sees the opportunity to study him, to understand what he truly wants from me. “Our bargain was about spying, not dining etiquette.”

      “The best spies,” he says, stepping closer until I feel the chill emanating from his skin, “hide in plain sight. You’ll learn to move through my court as if you belong here. To speak their language, dance their dances.” His fingers brush my cheek, and I hate how my body leans into the touch. “To make them forget you’re the enemy.”

      “Is that what I am?” The question emerges softer than intended. “Your enemy?”

      Something flashes in his silver eyes. Hunger or warning, I can’t tell which. “That depends, Nyra, on whether you learn to survive or whether you keep failing until there’s nothing left of you to mend.”

      Before I can respond, he turns away, addressing the female warrior who’s been watching our exchange with carefully masked interest. “Lady Elira will continue your weapons training. I have matters to attend to.”

      He vanishes in a swirl of shadows before I can protest, leaving me alone with his spymaster. Her silver eyes pierce me like winter frost.

      I meet her gaze head-on, refusing to let her see the exhaustion weighing down my limbs.

      Her lips curve into something not quite a smirk. “He went easy on you.”

      I scoff, adjusting my grip on my daggers despite my body’s protests. “If that was easy, I’d hate to see what hard looks like.”

      Elira steps forward, circling me like a predator assessing fresh prey. “You would be dead if he truly meant to harm you.” She twirls one of her blades between her fingers. Effortless, casual. “You fight with desperation. That isn’t necessarily a weakness, most assassins and thieves do. Survival is an excellent motivator.”

      My jaw tightens. I want to snap that she doesn’t know me. That desperation is why I’m still alive. But the worst part? She’s not wrong. I’ve been surviving so long I’ve forgotten how to do anything else. Every strike I made had one goal: not to die.

      I hate how easily she peeled back that truth. I hate how true it is.

      “What else am I supposed to fight with?” I mutter.

      Elira’s eyes narrow, emotionless.

      “Intent. Control. Purpose. Not flailing instinct and bloodied pride.”

      There’s no insult in her tone, just cold analysis. Still, her observation rakes across my skin. “And what’s wrong with fighting to survive?”

      She stops in front of me, looking unimpressed. “Survival alone won’t be enough here, little spy. If you want to last in this court, in his service, you must fight with intent, with control. Don’t fight like a cornered rat. Fight like someone who understands the ruse others forced them to play.”

      I tense, fingers twitching over my daggers’ hilts. “And you’re going to teach me that?”

      She smiles, cold as winter frost. “Oh no. I’m going to break you down until you have no choice but to learn.”

      With that, she steps back, flipping her daggers into a ready stance. “Now, show me if you can at least hold a blade properly.”

      I grit my teeth and mirror her stance, legs bracing against the ache still simmering in my bones. This court, this bargain, this strange awakening within me, it’s all a prison of sorts, but not the first I’ve survived. I remember my mother’s last words before the fever took her: “They can lock you up, Nyra, but they can never cage what’s inside you.”

      The sun has barely risen, but I already know this will be a very long day. Yet a small, dangerous part of me is starting to embrace it. Somewhere deep inside, where that strange heat still lingers from the heart-stone’s touch, that ancient voice whispers again: Wake up, little flame. This time, instead of fighting it, I listen. The real battle is just beginning.
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      Kieran

      

      I storm through the palace corridors, shadows writhing in my wake. The memory of Nyra’s skin beneath my healing touch burns like a brand. Even now, I sense the echo of that strange spark when our magic connected. Shadow and flame, ice and fire.

      Dangerous. All of it.

      My personal guards scatter as I pass, wise enough to read the tension in my shoulders. Only Lady Elira will be able to handle the thief’s training now. I need distance. Space to think.

      To remember my purpose.

      I tighten my fists, my steps unrelenting as the weight of history presses against my chest. The words from the ancient text churn in my mind. Dragons, justice, power beyond reckoning. Power that should have remained buried. Power my brother sought to reclaim.

