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For those who find solace in their rage.









[image: A map titled ‘The Republic of Salta’ features four regions: Ascira with Illyre; Ebrait with Prale and Acosta; Cendor with Vohre, Fieror, Cristo Industries and Vohre Forest; and Dresva with Kago, Andron and The Wailing Wilds. Each region contains forests and clustered buildings. Airships float across the map, with a sea dragon and phoenix on either side.]









AN EXCERPT FROM THE SALTAN BESTIARY, PUBLISHED IN THE YEAR 1488 OF THE ALCHEMY REPUBLIC:




THE CENDORIAN COMPENDIUM OF PHOENIXES


Native to Cendor, phoenixes take 8–10 years to reach full maturity. Juvenile phoenixes maintain – on average – a steady temperature of 300°C. At maturity, their temperatures rise to 500–600°C. When nearing an end-of-life rebirth, phoenixes can reach temperatures of up to 1000°C. Phoenixes typically rebirth every 100 years, though this has been known to fluctuate.


Phoenixes naturally reside in humid forests. However, Cendorians often confine phoenixes to aviaries in order to compete in the Cendorian Association of Phoenix Racing (CAPR).


Phoenix subspecies


Blood Phoenix


Vibrant red or brown plumage. Average intelligence and speed. Above average size. The most common subspecies in CAPR due to their strength and relative obedience.


Cape Phoenix


Black and dark blue plumage capable of camouflage. Below average intelligence and speed. The smallest subspecies. The largest wild population. Their aggressive nature and small size make them ill-suited for CAPR.


Carnel Phoenix


Mottled red, yellow and orange plumage. Highly intelligent. The fastest subspecies on record. Average size. Though permitted to compete, their aggressive nature makes them a rarity in CAPR.


Cinder Phoenix


Orange and bronze plumage. Above average intelligence. Average speed. Below average size. The second most common subspecies found in CAPR, despite their fickle lifespan and high temperature.


Harrow Phoenix


Yellow plumage. The least intelligent subspecies. Below average speed. Above average size. Despite easy domestication, they cannot be incentivized to compete in CAPR.


Monarch Phoenix


Mottled, varying plumage. Highly intelligent. Above average speed. The largest subspecies on record. Considered a direct descendant of Deja, Salta’s first phoenix. Their territorial nature makes them ill-suited for CAPR.


Spinel Phoenix


Pale red plumage. Average intelligence. Below average size and speed. The third most popular subspecies found in CAPR due to their comparatively docile natures.














Part One


Once our vast woodlands were feral and free


The Serpent King ruled, ’tween his cunning teeth


Then from far-off shores, four alchemists came


With hope and tribute, in peace so they claimed


’Neath the King’s fanged reign, they spun webs of gold


Bestowing sweet gifts, they longed for control


With weapons so grand, the King had to cede


His land to the Four, though some call them thieves


Verse 1–2, ‘The Gilded Lullaby’












Chapter One
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Flames raced past Kel’s stinging eyes. Hotter and brighter than any sun, red collided with gold and amber in wild streaks across the sky. Along the obstacle-laden aerial track, Kel tried to follow the phoenixes’ route. Though from her booth on the raised stands, they were little more than ribbons of blood.


Painters across Salta’s four islands had tried to capture the phoenixes’ brutal radiance. But to Kel, anything that didn’t cause seared arm hair and painful blistering seemed a crude imitation.


An ear-splitting screech echoed down the track. The crowd below and beside Kel’s booth roared, deafening her.


After a few loud seconds, the voices in her ear-comm returned.


‘Veer left! Veer left – no, too far!’


‘Tuck in nice and low. Yes! Like that!’


Kel bit down on her lip. She glanced at Rube to her right, rising onto his toes and craning his head.


‘Ignore that last one, Oska,’ Kel shouted into her comm. ‘It’ll get Savita boxed in.’


Oska – their team’s rider – responded with a strained grunt, though she followed Kel’s instructions. Kel’s phoenix, Savita, was easy to spot, soaring above her competition, nearing the race’s 150-metre height limit.


‘Level out,’ Dira barked. ‘Any higher and you’ll be shot down.’


Kel’s gaze lifted to the dark, mechanical clouds barricading the sky. If any phoenix attempted to soar above them, acid rain would likely pour from the clouds’ haze.


Rube removed his ear-comm and spluttered, ‘Sorry Kel. I just wanted to—’


Dira clamped a hand on Rube’s shoulder. ‘What Kel means, is that you should let me – the winger – do the strategizing.’


Dira smirked. Her brown eyes flickered to Kel. ‘The tamer should, too.’


Though they stood beside each other, the crowd, shouting with applause and last-minute bets, made it near-impossible to hear Dira without their thin headsets.


Kel bit back a retort. Dira was right. As the team’s winger, she was in charge of track strategy. Kel was their tamer – responsible for the care and training of their phoenix. Her phoenix.


Though Rube meant well, his job was to engineer equipment, not offer tactical advice. They couldn’t risk any well-intentioned blunders.


Kel’s sweaty palms clamped around the metal railing separating the stands from the vast, circular track. Her knuckles turned bone-white. This race was too important, one of the biggest in their city’s annual calendar. Kel’s cut of the first-place prize money – 50,000 ceres – would help her stave off the council’s vultures hunting her overdue bills. They’d already started circling, as if she was a corpse to strip bare.


Today’s track was narrower than usual, set inside an open-roofed stadium. Each team had to complete one hundred laps of the two-kilometre loop. Stands surrounded the race. The giant flatscreens above them, honing in on the race’s minute details, climbed almost as high as the phoenixes themselves. An electric pillar rose at the very centre, creating a lethal ring that shocked any firebirds who flew too close. While also keeping them from flying too high, the dark, overhead clouds also dropped sporadic obstacles; man-made meteors falling from tiny, hidden aircrafts.


From the team’s private booth in the stands, Kel watched Savita swerve to narrowly avoid a spiked, plummeting bludgeon, large enough to crush Oska.


‘There’s a rhythm to the falling objects.’ Dira’s voice rang through Kel’s ear-comm. ‘The clouds are moving, so no track loop is the same. But the darker clouds are throwing bigger weapons and the lighter ones are dropping things more frequently. Just stick to a steady path near the track’s inner pillar and swerve when I tell you to.’


Kel shot Dira an incredulous look. The sky was an uneven tapestry with no two clouds the same colour or size. Dira was somehow predicting the objects’ descent while monitoring Oska’s position.


‘Let’s pray there’s no delay in the comms,’ Oska muttered, before guiding Savita closer to the track’s inner pillar. A crackle of electricity sparked alarmingly close to the tip of Savita’s left wing. Kel flinched.


