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    PHOENIX / HUMAN ALLIANCE:

    
While most children will be raised alongside a Phoenix, there are high chances that a child won’t be gifted with the opportunity. Should a Phoenix not hatch on the day that the child is born, or should the Phoenix hatchling die during the first hour of drying, a child may remain without a sibling. All human children raised without a sibling will be assigned jobs within the kingdom to sustain our fruitful lifestyle. Should a Phoenix be hatched without a human to be raised alongside. The Phoenix will be given to the Landing to be cared for by the elders until its ultimate demise occurs.

No Phoenix can survive without their sibling. Being hatched without one to claim will result in their death within one lunar cycle inside of the Landing. Outside of the Landing, a Phoenix will burst into flame upon death. A Phoenix cannot rise without a human. A human cannot enter the Landing without a Phoenix, but is otherwise compatible with life.

There are no recorded instances where a Phoenix dies before a human, as a human is the Phoenix’s breath source. Once a human shall parish of old age or an otherwise untimely demise, the Phoenix will follow its sibling into death, surrendering itself to flame. Although many tales tell of attempts on a Phoenix’s life, no success has been recorded in history, fable or otherwise.
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  Chapter One

  

  

  
   
    

  

   


Laws of Markandeya

All humans without siblings at birth shall be raised with their parents and schooled to become assets to our kingdom. Schooling is mandatory by the Queen's ruling.

Long live Queen Calida the Third.




I run through the long grass, pushing my legs as fast as they can go. I cannot let her beat me again. She always wins, and I am determined to become her match. Samson makes it look so easy to beat Aithne, always outrunning him like it's his birthright. I jump over a small boulder, falling on my landing, my body slamming sharply into the earth.

“Burn it!” I yell the curse as I hear Brigid stop ahead of me.

“You shouldn’t swear. It’s not my fault you can’t seem to stop tripping.” She tells me, preening her wings. Her feathers have changed since our birthday, turning from their childish tone of rusty red to a deep blood red. Her wings came in first, but the feathers around her neck and chest are still a poofy down with quills poking out. Dad says he feels she will be filled in before autumn. I hope he’s right because I can’t imagine her being warm with only down to cover her chest. I stand up, brushing the dirt from my knees and hands. My palms sting where the grass has cut into them.

“You’re getting feathers everywhere.” I tell Brigid, coming to stand with her. She stands at a head above me, making my five-foot-six height look inferior. “You’re getting blood on your pants.” She unhelpfully points out, spitting a feather out of her beak. I glance down. Sure enough, I have wiped blood all over my cream capris. Whoever decided cream was a good colour for summer clothing needs to get outside more.

“Your point?” I ask, examining my palms. They’re already scabbing, the fine cuts closing themselves. “Just thought we were stating the obvious.” Brigid sasses me, shaking her leg out and dropping sand from her claws. “You know I miss when we were kids and you didn’t sass me all of the time.” I cross my arms. Brigid’s attitude problem has been getting worse since her feathers dropped.

“Well, I miss when you were coordinated, but your height and weight gain seem to have wrecked all hope.” I gasp at her retort, “Okay, you overgrown chicken, I’m going home now.” I tell her, turning on my heel and marching back towards the orchard we call home. We live in the Farming District. I am lucky my parents own an orchard in this district and not something livestock-based.

Samson isn’t as lucky in that department, as his family owns a dairy farm. He should be fortunate that Aithne isn’t overly aggressive, as Phoenixes have been known to kill cows for sport.

We’re both the first of the Farming District’s children to be raised with siblings in the last twenty years. It seems hatchings had gone through some terrible occurrences with the volatile weather over the last three decades. Ten years before us, an equine farmer's baby girl had a hatchling successfully dry. It was highly celebrated with the low hatchling survivals in our district. The other districts have always had more success, especially in the Fishing District.

“Are you in there, or did you get lost in your head again?” Brigid asks me, keeping pace with my power walk easily. You’d think her wings would mean she’s less agile on the land, but she moves like she’s never flown a day in her life.

“I’m ignoring you for calling me fat.” I reply, taking care to step over the branches of a fallen willow tree. “I didn’t call you fat. I called you out for gaining weight. Is it untrue that you’ve gained weight?” I pause, turning to face her, tilting my head up to look at her in her beak. “Some things are rude to point out.” I huff, “You called me an overgrown chicken.” She counters, bringing her head down to my level and glaring her green eyes. The feathers around her eyes are so tiny and black, they make it look like she’s wearing eyeliner.

“You insulted me, so I insulted you.” I retort, I hate arguing with her. She always thinks she's right. “Let’s see what Mom has to say about this.” She says, pushing her wings out and shaking. I smirk, “Did you forget you can’t fly yet?” Her feathers not being all the way back prevent her from flying, kind of like how you can’t put your hair in a bun if there’s not enough length. “I wish I could trade humans.” She puffs, stomping ahead of me.

Ha, I win.

***




“I can’t believe you aren’t able to outrun her.” Samson says, cutting up his fish and dipping it in lemon juice. “Why? Because you can outrun Aithne?” I point out, aiming my fork at him. He is always reminding me that he’s fitter than me.

“Everyone can outrun their Phoenix. We have to be able to. Why do you think they fly?” He speaks around the food in his mouth. I wish he’d chew, swallow, and then speak, but he’s never been all that great with table manners.

Raised in a barn, this one. “It's a weird requirement given that we literally are never going to need that skill.” I reply, it’s not a legitimate law but something that is known as an unwritten fact. Humans cover the ground faster than their flying sibling. It's a survival instinct from history when Phoenixes were known to protect us from other animals that might eat us. We’re not exactly designed very well.

History is wild. Everything was against our survival, and for whatever reason, nature created the Phoenix to keep us alive. Without one another, our survival chance is null. A human needs protection, and a Phoenix needs our breath. Phoenixes cannot breathe the earth's air, requiring the use of our breath at hatching to convert their lungs. Only the wails of a new baby’s cry within the first twenty-four hours are enough to convert a fresh hatchling.

