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          BRIATTA

        

      

    

    
      Briatta Belrose wove her way through the bustling streets of Montclair, a bag slung over her shoulder, looking for all the world like just another young woman heading home or meeting friends for an evening drink. It was precisely what everyone else was doing at that hour, which meant no one would question her presence.

      A young man with dark bags beneath his eyes passed by, bearing the Ardor-mark of a Wind Ardorist on his temple, just visible beneath the shadow of his white headscarf. Briatta noted that, and a furrow appeared between her brows. The strain on Ardorists was growing with every passing cycle, and there had been noticeably fewer luxurious uses of it in the city. Once, fountains had bubbled brightly on every block, trees had bloomed with inedible, functionally useless flowers, and winds had wended between buildings to help keep the people of Montclair cool. Now, only edible plants or bioluminescent flora were planted and nurtured, and water was limited to what was drinkable.

      A familiar ache of yearning bloomed within, and Briatta’s mind wandered to the lifelong hope she would soon also receive a tattoo, the same as every Elfean in Belrune if they were lucky enough to manifest their Ardor during their Choosing ceremony upon turning twenty-one. Not only because it had been her lifelong dream to follow that path, but because she desperately wanted to help her people thrive again. They could only do that with more Ardorists.

      Above the biodome encasing the city and protecting the Elfeans from the unhealthy atmosphere outside was a sky perpetually such a light shade of blue that it was nearly white, always visible except when the biodome darkened for bionight, as it did now.

      Briatta glanced up at the larger, yellower Polar Sun, still visible on the horizon of the wastelands beyond the biodome. When it was high in the sky, the biodome—the physical manifestation of combined Ardor protecting the Elfean people—would remain clear because the fiery sphere was farther away and less harmful.

      Briatta had never seen the smaller, hotter sun that rose when the biodome was dark—the glowing giant that was dubbed the Nocturne Sun.

      Aside from the suns, the sky was never filled with anything else because there was no weather outside the biodome except for the occasional desert storm where sand and dirt were whipped violently around.

      Just as the biodome darkened completely and bionight had officially begun, Briatta paused, allowing her eyes to adjust, and pulled the cream-colored headscarf she’d been wearing like a hood from her head, letting it fall around her shoulders instead. The mushrooms dotting the ground beside where she walked glowed pink and orange, and the flowers on the tree above her shone a faint purple onto her cheeks. All around, lights of Ardor-manufactured nature blinked to life to illuminate the city. Only when she could clearly see again did Briatta continue.

      Five houses away from the one that was her target, a familiar presence fell into step beside her. Briatta glanced up at Neven, her lifelong friend and the one with whom she most often went on missions for the Night Roses. His blond hair was cropped short and brushed back to reveal his still-healing Ardor-mark. When he glanced down at her, briefly meeting her gaze with his piercing blue eyes, the corner of his mouth slanted up in silent greeting. Her chest warming, Briatta smiled up at him. Rolling his shoulders and cracking his neck, Neven looked straight ahead again; he was more tense than usual, but it was expected, considering their destination.

      “Binding ‘til burning,” Briatta whispered, then.

      “Binding until burning,” Neven echoed, and the back of his hand brushed hers. It was something most commonly said in Founders Halls to signify life since the Binding until they all passed and burned in the end, and it had become a familiar saying between Briatta and Neven as they started a mission.

      One house away, Briatta stepped off the road and slipped into the shadows of the neighboring building while Neven continued without her. When she reached the back of the house, she set her bag down and pulled off her dress, revealing the black suit and leathers she wore only on such missions. Quickly, she pulled her long brown hair into a braid, tucking it behind her softly pointed ears, and then pinned it in a tight knot at the base of her head. Then, she wrapped a black headscarf over her features—similar to the pale ones she wore during the bioday to protect herself from the Polar Sun—and secured it at the top of her shoulders.

      Tucking the dress and bag behind a large bush, Briatta quickly scaled the structure’s wall and plucked a glowing pink flower from the adjacent tree. Then, she wiggled on her stomach across the roof, making as little noise as possible to take her predetermined position near the edge. From there, she could see into the master bedroom of their subject’s home, while also being hidden from the street.

      Briatta’s eyes immediately sought Neven, who was disappearing around the corner of the target house, having also changed into his fighting clothes, blond hair now safely hidden beneath a similar black headscarf. Catching the glint of the blade strapped around his back as he vanished, her heart clenched in her chest, both with the usual nerves that came with this job and her fear for Neven’s safety.

      Briatta, trying to distract herself from the nerves coming to life in her heart, kept her eyes glued to the bedroom window, as she mentally reviewed every single detail she could recall from the case file she and Neven had pored over in the headquarters of the Night Roses.

      The Night Roses had been formed centuries ago by a Belrose ancestor during a series of brutal murders that the city officials could not solve. Fearing for the lives of her family and friends, the ancient Belrose matriarch took up arms herself, and from that moment on, there were Night Roses standing vigil at all hours. Many terrible people had been stopped by the covert organization, even when the Weilers were unable to find sufficient evidence to bring such criminals to justice.

      The Weilers, who were named after a guard animal that had been documented at one point during the expansive Elfean history, were the official soldiers of the crown. King Novak, the current ruler of the kingdom of Belrune, could not publicly condone the actions of the Night Roses, but he had never done anything to try and stop them.

      While the Polar Sun had set, it was not yet considerably late, so it was no surprise that Mr. Bern was not home when Briatta and Neven arrived to settle in and wait. In fact, it had been planned this way. Through the bedroom window, Briatta watched Neven slide into the room and disappear behind the large desk in the corner.

      Slowly, the minutes ticked by, and the sounds of people returning to their homes for the bionight diminished. A few streets over, loud, drunken shouts came from the popular bar near the city’s center, and someone giggled so frequently and loudly that Briatta considered the consequences of leaving her post to knock the senseless woman out. Briatta’s hearing was sharp, and though she couldn’t distinguish what they were saying at this distance, the repetitive sound was quickly becoming disruptive to her job.

      A sand owl hooted somewhere to Briatta’s left, and she imperceptibly tilted her chin to turn her attention in that direction. Sometimes, bird calls were signals. Most of the time, they were just birds. However, sand owls were native to Vernona, and they rarely came this far north, preferring instead the even hotter climate of the southern reaches of Belrune—both kingdom and continent. Not that it was much cooler here. With two suns and the increasingly thinning atmosphere, most of the planet of Carceron was brutally hot these days.

      Briatta kept her eyes on the window, but her ears remained trained in the direction from which the owl’s call had come.

      As the air cooled infinitesimally within the biodome—thanks to the protection that the darkness of the shield offered from the Nocturne Sun—Briatta’s sweat finally began to dry, and she pulled leather gloves from her pocket, shoving her hands into them. The gloves were probably Briatta’s favorite piece of gear; they had been imbued with a small amount of Ardor so they would never leave a traceable mark, and her hands would never be too warm so long as she wore them. Still, she preferred to avoid placing her damp palms inside them.

