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TO DEREK,
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who truly is my ride-or-die,

and who would gladly follow me

into the flames






A phoenix is safe inside its shell,

resting in a bed of flame and ash.

But that is not what firebirds are for.

Rise, child of Axura, and spread

your wings.

—“Wings,” from A Book of Songs and Poems

by Hector, famed poet and playwright,

published 119 AE
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My dearest daughter;

I want to tell you a story.



- CHAPTER 1 - VERONYKA


VERONYKA KICKED AS HARD as she could at Tristan’s face.

They were in the training yard, and the evening sun was casting purple shadows across the stronghold walls, setting the golden phoenix statue atop the temple ablaze with light.

The dinner bell had rung, and the rest of the apprentices and masters had finished their training for the day. Those who remained were packing up and putting away practice weapons or watching idly as Veronyka and Tristan circled each other.

They were sparring, and though Veronyka hated the attention, she’d told Tristan she wouldn’t quit for the day until she’d beaten him once. So far, she was zero for five, and she was getting tired.

Tristan dodged her kick as easily as he’d dodged the others, stepping out of range while Veronyka stalked after him.

“Why don’t we pick this up tomorrow?” he asked, panting slightly. Only just slightly. Meanwhile, Veronyka was a sweating, gasping mess.

She wanted to answer him—no, they couldn’t wait until tomorrow. The final details from the attack on the Eyrie had trickled in over the past few weeks, putting numbers and names to the deaths, damages… and the missing.

And this was just the start.

Things were going to get worse before they got better; the empire wouldn’t forget them after such a narrow defeat… and Veronyka had to be ready. She’d been practicing as hard as she could, pushing herself in flying and weapons and yes, combat. It was her weakest skill and therefore required the most effort and attention.

Veronyka had to make sure that when the empire returned—when the next battle was fought—she wouldn’t be sidelined. And the only way to guarantee that didn’t happen was to become a Master Rider. To pass the very tests Tristan had struggled with weeks before—and had trained months to conquer.

Despite her skill in flying and her powerful animal magic, Veronyka was so far behind in combat, so utterly out of her element, that it was all she could do to remain on her feet.

But she wouldn’t give up. Couldn’t.

In response to Tristan’s offer to quit for the day, Veronyka tightened her mental walls and kicked again.

Because it wasn’t just the combat that had Veronyka struggling. She couldn’t fight Tristan like she could the others, because while her shadow magic was always reaching for minds and hearts, when it came to Tristan, it was like water being sucked down a whirlpool. She had to actively fight it, aware that every touch, every moment of eye contact, might be the thing that broke them both wide open. It was like fighting two opponents at once.

Tristan shook his head with a slight smirk, leaping effortlessly out of reach.

Veronyka swallowed, her throat dry as the sand under her feet, and tried to focus.

For weeks now, the combat lessons had been her worst, the things she dreaded most of all. There was no one for her to match up with, no one the same size and skill level. So she took a constant beating. Her only advantages were her speed and the fact that she was a small target.

She was also unpredictable. Not on purpose, but from lack of expertise. Occasionally, it worked in her favor, catching her opponents off guard.

Everyone except for Tristan. When they sparred, sometimes it felt like he was the one with shadow magic. He anticipated her moves so easily, was able to counterstrike flawlessly, and adapted almost instantly to everything she threw at him.

Of course, if she really wanted to win, she could open her mind to him and anticipate his every thought and movement. Like she had during the attack on the Eyrie. Their connection had been heady and powerful, but then they’d been working together to achieve a goal. She’d also lost consciousness when she’d let their bond get away from her outside the breeding enclosure the day before that. It was too dangerous, and it was also exactly the kind of thing her sister, Val, would do.

Veronyka shook her head. The more she opened herself to him, the more she opened herself to Val—and that was the last thing she needed right now.

Veronyka just had to get one win under her belt for the day, one win so she could go to dinner with her head held high.

Most fights ended by a person getting hit with a pin or hold, taking too much damage to continue, or being shoved from the ring. So far, Tristan had managed to pin her three times and knock her out of the chalk the other two.

As he regained his balance across the ring, Veronyka studied him.

Underneath the padding he wore his usual training gear, the fitted tunic and worn leather as much a part of him as his curling brown hair and dimpled smile. There was a difference in him, though, a sense of surety that wasn’t there before. The battle for the Eyrie had changed him—it had changed them all—and he seemed more confident in himself now, though the only difference in his outward appearance was a strip of red-dyed leather that wrapped around his biceps, indicating his position as a patrol leader, and a fine white scar that split his bottom lip—a souvenir from the attack.