It’s theorized that the first Phoenix discovered this by accident when one decided to allow a dying pregnant human to wander into the Landing. When she died in childbirth, it left the Phoenix with the baby as her egg hatched, her hatchling being laid with the human baby. As the baby wailed, the hatchling's lungs converted, creating the codependency we now know. The Landing is the only place a hatchling can be born and survive without a human's breath. It’s quite the theory, but as long as we have recorded, human babies are required for Phoenix hatchlings to breathe air outside of the fiery Landing. We’re linked like twins in some type of spiritual contract once we share breath.

“Whatever, did you hear that the Queen is closing the port?” Sam states, causing my eyebrows to shoot up. The last time we closed the boat ports was due to a storm blowing in. It was bad, and the obsessive rain nearly drowned the Landings barrier. Fire can’t burn in large amounts of water. Luckily, all the Phoenixes now have human siblings, and their lives don’t depend on the Landings ability to burn, but that said, it was terrifying for everyone, regardless. “Why? Another storm is coming, or maybe the water is too rough for ships, and it's just a partial closure?” I suggest. Samson shakes his head.

“No, it’s a full closure. They've removed all the boats from the water.” I balk. We're in for a storm for sure. I spear my own fish, dipping it in Samson’s lemon juice. I really don’t want to deal with bad weather.

Our kitchen is humble, with a simple handmade wooden table and matching stools. The cabinets are what my grandfather built when he owned the orchard. Most of our belongings are hand-me-downs from my grandparents, who, when too old to work, moved into the district’s centre. They’re living now atop one of the shops. It’s something most do in retirement.

Our house is small compared to our barn, which is huge. You put the money where it's needed, and by money I mean the crops, since there’s no real exchange of wealth quite like a good season's yield. Mom's out in the Fishing District right now visiting her sister, who married a captain. They live a lush life. Captains are well-paid and highly respected members of the kingdom.

Many Phoenix siblings live there. It's a very blessed area and where, I think, Mom grew up, but she’s never confirmed it. How she ended up falling in love with Dad is beyond me, as I would’ve wanted to stay in the richer district, but what would I know? I hear the front door open and close. Dad must be home, as Brigid and Aithne are out grabbing fruit to snack on in the orchards.

Dad joins us in the kitchen, his jaw hanging open at whatever he’s reading. The pamphlet-style notice seems to be of great interest to him. “What’s wrong, Dad? You look like all of the trees have been frostbitten.” He raises his eyes to mine, pure terror etching them. “The Queen has called all the Phoenix and their siblings to the Landing. It's effective immediately, and you kids are being picked up in the district’s centre.” My brain doesn’t process his words. Surely I’m dreaming?

“What!” Samson asks as he shoots up, knocking over his dish of lemon juice. “Why would they do that?” I add, my hands shaking, I’ve never left our district. Others with siblings have come to visit us in the past when we were little, but I’ve never gone to where the rest of us generally reside. I like the rolling fields here. The busier districts just aren’t my calling.

“It’s classified, but anyone who disobeys the order will be detained and tried for the crime of disobeying the Queen. She’s passed this as a law, Abbigail. you must go.” He turns to Sam, “Samson, head to your father. I’m sure he too was notified.” I can’t breathe, panic settling deep in my chest. Something is very, very wrong for the Queen to pass a new law so hastily and demand we leave our homes.

“Is it safe?” I ask Dad. “Yes, I am more afraid of what has caused this course of action than you heading to the Landing. You weren’t set to go there for another two years.” I nod. Dad has told me for years that I will go to the Landing with Brigid, but that I still have tons of time. I guess time's up due to whatever is happening to have the Queen gathering us all. I have to go locate Brigid. Oh God, this is going to suck.

***




Within hours, I have a bushel bag packed with my most sacred belongings, coloured pencils and a notebook included. Brigid has an extra pack stuffed with water and snacks slung around her neck as she walks with me to our district's centre, where we were told to meet. “When you went to the Landing a few years ago, did anyone ever mention anything like this ever happening before?” I ask her, referring to when she went for her growth assessment. She’d been so excited, and when she came home, all she could tell me about was how beautiful the Landing was.

“No, aside from humans with no siblings, we’ve always had the most freedom. Perhaps they’ve decided we also need to be schooled?” I side-eye Brigid. One of the benefits of being a sibling is that we don’t have to dedicate ourselves to any higher education than the basics.

We will never work, so there is no point. When we are of age and ready, we are given homes in the township that is within the walls of the Landing so our Phoenix can breed. If we so choose, we can even marry within the Landing's barrier and have our own families. The most work we’ve ever been taught to do is to take care of our Phoenix, which is funny because we’re basically born knowing how to do it. Like the moment we share our breath, our brains give us the blueprint on how to keep our feathered sibling alive and healthy.

“Hey!” Samson calls, waving his arms around like I couldn’t see Aithne standing there. He is a huge Phoenix. All of his feathers completed coming in last month. He reminds me of a peacock, but scarier and much larger. His bright, icy blue eyes look spectacular with his adult feathers. The deep blue hues almost appear black until the sun catches them, revealing to you the blue undertones of the feather's true colour.

Aithne has always been large, even as a hatchling, despite coming from an egg so tiny. Most were convinced that the egg wouldn’t hatch at all, but Aithne hatched successfully and dried, sharing breath with Samson against all predictions. I was born a month later with Brigid.

My mother had said that I was born in a sea of blood, causing Brigid's egg to stain when she was hatched well before my arrival into the world. She unfortunately also got covered in the blood, which made her fear that it’d prevent her from drying. Luckily, it didn’t interfere, and we both have been thriving since our bloody start.

“Is it just us?” I ask, looking around. All of the other members of our district are out working or decidedly busy indoors. The town will fill after five when everyone comes to send off the day's harvests with the carriages and then again at seven when the deliveries come in from the districts surrounding us.

We aren’t prisoners in our districts. We can travel whenever, but most prefer not to due to the time it takes out of their workdays. Mom told me once of the Cloth District. It was magical in their town centre, blankets hung from wires stretching from building to building, billowing in the wind. Silk moths flew around, landing on beautiful flowers and cut fruit left out for them on colourful glass dishes. I would’ve loved to have gone there, but Brigid always brought too much attention, and Mom didn’t want us swarmed by onlookers.