With Dira’s help, Oska avoided three more obstacles, forging a careful path behind another phoenix – close enough that Sav stretched forward and bit at the other creature’s tail feathers.


Oska jostled in the saddle at Sav’s sudden movement, but she managed to stay low, balanced. Relief weakened Kel’s knees. Today was only Oska’s third race with the team. Kel and Dira had spent a gruelling five months trying to convince Savita to let Oska on her back, and it was only in the last month that Savita had acquiesced. Even though they hadn’t practised as much as Kel would have liked, Kel knew Savita was fast enough – strong enough – to win this race. She was a carnel phoenix, naturally the swiftest of Cendor’s seven subspecies, and the race wove around the electric ring in tight loops that favoured Sav’s agility. As long as Oska listened to Dira, Kel was sure they could place in the top three. That would at least guarantee them a small portion of the race’s winnings.


A larger, darker phoenix soared in front of Kel’s booth, half a lap behind Savita. Suddenly, silver burst through the clouds and a cluster of thick arrows shot down. The phoenix’s cherry-red heat hit Kel’s face a moment before hot blood sprayed the stands.


She sucked in a shaky breath and wiped the gore from her cheeks, relieved that was all that had struck the crowd. Though wire mesh divided the phoenixes’ track from the audience, it was mostly a decorative safety measure. Plenty of races had led to hospitalized spectators, whether from misfired obstacles or from a blood-thirsty phoenix shoving another into the stands.


People watched at their own risk. But that knowledge never thinned the crowds.


The phoenix and its rider plunged to the ground in a ball of fire. They landed on the track with a deafening crash, beating dust into the air.


At the centre of the dirt storm, neither the phoenix nor rider moved.


Kel winced as the crowd crowed in mingled delight and despair. They screamed their bets into tele-comms and pounded them into glimmering tablets, gambling on everything from the first phoenix to die to the race’s winner. Though her team stood apart in a private section of the stands, Kel’s ears still ached from the crowd’s violent excitement. She focused on that pain, keeping her mind clear of any pity for the fallen pair.


Another phoenix blazed past in a copper blur, moving at unholy speeds. Kel raised a hand to shield her face from the heat as black stars danced across her vision. When her sight returned, the blurred colours had transformed to feathers, and the wind forcing her back had dulled. She brushed damp brown hairs from her face.


Another unfamiliar phoenix and rider had collided with a falling obstacle – an enormous, leather mace – and plunged to the dirt track. The duo seemed surprisingly uninjured, the firebird stumbling and shaking its head. Stunned, the creature refused to lift back into the air.


Dira tucked an umber curl behind her ear. ‘Serves that rider right for thinking they could gain that much speed on a turn like that. Tracks with falling obstacles always confuse phoenixes. They should’ve known to take their time.’


‘Shut up,’ Oska snapped through the comms. ‘Since none of you can afford comms with a mute button, stay quiet unless you have something useful to say.’


Kel bit down on her tongue, forcing her own silence. She needed to trust that the past months Oska had spent training for CAPR – the Cendorian Association of Phoenix Racing – would be enough to keep her alive.


Kel shifted back, eyes raking the track. Twenty phoenixes lit up the sky like fireworks. Savita and Oska were placing fourth, though only by a hair’s width. Across the opposite side of the track, she watched her newest teammate swerve around more falling metal and soar above another pair of blazing wings.


Moments later, a siren blasted through the air.


The leading phoenixes had entered the race’s final lap.


Bile crept up Kel’s throat. She watched Oska guide Sav, imagined the rider instructing the phoenix with clumsy fingers along her neck, tracing patterns to inform Savita’s movements. Kel could almost feel Savita’s soft, near-molten feathers beneath her fingers, like honeyed weapons straight from the forge.


Rising onto her toes, Kel spotted two blurred phoenixes pulling ahead, coming up on Savita’s tail.


‘Oska – two riders climbing up on your right,’ Dira said sharply. ‘Don’t give them room to overtake.’


Though Oska didn’t respond, Savita swerved to the right and stretched her wings, just in time to prevent the two riders from creeping ahead.


Kel rocked back on her heels as a human scream broke through the bellowing crowd. Heart in her mouth, Kel scanned the remaining phoenixes but couldn’t spot who the sound belonged to. She wondered which riders’ leathers were currently melting into their skin.


Though she pitied the poor soul, the pained cry didn’t make her flinch. It was their own team’s fault. Their technician was meant to monitor everything from temperature to saddle wear to leather durability. Everyone knew phoenixes grew hotter the faster they flew, and it needed to be accounted for during races. The Howlers’ own technician, Rube Rohin, would never make such an easy blunder. Though he still had no clue how to interact with Savita, his tech designs would likely make him a millionaire one day.


Oska dipped low, barely skirting a falling mace.


‘Good.’ Dira’s voice rang through the comms. ‘The rider coming third leans too far to his left. His phoenix has a blind spot if you fly closer, just below its left wing.’


Oska grunted and spurred Sav on, faster, using the nearby phoenix’s wing as coverage from falling weapons.


‘Dip a little lower to avoid the phoenix’s talons if they lash out,’ Dira added, and Oska obeyed. ‘Okay – swerve four feet to the right in three, two, one—’


Savita pivoted just as a giant, serrated scrap of metal fell from above. The phoenix overhead attempted the same manoeuvre a half-second later.


Too late.


The sharp metal pummelled into the phoenix’s outstretched wing. Crimson splashed against Savita’s neck as the other phoenix fell back, flailing.


The Howlers surged into third place.


Oska’s ragged breath pounded through Kel’s skull.


‘You okay?’ Kel whispered.


‘Fine.’ Oska’s voice trembled. ‘Anyone coming up behind me?’


‘You’re clear,’ Dira answered, unfazed. ‘Narrow Sav’s wings to gain more speed. Maintain your height until I tell you to move. There’s still plenty of time left in the lap.’


Though Oska stayed silent, she held her ground. The falling obstacles grew scarce as the finish line grew closer, the track’s electric centre and wire borders preventing too many phoenixes from flying beside one another.


Twin red-and-gold flags appeared in the distance, rippling through the heat.


Kel bunched her hands at her sides, clenching and unclenching her fists. Oska needed to move faster.


Slowly, Sav inched closer to the firebird placing second. The birds in first and second – two large blood phoenixes – were stretched out in a tight line. There was little chance of sliding past them without hitting the centre’s electric pillar. But third place would still give the Howlers a small chunk of the prize money, enough to—


Wild laughter blared through Kel’s comm, cutting through the noise of the crowd. A second later, maroon flames blazed past Oska and Savita. An enormous phoenix, moving faster than it should have been able to given its size. Through the distant sparks, Kel glimpsed the back of the rider; a flash of chestnut curls peeked out from their helmet.