      After an hour, Briatta finally heard the telltale sound of Mr. Bern’s black leather boots and, more notably, his cane rhythmically tapping the stone of the road as he slowly approached. He came into view moments later wearing a black bowler hat and an unbuttoned grey trench coat, the hem swaying with his lilting, painful step. Mr. Bern’s leg had been broken in his childhood and allowed to heal poorly, and though the records didn’t state how it occurred, he’d been estranged from his father since the moment he moved out.

      Briatta couldn’t help but curl her upper lip at the sight of him, and not just because of his atrocious taste in hats.

      Tearing her gaze from Mr. Bern, Briatta looked back to the window where she knew Neven would be watching for her signal and opened her fingers, the glowing pink flower she’d plucked falling over the roof’s edge and drifting to the ground.

      Mr. Bern neared the front of his home and stopped on the porch, leaning on his cane as he searched his pockets. His hand reemerged with a key, and he unlocked his front door to step inside. Briatta held her breath as she waited for him to appear in his bedroom doorway as he had done each time she’d observed him, studying his habits. Today, though, it seemed Mr. Bern had other ideas in mind.

      Briatta wasn’t sure how much time had passed as she strained to hear anything from within the walls of Mr. Bern’s house, but there was nothing. Suddenly, Neven jumped from behind the desk and darted into the hallway.

      Shit. This wasn’t the plan. What was he doing?

      Torn between maintaining her post and rushing to help Neven, Briatta hesitated for only a second before hurriedly creeping back to the end of her roof and scrambling to the ground. As soon as her boots hit the dirt, she ran towards the rear of Mr. Bern’s house to where she knew Neven would have left a key—copied meticulously by a Night Rose locksmith—for her should anything unexpected occur.

      Well, Briatta would definitely classify this as unexpected.

      Cracking open the rear door after silently turning the lock, Briatta paused to listen. It was absolutely still within the house, and she didn’t understand how that was possible. Neven wouldn’t have abandoned their plan for no reason.

      As far as she could tell, this was a perfectly normal house that had the unfortunate lot of being owned by a terrible man. Regardless, she touched her fingers to the walls and felt for any hint of Ardor that might mask sound. Still, there was nothing.

      Even before an Elfean manifested their own Ardor, they could feel when it had been used. It was a skill taught early in life because there was so much Ardor in their everyday lives that it was important to recognize when it was absent.

      Briatta pushed the door open far enough to slip all the way inside and closed it gently behind her. It was deathly quiet with no audible noises filtering in from the street outside either, and Briatta had the eerie sensation that she had stepped into a mausoleum.

      Then, a loud thud came from somewhere below her, and she quickened her pace, searching for the entrance to the basement. The main floor of the house was fairly open, with the entryway, dining room, and parlor all on the right side. They were clear, so that left the kitchen and the office. Every room Briatta passed was sparsely furnished and so clean that it was hard to believe someone actually lived there—a detail she fixated on due to her training.

      The second Briatta entered the office, she spied the secret door. It was wide open, behind a large desk, and had been previously disguised by bookshelves. She hurried to it and peered down the staircase leading to the basement. Neven was halfway up the stairs, wiping blood from his sword. He glanced up and met her gaze, his expression grim.

      She raised a questioning brow.

      Instead of speaking, as voices could be identified, Neven finished cleaning his sword, sheathed it, and then signed with his hands. All Night Roses were required to learn this language to avoid leaving traces of themselves behind on the job, including what they sounded like.

      “Intel is correct. Man downstairs. He went for him.”

      Briatta’s stomach churned with understanding then, and she felt an overwhelming sense of gratitude that Neven was the kind of man who would risk exposure to stop another death from happening. Neven tucked his cleaning rag into his breast pocket and gestured to the hidden door, his own expression piercing.

      Shaking her head in answer, Briatta dug into the smaller satchel she carried on every mission, strapped to her chest. She withdrew the Night Roses’ evidence regarding Mr. Bern’s links to a series of cases, all of the older men found dead, and spread it over his desk in chronological order. The pictures and paper trails they had found were freshly printed and clean of fingerprints, and Briatta had only touched them with her gloves. When she finished, she took a small square of paper from her pocket and quickly sketched a black rose.

      The signature was the one hint of themselves that all members of the Night Roses left behind. Part of the reason was so the Weilers would know the Night Roses were responsible and consequently avoid looking for other culprits, potentially apprehending innocent people in the process. The other reason was to surreptitiously show the Weilers how their job should be done, especially with cases like Mr. Bern.

      Briatta took the small drawing to the front door, checked that the street was clear, and pinned it dead in the center just below the heavy brass knocker. The black rose emblem was recognized throughout Belrune, and whoever approached the Bern house first the following morning would know to call for help.

      With the scene set and proof arranged neatly in clear view, Briatta nodded to Neven, who had followed her. As they passed the office on their way to the back door, Briatta looked towards the basement stairs. It was maddening that protocol stated she and Neven could not free the man trapped down there themselves. The Weilers would have to be the ones to find him and take credit for his rescue.

      Briatta breathed a sigh of relief as she passed through the doorway and into the warm bionight air once more, the normal sounds of Montclair nightlife reaching her ears as if she’d moved clear of a soundproof room. It truly had been unnaturally quiet inside Mr. Bern’s home, and she shivered as she looked back at the house while she waited for Neven to check that, aside from their additions, the building was otherwise as they’d found it. When he was done, he gave her a thumbs-up before heading to retrieve the clothes he’d left. Briatta returned to her own things and pulled the dress over her black suit, stuffing the black headscarf into the bag alongside her cream one, removing the pins to free her braids.

      Then, she walked back onto the roads of Montclair and made her way towards headquarters. A couple of blocks later, Neven joined her, throwing his arm around her shoulders and grinning down at her.

      “Hey, Bria,” he said as if he’d just caught up to her and was greeting a friend. She returned the smile.

      “Nice job tonight,” Briatta told him quietly, turning forward but watching him from the corner of her eyes. He ran a hand through his hair with his free hand, blowing out a puff of air.

      “It could have been smoother. And we’re late,” Neven replied, pulling away and giving her a sidelong look as he shoved his hands into the front pockets of his pants. His blue eyes glittered under the Ardor lights lining the city’s streets, small balls of pure light set into glass casings to illuminate Montclair through the bionight.

      Briatta rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t our fault.”

      “Still, we missed our chance to get noodles.” Neven’s tone was serious, and Briatta fought the urge to laugh. Their favorite noodle restaurant, Noodlegeuse, was only open until the middle of the bionight, but Briatta wasn’t sure she could eat noodles at the moment, anyway.

      “We’ll get noodles tomorrow,” Briatta promised, flashing a genuine grin. She liked their tradition of doing something together after missions as a way to ground themselves and return to the normalcy of life in Montclair.

      While it was not required of Night Roses to deal death blows, someone who would be willing and able to was always sent on missions—should the need arise. Despite being skillfully trained, Briatta had never been able to end someone’s life, even when the person on the other end of her blade had committed the worst crimes. Because of her hesitation, Neven became Briatta’s permanent partner in the field. He would do anything to protect her, and together, they were a formidable and unstoppable force.

      “You did well tonight, too,” Neven said into the silence, his mouth curling up at the corners.