“Yeah, remember? There’s, like, no hatchling survivors here. We’re the cool ones.” Sam flicks his sun hat brim. “Or perhaps the unlucky ones, given that we’ve been called to the Landing.” Aithne mumbles, adjusting the pack he has swung around his neck, then repositioning a second one.

“Are you carrying Samson’s bag?” I ask, stunned, because Aithne didn’t strike me as the pack mule type. “Of course, unlike Brigid, I don’t have to worry about losing feathers.” He clicks his beak as Brigid growls. They don’t always get along, fighting like brother and sister. “Cut it out, you two. I don’t mind carrying my own bag. Brigid isn’t a pack mule.” I roll my shoulders back, and Brigid mirrors me, lifting her head up a bit higher. “You two are weird,” Sam gripes, then stops short, his eyes widening. “The fleet is coming.” He announces, pointing towards the East Road that leads from the woodlands between the districts.

I turn to look, seeing the horses and carriages creating a slight dust storm on the dirt path. Phoenixes fly above the fleet, but the horses seem unconcerned with the flight patterns going on above them and more concerned with their carriage duty at hand. The fleet is large, with impressive carriages that look awfully heavy to pull despite not being full of produce. We remain silent as the fleet files into town. The leading three carriages blow right past us, but the fourth stops before us, halting the line.

“Hello Abbigail Renata, Samson Ashur, Aithne, and Brigid.” She pauses to read from a pamphlet she holds. “Aithne and Brigid may take to the sky now, and you two are in my carriage.” The woman smiles, tucking the paper under her leg. Her dark black hair is neatly tied back in a complicated braided pattern, and her uniform is that of a Queen's guard. Silver cloth clothing with detailed embroidered feathers at the shoulders and wrists of her shirt.

Shit. She said, fly. "Uh, Brigid can’t fly very well right now.” I say so she doesn’t have to. She's quite touchy over being basically flightless. “Oh, oh yes, I see she’s in moult. Okay, Brigid, you’re going to have to perch atop the carriage.” The woman states.

Brigid raises her feathers in disgust but obliges and jumps on the carriage with no protest, to my utter surprise. Aithne bends, spreading his wings as he shoots into flight, heading towards the direction of the other Phoenix in the sky. If I wasn’t so full of anxiety, I’d be impressed by the sight of it all, but frankly, I want to hurl.

“Hop in. We’ve got roughly twelve hours to cover as we head back to the Landing.” The coach lady says, “I thought we were moving as a fleet to each district?” Sam speaks up, asking the woman about the information he has been rereading since we found out about all of this.

“Change of plans, each assigned carriage will depart for the Landing separately. The fleet will slowly dismantle with each that is picked up. Don’t worry, Aithne is with Amir. He will guide him with us from the sky.” Sam and I share a look and then climb the step into the carriage.

Why would they choose to change their plans? I swear the one carriage that passed had someone in it, but maybe I imagined it.

“Wow.” Sam says in awe, taking a seat across from me as he flicks his gaze around the carriage. Wow, that is completely right. The carriage is spacious with a small wooden table under the window, thick silver curtains pulled back from the glass so we can see, and the seats are soft cushioned velvet with buttons that are little feathers that create a diamond-like effect in the fabric. I set my bushel bag down and cringe slightly at the dried dirt that drops from its burlap fabric to the velvet seating.

“Ready back there?” The woman calls. I need to ask her—her name. “Ready!” I say, feeling a lot less so than my tone would suggest. This carriage is intimidating, with its fancy fabrics and intense cleanliness. I guess I won’t be spending the trip drawing like I had hoped. I truly don’t wish to mess this carriage up with my pencil shavings.

***

We cart our way out of our district and into the Cloth District within a mere hour. I didn’t realize the Cloth District was as big as it is, though. It took us another two hours to get through it and onto the travel road in the woods. Desdemona, our carriage driver—I finally asked her name—has been giving us little fun facts during our ride. Like how the Cloth District is one of the Queen's favourites to visit, she is known to come at random to shop. I can’t imagine going out for my daily activities and accidentally running into the Queen herself.

I’d probably be so in awe of her that I’d screw up my own name. Sam is napping, and with the endless trees surrounding us, there are no more fun facts to be told. Boredom taking over, I pull out my notebook and start drawing.

I rip some blank pages out to place between the table and my pencils, hopefully sparing the table any staining. I drew one of Brigid’s head feathers. Before she lost them, they were absolutely gorgeous. Long feathers, featuring her rusty colour, the tips were thin and swirled into themselves like a ribbon coiling at its end. They have yet to regrow, but the spines are there in her lofty fluff. I can’t wait to see what colour they become. I focus on getting each little line right to really showcase the depth of the feather, losing myself to my art.

***

A bump in the road startles me, and I drop my notebook with my coloured pencils scattering to the floor. I must’ve fallen asleep because I have no idea where we are. The air is thick, and it feels too hot even for June. “Abbigail!” I hear Brigid yell in fear from outside. I jump up, wrenching the door open. The air isn’t just thick. It's smoke-filled. We’re in a little town, and one of the buildings is burning. “Brigid!” I yell, pulling my shirt over my mouth and nose, hopping down. “What the hell?” Sam says from behind me, jumping down and out of the carriage.

“Back in the carriage! Now! We must go.” Desdemona yells at us in a clear command, pulling a bandanna up and around her face just under her eyes. I look up to see Brigid still perched on the carriage. Her feathers are pulled tightly to her skin as they do when she’s scared.

Sam grabs my arm and hauls me into the carriage, shutting the door as it lurches forward, being pulled into motion. Instead of the calm travel of earlier, this ride is rough and rushed, the horses moving like their lives depend upon it.

“What was that!” I yell to Sam over the noise of the horse's hoof falls, stepping on one of my coloured pencils as I go to the window to try to see out. “Couldn’t tell you, but did you see the dead Phoenix?” He sounds bewildered. What? “No, they burst into flames when they die. You can’t see their body.” I say, relaying the fact like I’ve read it from a history book in front of me.