Her nerves, already taut as bowstrings, snapped.


Kel bit her lip, hard enough to split the skin. Of all the riders to overtake Oska . . .


‘Really?’ she groaned, tilting back her head, as if to demand answers from the Alchemists themselves. ‘Did it have to be Warren Coupers?’


As if he heard her, the prick – ‘Coup’, to most – whooped again, loud enough to be heard over the endless phoenix screeches.


Kel bit down on a new ulcer.


It was no surprise that the crowd adored the young rider. Flames, the entire isle adored him. He’d appeared on the racing scene not long after the Howlers, and had quickly become the poster-child for the fame, the recklessness, the shiny facets of CAPR that made Kel seethe. Phoenixes were godly creatures meant to be feared and protected. Not props for careless stunts by thrill-seeking boys with annoyingly symmetrical cheekbones.


Kel scowled as Coup gained more speed, closing in on the first and second phoenixes far too quickly, with too little care for the weapons dropping close enough to clip his phoenix’s wings. He was pulling ahead so fast; there was no way that Oska and Savita could catch up. Kel’s stomach dropped as Coup sent the Howlers firmly into fourth place.


The Howlers wouldn’t see a single cere.


‘How is he doing that?’ Kel cursed.


She squinted. As his phoenix stretched its wings, Coup unbuckled his legs from their saddle, pulled his feet up behind him, and lowered himself to lie flush against the stiff saddle. Kel couldn’t imagine how painful the strain must have been on his arms – holding still as his phoenix swerved and slashed through the sky, closing in on the riders claiming first and second.


With winds roaring against them, Coup’s flaming beast dove between the two phoenixes ahead. There shouldn’t have been enough room for Coup’s phoenix to squeeze through – and yet, with his legs free and the phoenix’s wings pinned, somehow Coup slipped into first place as easily as silk between fingers.


‘How the hell did he do that?’ Dira spat. ‘Even if he’s strong enough to hold himself up without buckles – if the other phoenixes had shifted closer, they could’ve squashed him like a bug!’


Kel shook her head, anger closing her throat. She watched Coup swing his legs back over the sides of the saddle and direct his phoenix to spread its wings as wide as possible.


The flames around him licked higher. With swift hand gestures along the phoenix’s neck feathers, Coup instructed the firebird to move quicker, to grow even hotter. Kel couldn’t believe what she was seeing.


‘Maybe we’ll get lucky and he’ll barbecue himself,’ she sighed, though she knew it was too much to wish for. Luck had unfairly blessed Coup ever since he’d first appeared in CAPR, almost two years ago.


The heat rolling off of Coup’s phoenix would definitely burn through his riding leathers, though it would also deter any other riders from approaching. Kel could feel it from her booth. Coup had overtaken the leaders with an impossible move.


Somehow, it had worked. For him.


Coup howled as he sailed across the finish line.


Fourth place. The words scraped like talons through Kel’s mind.


‘How the hell did he pull that off?’ Oska screamed through the comms. A second later, Kel heard a strange, frenzied jingle, followed by a squawk from Sav.


‘What’s that noise? What are you doing?’ Kel shouted.


Oska didn’t reply. Squinting, Kel spotted Oska fumbling with the buckles around her legs. Oska hissed as the metal blistered her gloved fingers.


‘What the hell are you doing?’ Kel screamed. ‘Unbuckle your legs and you’re dead.’


‘We need to do something to place!’ Oska shouted. The strain in her voice sent shivers down Kel’s spine.


‘Not this,’ Dira said breathlessly. ‘Do you have a death wish? It’ll just mean we need to find a new rider—’


Oska made a small noise, something between a whimper and a laugh. ‘You really think that arrogant shit is a better rider than me?’


‘No,’ Kel lied. ‘But why would you want to imitate something Warren Coupers decided was a good idea?’


Oska’s hands kept fumbling at the buckles pulled tight around her ankles and calves. Kel imagined the rider’s face had turned as stark-white as her own knuckles.


‘I can do this,’ Oska rasped.


‘Even if the move was doable – we’re running out of time.’ Kel’s ears started ringing. Her heart became a wild, caged animal in her throat. ‘Please. Oska. It’s not worth it.’


Oska’s fingers merely moved faster. She freed her right leg, straining to keep a grip of Sav’s sides as she shifted over to her left leg.


Kel felt lightheaded. She couldn’t believe Oska hadn’t immediately flown off Sav with one leg free, moving at such wild speeds. All it would take was one errant breeze, a bump from another phoenix, and Oska would go flying – still tethered to Savita. She’d be a limp puppet chained to a flaming, adrenaline-drunk god.


‘Stop, Oska!’ Rube screamed from Kel’s side.


Oska didn’t respond.


‘You do this, you’re off the Howlers,’ Kel shouted, a desperate, unconvincing threat as Oska flicked off the last buckle on her left leg.


‘Don’t do this, Oz,’ Dira breathed.


Kel was almost too afraid to glance up at the overhead screens, magnifying every terrible, granular detail of Oska’s fate.


With trembling hands, Oska gripped the pommel and tried to lift her legs up behind her, lying flat on her stomach. Her arms wobbled with the strain. Three fingers lost their grip as Savita released an ear-splitting shriek and pinned her wings, all too eager to recreate Coup’s stunt.


A sob echoed down the comms. Pressed against the saddle, Kel imagined Oska’s leathers burning away as easily as paper over a lighter.


‘Jump, Oska! Jump!’ Kel screamed.


The ground below Oska was packed with hard dirt, but breaking a few bones was better than what would come next.


Oska refused to loosen her grip, and Sav barrelled between the two phoenixes directly ahead. Sav tilted slightly to the right as one phoenix shifted, sending Oska tipping, too. Without a tight enough grip to keep her low against the saddle, Oska collided with the adjacent phoenix’s wing.


The live feed from Oska’s helmet camera turned to static. Kel could still see their rider being tossed into the air like a ragdoll. Talons glinted, and Kel heard the sound of shredding leather through her comm. Nausea roiled through her.


Oska screamed; a nightmarish sound ripped from her throat. Wind and static broke her cry as she tumbled through the sky. Falling.


A deafening thud echoed through the Howlers’ comms.


The line went dead.












Chapter Two
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Hot sweat blurred Kel’s vision as she bolted from the Howlers’ booth into the crowded stands and down a creaking staircase. She shoved past the spectators rising from their seats. Dira and Rube were close behind her, the three of them stumbling through a metal gate. By the time they reached the track, the race had already ended.


They flashed their CAPR passes at a blank-faced security guard and paused. Oska had fallen 200 metres from the finish line. A team of medics were rushing across the dirt track, towards Oska’s distant, still figure.


Heart beating wildly, Kel turned to Dira and Rube. ‘Check on Oska and—’


And what? Check if their rider still had a pulse?