      And it cost him his life.

      I was there the night he died. I witnessed the blood pooling against the marble, watched the pull of his final breath slip between my fingers. His eyes—so like mine but warmer, more trusting—locked onto my face with desperate urgency. “Promise me,” he whispered, fingers clutching my sleeve with fading strength. “Promise you’ll continue.”

      Even as he bled out from the assassin’s blade, his mind remained fixed on his research, his life’s work. His belief that the Dragonkin bloodline would unite us all again. My brother, forever the idealist, even at death’s door.

      I made that promise, but not for his reasons.

      Where Aedric sought harmony, I saw only power. Power that must not fall into the wrong hands. Power that, if controlled, would ensure the Shadow Court’s dominance for centuries. Power that would prevent anyone else from suffering my brother’s fate.

      The weight of his legacy has burned inside my chest like coal ever since, fueling every decision, every manipulation. Now, faced with living proof of what he sought—a mortal with dragon fire in her blood—I find myself conflicted. My brother hoped for the rise of the Flame Court and the reuniting of broken courts. I see no such hope. If the fae broke it once, they will destroy it again.

      The massive doors of my private study slam open at my approach, my magic already reaching for the ancient texts hidden behind spelled wards. The heart-stone pulses in my pocket, its heat a constant reminder of the mystery currently training in my courtyard.

      “Are you going to stand there all day, or will you tell me what has you in such a state?”

      I whirl to find my general, Varian, lounging in my favorite chair. His scarred face maintains its usual stoic expression, but I catch the glimmer of amusement in his dark eyes.

      “Get out.”

      “Can’t.” He examines his nails with studied nonchalance. “Your spymaster sent me. Something about a mortal thief who made the heart-stone sing?”

      Damn Elira and her efficiency. I summon a decanter of wine with a flick of my fingers, pouring two glasses. “She’s nothing but an asset. A way into Dawn Court.”

      “An asset you’re housing in the royal wing?” Varian accepts the wine but doesn’t drink. “One you trained personally this morning?”

      “You’re supposed to be gathering intelligence on our borders, not spying on me.”

      “I can do both.” He leans forward, his façade of casualness dropping away.

      I see the weariness etched into the lines around his eyes, the lingering shadows of too many betrayals. Varian had been there when my brother’s research first began to attract unwanted attention. He’d warned us both then, a warning we’d ignored. The scar that twists across his left cheek came from the same spelled blade that took my brother’s life. A permanent reminder of what happens when we trust too easily.

      “Kieran,” he says, voice lowered as if speaking of forbidden things, “if she’s really what we think... if she carries even a drop of dragon blood... You’re playing with fire. Literally.”

      I slam my glass down hard enough to crack it. “You think I don’t know that? But what choice do I have? The Dawn Court grows bolder by the day. My brother’s murderer still walks free. And now this girl appears, touching artifacts that should have killed her, carrying magic that hasn’t been seen since the sundering.”

      “No.” The word emerges as a growl. “She needs to trust me. To choose our side when her power fully awakens.”

      Varian’s scarred eyebrow lifts. “And that’s the only reason you’re keeping her close? Nothing to do with how she challenges you? How she makes you feel⁠—”

      Shadows explode from my skin, plunging the room into darkness. “Careful, old friend.”

      “Someone has to say it.” His voice cuts through the gloom, unimpressed by my display. “You’re fascinated by her. I saw how you looked at her during training. Like she’s a puzzle you can’t wait to solve. Or devour.”

      The shadows retreat, but my temper still simmers. “She’s a means to an end. Nothing more.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.” He rises, setting his untouched wine aside. “Dawn Court spies won’t be your undoing. She will be. And knowing you, you’ll make it look like it was all part of some grand plan right up until you lose control.”