“That one wasn’t on fire. It looked like a dead pigeon.” Sam reaches for my notebook and snatches a couple of my pencils. He flips to a blank page and draws up a quick sketch of a Phoenix lying on the stone of the town we just left, its head bent with death and wings splayed.

It appears exactly like a dead pigeon as he holds it up to me. “That’s—That’s not possible. Sam, if it was dead, it’d be burning. Perhaps its sibling was nearby fighting the fire, and it got tired.” I lean back in my seat. Sam is losing his head. “No, its sibling was screaming. He was the one on fire.” Sam squeezes my notebook, crinkling the paper. As he relays this, he looks terrified. “It’s not possible. That's not how it works.” I mumble, looking out of the window as we approach what appears to be a stone wall that is on fire.

Wow! “Is this?” I ask in astonishment, my eyes widening. “Yeah, the Landing, we’re here.” Sam says, closing my notebook for me and handing it back so I can put it away.

We travel for another hour up a road along the Landing’s burning wall. The stone stands tall into the air, further up than anyone could possibly climb. The fire seems to hover at the rocks, just touching them and remaining close to the stone. A live Phoenix can’t burn and could easily touch the flames, but upon death, one simply becomes the flame. Everything surrounding them seems to be based on the fire that is present at the Landing.

Those are the rules of nature, her way to reclaim the otherwise indestructible birds. They simply can’t breathe our air without us converting their lungs, but once they’ve been converted, they are impossible to kill. So long as their human sibling lives, anyway. Sam is wrong. He must be absolutely confused about what he thought he saw. Maybe he daydreamed it, his anxiety taking over. I ponder over his claim but can’t find any better of an explanation to offer.

I gape at the view as we come to the entrance I’ve only ever read about. Even the sketches I’ve seen don’t do this structure the justice it deserves. It stands with two huge burning pillars on either side made of what looks to be black marble. The ground between them is another dark stone I can’t quite make out because of the blue flames hugging it. You can’t get through this entrance without being set ablaze.

How the fuck are we getting through with this carriage, horses, and our very human selves without burning alive? “You guys ready?” Desdemona calls to us as the carriage stops completely, and she opens the door, peering inside with a wide smile. “To die?” I ask, grabbing my bag and sinking away from the door in fear.

“Trust me, you can walk through there, come along.” She steps away from the door, and Sam wastes no time jumping out, with me slowly following. Aithne and Brigid stand just inside of the flames, cocky birds showing off their superpowers. “Okay, they won’t burn, but what about us?” I ask, shaking my head. “I’m with Abbie on this one. I don’t want to burn to death.” Sam adds, and Desdemona scoffs at us. “You guys will love this. When you gave the Phoenix your breath, they gave you theirs. You are just as fireproof as they are.”

She walks up to the flames and steps right into them, holding her arms out as the flame moves around her but doesn’t touch her. She looks like a god with the flames hovering just above her skin, dancing with light. It’s magnificent, otherworldly. “Whoa!” Sam yells, then runs into the flames himself. His clothing immediately catches fire as I scream in terror, but he simply looks down, unaffected. As we watch his clothing burn away, leaving him unharmed and standing buck naked in the fire, he drops his hands immediately to cover himself.

My hands shoot up to cover my mouth to muffle my laughter. Talk about a welcome. “Right, I might have forgotten to mention the clothing. You need Landing clothing, otherwise you’ll become very naked going through the flames.” She smirks, “Don’t you guys worry, though.” Turning her face, she looks up. “Amir!” Desdemona calls, and her Phoenix flies up the wall. I can just make him out as a dark dot up there.

Instantly, the flames pull back, leaving a walkway big enough for the carriage, horses, and us to come through. It’s impressive, magnificent, and utterly breaks all the rules I thought I knew about fire. How is any of this possible?

“Are we going to leave him naked?” I ask as Sam turns every shade of red known to man. Amir returns suddenly and drops some silver pants in front of Sam. Wasting no time, he hurriedly puts them on as I avert my eyes.

“Too bad humans don’t have feathers. I could’ve done without that mental image.” Brigid says, coming to my side to walk beside me. “In this instance, I couldn’t agree more.” I mutter, reaching out and petting her wing. She must be hot from the flames because she’s almost painfully warm to the touch. My fingers protest the heat of her, but then the pain subsides, and I keep my hand rested there. “Why are you so—“

Suddenly a screech sounds out, and Desdemona looks up with the rest of us following her sightline just in time to see Amir falling from above. He falls and falls until he hits the ground with a sickening crunch. “Run! Do not look back! GO!” Desdemona yells at us, running out of the marble stone entrance towards Amir.

“He’s okay, isn’t he?” I ask Brigid, locked in place, gaping at the scene before me. “The fire is coming back down, move so they can get out!” Aithne bellows, shoving Brigid, Sam, and me through the entrance and onto the grass beyond the stone ground. I turn around just in time to watch the carriage catch fire.

“The horses!” I yell, trying to lurch forward to help them, but Sam grabs my arm as Aithne and Brigid run back in. Each one snaps the leather harness of a horse with their beaks, just in time for them to run off the stones as the fire singes the ends of their tails. “Oh my God, that stinks!” Sam says, rubbing his nose. The horses don’t stop running forward, abandoning us as they descend into the trees.

“It would stink worse had the horses been fried.” A voice says from our right, and Brigid comes to stand beside me protectively. “How would you know?” Brigid asks in a defensive tone, digging her claws into the grass. “None of your business, fledgling. What are your names since your assigned commander is now gone?” The mystery guy asks Sam and me as we both gasp at his implication. The guy stands in the same uniform as Desdemona had on, his long hair toppled on his head in a man bun. Unlike Desdemona, he has light-coloured hair and freckles. He almost looks kind, but the scowl on his face wrecks it.