“Come on, Tristan,” called Anders from the sidelines, grinning widely. “Put this apprentice in her place.”

The others laughed and jeered, and Tristan’s jaw clenched. He’d never been great at handling teasing, and since Anders’s taunt was technically directed at her, Tristan was taking it even worse than usual.

Veronyka knew the words were meant in fun. Anders and Tristan had only recently been elevated from apprentices, after all, but there were others who she suspected enjoyed the heckling with more malice. Latham, another apprentice turned Master Rider, smirked from just behind Anders, a coldly amused glint in his eye, and Fallon’s second-in-command, Darius, whispered behind his hand into his patrol leader’s ear. Many of them had been distant toward her ever since she’d revealed the fact that she was Veronyka, not Nyk, and she could tell they were suspicious of her closeness with Tristan. Even now… the masters rarely trained with the apprentices—at least not like this, one-on-one—but Tristan was helping Veronyka because she’d asked him when her lessons were done. The others saw it as favoritism, as special treatment. Maybe even something more.

“Shut it, Anders,” Tristan practically growled, tossing his sweat-soaked hair off his forehead in agitation.

“Or stuff it at dinner,” Veronyka piped up, trying to defuse the situation. Anders guffawed, but he didn’t leave. Nobody did.

Veronyka and Tristan had sparred together often and knew each other’s habits and tendencies probably better than they knew their own. Tristan was a careful fighter, observant and thoughtful about his attacks, learning his opponent before he made a move. But he could be baited. Anders had just proven that.

If Tristan could be lured into making a mistake, Veronyka might be able to squeak out of this with a win.

Still, she hesitated. While Tristan was calm and disciplined, Veronyka was wild and impatient—and he knew it. It was usually her fault she lost; Tristan just watched and waited for her to mess up, then capitalized on whatever opening or vulnerability she presented. But in order to bait him, she had to make a move.

Because of her short height, Veronyka favored kicks over punches, her legs having a farther reach than her arms. Skirting around him and angling her body, Veronyka prepared for a left kick to Tristan’s ribs. She avoided his eyes—it was the surest way to open a shadow magic connection—and kept her gaze on Tristan’s upper body, the angle of his shoulders and the position of his hands, held loosely at his sides.

As soon as her knees bent and her foot left the ground, Tristan’s muscles tensed—his right arm tightening, preparing to block the blow, while his shoulders turned, angling his body away from her.

But Veronyka didn’t kick. At least, not from her feet. She dropped into a crouch at the last second and swung out her foot with a kick aimed at Tristan’s legs, not his torso.

She glanced up in time to see his eyes bug out and his body twist as he tried to adapt.

Veronyka’s foot struck Tristan’s calf, and the crowd that surrounded them oohed as his leg was taken out from underneath him.

But rather than falling backward out of the circle—her true goal—or collapsing onto his side, Tristan fell forward.

Onto her.

She’d only managed to clip one of his legs as he’d tried to leap over her kick, and now Tristan was stumbling toward her, and her only choice was to roll to the side.

She missed his impact with the ground by inches, but was defenseless as she tried to get away.

He leapt onto Veronyka’s exposed back, slipping his arms around her middle and across her chest. Hands locked together, he gave a hard pull, drawing them both backward into the sand. In the blink of an eye he had turned her attack into his dominant position. As he lay on his back with Veronyka pinned against his chest, Tristan was a heartbeat away from pressing his forearm against her windpipe in a choke hold. She scrambled to the side, making the angle more difficult, but Tristan took the new opportunity she presented by throwing his leg over her body and climbing on top of her.

Veronyka squirmed, kicking and taking wild swings at his head, forcing him to duck and cover, but he still managed to get into position, his thighs on either side of her hips as he straddled her.

Being close like this caused Veronyka’s mental barriers against him to shake and tremble. Her magic wanted him, reached for him often, seeking any excuse to strengthen their link. There were certain triggers—eye contact, touch, and sensory details like smell and sound—that weakened her walls one stone at a time. Add them all together, and it was an assault her mind couldn’t withstand.

He lowered his head toward her chest, making it impossible for her to strike him as he got inside her guard. He was adjusting his position, regaining his balance, her wildly flailing legs no longer unseating him.