      I turn away, unable to respond. Because he’s right, damn him. I should have left her broken and bleeding to learn her lesson the hard way. Instead, I erased her pain with my own magic, letting my power sink into her skin until that damned spark ignited between us.

      “The court is already whispering,” Varian continues. “About the mortal who caught the Shadow Prince’s eye. About why you’re really keeping her here.”

      “Let them whisper.” I trace the spines of my books, searching for answers I know aren’t there. “It makes no difference what they think.”

      “It makes every difference. You know how our people feel about mortals. If they suspect she’s more than just another spy...”

      “Then I’ll remind them why they fear me.” The words emerge cold as winter frost. “She stays. That’s final. Now, are you going to help me figure out how to get her into Dawn Court?”

      Varian sighs, moving to examine the maps spread across my desk. “There might be a way. The Dawn Court is hosting their annual Solstice Ball in a fortnight. Every noble house will attend.”

      “Including their spies and assassins.” I pace, plans taking shape. “We’d need to disguise her nature. No one can know she’s mortal.”

      “Make her appear fae?” He frowns. “The magic required would be immense. And if she truly carries dragon blood…”

      “Her power might react badly to the glamour.” I rake a hand through my hair, frustrated. “But it’s our best chance to get her close to their inner circle.”

      A knock interrupts our plotting. One of my guards materializes, bowing low. “My Prince, there’s been an incident. In the training yard.”

      Ice fills my veins. “Nyra?”

      “Lady Elira has it contained, but…” He hesitates. “The thief’s magic manifested during weapons practice. She set one of the training dummies ablaze.”

      “With normal fire?” Varian demands.

      The guard’s face pales. “No, my lord. The flames were golden. They melted stone.”

      My breath stills. Fae fire doesn’t melt stone. Not even spellfire cast by the High Mages of the Dawn Court carries that kind of heat. This wasn’t fae magic, it was something older. Wilder. Unforgiving.

      I’m moving before he finishes speaking, shadows swallowing me whole. When I rematerialize in the courtyard, the acrid scent of burnt magic fills my lungs.

      Nyra stands in the center of a blackened circle, her chest heaving. Golden flames dance along her fingertips, though she seems unaware of them. Lady Elira keeps her distance, silver eyes watchful.

      “What happened?” I demand, already suspecting the answer.

      “I didn’t—” Nyra’s voice cracks. She stares at her hands as if they belong to someone else. “She came at me with spelled blades and I just... reacted.”

      I approach slowly, fighting the urge to wrap her in shadows and drag her somewhere safe. Somewhere I can study this awakening power without the court’s prying eyes.

      The courtyard falls silent except for the crackling of golden fire. Nyra’s breath comes in quick gasps, her hands trembling as she watches the flames lick her fingers. The fear in her eyes is unmistakable. Not fear of me, nor of the court watching with wary gazes. This fear runs deeper, more visceral.

      I recognize it immediately. The same terror I’d glimpsed that first night in the vault. This isn’t mere confusion or surprise at her awakening magic. This is primal terror, memories resurfacing of something she’s desperately fought to keep buried.

      Carefully, I step closer, my voice low and steady. “Nyra.” I speak her name with deliberate authority, invoking the ancient fae cadence that can steady wild magic.

      She flinches at my voice but doesn’t look away from her hands. The flames are dimming, but not fast enough. Instinctively, she curls her fingers into fists, as if she could lock the magic away through sheer force of will.

      “It isn’t stopping,” she breathes, more to herself than to me. Panic infuses her voice—raw and exposed—offering a split-second glimpse into the depths she fights to keep hidden.

      Elira shifts at my side, watchful, but I lift a hand in silent command to hold. If Nyra doesn’t understand her power, pushing her too hard now will only make it worse.

      Instead, I move closer, keeping my power tightly leashed to avoid startling her further. “Breathe,” I instruct. “Slowly. Don’t fight it. Control it.”

      Her green eyes snap to mine, wide and searching. “How? I don’t even know what it is.”