“She’s dead?” Sam says, stepping back. “You saw them end, yes? Or did you miss the moment her Phoenix’s body hit the ground?” The guy rolls his eyes like it should’ve been obvious. “That’s impossible. The only way to kill a Phoenix is to kill its human.” I retort as I cross my arms. This guy is just trying to scare us.

“That used to be accepted as fact until about a year ago. Why do you think you’ve been brought here?” He gestures to the wall and then to whatever lies within its border. “How?” Sam asks, stepping up beside me and throwing an arm around my shoulders. I shrug him off, but he stays put in his position, standing right beside me. “If we had that answer, we wouldn’t be bringing you into the Royal Landing now, would we?” Bun boy replies with clear contempt. I feel my eyes bulge. I always knew the castle was inside the Landing, but he just called it the Royal Landing, as in we, us, our group are in the Royal Landing currently.

“Seriously, do you guys never pick up a book? What district are you from?” I grind my teeth. I don’t like this guy or his cocky, condescending tone. “Farming District,” Sam answers, shrugging. Recognition flashes through the guy's eyes, but he masks it quickly. “Ah, so Abbigail and Samson,” he points to me, then Sam, “with Aithne and Brigid.” He points to each of them, guessing correctly on all four accounts. I blink in surprise.

“How do you know who we are, human?” Aithne sneers, clearly over this unwelcoming welcome. He never did have much patience for anyone other than Sam and me. Even so, we weren’t given much either. “Everyone knows who you four are. You're the only survivors from the Farming District with Phoenix siblings.” Bun Boy rolls his eyes like we’re supposed to know this.

Are we supposed to know this?
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Should a Phoenix catch fire, do not attempt to put out the flames. The live Phoenix cannot burn, unlike the flesh of a non-sibling human. Any human who is not a sibling who should endanger themselves in this manner is hereby sentenced for treason, as only siblings can lay hands on a Phoenix. Non-trusted humans have no loyalty nor right to interfere in Phoenix matters.

Laws of Markandeya

First edition.




“That’s not true. There was one before us.” I say, hefting my bag up and over my head to sit cross-body style over my torso. “Emphasis on the was with that one fledgling.” I curl my lip. I'm sick of his bullshit. “What the fuck does that even mean?” I spit at him. “Watch your tongue, you and Brigid are fledglings until she completes her moult and flies.” He rolls his neck, cracking the joint.

I open my mouth, then shut it again. Fledglings are young birds that have left the nest. Brigid hasn’t been in a nest since she hatched. “Wouldn’t we be considered juveniles?” Sam asks, tapping his fingers on his thigh. A nervous tick of his that his dad always complained about. “You are, she is not. Note the fluffy down feathers, lack of flight, and the overall . . . defencelessness.” Mean bun boy laughs and starts to walk away. I’m tempted to flip him off.

“Come on, fledgling, juvenile, we’re going to lose daylight, and I am not camping with you.” He calls over his shoulder. He has a tattoo behind his ear, a simple circle with a line through it. Weird, no clue what that’s about, but it looks like a good target to aim for when I punch him. “Do we go with him?” Sam asks me. “We do it if we want to avoid dying in the woods of dehydration.” Aithne replies, jogging forward to catch up with the guy.

“We just follow the man who insults us and can’t find a pair of scissors to fix his hair?” Brigid asks me as Sam runs ahead to gain pace with Aithne. “I guess we do.” I reply hesitantly, walking forward. Brigid shakes herself, and feathers drop below her as she clicks her tongue in annoyance. She might kill this guy, and I might just let her.

***




“Okay, so the horses just know where to go? How?” Sam asks. He’s been asking the jerk so many questions that I thought he’d tell him where he can shove his head, but instead of the sass he gave me, he seems to enjoy talking with Sam. “You clearly didn’t farm horses. They’re very smart. They know where to go and barely need a human hand. They’re likely already back at the stables.” Mean bun boy replies to him in kind.

I raise my eyebrows. The orchard was far from any of the horse farms, and all of those I have seen were hooked up. I have never seen anyone let the horses loose. “So we’re impressed by a horse’s ability to remember where its food is, but we insult a young possible Red Feather Phoenix?” Brigid says, and I side-eye her, being a Red Feathered Phoenix doesn’t make her any different from Aithne.

“You’re a fledgling. I’ll consider being less lippy when you can actually hurt me.” His reply is cocky as I look from bun boy to Brigid and then back again a few times, but neither elaborates further. “Care to explain?” I finally ask when the conversation has died. I think this walk is going to kill me, and the bag Brigid was carrying had our water that she so kindly let burn to ash while she showed off her superpowers.

“You haven’t told her what a Red Feather is?” He asks Brigid, keeping his head faced forward. “I haven’t been proven to be one yet, it’s simply assumed.” She bristles, raising what little neck feathers she has. “What’s a Red Feather?” Sam asks Aithne. “The only breed of Phoenix that can carry fire.” The dickhead answers before Aithne can.

“Can’t all Phoenixes touch fire?” Sam asks suspiciously as he takes care, stepping over a rotting log. “Touch yes, carry no. Red Feathers can carry it like a dog can carry a stick. They’re always given military positions so they can fix problems and perform executions.” The answer comes so matter-of-factly, it’s as if we’re discussing sweeping the floors.

I feel sick. I don’t want to do that. I can’t even kill a fruit worm without guilt. “I don’t think that’s fair to assume,” Brigid says, shaking off more fluffy feathers. We’ve probably left a trail of them that can lead us back to the entrance if we choose to turn back. “Considering Winslow looked just like you do now when he was younger. I’d say I’m more than correct.” Bun boy gripes, then comes to a stop and turns around, looking Brigid up and down from beak to talon.

“Winslow would be?” I ask, raising my eyebrows. “My Red Feather sibling. The one who had to burn Desdemona so she didn’t slowly suffocate to death over the next lunar cycle.” My eyes bulge. His Phoenix killed her? “Wait, bro, explain.” Sam interjects, “Do not call me bro, Samson. My name is Jasper. As for what I just told you, I will give you the short answer, but I’ll explain better after dinner.” I roll my lip between my teeth. He just admitted to Phoenix being told to kill humans, and he only wants to offer the short-form answer?