His heavy breath rang in her ears, his chest rising and falling and pressing against her own. His damp tunic and sweat-curled hair smelled of soap and salt and sunshine—smelled of Tristan—and Veronyka tried her best to jerk away. But he was holding her fast, and when she lifted her face and their eyes met, the stones of her mental walls came crumbling down.

The link between them burst open, as swift and certain as river water cascading through a dam. Her magic surged, and her mind filled with his thoughts, so loud and clear that they drowned her own.

He was aware of her in the same way she was aware of him. Her smell, her feel—all of it put Tristan on high alert, but not for the same reasons his presence rattled her. Well, not entirely. It wasn’t just shadow magic she protected against, wasn’t just a mental connection she feared.

Heedless of the consequences, Veronyka shoved at Tristan’s chest, twisting and squirming—panicked and desperate for escape.

But her recklessness made her vulnerable, as she’d known it would. She realized with frustration that she’d exposed herself to an arm lock, and her breath hitched as she waited for Tristan to seize the chance. All he had to do was shift his weight, reposition himself so they were perpendicular to each other, then grab her wrist and pull against his chest, hyperextending the elbow. A simple move; a second’s work.

Only, he didn’t.

Tristan was frozen, and Veronyka frowned at him a moment before bucking her hips, sending him off-balance and slipping to the side. She squirmed out from underneath him and turned around, watching as he got slowly to his feet.

Silence had descended over the training yard, heavy with confusion. Tristan had let her go, had let the chance to pin her pass him by. He’d even let her get back to her feet.

He was panting now, sand stuck to the sweat coating his forearms and legs.

Their eyes met again, but she didn’t need their mental connection to confirm her suspicions.

He’d wanted to shelter her from the pain and humiliation of losing in front of all the others.

He’d wanted to protect her.

It reminded her of when he’d tried to keep her out of the fighting during the attack on the Eyrie; it reminded her of Commander Cassian keeping the Riders locked up safe while the world around them fell apart. Worst of all, it made her think of Val, always supposedly “protecting” her, so thoroughly and so fiercely that Val wound up hurting Veronyka far worse than if she’d just let Veronyka know the truth, if she’d just treated her as an equal.

Anders and the others were watching, and there was no way they’d missed his hesitation. Tristan had gone easy on her, and they all knew it.

With something like a snarl, Veronyka lunged for Tristan. He had no choice not to fight her now, no opportunity to waver.

He absorbed her attack, using her momentum against her. Twisting his upper body—and hers along with it—he threw her over his hip, sending her flat to her back on the sand.

The wind was knocked from her lungs, and as she struggled to her feet, she saw the chalk line underneath her.

She’d been tossed from the ring. Veronyka let her head fall back to the ground, her eyes squeezed shut.

Zero for six.



Later, Veronyka took out her frustration in the saddle. It was what she did most nights when she couldn’t sleep.

As an apprentice, she was supposed to sleep in the barracks inside the stronghold, and Xephyra inside the Eyrie. That separation was a part of Rider training, meant to strengthen the bond over distance, but Veronyka hated it. She always slept better next to Xephyra and had tried to sleep inside the Eyrie more than once, but was usually shooed off by Ersken, who did late-evening and early-morning rounds. Veronyka and Tristan often spent time at night on the ledge outside his rooms, cleaning armor or just hanging out with their bondmates. One time Veronyka accidentally fell asleep there after Tristan had gone in to bed, and it hadn’t been Ersken who’d discovered her, but the commander himself. His suspicious look—and curious glance at his son’s closed door—told her she’d better get out of there quick and avoid such a run-in in the future. People already gave them strange looks for their close friendship, which had begun when she was a stable boy and now culminated with her being a girl, an apprentice with a full-grown mount, and his underwing. She didn’t need the rumor that she slept outside his door like a lovesick puppy dog added to the mix.

Veronyka had slept in the barracks ever since, and instead focused on strengthening her bond to Xephyra, particularly pushing their ability to communicate. Not only did they constantly test their range, but Veronyka also pushed her phoenix to use words when communicating rather than just thought and feeling. It was partly to keep their link strong and secure while they were separated, but also because of what had happened with Val after Xephyra’s death. It sickened Veronyka to know that not only had Val manipulated Veronyka’s connection to her bondmate to control Xephyra, but that Veronyka herself hadn’t felt Xephyra’s return because she’d blocked all thoughts of her phoenix to ease her own pain. If she’d been open, if their bond had been stronger and their ability to communicate more honed… maybe Veronyka would have known about Xephyra’s resurrection sooner.