Dira coughed. ‘Don’t worry, Kel. We’ll stay with her. Go get Sav.’


Kel gave a terse nod and sprinted past the finish line. After Oska fell, Savita had continued on, paying Oska no more mind than a gnat on a rider’s goggles.


The air rippled around the painted finish line where the surviving phoenixes had landed, slowly regaining their shapes. All at least twice as tall as Kel, over half of the creatures had blood smearing their burnished feathers. She blinked through thick clouds of dust and zipped up her leather jacket as protection against the heat.


Three phoenixes to her right snapped at each other, jostling their riders and refusing to calm. Still coursing with the race’s excitement, it would be all too easy for the creatures to end the event with a massacre. Kel wove swiftly between them, giving each a wide berth until she spotted Savita, freckled with red, orange and yellow sparks. Sav grumbled at a nearby phoenix, free to cause as much damage as she liked without a rider to guide her.


Sav quickly spotted Kel and ducked her head, shifting away from the other phoenix like a cat caught toying with a mouse. Kel’s shoulders slumped as she approached. Sav’s adrenaline-fuelled, raging flames had already settled, returning to their usual soft, lighter flickers. She twisted her long neck to preen and pick at the empty saddle on her back.


‘You scared me to death,’ Kel mumbled, running her gloved hands across a row of burgundy feathers at Savita’s side.


She winced at her own words as Oska’s screams echoed through her ears. Though she’d witnessed Oska’s bone-shattering fall, Kel couldn’t stop the mantra rattling in the back of her skull:


She’s fine. Oska’s fine. She’s fine. She’s—


Oska was brash and entitled, but she was one of them. A Crimson Howler. She couldn’t be . . .


Kel refused to even finish the thought.


Savita’s black beak closed impatiently. Small sparks still ran across her feathers. One spark shot out at Kel’s arm, catching her jacket. It burnt a glowing hole through her sleeve before Kel could pat it out. She bit down on the pain. Sav seemed too distracted to notice, the phoenix’s dark gaze tracking the movement of a nearby crew. Kel waited until Sav’s eyes fixed on her again before moving her hands higher up the phoenix’s side, towards the saddle.


Phoenixes weren’t pets to be coddled. They were just as brutal as the Saltan island they called home, unlike the harmless sprites on Ascira, or the serpentine companions on Dresva. If anyone tried to touch Savita without permission, they’d lose their hand before they could blink.


‘You couldn’t have stopped and stayed with Oska?’ Kel sighed. ‘You just had to finish the race?’


Sav lowered her head and nuzzled Kel’s palm. Seeing Sav safe eased some of the tightness in her chest. The bird’s feathers, rippling layers of yellow, orange and red, were mostly unruffled, free of injury. Her plumage darkened to burgundy along the tips of her wings, like sharp, blood-dipped knives, and her copper talons glistened despite the rising dust. The saddle sat just a little taller than Kel’s head, covering the paler feathers along Savita’s spine.


Kel glanced up at the surrounding phoenixes, squirming and clucking as their teams closed in. Though Sav had technically crossed the finish line fourth, without a rider, she was disqualified. Kel’s eyes stung.


Oska’s fall would leave her injured, perhaps permanently. Either way, the Howlers wouldn’t have a rider to compete with any time soon. Not unless Kel stepped up to replace Oska, and though she’d raced occasionally, she didn’t have the natural core strength and agility needed to stand a chance in CAPR.


We should have done better.


The thought made Kel grimace. Though her father hadn’t endorsed CAPR racing, he would have scolded her for feeling anything but thrilled at placing fourth. He’d have grinned, fixed her mess, and spun her around until she laughed.


But Kel hadn’t seen her father’s grin in two years. All she had to remember him by were debts and dry fields. A dull, sunken feeling crept through her, which only grew as she heard Dira’s approaching footsteps.


Behind her, she heard Dira say, ‘Oska’s . . . she’s . . .’


Kel tried to steel herself, even as her dread tunnelled deeper. She turned to face her friend.


‘She’s dead,’ Dira finally managed. Her face crumpled and her body sagged, breaking beneath the weight of her words.


The world blurred, and Kel closed her eyes.


Death was as much a part of CAPR as phoenixes were. Kel had known that since she’d first entered a race. But that didn’t stop the ground from falling out from beneath her.


She’d only known Oska for a few months, but she knew enough. Oska had two younger sisters. Her favourite sprites were violet and indigo. She always tried to wear the most impractical, sequined shirts under her riding leathers. Her family had money, but she’d come to Cendor to prove that she didn’t need it. She was as strong as any Saltan.


Kel heard Savita screech. The sound shocked her eyes open, and she hurried forward to wrap Dira in an embrace.


‘I’m sorry,’ Kel whispered, desperate to keep her voice steady.


Dira’s response was a close-lipped whimper.


Kel tightened her grip. ‘You should head home – I can pack up our equipment.’


Dira sniffled. ‘Are you okay?’


Kel didn’t answer. They stayed that way, staving off each other’s pain, until Savita screeched again. Kel waited until Dira pulled back. Numbly, the pair lifted onto their toes and unbuckled the intricate girth around Savita’s stomach. Kel forced herself to note Savita’s heat through the thermometer embedded in her collar. Her temperature was a little higher than usual, which was normal after a race.


Kel caught the saddle as it fell off Sav’s two-metre-tall back, stumbling beneath the heavy weight as nearby shouts grabbed her attention. She placed it on the ground and peered beneath Sav’s stomach, towards the voices.


Four figures crowded around a large blood phoenix and its rider. Squinting, Kel could make out the neon, meteor emblem on the back of their uniforms, branding them as the Star Chasers – the team unfortunate enough to have the world’s biggest ass as their rider.


Coup slouched back atop the phoenix as his teammates cursed and circled him. Through her shock, a petty satisfaction pooled in Kel’s gut. Even if Coup had won the race, Kel doubted that his team would be pleased with his dangerous manoeuvre. The Star Chasers were well known for their prim and proper attitude to racing. Even if it didn’t garner them much media interest, it meant their sponsors didn’t have to worry as much about them destroying expensive gear. Kel doubted they were eager to share in Coup’s hot-headed, reckless reputation.


Coup’s older brother Bekn stood at a distance from the other Star Chasers, with a blank expression and folded arms. The pair always seemed to shift teams together; Coup as a rider, Bekn as a mitigator, the latter responsible for publicity and sponsorship. Most CAPR crews had the standard five members: tamer, rider, technician, winger and mitigator. It was a mitigator’s job to encourage the parts of CAPR that made Kel want to pull out her hair: fame, publicity and meddlesome sponsorship. But Kel and Dira had never found a mitigator they’d liked enough to bother retaining, especially with the rates most of them charged. If Sav placed in the top three, that would provide enough fanfare and money to cover expenses until the next race.