      “The only circumstance that would result in my not doing well is if I were distracted by food,” Briatta replied, sinking into her haughty mask of self-assured vigilante and smirking at her friend.

      It was Neven’s turn to roll his eyes, and his shoulders visibly relaxed. “You are a glutton.”

      They reached the street corner where Neven, when he’d been younger, had often waited for the Belrose family when they walked to headquarters from their home, climbing up on the old fire escape to watch for them. As they passed, she glanced up at metal stairs where now, she could often find him reading on the days they had missions, waiting for her to pass underneath so they could walk into headquarters together. Once, she’d gone up with him, and though she hadn’t found the same solace in the spot Neven did, it at least offered an excellent view of the southern half of Montclair.

      “Pray to the Founders for my redemption,” Briatta quipped back, grinning as they crossed the road to the newspaper building that was the front for the headquarters of the Night Roses. They walked around to the side of the building and opened the door leading into the employee break room. Everyone working for the newspaper were also Night Roses, so they never worried about walking in on someone unawares. That bionight, though, the room was empty. It was well past normal working hours.

      The room’s back wall was painted a light-cream color and appeared completely unassuming. Briatta ran her hand over it, feeling more than looking for the spot that was smoother than the rest from years of being touched. She pushed gently when her fingers located it, and the seamless door swung smoothly open.

      Briatta and Neven stepped onto the wide landing of a staircase and descended together into the underground warehouse from which the Night Roses operated.

      The common area was smaller than expected because most of the building had been converted into living spaces that members could use under extenuating circumstances. Though the housing was meant to be a temporary solution, Briatta knew a few members who had become permanent residents. Before his Choosing, Neven had been one of them.

      There were also conference rooms, training gyms, and armories, leaving little space for anything else.

      A tall young man with red hair and freckles lounged on a black sofa by a large, red fireplace with a heatless, Ardor-made fire burning merrily inside. When Briatta and Neven stepped off the stairs, he looked up from his book, blinking at the interruption.

      “About time,” Rory Donal said, setting the book face down on the couch and rising to greet them. Then, he moved to the little front desk and hauled a huge logbook onto the counter from somewhere underneath. “Did everything go as planned?”

      “No, the target was late, and I was forced to intervene before he…killed another man,” Neven said roughly. Briatta reached out and took his hand, giving it a gentle squeeze.

      Rory nodded grimly, scratching something on the page he’d opened to.

      “Our informant was correct, though,” Briatta added.

      “Alright.” Rory frowned slightly as he made more notes in the logbook. “Did anyone see you?”

      Neven shook his head. “It was dark. And I was silent.”

      “Good. Well, that’s all I need for now. Full review will be with Zora sometime tomorrow. Go home and get some rest.”

      Briatta and Neven turned to leave but paused when Briatta spied Owena seated on a sofa on the opposite side of the common area. She hadn’t looked in that direction when they’d entered, and Owena had been still as a statue. Glancing up at Neven, Briatta raised an eyebrow, and he shrugged. He hadn’t seen her either, then.

      “Owena,” Briatta walked toward the sofa, trying to mask the surprise in her voice. Already, she knew she would receive a reprimand for exercising decidedly poor awareness. “What are you doing here at this hour?”

      It wasn’t unusual to find her aunt at the headquarters during odd hours, but she hadn’t been there when Briatta had checked in before heading out with Neven, and that had already been quite late in the day.

      “I had my own mission tonight, and I thought I’d wait for you. You’re later than I expected.” Owena stood to join them, a brow arching as she waited for their explanation.

      Neven crossed his arms. “We would have been later if only Noodlegeuse were open.”

      The corner of Owena’s eyes crinkled as she smiled and gestured for them to go up the stairs. “Then I’m grateful it wasn’t.”

      As the three Elfeans exited the building, Briatta could hear the rushing of the river Ravolo, which flowed a good distance behind their headquarters and was considered Montclair’s eastern boundary. It had been running lower recently, so hearing it flow with such veracity again was comforting.

      Owena ushered them back across the street, and they headed north toward the Belrose Estate. When they reached a crossroads, Neven peeled off from their small group and melted into the shadows with a nod of goodbye, heading west toward the poorer parts of the city where he moved after his Choosing.

      A while after he had left, when Briatta and Owena passed the Founders Hall local to the neighborhood where the Belrose Estate was located, Owena said, “That boy cares for you.”

      It was something she said often these days, and Briatta knew her aunt was gently probing how Briatta felt about it. She wasn’t ready to think about that yet though, and she avoided directly answering.

      “We’re lifelong friends,” Briatta replied, her stomach twisting uncomfortably. “Of course, we care for each other.”

      Owena stayed silent for the remainder of their walk home, apparently unwilling to argue her point. When they reached the big, beautiful home that Owena had inherited from her parents, Briatta found herself once again marveling at how the building simultaneously appeared intimidating and welcoming. It was painted a shade of blue that sometimes seemed grey depending on the light, with white trim and large windows in every room. Big white pillars supported the overhanging roof of the front porch and the upstairs balconies.

      Briatta’s favorite part of the Belrose Estate was the two large, ancient trees framing it like living statues. Owena had allowed plants to flourish on her grounds with the help of a Flower Ardorist she hired year-round, and there were flowering shoots of every species and color entangled with the railings of the porch and vining up the walls, trailing into the magnificent gardens.

      When they entered through the big white front door, Briatta’s younger sister, Ellery, jumped to her feet.

      “How did everything go?” Ellery tossed her book carelessly on the chair she’d occupied and looked eagerly between Owena and Briatta, the latter of whom was fighting the urge to pick the book up and gently bookmark the spot Ellery had saved, perhaps even apologize to it for the treatment it received from her sister.

      “Everything went as expected. Why aren’t you in bed?” Owena demanded, though Briatta could tell by the tone of her voice that she wasn’t upset.

      Ellery rolled her eyes. “I can’t sleep when it’s just me here.”

      “Isn’t Aden here? He’s supposed to keep watch when we are both out,” Briatta said pointedly.

      “He went to bed hours ago.” Ellery gestured in the direction of Aden’s old room, the first door on the right at the top of the stairs. Their older brother had moved out when he started working for the city after his Choosing ceremony, but Owena kept his bedroom the same even after he left.

      Fire Ardor had awoken in Aden during his Choosing, and he had been called to work for Montclair’s fire department shortly after, working alongside those with Water Ardor to put out fires around the city. Briatta knew he also had mundane tasks such as lighting small fires for the cold-blooded creatures of Belrune who chose to live within the biodome when it grew too chilly for them during the bionight. For the people on the continent, it was still hot. Briatta only understood the concept of being cold from learning about those scaled animals in school; she’d never experienced it herself.

      “I’m exhausted,” Briatta announced, even as Owena opened her mouth to ask Ellery another question. She knew if she didn’t excuse herself, Ellery would keep them up the rest of the night with questions about their missions and complaints about how Aden had left her alone.

      “Yes, we should get some rest,” Owena agreed, moving to the base of the stairs, just behind Briatta.

      “Wait!” Ellery cried, snatching her book from the chair and hurrying after them. “Tell me more!”