“Something is ending, Phoenix. When a Phoenix ends before their human, the human slowly suffocates to their body's end, basically burning inside out. Instead of making the person suffer the entire lunar cycle it will take them to painfully let go, Red Feathers have been assigned to burn them. They carry fire. It’s the only way, as nothing else can stop the suffering.”

Jasper cocks an eyebrow and then turns around, moving forward again without any further words. I think I want to vomit. Between the travel, near death, and the overwhelming information, I am beyond spent. Plus, bun boy’s attitude is nauseating.

***

We walk in silence the rest of the way, coming to a literal castle guarded by two of the biggest men I’ve ever seen. They let us through to enter without questioning Jasper, shockingly. The talons of Aithne and Brigid tap on the stone floor as we go in. “Where are we?” I ask in awe at the high ceilings that have paintings on the roof of Phoenix’s in blacks and oranges mixed with other colours. The only one not mixed is the bright red one depicted in the centre that holds a fireball in its claws. Wow, it’s even got the eyeliner looking feathers that Brigid has.

It’s the only one of its kind depicted up there. While the orange combinations and black pairings seem endless in the art images. Black with green, purple, pink, yellow, and the same with orange combine into the many painted Phoenixes pictured above. “The Queen's castle, duh.” Bun boy Jasper says, climbing up some marble stairs that wind up to a secondary floor tucked off to the side of us.

“We can just be here?” Sam asks, clearly in as much awe and doubt as I am. “This is the guest wing where a Phoenix can fit in the halls as well. The other wing isn’t big enough to accommodate it. I’m assuming Aithne and Brigid are a packaged deal, and she can’t fly. Entering traditionally is complicated without that ability.”

We follow Jasper despite his rudeness. Why would her flying matter? It seems cruel to bring it up. We reach the top of the steps. I’m exhausted and very thirsty. I could’ve totally gone without the flight of stairs as well as everything else today. “You assume wrong. We dislike one another, but as you know, company is sparse in the Farming District.” Aithne says, earning a peck from Brigid.

Her sudden move sends plumage tumbling down the stairs and over the edge of the railing trimming the overhang. “Oh boy, we’re going to be billed for cleaning.” Sam mutters to me. I can’t help but giggle. Earning a glare from Jasper, the man-bun tour guide. I wonder if he realizes how unserious he is due to that hairdo? “Your rooms have your names on them, along with proper attire and a private bathroom. Ensure you wash up before dinner, your Phoenixes are welcome to join you or go to the gardens to fish the ponds.” Jasper says simply, turning and going towards another hallway before disappearing down it without another word.

“Did we just get ditched?” I ask, astonished, “Yep, and the only friend of my kind is a wet feather.” Brigid shrills, and I cringe. Here we go with them fighting again. “Let's go find our rooms before these two pluck each other.” I say to Sam, grabbing at the strap of my bag.

“Agreed,” Sam mumbles to me, looking as tired as I feel.

I start down the hallway with Sam trailing me, easily finding my name on a door across from a similar one with Sam’s displayed on it. The metal plaques are bolted to the wood, as if they were assigned to us months in advance, which they must’ve been, as the metalsmith would’ve needed time to do this. “Damn, how long have they been planning to call us all here?” I mutter to myself as I take a deep breath.

I turn the knob to my door, pushing it open slowly like I’m revealing a prize from behind it or, more accurately, am terrified of what lies beyond it. Certain death? An ax murderer? What's more, is my mother ready to scold me? I get shoved aside as Brigid blows past me to enter first. Rolling my eyes, I come in behind her.

“Wow, the window is huge!” I exclaim as I enter my new room, peeking from behind Brigid. She clearly wanted to go in first so she could get away from Aithne and his impending revenge. “It’s not a window, it's a Phoenix door. This is how we’re supposed to enter the castle.” Brigid says, perching on the edge and pressing her beak into the glass. Sure enough, it hinges out, opening like a door as the glass becomes level with the ceiling.

How does she even know that? The poor girl can’t even use her special door yet. “You will, after your feathers come in. For now, you’re stuck with walking like us boring humans.” I say, dropping my burlap bag on the floor. It poofs dusty sand onto the spotless black marble, causing me to cringe. Dang I should’ve brought a different bag. “How did you know that was a door?” I ask, appraising the impressive technology. “Isn’t it obvious?” Brigid replies, ever the cantankerous one. I swear she will never cut me a break.

The room is big, bigger than I would’ve expected. The bed is huge too, with red linens and four pillows—such overkill for one person. Extravagant, given that I’m used to a single bed with one lonely pillow, but I’m not about to complain about a bed big enough to hold two of me. The dresser, bed frame, and doors are all the same wood grain, carved with images of feathers.

Over by the window/door thing is a large, stick-like perch that matches the rest of the wooden furniture, but instead of having carvings of feathers, it's carved to resemble a tree trunk attached to a base of stunning white crystal. The perch base has got to be about the same size as my bed, but instead of rectangular, it's a thick circular platform with impressive balance. “I think you win for best bed.” I tell Brigid, openly gawking at the perch. “I think I will hurl myself out of that window if you expect me to perch instead of lie down to sleep.” She replies with disdain.

I roll my eyes at her. Usually a Phoenix prefers a perch to sleep. However, my stubborn girl has always slept with me in my room. She has a cot back home in our space made of burlap sacks stuffed with grass to create oversized pillows that I sewed together as a makeshift bed. She has curled herself up on variations of that design since we were practically babies. “Why are you so dramatic?” I ask, flinging myself onto the bed in a belly flop.

“Learned it from you. Don’t you remember screaming at your mum that you’d die if we didn’t share a room when they tried to give me the barn loft?” I laugh, “Yeah, I do!” It’s common practice for Phoenixes to need perches when they start to get their first feathers, and that was the closest thing we had. Low rafters in the barn's loft—little me was not having it. Although little Brigid wasn’t willingly going along with it either, if I recall correctly.