Or, at least, it should have. If Oska’s life hadn’t brutally ended and Kel had been able to—


‘How’s Savita?’ Dira asked quietly, glancing up at the phoenix.


Kel stared at her friend. ‘She’s fine. Dira, are you sure you’re—’


Kel broke off as Rube approached. He stopped a few feet to Dira’s left, as close as he ever drew to Sav. ‘We should get off the track so I can check our equipment.’ He gestured to the saddle on the ground. ‘I’ve got an app linked to Oska’s leathers, so I’ll . . . I can see how they held up in the race. Even though the leathers are . . .’


‘I doubt we’ll be getting them back,’ Dira offered gently.


Bile rose in Kel’s throat.


The little colour in Rube’s face drained away. Kel reached for the reins around Sav’s neck and glared at the Star Chasers. Coup stood alone on the ground, dusting his legs off, seemingly abandoned by his teammates.


Anger writhed between Kel’s ribs as she watched Coup. She latched onto that anger, wishing it hotter, letting it break through her numbness and tether her to the ground.


Kel held out Savita’s reins to Dira. ‘Can you lead Sav off the track? I’ll be over in a second.’


‘Sure.’ Dira’s gaze flickered to Coup. ‘Just don’t rip his head off completely,’ she said in a low voice. ‘CAPR already lost one rider today.’


Kel’s throat thickened. Stiffly, she nodded. Dira reached into a pocket and pulled free a handful of dried insects. Though Sav’s feathers rose as Kel moved away, her beady eyes latched onto Dira’s hand.


‘Come on, beasty,’ Dira sighed heavily. ‘Kel and I have the butcher’s best cuts waiting for you at home.’


As Dira and Rube led Sav off the track, Kel marched over to where Coup dawdled, still preening like a phoenix in a pageant.


‘Are you proud of yourself?’ Kel hissed, clenching her fists. She let her anger swell, hotter, sharper. It was far more comforting than the sound of Oska’s screams, still echoing in her ears like static.


Coup turned towards Kel. His glass goggles rested on his chestnut curls, and dimples creased the leather bandana covering over the lower half of his face. He yanked the fabric down and offered Kel a pearly grin, amber eyes glowing.


‘Ah, Varra,’ he sang. ‘How did I know you’d be the first to congratulate me on today’s win?’


It was far from the first time she’d heard that taunting voice, and still it made her blood heat. For two years, it had been rare for a race to end without Coup or Kel screaming at the other about careless manoeuvres or unearned victories. Something about his ease amidst CAPR’s carnage always made her temper boil over. She stalked closer. ‘Because of your reckless stunt, my rider’s dead.’


Coup brushed a languid hand through his hair. ‘I didn’t force anyone to attempt my move. Maybe it was your job to stop her from trying to pull it off.’


Kel hoped he didn’t notice her wince.


‘You’re just lucky you didn’t meet the same fate, and you know it!’ she seethed.


Red tinted her vision as she drank in his cold, cruel smile. Oska’s fall, Kel’s overdue farm payments, the unexpected memory of her father – all of it flooded to the surface, congealing into an easier, familiar anger at Warren Coupers.


Coup sighed. ‘That move probably got the race an extra few million views. The only thing that’s illegal in CAPR is boring the camera crew. But I don’t need to tell you that, Varra,’ he taunted. ‘If CAPR listened to you, Cendor would be betting on which phoenix’s feathers are cleanest, not the races.’


Kel’s eye twitched. That was the fundamental difference between her and Warren Coupers. On paper, they had plenty in common. Though they hadn’t met before they’d started competing, they both lived east of Fieror. They’d both started CAPR racing two years ago. Both had been initially attacked by media outlets for racing as teens, and both frequented the same local pub after each race.


That was where their similarities ended.


Warren Coupers stood for everything Kel hated about CAPR. While racing was a last resort for her, Coup relished the thrill of it. He lavished the media with all the care he should have placed on his phoenix. The media in turn adored him for it and, even worse, the vain, golden boy knew it.


‘Your team didn’t seem that impressed with your stunt,’ she threw back, folding her arms. ‘The Star Chasers are all glamour and no risk. I won’t be surprised if they give you the boot.’ Kel held up three gloved fingers. ‘What’s this? Your third crew in two years?’


A muscle feathered in Coup’s jaw, though his grin stretched wider. ‘Jealousy isn’t a good look on you, tamer. Earn your place on the track, or get off it.’ He dusted an invisible piece of lint from his jacket. ‘Either way, you should mind your own business before you lose another teammate.’


Kel frowned. Coup pointed behind Kel with a wink, and she held his stare for a moment longer before turning around.


To the right of the track, Dira had led Savita to a green patch away from the other teams. Dira was squatting, rifling through a duffel bag, while Rube approached Savita with his arm outstretched. He cupped something dark – likely a dried treat – in one hand, with the other held up as if to pet Savita. The feathers along Sav’s back raised, her long neck coiled tight.


Coup gave a wicked laugh as Kel bolted towards Savita, slowing down only to weave between grumbling phoenixes and narrow-eyed crews.


‘Rube!’ she screamed, though the surrounding phoenixes drowned her voice.


Sav prowled forwards, towards Rube. Her round black eyes locked onto his pale face, her beak hovering just above his raised fingers. Sav released a deep grumble, daring Rube to touch her.


Kel reached her teammates just as Rube’s mouth fell into a wide O.


‘Rube,’ she said, an urgent whisper, trying to calm her heavy breathing. ‘Back up, slowly. Don’t meet her stare.’


Rube lowered his gaze and sucked in short breaths. Kel heard Dira swivel towards them.


That should have satisfied Savita. Instead, the phoenix mirrored Rube, taking a menacing step forward for each one Rube took back. Savita’s unblinking gaze darted between Rube’s head and the hand he’d tried to lay on her.


Kel guessed what Savita would do a split-second before the phoenix moved.


Savita’s wings rustled and colourful flames stirred the air.


The firebird dove towards Rube, her knife-sharp beak aimed for his chest. Kel shoved Rube back and leapt in front of him, blocking Savita’s path.


She heard Rube thud to the ground. Savita’s rough beak was pressed against Kel’s stained shirt. Kel felt a tapered edge prick her sternum, likely drawing blood, but move no further. As Kel caught her footing, Savita shuffled back, just a step. Eventually, she huffed, folded her wings, and turned towards a nearby tuft of grass.


Kel let out a relieved gasp. She turned to Rube, hoping her smile hid how fast her heart hammered. ‘She doesn’t mean anything by it, Rube. You haven’t spent much time with her, and she’s restless after the race.’