      Ellery was a member of the Night Roses, just like Aden and Briatta, but Owena held firm that none of them would go on missions until they were eighteen. For Ellery, that was very soon, as she would come of age in a couple of cycles of the Nocturne Sun around Carceron, each thirty days, and she was eager to learn as much as possible to best prepare herself.

      “You don’t need to expose yourself to more of the world’s horrors sooner than you have to.” Owena’s tone was soft and placating, but Ellery wilted.

      “Fine,” she sighed. “Goodnight.” The youngest Belrose disappeared into her room, which was directly across from Briatta’s.

      “Get some rest, Bria,” Owena said from her bedroom door. “Tomorrow will be a long day.”

      “You, too.” Briatta smiled to herself. The next day would be long because they would begin their preparations to visit the Palace of the Founders, the site of the twelve Elfeans who had saved Carceron and all of its inhabitants from death. They stood eternally as statues, and it was the only place where Ardor could be awakened.

      Briatta’s twenty-first birthday was coming up, and with it, the Choosing.
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      The following day, the only reason the Belrose women woke on time was because Aden knocked loudly on all their doors.

      “I’m up,” Briatta groaned when he paused his incessant banging. “For the love of the Founders, stop!”

      She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling, the exhaustion from the previous night still heavy in her bones, but the excitement of what was to come fluttering in her chest. As the shock of having been abruptly yanked from deep sleep faded, her eyes adjusted to the light seeping through the cracks in her curtains. Settling into her chest was the surreal feeling that came with the arrival of a day she’d waited for all her life.

      “Good. Preida already has breakfast ready for you lazy lot,” Aden responded, his voice muffled by the wooden door.

      Briatta rolled her eyes and pushed herself out of bed.

      The Palace of the Founders was thankfully located close to Montclair, which was convenient for the Belrose family but less so for the Elfeans who traveled from all over Belrune for their Choosing ceremonies.

      “Well? Are you coming?” It was Aden again.

      “For Founders’ sake,” Briatta said under her breath as she stood in front of her wardrobe, deciding on what to wear.

      “Bria?” Aden prompted.

      “Yes,” she called, sighing.

      Aden’s footsteps moved away from her door once she answered, then she heard him knock on Ellery’s door a moment later. Briatta pulled on a pair of green pants and a long-sleeved white shirt before cracking open her door to watch, knowing just what Aden was risking by banging on their younger sister’s door. Ellery was, after all, seventeen and still filled with pent-up feelings she wasn’t good at processing just yet.

      “Aden! Why!” Ellery cried predictably, flinging her door open to find Aden with his fist in the air. He calmly pocketed his hands, lips quirking with amusement as he looked down at his baby sister.

      “I told you to go to bed instead of waiting up,” he said dryly, glancing over his shoulder to where Briatta was standing in her doorway. Without another word, he headed down the stairs, leaving Ellery glaring after him, her hair still mussed from sleep.

      Owena opened her door at that moment, already dressed in her usual unrestrictive attire. She always chose pants and a top, though they varied in color and style. Of all the Belroses, Owena was the most accomplished fighter, and those who knew to look for them saw the hints of her training glaringly apparent in her everyday life.

      “Are you girls nearly ready to eat?” she asked with a warm smile, noticing her nieces standing at their doors and staring at her. “We’ve got lots of shopping to do today.”

      “Ugh,” Ellery grunted and slammed her bedroom door closed.

      Briatta’s eyes widened, and she met Owena’s gaze with a knowing grin. While typically sweet and gentle, Ellery was definitely not immune to the effects of being a teenager.

      “Well, I’m ready,” Briatta said, even as her hands instinctively checked the knives she’d worn on her body since the day she’d been old enough—and competent enough—for Owena to allow it.

      “I’ll meet you at breakfast.” Owena retreated to her room after observing Briatta’s subconscious hand movements.

      In the dining room, the family cook—Preida—had prepared a fantastic spread of honey, jams, and cheeses to pair with sour bread alongside oats, cream, and berries. With her mouth watering, Briatta poured a cup of tea and added a splash of cream, joining Aden at the table where he’d taken a seat after having invoked the wrath of the youngest Belrose woman. He smirked at Briatta, one brow lifting and slightly wrinkling the Ardor-mark on his forehead that declared his status as a Fire Ardorist.

      It was said that Elfeans used to naturally develop tattoo-like markings on their faces when their Ardor manifested, but that wasn’t the case anymore. Over time, it became the custom for the appropriate rune to be inked onto the temple after the Choosing. Briatta was skeptical that the symbols had ever appeared on their own; she suspected there had been an ancient way of creating the things, and there was evidence in her school’s history books to back it up. She’d read about old needles stained with a dark substance that had been found in the homes of long-dead Elfeans, though many believed they were used to create traditional, more personal designs, on people rather than Ardor-marks.

      Aden was the only Belrose to bear a tattoo, and it was the swirling rune for flame in an old dialect of the Elfean language, done in fine lines and with the deepest black ink. Although the people no longer spoke this language, the glyphs were still used to identify the Ardor that each Elfean possessed. It was a point of extreme pride to bear a mark, especially living in a world as hostile to its inhabitants as Carceron.

      Briatta couldn’t wait to manifest her own Ardor and attend her tattoo appointment. Everything was already scheduled—or at least tentatively reserved. Many of the people who performed standard post-Choosing services were no longer guaranteeing a time slot, considering the number of Elfeans who left their rituals without Ardor these days.

      “Bold of you to awaken the beast so early,” Briatta commented with a wry smile, her gaze flicking towards her brother as she slathered butter onto a slice of bread.

      “She’ll never make it as a Night Rose if she can’t wake up when she needs to,” Aden said with a deadpan expression before taking a long drink of water. “If you think about it, I’m doing her a favor.”

      Briatta chuckled, swapping butter for brambleberry jam and scooping a generous amount from the jar. “Ellery doesn’t see it that way.”

      Aden’s eyes sparkled over his breakfast as he picked up the newspaper that Preida left on the table for them every morning, always propped neatly against the vase of flowers in the center. A moment later, footsteps sounded in the hall, and Owena appeared.

      “El’s on her way down,” Owena said with a warning look to Aden, who glanced up from his paper, smiling innocently.

      While Aden and Ellery constantly clashed, Briatta was amicable with both her siblings. She seldom played intermediary because she didn’t want to accidentally nurture animosity, but she could usually see the humor in their disagreements. They were rarely serious, and arguments were usually forgotten within minutes.

      “There’s another report of an activist attack,” Aden said, his eyes flicking back and forth across the paper. “Happened between here and Seradan.”

      The kingdom—and continent—of Belrune was home to many cities, each encased in their own biodome. While Montclair was in the northwestern corner of the kingdom, just east of the Palace of the Founders, Seradan was farther south and bordered on the east by the Nalaran Mountain range.

      Owena sighed, moving to the tea selection. “King Novak really ought to fight them with a harder hand.”

      The Kalaiden rebels claimed that their planet, Carceron, was slowly dying and King Novak wasn’t doing anything to stop it. Even if the world was dying, Briatta didn’t see how the king could make a difference, and she thought that the attacks were cruel and resulted in an unnecessary loss of life. Not even the most potent Ardorist could stop a force of nature like a dying planet, so why did they insist on perpetuating this fight?