“Hey, you could’ve been living in the loft with the fruit at your disposal, but you chose my stuffy room and burlap sack cushions. So I’d say I wasn’t the only dramatic one.” She starts to preen her chest in response to me, “It didn’t have a nightlight, and although your dad said he’d put one up for me, I didn’t think that was fair. Plus, I wanted to placate you.” She spits a feather, causing me to snicker. “You’re full of shit.” I accuse.

“Burn your tongue.” She scolds as she shakes her head, trying to dislodge another feather from her beak. I let loose a laugh as I toss a pillow at her. When it makes contact with her shoulder, plumy feathers fly everywhere. Causing me to flip into laughing hysterically.

She makes a high-pitched squeal as she pops her wings out and blasts me with air, sending feathers flying everywhere like an explosion of down. “You feathery scoundrel!” I yell as I’m pelted with fluffy feathers. The door swings open, and Jasper walks in, immediately surveying us two along with the mess we’ve made of the room despite the short time we’ve been in residence here. “How—you two are ridiculous creatures.” He huffs, kicking a small pile of plumage. I stifle a giggle as Brigid shakes more feathers loose, kicking a few up at her feet.

“Yes! Feather fight!” Sam yells as he slides in behind Jasper, scooping up an armful of feathers and then throwing them like fall leaves above his head. As he does this, a Phoenix flies in through the window with a puff of air. Sending the down flitting over to fall atop Jasper. It rains on him like a fluffy cloud sticking into his man bun.

Sam and I make wide-eyed eye contact and then fall back, laughing so hard that it hurts my ribs. Brigid backs up, snickering as well, and I spy Aithne covering his beak in the hall with his wing at the spectacle. “You look good in feathers, Jasper. Perhaps a princess isn’t going to be as boring for us to have as you had thought.” The Red Phoenix says, Ah, so this must be Winslow.

He’s huge, at least three feet taller than Aithne, who stands taller than Brigid. Did he just call Brigid a princess? What a weird yet accurate assessment of her entitled attitude. I already like bun man's sibling better than him. “Fuck off, Winslow.” Jasper says, taking his bun out and shaking the feathers out of his hair.

“Told you that he needs to be acquainted with some scissors.” Brigid huffs, flapping her wings and sending the feathers out of the open window in Winslow’s direction. He steps out of the way to avoid the feathers hitting him. “I couldn’t agree more, fledgling. Tell me, when did your feathers first fall?” He asks as Brigid stiffens, she doesn’t remember.

“May thirty-first.” I answer for her. I wrote it down when I recorded what trees we planted that day. “Glad your human has it committed to memory. You’re coming with me. Aithne, you as well.” Winslow says, flying out of the window and then immediately flying right back in. “Sorry, I forgot. Take the stairs, meet me in the courtyard garden. Jasper will walk you there.” And he flies out again, disappearing.

“Glad your human committed it to memory,” Brigid mocks in a high-pitched voice as Jasper ties his hair back up. “Come on, kids, Winslow is waiting.” Jasper says, heading toward the door. “What about us?” Sam asks. “Hang out here. If you’re going to fuck, lock the door, though. I’ll be back shortly.” He states it as if that’s a normal response. I glare. Jasper lets Brigid out of the door ahead of him and then shuts it, leaving Sam and me dumbfounded at his statement.

“Did he just say that, or am I delirious from lack of water?” I ask Sam. He shakes his head. “Nah, I heard it too. There’s a water carafe in the washroom.” He gets up and heads through the door by the window and returns with a clear glass water carafe, already pouring me some. “Here, it’s hose cold.” I beam a smile at him as he presses the glass into my hand. Ugh, heaven, nothing better than freezing cold water from the hose after a long day in the sun.

I drain the glass, not bothering to pause. It is hose cold, perfect. “So, uh, what do you want to do?” Sam asks, rubbing his neck. Thanks, Jasper, for making this awkward. Not. I hope one of Brigid’s feathers works its way into his underwear and stabs him in the ass. “Not each other, that’s for sure. I’m shocked the sun is still up, honestly.” I answer, nodding towards the window. “It’s not. It’s bright out because of the wall. Flames give light, remember?” Sam gives a small smile my way.

I set the cup on the floor and go to the oversized window to look out. Sure enough, the sky is black, but the grounds are bright from the flames. “Wow.” I breathe as Sam comes to stand beside me. “Right, I was standing at the window with Aithne before Jasper came and got us.” The light flickers over the grounds, giving a warm ambiance to everything below. “It’s insane. Speaking of insane, what Jasper told us is just that.” Sam shrugs in response to me. “Not really. It makes sense that something can kill them.”

I purse my lips. “You mean aside from the air?” I challenge. “You realize that the only reason they can’t breathe the air is because it’s not got enough carbon monoxide to sustain them, right? If they set a big enough fire, they could go anywhere without us sharing our breath.” My jaw drops. “How do you know that?” I ask, narrowing my eyes at him. If this is a prank, I’ll toss him out of this window.

“I’m shocked you don’t. That's why sibling pairings tend to fail at the Farming District. We’ve got too many trees and plants to our fire ratio, filtering out the carbon monoxide. If the hatchling hatches too soon before the baby breathes and shares its breath, the poor thing suffocates before even getting the chance.” He says it like it’s simple. Can it really be that simple, though?

I shake my head gently, letting my hair exaggerate the movement, “You can’t possibly know that.” I huff, frustrated. “I can’t believe your dad never explained it to you. That's how my mom kept Aithne alive while she was in labour. He hatched first. She placed him beside the fireplace and kept it raging. I wasn’t stuck like you. I was just slow. Seriously, don’t look at me like that. Has your dad really never told you any of this?”

I'm looking at him like he has twelve eyes. “If that’s common knowledge, why hasn’t anyone else done it?” I ask slowly. “It’s technically not supposed to work. When Dad reported it to the Queen, he was told it was a coincidence. Mom swears that they were too afraid to try it.” He shrugs, moving from the window to sit on my bed. I consider this a moment, but I can’t see how it’s possible or why the palace wouldn’t use it if it did work.“ Well, today has been . . . too much. Honestly, when is bedtime?