She was lying, and they all knew it. No matter how much time passed, Savita still refused to let almost anyone near her – let alone touch her.


‘I just . . . I wanted to help make sure she’s okay, after Oska . . .’ Rube trailed off as Dira tried to help him to his feet, but he jerked away.


He shook his head and pointed a shaking finger at Savita. ‘But . . . that thing just left Oska on the track to bleed out,’ he yelled. ‘It shouldn’t even be allowed to race.’


Kel’s guilt slipped away. Her jaw clenched and she stepped towards Rube. Though he was taller, she hovered over him, her shadow seeping along the ground.


‘Leave it, Kel,’ Dira muttered.


Kel poked at Rube. ‘Her name is Savita. She’s a phoenix, Rube. Not a house cat. If you try to touch her when we’ve told you not to, it’s your fault if you get yourself hurt.’


‘Was it Oska’s fault, too, then?’ Rube fumed.


Kel felt as if he’d hit her. The ringing – Oska’s screaming – in her ears returned, and her vision tilted.


Rube’s eyes widened. He stepped towards Kel, and she stepped back. ‘Kel, I—’


But Kel had already turned away, praying he didn’t see the tear creeping down her cheek.












Chapter Three
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Kel’s knotted stomach had eased once she and Savita entered the aviary on their farm. Here, amidst the sprawling greenery and refracted light, it was easier to pretend everything was as it had been this morning. There was only Savita’s full wingspan, the smell of moist earth and the scorching overhead lamps. Kel had changed into a set of protective riding leathers and still the aviary’s heat prickled her skin.


She usually hired a transport unit to move Savita between locations, not wanting to tire her out any more than necessary, but today she’d flown Sav back home as Oska’s fall played on a loop in Kel’s mind.


Savita lumbered through the aviary’s metal gates and pressed her beak against Kel’s side. Kel waved a gloved hand and jostled Savita’s monstrous saddle against her hip. Twice the size and thickness of a horse’s, the saddle was a monstrous burden to carry – even with Kel’s seventeen years of muscle helping her manoeuvre it. ‘Yeah, yeah – hold on a sec.’


Savita bristled and ducked her head. Kel reached for Savita’s collar, glowing like tarnished starlight. She felt the warm, yellow feathers beneath Sav’s neck brush against her face as she leaned in, making her eyes water. Alongside other gadgets, a small temperature gauge was embedded in the collar. The tech was from Cristo Industries, like most equipment used for phoenix racing.


The collar was as much for Savita’s protection as it was for Kel’s. There were plenty of absurd superstitions about the brutality of phoenixes, but it was simple fact that a phoenix without a collar would burn down half of Cendor.


It might be a crude form of control, but there were no better options. The last time a phoenix had broken free of its collar had been ten years ago, when a new technician had mishandled a phoenix after a race. The phoenix, already agitated, took flight and burnt down the racetrack. Eight CAPR members had died, as well as five spectators, and another fifty were injured.


‘Your vitals are completely normal. You had me worrying all night over nothing.’


Savita’s temperature had fluctuated like a fever the previous night. A temperature spike wasn’t uncommon before a race, as if Sav anticipated the track’s ferocity, but Kel had still spent much of the night chewing on hangnails.


Savita threw Kel what seemed like a filthy look and snorted. Steam escaped her beak.


Kel retorted, ‘You throw ear-splitting tantrums and tear up a dozen shrubs before every race, as if you don’t love getting out on the tracks. But I should know better than to worry, right? You’d probably wake the other isles if you so much as got a splinter.’


Savita snorted again and turned away. The aviary’s dome seemed to curve around the phoenix, welcoming her home as she spread her wings and rose in a whirlwind of dust.


‘Thanks, Sav,’ Kel coughed.


Kel shook her head and closed the metal gates behind them. The steel frame held together the aviary’s tempered glass panels and rose high enough to house hundreds of native plants. Though panels and heat lamps had been replaced over the years – not nearly as often as they should have been – the looming trees and sprawling shrubs all bore her grandfather’s touch. Kel’s grandfather had bought Sav as a true newborn; fresh from the egg, not her own ashes. Harrin Varra must have paid a fortune for the young phoenix – though whatever money had allowed him to buy her was long gone.


Kel had been told she’d inherited her ash-brown hair and grey eyes from him, though she’d never met the man. He’d died of Armond’s Blight – AB – before she was born. Before the disease was as common as a cold. Before it made you a statistic instead of a soul.


Kel often dreamt about her grandfather when she slept in the small office attached to the aviary. She wondered if he’d laid his head on the same thin mattress. If he’d watched Savita swerve and glide through the air and heard each of her cries as a ballad.


She never dreamt about her father.


She hoped she wouldn’t dream about Oska, either.


Kel flinched from the thought. Oska hadn’t been the kind of Howler that she’d envisioned welcoming aboard, coming from Ascira’s glamorous isle, dressed in impractical ruffles and fighting most of Dira’s instructions. But she’d had a fire to match any Cendorian’s.


At some point, without even realizing, Kel had let herself forget the fate that befell most riders.


Shaking the thought loose, Kel dropped the saddle and shuffled over to the chest freezer at the far side of the aviary. Savita shrieked, trailing behind Kel as she lifted the freezer lid. A faint, metallic odour filled her nose. Savita lurched toward the freezer and tried to poke her head inside.


‘Flames – wait – two more seconds,’ Kel wheezed, shoving away Savita’s insistent beak and grabbing a thick cut of meat from the freezer. She tossed it out onto the ground, towards a cluster of bushes. Savita launched for the icy slab as if it might flee. Kel watched Sav toss it into the air, the meat instantly defrosting and dripping from her heat, before she opened her beak wide and swallowed it whole.


Kel huffed, leaning back against the closed freezer. Frozen cuts satisfied Savita during racing seasons, when she could expel energy on the track. But during the colder Steeling Season she had to sate Sav with live prey: purchased and transported bulls and boars that put up as much fight as any mortal animal could.


Whether her prey was dead or alive, Sav didn’t take kindly to interruptions.


Kel quickly skirted the aviary’s glass edges, grabbed the saddle and hurried into the small, adjoining office. Kel dropped her tattered bag onto the cot, heaved Savita’s saddle onto the wall hooks and pulled off her protective gloves. New blisters were already forming over old burn scars, running over her palms and down her wrists. Given how popular CAPR was, burns and scars were common across Cendor. Still, she’d need to buy new, thicker gloves soon. Savita seemed to grow hotter with every race.


Her phoenix screeched and the office’s wooden walls vibrated. Two photo frames fell forwards onto the crammed desk. Kel hurried to straighten the first frame – a picture of her, Dira, and their old teammates after the Howlers’ first win.