      The citizens of Belrune didn’t know who to blame, and so it fell on King Novak. There was no way to know if there was anyone else out there, because of the way Belrune stood like a pedestal on the surface of Carceron. There was nothing around it, and though there was something beneath and around the continent, it was too far away to make out clearly. No one came to them, and no one left. They were, to their knowledge, alone.

      Shortly after Owena finished preparing her morning tea, Ellery breezed into the room. She was beaming as though nothing had upset her, her cheeks as rosy and fresh as if she’d awoken hours ago and had spent the entire time between then and now applying creams and taking restoring walks in the garden.

      “Good morning, family,” she said brightly, picking up a teacup and examining the three teapots Preida had brewed. The options were Rose Breakfast, Lady Grey, and a green jasmine blend for Aden, who did not care for black teas.

      “Morning, El,” Briatta said, taking a bite of her bread, now satisfyingly covered in butter and jam. Ellery selected the teapot containing Rose Breakfast, filled her cup, then moved to the table and pulled out the chair beside Briatta.

      “Are you excited to pick up your ceremonial attire, Bria?” Ellery glanced at her as she pulled her seat back, settling her napkin on her lap.

      It was Seren, the sixth day of the week. Carceron weeks lasted six days, and for the other five days, people went about their daily lives, working to provide for each other and to support the fragile life within the biodomes. Seren was the day of rest.

      Each cycle was six weeks long, and there were six Cycles of Silence alternating with the six cycles of each of the six Ardors.

      No documented moment in Carceron’s history identified why the Elfeans of old had chosen to mark the cycles or weeks in this manner, but it had been irrevocably ingrained in their way of life, and aligned nicely with the orbit of Carceron around the Polar Sun.

      In the previous cycle—the Cycle of Wind—the family tailor, Naius, had taken fresh measurements for the costume Briatta would need to go before the status of the Founders, and today was the final fitting. If Naius needed to make any last adjustments, he would have a week to do so, because after this Seren, there would only be six days left in the second Cycle of Silence. The start of the next cycle would be the Cycle of Flame, and its first day would be Briatta’s birthday and her Choosing.

      However, Naius had not made a mistake in all the years—each twelve cycles long—that Briatta had known him. She already knew that the clothing would be ready to go.

      “I am,” Briatta said, swallowing her bite. In truth, she could hardly wait, but she did her best to contain her excitement. Briatta knew she would be heartbroken if she did not manifest any Ardor during her Choosing, so she was desperately trying to remain unaffected by twenty years of anticipation.

      Every Elfean wanted to manifest Ardor and play an essential role in their society. After all, they wouldn’t be able to survive on Carceron without it, and this year in particular, there had been terrifyingly few Elfeans leaving their Choosings with Ardor.

      Anxiety swirled in her gut, and Briatta’s foot tapped of its own accord as she drenched some oats with cream and berries. Her eyes flicked to Aden’s fire rune, stark against the pale skin on his temple, and she privately prayed to the Founders that she would soon bear a similar mark.

      It didn’t need to be fire. It could be anything. Any of the six Ardors, and Briatta would be happy.

      After what felt like hours, the rest of the Belrose family finished their breakfast, and Briatta fought the urge to leap from the table and drag her aunt and siblings out of the house. She forced herself to lean back in her chair as if she were bored and looked around the room as nonchalantly as she could manage.

      “Are we leaving soon?” she asked, pretending to yawn.

      “Bria, you can cut the act. You’re practically vibrating with energy.” Aden smirked, setting his fork across his plate and standing.

      Scowling, Briatta flew to her feet, nearly knocking her chair over. “I am not.”

      “You are,” Ellery chimed in, fighting back laughter. “I’ve never seen you try so hard not to rush us.”

      Owena smiled. “We’re ready to leave. No need to antagonize your sister.”

      Ellery and Aden rolled their eyes, united for once, and everyone filed from the dining room and exited the house. At the front door, Aden hugged Briatta. Despite it being Seren and the day of rest, Ardorists didn’t get as many opportunities for rest because they were considered essential as a first response to certain scenarios.

      “I’ll meet you at the Founders Hall,” Aden promised, then, with a wave of his hand to the rest of the family, set off to work, pulling his headscarf on as he walked out the door. As with all young citizens of Belrune, once Aden had graduated at twenty years old from general education and gone through his Choosing at twenty-one, he was assigned a job based on his Ardor after he’d mastered it. It was all heavily regulated by King Novak’s administration, and the only people who were free to choose their careers were the disgraced Ardorless, those who couldn’t wield the power of their world.

      Since Aden worked with the fire control team of Montclair’s fire department, there were rarely days when he had time off, especially considering the dry heat within the biodome. Water Ardorists tried to generate some rain every day to mitigate the risks, but the intensity of the two suns was difficult to counteract, and it remained arid despite their best efforts.

      Petyr, the Belrose family groundskeeper, was waiting on the street in front of the Belrose Estate with a traditionally white carriage—most in Belrune were kept a light color to help ward against the heat of the suns—and a pair of silvery-white horses. The animals were nearly identical, except one had grey-blue streaks in its cropped mane.

      Petyr and Preida, who had been hired separately years ago by Owena, had since gone through the Elfean bonding ceremony and were partners for life. Now, they stayed in a small guest house above the stables on the Belrose property, and they were practically family.

      When they’d all piled into the carriage, Petyr climbed onto the driver’s bench and picked up the reins, urging the magnificent white horses forward. Parkette Street, amid the bustling market district of Montclair, was the home of Naius’s tailoring shop, which he’d fondly named Mont-Clothes. It was technically close enough to Penrose Avenue, the road that the Belroses lived on, that they could have walked, but it would have taken more time than they had.

      “It’s going to be another hot day,” Owena observed, looking out the carriage’s window. Fighting the urge to roll her eyes, Briatta turned from her aunt, who sat across from her. Owena must have been highly preoccupied to make such small talk.

      “It’s always a hot day,” Briatta replied eventually, because no one else had. Her leg bobbed restlessly, and her hand scrunched the fabric of her pants.

      “I don’t mind the sun,” Ellery said distractedly, her hands playing with her headscarf in her lap. Everyone wore them when they were outside during bioday to protect themselves from the two suns, though the Polar Sun was the one they were most often exposed to. Only those traveling beyond the biodomes while the Nocturne Sun was in the sky would have to worry about that sun.

      Briatta didn’t answer, but she could practically hear Aden saying, “Well, this has been profound.” She tried not to burst out laughing as the thought popped into her head, and she somehow reined it back into a very unladylike snort.

      Owena and Ellery both frowned at Briatta.

      Petyr stopped the carriage at the end of Parkette Street, which was permanently blocked on both ends for shopping Elfeans to freely wander without worrying about traffic. Owena thanked him for driving them, and after a quick conversation about where to wait, she climbed down from the carriage and paused to allow Briatta and Ellery to follow suit. Once the door was shut and they were clear, Petyr pulled forward and out of the way.