I sulk, coming and sitting down next to Sam. “Now if you want,” I turn my head to see Jasper leaning on my door frame. The hinges here are crazy good, given that neither of us heard it open. “Hey, question for you—“ I started to ask him, “Answer is two.” He cuts me off. What? “Oh, that’s just rude. Can I ask a question or not?” I huff. I’m getting grumpy from exhaustion. “She’s a real bitch when she’s tired. I’d tread carefully.” Sam warns Jasper as I flip him off.

“Depends, is it a stupid question?” I glare at him. “Couldn’t tell you. Unless you let me ask it, we won’t know.” He holds his hands up in defeat. I win. “Would a fireplace create enough carbon monoxide to sustain a Phoenix hatchling until a baby is born to share its breath?” He blinks rapidly at me. “I highly suggest you never repeat that question, but yes. It’s been known to work occasionally. However, it is illegal and punishable for both the Phoenix and all the humans involved.” His face falls serious as he finishes his statement.

Sam and I glance sideways at one another. “But why?” I ask, leaning forward. “The same reason that a Red Feather egg is never supposed to leave the Landing. It’s dangerous for certain information to land in certain hands, according to the palace.” I blink at that. “But my dad—“ Sam starts to say, Jasper holds up a hand to cut him off.“Didn’t know it was illegal, and Aithne is a rare basic breed, being a blue-black, so there was an exception made when you were born. As long as your dad told no one, you were fine to all be left alone. Of course, things changed when her Red Feather hatched and survived.”

He looks at me, studying me like a problem he can’t solve. I resist the urge to stick my tongue out at him. He really gets under my skin with his inability to speak kindly. “Does that mean technically neither of us should’ve had Phoenix siblings?” I ask carefully, watching his facial expressions intently for any and all clues they may give away. “Precisely, hence why you’re in the Royal Landing and not the main Landing. You’re considered precious like stones. The Queen is going to keep you four as such, like crown jewels.” His tone could be taken as a joke or serious, and I don’t think he’s one to joke around.

I cringe, so we are possessions. “You won’t be harmed, you’re just gonna be watched over differently. The palace doesn’t want whatever is hunting the Phoenix to end our two rarest hatches of the last millennia.” I shake my head. “I don’t understand.” He sighs heavily at me, “You don’t have to. Get some rest, preferably in your own rooms, while the Phoenix discuss their education with Winslow.” Sam huffs out a sound equivalent to an exhausted growl.

“We aren’t a couple.” He mutters, getting up and heading towards Jasper. “Cool, but that said, one time is all it takes, and then I’m playing the third wheel. Trust me when I say this. I will not stand by and watch you two make love, making eyes at one another while she wears my name.” I make a gag motion. Wait. “What name?” I question as Sam pushes past Jasper. “What was it you said?” Samson asks.

“Huh?” Jasper asks, seemingly confused by our confusion, I must have misheard him. Clearly I’m losing it to exhaustion. I throw myself back onto the bed, letting my body hit the soft bedding without grace. Flopping like a dead fish is a poetic way to end today. Looking up, I see Jasper still standing there, watching me.

“What?” I ask in exasperated exhaustion, feeling the weight of the day tugging at my eyelids. “There’s only two Red Feathers alive right now. Do not get her on the wrong side, or we’ll lose their entire breed.” With that, he turns and slams the door, the sound making me jump. What the hell is that even supposed to mean? I really do not like that guy or his weird requests. Argh!

I hop up, opting to strip out of my shorts and t-shirt, then go to place my notebook in the dresser only to find pyjamas in the top drawer. I touch the fabric. They’re that same silver material, but more casual. Like a flannel button-down set. The buttons are little feathers, just like in the carriage, but the bottoms have a drawstring closure. They feel so silky soft on my skin, very different from the rough canvas-type materials we use at home.

I hustle into them, loving the feel of the smooth fabric against my skin. Then I flop back into the bed, not bothering to take my hair out of its messy twist. It’ll be a nightmare to fix in the morning, but I’m simply too tired to care.

As soon as my face hits the pillow, I fall into a blissfully quiet sleep.
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  Chapter Three

  

  

  
   
    

  

   


Any and all attempts to save a hatchling by introducing extra carbon monoxide to the environment are forbidden. Such practices have a high chance of causing death for the humans involved, ultimately ending the Phoenix as well. Any proven instance of this taking place is punishable at high cost for all of those involved.

Laws of Markandeya, Second Edition




I wake up to the sounds of Brigid arguing with Sam over waking me up, as if their arguing wouldn’t awaken me anyway. “She needs sleep. Go hang out with Aithne.” She shrills at Sam. “Aithne said that she shouldn’t sleep in much longer because Jasper will be coming to get us soon. She won’t want to be dragged out without getting to wake up first. Move your feathered ass.” I hear the sound of a hand smacking the wall, then the distinct clip of Brigid's beak snapping.

“I’m up, you fucking cockerels!” I call out from my bed, not bothering to open my eyes. “Ugh, thanks, Sam.” Brigid grumbles. I hear her talons hitting the stone as she retreats down the hallway.

“She needs to hurry up and grow her feathers back. She's become such a vulture since they fell out,” Sam complains, sitting on my bed as he does. The mattress dips with his weight, but I don’t bother to open my eyes just yet. “I dare you to say that to her face.” I mutter. “I choose life, but thanks for the offer.” Suddenly, the blankets are ripped away from me.

“You’re a fucking problem, Samson.” I grumble while sitting up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. “Yeah, well, Jasper will be both of our problems if you don’t get up, so let’s get a move on, Abbie.” He says determinedly. I sigh, then scoot off the bed, coming to my feet. Reluctantly shuffling over and shutting myself into the bathroom groggily to get ready for the day.

I start the shower, hopping in and letting the hot water beat into my skin as I start surveying the soaps on the built-in shelf. Picking up a peach-scented body soap with a matching shampoo and conditioner. I pop the cap and take a deep inhale. It smells heavenly. God, do they get to have this kind of soap all the time here? The soap at home is scented lightly like goat's milk.
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