‘What are we going to do, Sav?’ she whispered. The office wall connected to the aviary offered a window, and Kel watched her phoenix soar and swoop in lazy patterns. Without today’s prize money, Kel had no clue how she’d stave off the tax collectors who were sure to harass her this week. She’d tried everything to scramble together extra funds; night shifts at Fieror’s scattered pubs and pleading for the council grants they’d showered her charismatic father with. The only thing she hadn’t tried was letting kids ride Sav for money, which would likely end in an expensive lawsuit.


From the door, a husky voice asked, ‘Where’s your tablet?’


Limping beneath the weight of several bags, Dira stumbled into the office. Her dark brown skin gleamed with sweat.


Kel folded her arms. ‘What are you doing here?’


Dira’s eyes landed on Kel’s desk, where her old tablet and keyboard sat. ‘Aha – never mind.’


Dira staggered forwards, dropping her bags to the ground with a heavy, expensive-sounding thud.


‘Please, make yourself at home,’ Kel said dryly. ‘How are you feeling?’


‘I’m feeling that we don’t have time to . . .’ Dira’s voice thickened, cutting off her words. She cleared her throat and plucked a data chip loose from her pocket, lifting Kel’s tablet and propping up the screen.


A moment later, Dira coughed. ‘Flames, Kelyn – I think a ghost just flew out of your keyboard. Have you even used this since the last time I was here?’


‘I use the tablet in the aviary to track Savita’s vitals. I haven’t used that thing in months. You might as well take it.’


‘You live way closer to Fieror’s races. It’s easier to keep the data here with our girl.’


Savita squalled and shook the office walls again. Kel let the sound wash over her like sunlight, burying the memory of Oska’s screams.


‘We’re going to need to find a new rider,’ Dira sighed, leaning back in the desk chair.


Kel’s stomach dropped. She knew, beneath the even words, Oska’s death ate at Dira as much as it did Kel – probably even more. Dira had been the one to discover Oska at their local inn. She’d been the one to push through Kel’s qualms and insist she train as their new rider, only in part because of her infatuation with the beautiful Asciran at the time. Though Dira’s crushes were as common and rapid as AB, they’d spent plenty of time together outside of training sessions. But neither Dira nor Kel had the time to grieve that money afforded.


Stiffly, Kel nodded. She began scrubbing at the hardened soot on Savita’s saddle. Though she used a bristle brush, her nails were instantly coated with a thick layer of black.


Dira twisted back towards the tablet, and they both worked in silence. Though Kel was relieved neither of them forced conversation, she wished she had anything to distract her thoughts from Oska.


A numb part of Kel knew Oska would never have survived CAPR for long. Oska hadn’t been built for Cendor. She’d been too nervous to approach Savita for too long, too comfortable in the refinery and riches of Ascira, Cendor’s neighbouring isle. Nothing could have truly prepared her for what CAPR would demand from her.


And Kel should have tried harder to show her.


Kel crouched on her cot, brushing her sketchpad and carving kit off the small bed. Both were gifts from her father. Drawing – and then carving her designs into leather – were perhaps the only things she could lose herself in that didn’t involve Savita.


Noise from the tablet made Kel glance up. A document filled half the tablet screen, while the other half was divided into five video feeds. Each video showed today’s race from a different angle.


It was Dira’s job to map out what she could of racetracks, to learn about their opponents’ histories and weaknesses. It helped to know which phoenixes had been born in free Vohre Forest, not captivity, and which were prone to violence. But research could only prepare CAPR teams so much. Dira had an uncanny ability to predict how different terrains would affect different phoenix subspecies, from the revered monarch phoenixes to the smallest, camouflaging cape phoenixes. Dira called it pattern recognition. Kel called it a miracle. Both were probably true.


‘Oh,’ Dira said, turning to rifle through another duffel bag. ‘I forgot – you have a new postcard.’


Kel snatched the postcard from Dira’s fingers. ‘You went through my mail?’


‘There were letters in there from months ago. You could’ve missed a bill or something.’


Kel raised a brow. She never missed a bill, even if she couldn’t pay them. But she did choose to leave postcards inside her mailbox.


Dated Day 20 of the Molten Season, Year 1509 of the Alchemy Age, the postcard’s dainty handwriting read:




My darling Kelyn,


Ascira’s beautiful this time of year. The sprites are blossoming with the flowers. In the Steeling Season, the creatures mingle with the falling snow, all silvery and soft. But in the Molten Season, they blossom and light up the sky like a crumbled rainbow, blues and yellows and reds that remind me of phoenixes and your father. And the people here – you’d love them! So many visitors from across the world. You’d never think Cendor was just a few hours away.


There’s a few of those religious cultists leaking into Ascira from Ebrait. Most of the Fume I’ve seen are harmless, throwing pamphlets into the streets and getting drunk off sprite magic. Some claim to be prophets of the Serpent King, here to free Salta’s creatures from us. Such garbage. Don’t worry about me, though – they wouldn’t dare try anything too extreme in Ascira, especially now that the island’s ramping up for tourism season.


I’m doing fine. Funds are a little low, but there’s plenty of jobs now that more tourists are scurrying about.


Hope to hear from you,


Love,


Mum





Kel threw the postcard onto the desk. ‘Funny how she always asks me to write back, but never leaves a return address.’


The letter landed writing side down, a picturesque view of Ascira’s bustling coastline facing her. Blue sprites – hazy little creatures the size of a thumb – speckled the air like sunlight catching on rain. As Salta’s north-west island, closest to the larger continent, Ascira’s coast was always crowded with tourists eager to witness Salta’s vibrant, lesser magic. Visitors rarely ventured further. The magic of Salta’s other islands wasn’t quite as benign as the colourful creatures that littered Ascira’s skies.


Kel wasn’t worried for her mother’s safety. All Saltans had heard tales of the Fume, the extremist offshoot of Ebrait’s religion that worshipped Salta’s serpents, sprites, phoenixes and sea monsters. They’d grown out of AB, which they saw as nature’s way of fighting back against humans domesticating Salta. Her mother was right. They’d never try anything extreme on Ascira, of all the isles.


The office’s rubbish bin was full of similar postcards. Photographs of Ascira’s glittering sprites and romantic architecture. Watercolours of Ebrait’s revered sea-dragons and gilled critters, weaving around the four isles. Paintings of Dresva’s serpents and emerald forests. All sights that Kel had never seen, and never cared to. She had everything she needed in Cendor.


‘When was the last time you saw your mum?’ Dira pried.


‘When was the last time you saw yours?’ Kel retaliated.


Dira turned back to the tablet. ‘Well played.’


An apology danced around Kel’s tongue. Dira rarely talked about her mother, or her father, who she’d left behind on Dresva when she’d snuck into Cendor as a child. But Kel saw the hard lines around her friend’s eyes, creases that grew deeper every day. Though for different reasons, they both needed racing to survive.