      Still trying desperately to maintain her composure, Briatta waited for Owena to start walking as she pulled her headscarf loosely over her hair. Being Seren, it was busy; there were many people out enjoying their free time, doing their weekly shopping, or meeting with friends. The hum of activity usually put Briatta into a hyper-aware state for anything that might go wrong, but today, she was anxious, and she fisted the fabric of her shirt, unable to keep her hands quiet.

      Mont-Clothes came into view over the heads of the bustling crowd, finally pulling Briatta out of her misery. When Owena pushed the old wooden door open, the tiny bell above the door heralded their entrance, and Naius burst out of his back room in a flurry of fabric, pushing his crooked glasses up his nose as he beamed at them. Neither Naius nor any of his assistants were Ardorists, so their temples were all as smooth and unmarked as Briatta’s.

      “Ah, my most favored customers,” Naius declared, setting his bundle of canary and aubergine-dyed cloth on his front desk. One of his many assistants was seated behind it and seemed conflicted about whether she should say anything or allow Naius to handle the Belroses. She apparently decided to remain quiet, because she astutely returned to her previous task, quietly removing Naius’s fabric from her workspace.

      “Hello, Naius,” Owena greeted him warmly. The door closed behind them with a second little chime from the bell.

      “Come, come,” Naius said, beckoning them through the shop and into one of the fitting rooms. Already hanging on the walls was the array of white components that would coalesce into Briatta’s ceremonial clothing, and excitement fluttered in her chest at the sight of them.

      “I trust you know how to assemble them?” Naius asked Owena. When she nodded, he made to leave the room. “Just holler when you’re ready.”

      Briatta first made Ellery turn away, then she removed her clothes and pulled on a tight white undershirt. She grudgingly allowed Owena to watch, but only to ensure she put the outfit on correctly. After the shirt came a pair of billowing white pants that were fitted only at the waist and ankles. Finally, Briatta slipped on the pair of solid white sandals that she would wear only to the edge of the Founders’ circle.

      She turned, looking in the large mirror Naius kept in all his fitting rooms, and admired herself in the white garments. A huge grin spread across her face, and she reached for the last piece.

      “That’s probably enough for Naius,” Owena interrupted, holding a hand out to stop her. “He’ll want to make sure the shirt fits before you put the robe on.”

      “Alright,” Briatta agreed, her hand falling back to her side.

      Naius reentered the fitting room with a strip of fabric hanging around his neck, which he used for measurements, and a pen tucked behind his ear.

      “Ah, that’s looking great,” he said, his mouth splitting into a wide smile. He approached Briatta, checked the fit of the shirt and pants at her shoulders, chest, and waist, and then stepped back. “Does that feel okay?”

      “Yes.” Briatta nodded, her cheeks beginning to hurt from smiling. She was so glad to finally be nearing this monumental day.

      “Alright, the robe then.” Naius pulled the final piece from where it hung, and Briatta ducked for him to settle it over her shoulders. It wrapped around her neck and fastened on her right shoulder, leaving much of the fabric hanging in soft creases around her. Then, he pulled the hood up, and Briatta gazed at her appearance in the mirror with barely contained awe.

      It wasn’t that she thought she was anything special to look at; it was just that this was an outfit she’d dreamed of wearing ever since she was little.

      The large hood rested loosely on her head, the extra length settling in folds just below her shoulders. Despite being ritualistic garb that she would wear for only one day in her life, Briatta imagined what it would feel like to hold her daggers and spar in these clothes. The robe, of which the longest point fell to her knees, would probably get in the way, but it would be more of a dance than a fight, anyway. At least, that was the way that Briatta envisioned it.

      Naius stepped back, his arms folded as he admired his work. “I don’t think I need to do anything else.”

      “This is perfect, Naius.” Owena smiled. “As always.”

      “I don’t want to take it off,” Briatta breathed. She turned to Naius and hugged him. “It’s wonderful.”

      “Oh.” Naius laughed. “Thank you.”

      Briatta turned back to the mirror and admired the clothes again before finally resigning to removing them. While she’d worn a similar outfit—in a pale clay color to signify she hadn’t yet had her rite—for Aden’s Choosing ceremony, there was something different about having her own white robes. Something special.

      Owena and Ellery left the room, likely to settle the bill, while Briatta changed and then reverently folded the clothes, placing them into the waiting bag beneath the hangers. She would treasure these for the rest of her life. Always.

      They signified that her life was changing for the better. She was sure of it.
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      After leaving Mont-Clothes, the three Belroses found Petyr and seated themselves in the carriage again. Briatta held her bag of white liturgical robes protectively on her lap, still giddy from the joy of seeing her reflection in them. This was the perfect start to the best week of her life. The knowledge resonated in her bones like the soaring call of a bird would echo through the biodome.

      In addition to the unique clothes Briatta would wear during the actual Choosing, they still needed to pick up the plain white standard shift that all Elfeans wore to their ritual baths the morning of their ceremony and birthday. She would get this article of clothing at the Seren sermon later today at their local Founders Hall.

      Typically, addresses were given every two hours on each Seren, and families could attend whichever time worked for them. Today, the Belroses were on their way to an early address after their visit to Mont-Clothes so Briatta would be free to participate in Owena’s evening lessons, which were required for the Choosing. It was the head of the house’s duty to guide their younglings through the week leading up to the rite, helping them in meditation so they would be able to control their Ardor if it sparked to life until they were placed into training after their Choosing.

      Briatta didn’t understand why society waited until so close to the Choosing before preparing their children for it, but she was forever thankful that Owena had taught them the meditative techniques required for controlling Ardor from the very first day they’d arrived in her home. Everyone was required to learn this as they approached their Choosing, but it was still impressive that Owena retained as much knowledge as she did for not having manifested.

      Both Neven and Aden had said that Owena’s teachings prepared them better than anything else they’d been exposed to.

      Petyr pulled the horses to a halt in front of the Founders Hall, located at the end of Penrose Avenue, and Briatta instinctively looked for their house in the distance. It stood where it always had, warm grey-blue in color and charming, just down the road. Petyr would return the carriage and horse team to the property while the Belroses were in the service, and they would walk home afterward. Reluctantly, Briatta parted ways with the bag containing her white robes, tucking them safely underneath the seat and ensuring Petyr knew to set them inside the front door as soon as he got home.

      “Not to worry, Miss Belrose,” Petyr said with a knowing smile. After all, he’d been through the Choosing just the same as every other citizen of Belrune. He was acutely aware of the emotional turmoil Briatta was experiencing. “I’ll make sure your robes get home safe and sound.”

      Briatta watched the carriage until it parked in front of her house, where she could barely make out his form carrying her bag inside. Exhaling slowly, she wiped her sweaty palms on the fabric of her pants and turned to follow her aunt and sister into the Founders Hall.

      Each Founders Hall was built with smooth white stone inlaid with twisting, swirling golden veins that wove through the material wildly, with no pattern. The solid walls formed a large rectangular building with a white stone roof, and the same smooth white and golden slabs that formed the walls also comprised the floor within. Even the pews, the altars, and the statues matched the rest of the structure.

      Beneath the light of the Polar Sun, it practically glowed. Briatta knew that the granite was supposed to look natural—as if the structure had sprouted from the ground itself—but that was because it had been crafted by talented Land Ardorists. Anything that was a composite of the soil of Carceron, they could manipulate.