      But I do. Or at least, I know enough. Enough to understand that what burns within her is old magic. Magic that shouldn’t exist. Magic the courts would kill to erase.

      For a split second, I consider telling the truth. Saying anything to keep her from realizing just how perilous her existence is. But I remember how my brother fought for the truth, how it got him killed.

      And I am not my brother.

      So I simply say, “Then let’s find out.”

      She stiffens, wary, but something flickers in her gaze beyond just fear. A hint of trust. A reckless thing, perhaps, but real. And that is something I can use.

      “The magic is unstable,” Elira reports coolly. “She has no control.”

      “I can hear you,” Nyra snaps, but fear underlies the anger. The flames flare higher.

      Without thinking, I close the distance between us and catch her burning hands in mine. The contact sends electricity racing up my arms, ice meeting fire. “Anchor yourself to me,” I command softly, invoking words from ancient binding rituals. “Let the flames recede with each breath. They are yours to command, not the other way around.”

      “I don’t know how.” Her eyes meet mine, wide and desperate. “It feels like I’m burning myself out from the inside.”

      I trace circles on her palms, feeling the heat rising to meet my touch, the desperate need to unleash coiling beneath her skin. “Then let me show you how to stop burning and survive.”

      For a heartbeat, the whole world narrows to this point of connection between us. Her power pushes against mine, wild and ancient, tasting of smoke and starlight. Something inside me recognizes it, calls to it, wants to…

      I wrench away before I can do something foolish. The flames have vanished, but heat still shimmers in the air around her.

      “Well,” Varian’s voice makes us both start. He’s appeared at the edge of the courtyard, watching with undisguised interest. “I suppose that answers the question of whether she can pass for fae at the Solstice Ball.”

      Nyra’s head snaps up. “What ball?”

      “Your first mission.” I force my voice to remain steady, professional. “If you survive that long.”

      Her eyes narrow at the challenge in my tone. “Is that a threat, Your Highness?”

      “A promise.” I lean close, letting her see the danger in my smile. “Because if you can’t control these powers, little thief, you won’t just burn yourself.”

      You’ll burn us all.

      The words hang unspoken between us as golden sparks dance in her eyes. And in that moment, I realize Varian was right about one thing:

      I am utterly, terrifyingly fascinated.

      And that might be the deadliest fire of all. The realization settles inside me like a stone. An admission I actively resent even as I recognize its truth. Fascination is a luxury I cannot afford, a weakness I despise in myself. Yet, there it is. Undeniable as the golden flames that danced across her skin.

      “I don’t understand.” She falls in beside me as I walk away. “What is happening to me? What powers are you talking about?”

      “Not now.” I stop, giving her a look that makes it clear this conversation is over. “Wash up and get ready for dinner.” I storm away to do the same.

      Several hours later, I sit alone at the head of my table, having dismissed those who would normally dine with me. The heavy oak doors creak open, and Nyra steps into my private dining chamber. I nearly choke on my wine.

      Gone are the training leathers, replaced by form-fitting black trousers and a simple cotton shirt. Her dark hair falls wild around her shoulders, still damp from bathing. She smells of the palace’s jasmine soap, but underneath lingers the burning sweetness of her newly awakened magic.

      “No.” The word escapes before I can stop it.

      She freezes mid-step. “Excuse me?”

      I rise, letting shadows curl around me as I stalk toward her. “This is a formal dinner. You will dress accordingly.”

      “You didn’t specify a dress code.” Her chin lifts with that familiar defiance that makes me want to either strangle her or…

      I catch her wrist, ignoring the spark that jumps between us at the contact. Shadows envelop us both, and when they clear, we stand in her chambers.

      “Hey!” She jerks away, furious. “A little warning next time you decide to magic us across the palace.”

      Instead of answering, I throw open her wardrobe, pulling out a gown of midnight silk. “This one.”
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