They’d met when they were both twelve, sneaking into a CAPR race as underage kids without guardians. They’d both burnt their hands on a lower booth’s metal railings, giggling and clapping as phoenixes blazed past, and wailing when CAPR officials had escorted them both out of the stands. The shared tantrum had been enough to glue them together, and when Kel had invited Dira to her farm, her father had soon made sure Dira rarely left.


Dira had snuck into Cendor on an airship. The Dresvan girl claimed to have always dreamt of Cendor’s wild, fiery magic. She’d written to her parents in Dresva over the years, trying to convince them to visit Cendor and the Varra Farm, with no luck. Kel knew there was more to Dira’s story, more to why she’d fled from Dresva’s quiet forestry to Cendor’s deadly blazes. But Dira had never shared, and so Kel had stopped asking.


After Kel’s father died, they’d grieved together, and had searched for a new orbit, side by side, until they had formed the Crimson Howlers.


Dira’s tele-comm buzzed, forcing Kel from her mind. The winger glanced at the device and lowered the tablet to the desk.


‘Let’s go commiserate at The Ferret. Rube will meet us there,’ Dira said. She stood from the creaking desk chair and cracked her back.


Kel’s stomach knotted at the thought, so different from the usual warmth she reserved for The Ferret, her and Dira’s usual post-race hideout. She knew she should apologize to Rube for Savita’s outburst, and her post-race ritual at The Ferret Inn with Dira was too familiar, too cosy, to turn down.


‘That sounds perfect.’ She forced a smile. ‘We’ll toast to her.’


Dira mirrored Kel’s pitiful expression. ‘Good. There’s something else I need to talk to you about, and it requires alcohol.’ Dira paused, sucking her lower lip. ‘Lots of it.’


Kel raised a brow. ‘Sounds ominous. You’re buying.’


Dira merely waved a hand and sauntered to the office entrance. She stopped at the door frame and leaned back over the desk, spotting what Kel had crammed against the wall. Her fingers glided over the first row of crumpled envelopes, covered in bold red letters and ‘overdue’ stamps, and she plucked one free.


For a heavy minute, the only sound echoing through the building was Savita’s wild shrieking, rattling the thin walls.


Dira’s eyebrows knitted in a tight line. ‘Kelyn—’


‘Let’s go,’ Kel said softly, turning to leave the office.












Chapter Four
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Dira thumped her hand against their disturbingly sticky table. She yelled up at the screens broadcasting today’s race. Dozens of voices joined hers.


The Ferret was overcrowded and smelt like a public aviary. Its mob stirred a small headache, but the food was hot and the drinks were sweet. Pressed beside her best friend, perched on a bar stool, she tried to focus on her surroundings – not what might come after tonight.


Finn – the pub’s owner – brought over their first round of drinks, and they raised the tall glasses to Oska. The clink of the cups sent shivers down Kel’s spine, the sound far too similar to Oska’s own sharp screams.


They’d barely lowered their glasses when Rube appeared through The Ferret’s front doors.


Kel and Dira shouted a welcome, though Rube remained purse-lipped. Dira clapped him on the back. ‘You’re late! Here – we saved you a seat.’


Rube shook his head. He remained standing. Smothering her pride, Kel leaned across the clammy table. ‘Rube, about earlier today, I’m—’


‘There’s no need, Kelyn.’ Rube’s gaze lowered to the table. ‘I can’t stay. I just came to—’


The pub exploded as an old race began to play across the screens. Rube’s words were lost to the crowd.


Dira, to Rube’s left, let out a high laugh. ‘It almost sounded like you said—’


‘I’m leaving,’ Rube said, still staring at the table.


Kel frowned. ‘What?’


‘Not just the team, I’m leaving Fieror, too.’


The crowd roared and the Howlers fell silent. ‘If this is about—’


‘It’s not about Savita, or . . . Oska.’ Rube shuffled back. ‘I’m moving to Vohre. I sent off an application months ago for Cendor University’s early-entry boarding programme. But they’re offering me a partial scholarship, and my parents said they’ll cover the rest.’


His features pinched, and he added, ‘I know the timing is . . . I wish it wasn’t so soon. I got the email this morning, but didn’t check my comms before the race. After what happened . . . with Oska . . .’ Rube cleared his throat. ‘I don’t think I’m cut out for CAPR.’


Kel opened and closed her mouth. Eventually, Dira coughed and said, ‘Wow. That’s . . . really amazing, Rube.’


Rube beamed, plucking up the courage to meet Dira’s eyes. His dimpled grin rounded his face, making him look even younger.


Rube was sixteen, a year younger than Kel and Dira. Kel had found him at a local market, purchasing scraps to invent and trial his own tech. Before he’d joined the Howlers, their old rider had been icing burns between races, their cheap leathers hardly up to code. But with Rube’s fabrics and some inventive hardware, the Howlers had begun to hold their own against Fieror’s best – and wealthiest.


It was no surprise that Cendor University had accepted Rube. Or that he intended to leave the Howlers.


But the pit in Kel’s stomach, the same one she’d felt when her mother left, yawned awake.


Rube tried again, ‘I never thought I’d get in. But Cendor University has the best mechatronics and software courses in Salta. Canen Cristo graduated from there.’


‘We get it,’ Kel said, voice clipped. ‘When are you leaving?’


‘Tomorrow morning.’ Excitement glimmered in his eyes like stars, already tracing a new orbit.


Kel fumbled for Dira’s hand beneath the table. She knew what it meant to lose people, and she’d tried desperately to build jagged walls that no one but Dira could cross. And yet – Rube’s words suffocated her. Her mind whirred, grappling for something new, solid, to knit her back together.


Rube ran a hand through his sable-black hair. ‘You’re welcome to keep the suits I worked on and the software I was upgrading. Dira should be able to figure out the rest.’


‘I’m sure I will,’ Dira said, smiling tightly.


Kel squeezed Dira’s hand. Despite their revolving door of teammates, loyalty was everything to Dira. Kel doubted her best friend would soon forgive Rube.


Kel wanted to argue, to shake Rube and make him understand all that was at stake – but she knew it would make no difference, so she offered stilted congratulations instead, and closed her eyes as he left.


She’d expected nothing less for Rube’s future – just not so soon.


Dira shook her head. ‘No notice in the middle of racing season, no help finding a replacement, no care that we already lost one Howler today. I’ll have to ring some contacts and beg for whispers of up-and-coming talent.’


Even if they continued to survive without a mitigator, they were now without a rider and a technician. Kel could act as a rider if she had to, but neither Kel nor Dira had the technical knowledge to toy with their equipment.
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