      Briatta entered through the main doors to a circular room with twelve equidistant alcoves carved into the wall at chest level—the same that could be found in every Founders Hall. Within each cleft stood a small statue, an imitation of the corresponding Founder who stood at the original circle of the Founders, next to the Palace. That was where Briatta would be in less than a week for her Choosing.

      As was customary, Briatta genuflected before the Founders when she reached the center of the vestibule. Then, she continued through the door directly across from the entrance and joined her family inside the great room of the Founders Hall.

      “There’s Sister Keirna,” Owena said under her breath, touching Briatta’s shoulder lightly and nodding to a young woman in priestess robes standing at the back of the room greeting people as they entered. “Go and ask about your bath dress.”

      Briatta joined the line of people waiting to speak with Sister Keirna, who was fairly new to this Founders Hall and still trying to learn everyone’s names. The population in Montclair was not large, so services were rarely full, especially because they had such frequent services. In fact, because there were enough Founders Halls that each neighborhood was reasonably localized, it allowed for much more personal relationships to develop between the priests, priestesses, and their congregations.

      Owena and Ellery made their way to a pew near the back where both the exit and the front of the room were in view. Briatta smiled as she watched the austere woman who was her aunt sit neatly on her bench and carefully examine the room around her, thinking to herself that Owena would never truly be a regular citizen. The habits developed by her work with the Night Roses were too deeply ingrained, so much so that she kept watch even at the Founders Hall.

      The line to meet Sister Keirna moved quickly, and Briatta bowed shallowly in greeting when it was her turn.

      “Sister Keirna,” she said, pitching her voice low so it would not echo in the resonant hall.

      “Briatta Belrose, isn’t it?” Sister Keirna said softly, her gentle smile setting her face aglow as she rose from her own bow.

      “Yes,” Briatta nodded. “I’m supposed to ask you about the bath dress I will need for my Choosing.”

      Sister Keirna brightened. “Ah yes, that’s coming up. I saw one set aside for you in the back. I’ll have it ready for you at the end of the service.”

      “Thank you.” Briatta bowed once more before she parted ways with the young Sister. Within the Founders Halls, when greeting the king and other nobility, or at events where higher courtesies were recognized, it was common for the people of Belrune to greet each other with bows. Within these walls especially, everyone was worthy enough to be welcomed with honor.

      Aden slipped in and followed Briatta as they joined their family at the bench, whereupon the sermon continued as was expected. The priests and priestesses wore white, floor-length robes cinched by golden belts with decorative tassels, and their shoulders were covered by a white shawl trimmed with more gold fabric. Each wore a golden necklace that hung to their abdomens, the intricate chain ending in a small golden figure. While she could not see them up close, Briatta knew they’d all taken a Founder as their patron upon swearing their final oaths, and they wore pendants of their patrons around their necks to guide them through life.

      Some priests and priestesses had Ardor-marks on their temples, but not all did. If one wished to follow the vocation to become a cleric, it was the one occupation for Ardorists that the crown could not dictate.

      Each service began with the head minister calling the people to prayer, and then they would read from the Book of the Binding, depicting the world-altering acts that the Founders had taken to save everyone. If not for them, Carceron would have died many years ago, and Briatta would never have come to exist. Now, the Founders were the only place where an Elfean could manifest Ardor, presumably because the concentration of Ardor and their connection to Carceron was so strong that it had fundamentally altered the way their world worked. Before they had existed, there was very limited information on how one could become an Ardorist; obviously, it was possible, because the Founders themselves were Ardorists.

      Near the conclusion of the service, each person in attendance was called to the front, where they bowed to a larger statue—each standing in front of six unique altars to each known Ardor—of the Founder whom they required aid from that day. In this Founders Hall, there was nothing within the main body of the church to acknowledge the silent Founders. After that, the sermon was called to a close with a few songs composed in honor of the twelve holy Ardorists who had saved their souls.

      For each of the next six days until her Choosing, Briatta would attend a Founders Hall and pray to one of the six named Founders. The other six were clouded in mystery, as no history had named them or their Ardor, and no tribute or prayer was given to them leading up to the Choosing. They were represented by the Cycles of Silence.

      Briatta knelt before the Founder of Light, as her cycle came first in a Carceron year—followed by the six Cycles of Silence and the cycles of the other five Ardors in alternating order—and she would brighten the way for Briatta through this critical time in life. Since Briatta’s six days hadn’t officially begun, Briatta would come before the Founder of Light again the following day, but she figured that an extra appeal could only do her good.

      When the service finally finished, Briatta led the way back to the rear of the hall and waited for Sister Keirna to return with her ritual bath dress. Sister Keirna appeared from the door on the side of the hall just as the last person filed out of the room, leaving only the Belrose family waiting there.

      “Here you are,” Sister Keirna said, holding a wrapped package for Briatta. “The instructions for care after the bath are inside. We’ll see you tomorrow, then?”

      “You will.” Briatta smiled. Sister Keirna would be well versed in the rituals that took place prior to the Choosing.

      Clutching her new parcel close, Briatta followed Owena out of the Founders Hall and blinked as they stepped into the bright sunlight. It was nearly midday as they walked home, where Preida would have food set out for them.

      “Is it starting to feel real?” Aden asked as they walked, his grin cheeky.

      “Hardly.” Briatta laughed. Fluttering nerves seemed to have taken permanent residence in her chest, and every breath she’d taken since having woken was shaky. “I don’t think I’ll believe it’s happening until I’m there.”

      “You’ll be fine.” Aden’s smile softened to a more reassuring one, and he squeezed his sister’s shoulder.

      “I’m hungry,” Ellery complained, her hand settling over her stomach as it rumbled loudly.

      Owena raised an eyebrow and looked back at the little flock over her shoulder. “You can see our house from here.”

      “I know,” Ellery moaned.

      The Belrose house loomed large, that transient blue-grey color shimmering under the Polar Sun. A painted home such as theirs—which largely wasn’t the color white—symbolized status because the residents could afford to keep it cool without lightening the exterior to reflect heat. While the shade of the house wasn’t necessarily dark, it was something in-between.

      With the year-round greenery that blossomed, thanks to Petyr, the house was a beautiful sight to behold. In honor of their namesake, Petyr had grown white rose bushes to vine over the house’s walls, and the surrounding air was always heavy with the floral scent that emanated from them.

      Preida had set out platters of finger sandwiches and sparkling juices along with freshly cut fruit from the property’s greenhouse that Petyr also maintained. It was a simple lunch, yet everything was bursting with flavor and filling, leaving Briatta satisfied and refreshed.

      After lunch, their aunt wanted to ensure the Belrose children could fit a sparring session into their day before Beginning Briatta’s Choosing lesson.

      She sent them downstairs into the basement, which had been transformed into a training space long before Briatta and her siblings had moved in. The walls of the entire bottom floor were bare of paint; instead, it was lined with weapon racks, shields, and relics of the Belrose family history. On the ground was one big mat.

      Owena matched Briatta against Ellery, and the sisters each chose types of swords that they did not typically use. They circled each other slowly, but Ellery advanced first, which was precisely why Briatta consistently managed to beat her still. While her younger sister was talented and catching up to Briatta and Aden rapidly, she was still brash and overly bold with her decisions.

      The fight quickly ended with Ellery on her stomach and Briatta’s blade tapping the back of her neck.

      “Kill strike,” Briatta said, backing away.

      Ellery grunted with frustration and pushed herself onto her knees. “I don’t get it; what am I doing wrong?”

      While Owena stepped in to review the session for Ellery, Briatta joined Aden, who was going through a series of exercises on his own with a longsword. This had been their lives from the day they had moved in with Owena after their father had sent them away. Owena had pulled them inside, fed them dinner, put them to bed, and the following day, she’d woken them all up before the bioday had begun and had them running sequences within a cycle.

      Briatta would forever be grateful, because she couldn’t imagine how her life would have turned out otherwise. If she and her siblings had remained in Srila—Belrune’s capital, east of Montclair and of the Nalaran Mountains—with their father after their mother had been sent away, where would they be now? Likely still poor and living in a cramped apartment. Briatta couldn’t remember it very well, but Aden did, and he’d described it for her and Ellery many times over the years.

      The situation had not been good. Briatta often wondered what had happened for their mother, Owena’s sister, to have ended up in such poor health that she was institutionalized while Owena had done so well on her own in Montclair, as she’d been too young to remember. Why hadn’t their father done more, she wondered? Once, she’d asked Owena about it, but the woman had remained tight-lipped where her sister Lila and her husband were concerned. She’d simply shaken her head sadly and changed the subject.

      After hours of training, Owena finally declared they’d done enough for the day and that Briatta and Ellery would take it up again the next morning. The exercise helped clear Briatta’s mind, and her breaths were coming easier. Founders, it was going to be a long week.

      In the few hours left before dinner, Owena took Briatta into her office and closed the door. She sat behind her desk and settled in, steepling her hands as she looked across the polished wood. Briatta squirmed under the scrutiny and felt as though her aunt were examining her as if she’d never seen her before.

      Owena’s office had always been one of Briatta’s favorite rooms in the house, second only to the magnificent library. The office was lined with shelves that spanned the entirety of the walls, all the way to the ceiling, and they were crammed with books and artifacts that Owena and other Belrose women before her had collected over the years. There were old metal figurines, tattered covers, and pens so worn it was easy to see where they had most often been held. There were also brand-new books and maps and tiny glass sculptures of the Founders arranged carefully in front of the books and on the desk.

      The entire room smelled like knowledge, and Briatta loved it.

      “I’ve already taught you much of what you’ll need to know for the Choosing,” Owena said finally. “What do you think I mean by that?”

      Briatta considered the question, filing through the many years of constant work that Owena had put her through. There was the hand-to-hand combat, the weapons training, the meditation to center and ground herself when she was fighting and needed to separate emotion from her work, and so much more.

      There were also the many tools that an accomplished Ardorist might use. She’d heard Aden complain about becoming more tired the more Ardor he used, and how much harder it was to focus when he reached that state of fatigue. And Neven, whose Choosing had been a few cycles ago, said that when his Ardor had awakened, it had felt like breathing when he’d never taken a breath. It was as though an integral part of him had been sleeping for all these years, and now he could not envision life without it.

      Briatta imagined that the only way she would completely understand what she needed for using her Ardor would be for her to walk away from the ceremony with Ardor.

      But…beyond that, internal discipline seemed necessary for an Ardorist.

      “Mindfulness,” Briatta finally answered. Owena quirked an eyebrow, nodding slowly.

      “Exactly,” she said. “When your Ardor awakens, you will need to separate it from emotion and use the concentration you’ve built over the years to control it.”

      Briatta noted that Owena said ‘when’ her Ardor awoke rather than ‘if,’ but she didn’t point it out. Briatta’s mother hadn’t been an Ardorist, and neither was Owena, so when Aden manifested Ardor, her aunt believed it was thanks to their father’s genetic contribution.

      “These lessons are meant to practice your self-reflection and prepare you for that moment,” Owena continued. “But since you are already so well accomplished in that area, I am not concerned with wasting our time here. Is there anything else you’d like to talk about?”

      Briatta tilted her head, her eyes drifting around the room and landing on the books.

      “Do you have any advice for me?” she asked at last, the uncomfortable sensation of pressure returning to her chest.

      Owena smiled, this time with sadness. “I wish that I did. But…my life is one that hopefully you will never know.”

      Her aunt didn’t have to say that she meant a life without Ardor. A life of living between the lower and higher societies of Belrune. It was in the tone of her voice, the regret clear in the way her shoulders sagged, and her eyes clouded with some memory that Briatta would never be privy to.

      Ardorists were the backbone of the kingdom of Belrune, the key to a comfortable existence. An Elfean without Ardor was barely more than a burden in the eyes of high society, and there were more and more Ardorless with every passing year.

      Owena was one of few Ardorless women who maintained her position in high society, and it was only due to the whispered rumors of her connection to King Novak. Most of the time, a person who completed their Choosing without Ardor was gradually invited to fewer functions, even if they’d been raised in high society among other Ardorists. They were let go by their friends, sometimes even their family, and eventually forgotten altogether. The Ardorless were forced to work jobs that no one else wanted, and Briatta knew from her observations that despite working harder than anyone else, they were still punished for the one thing they couldn’t control.

      It hadn’t always been this way, where Ardorists hated the Ardorless and believed themselves superior, but the growing strain of maintaining the biodomes and a livable environment was quickly worsening the division between the communities.

      Briatta, Aden, and Ellery had been raised in the same liminal space that Owena existed in; they were not quite fully integrated into high society, comprised of Ardorists, but they were not quite associated with the low society Ardorless, either. While Owena had done her best to give her nieces and nephew everything she could, she had always refused their requests to attend more high society events than were required to show their face each year. Instead, she’d taken them to the poorest district in Montclair, D’ivory, and told them they couldn’t return home until they’d each helped three people.

      Then, Briatta had dragged her feet and wished she’d been dressed up and dancing with her friends from school. Now, she was thankful that Owena hadn’t allowed her to become too comfortable with her life, especially as two entirely different paths stretched out before her, each just as possible as the other—though one was far more terrifying.

      On one road, Briatta would leave her Choosing with Ardor. She would become a full-fledged member of high society and play an important role in the livelihood of her people. On the other road…Briatta would join low society, and her value as a contributor to their life on Carceron would plummet. She would slowly be pushed away by the friends she’d made in school, in which she’d only been able to enroll because she was related to Owena, and she would have no one.

      No one but her family and the Night Roses.

      Briatta told herself it would be enough. But as she stood, hugging her aunt goodnight, leaving the office and heading to her room, she had difficulty believing it.

      She cast one last look at Owena, who was disappearing into her own room. Briatta sometimes wondered if Owena had become such a skilled vigilante to compensate for the lack of power within. Her aunt had always maintained that power was subjective, and most people only chose to see it manifested as Ardor, firmly believing one would be a fool to disregard the unassuming.

      Briatta just hoped she would be more. That people wouldn’t even consider her unassuming in the first place.
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