They practiced all day, sending words to each other whenever they were apart—eating or sleeping or distracted by other things—but the best test of their bond always came when they practiced together. Exercises like the obstacle course Tristan had done to finish out his apprenticeship were such an example, but Veronyka wasn’t there yet in her training. Besides, she and Xephyra both preferred flying.

Veronyka waved to the perimeter guards and the Rider on patrol—currently Beryk—but everyone was well used to her late-night flights by now. She and Xephyra soon arrived at their destination, a practice course called Soth’s Fury. The series of caves were filled with tight, narrow spaces that tested a Rider’s ability to maneuver at high speeds, and they’d installed targets throughout to make a challenging run for any would-be warrior to hit them with arrow or spear.

Veronyka loved Soth’s Fury, and she and Xephyra were getting better and better at navigating its darkest depths.

Ready? Veronyka asked as they approached the mouth of the caves.

Xephyra didn’t reply so much as give a surge of excitement and adrenaline. An obvious yes, but Veronyka pushed her to communicate more clearly.

Words, Xephyra, Veronyka pressed.

Xephyra huffed beneath her. Aeti, she said at last.

Veronyka rolled her eyes, fighting back a grin. Whenever Xephyra grew tired of Veronyka’s constant pushing, she rebelled. In this instance, choosing to reply in ancient Pyraean rather than common Trader’s Tongue.

You think this is funny? Veronyka asked, going for stern but not quite managing it. There was no hiding your emotions from your own bondmate, after all.

Sia, Xephyra replied smugly. That was a northern Arborian dialect that she’d picked up from Anders, who sang old Arborian songs to the other Riders and translated them for anyone who’d listen. Most people didn’t, but apparently Xephyra did.

Are you finished? Veronyka asked, the gaping mouth of the entrance drawing steadily nearer.

Verro. That was… Ferronese, maybe? How Xephyra had picked that up, Veronyka had no idea. She couldn’t help it; she laughed as they dove down into the dark.

Veronyka had flown through the caverns many times and felt comfortable there, despite the dank echoes and shifting shadows that made it a somewhat spooky place. There were targets positioned at intervals within the caves, providing a variety of different shots for a mounted archer to hit. They were metallic, so they reflected sunlight—or phoenix fire—but were still difficult to spot, not to mention the fact that some were better suited to a spear throw or even a short sword or dagger, if the Rider was daring enough to fly so close.

And Veronyka was.

Her favorite part of the course was a stretch of targets that alternated between those she could hit on phoenix-back and those she could only hit on foot—partially obscured by rocky outcrops or tilted at an impossible angle. To get them all, the Rider must leap from their phoenix’s back, run across uneven rocky ground to strike the target, then leap back onto their bondmate to grab their bow and continue on to the next target. It was nearly impossible, and required pinpoint precision and top-notch communication.

Veronyka gripped her reins as they barreled through the narrow opening. They weren’t true reins—they didn’t lead to a bridle and bit in Xephyra’s mouth like a horse’s reins did—but were meant to act as handholds and restraints, allowing inexperienced Riders to remain safely attached to their mounts during flight, and for more advanced flyers, they allowed a Rider to stand or reposition themselves. Veronyka had seen Fallon, the second patrol leader, fly upside down, using his reins to hold his body tight to his phoenix, defying gravity.

Veronyka was usually a no-nonsense flyer during lessons and drills, but after her failure in the ring today, she was determined to push herself and try her hand at some theatrical acrobatics of her own.

They moved swiftly into the labyrinthine caves, the stony walls closing in on them. They were smooth and high, like columns of dripping wax, while spiky stalagmites rose from the ground, some so large they had to be dodged as they whipped past. The shadows grew thick and cool around them, while trickles of water could be heard in the distance, remnants of some long-ago river rush.

Veronyka withdrew her bow, and through the bond she told Xephyra which targets she wanted and in what order, loosing arrow after arrow into the metallic bull’s-eyes. Since it was pitch-black in the caverns, Xephyra emitted a faint glow to light the way.

Soth’s Fury was divided into three courses in varying levels of difficulty, and though she knew it was foolish, Veronyka followed the most challenging route, each target marked by a circle of vivid purple paint around its edge like the tips of Xephyra’s plumage.

While the start was easy enough, the course became more difficult with every target they passed. Up ahead, the stretch of concealed targets loomed, and Veronyka braced herself.

Telling Xephyra to slow her pace ever so slightly, Veronyka tightened her handhold and carefully pulled her feet from the stirrups until she was squatting on Xephyra’s back. Her phoenix flapped her wings as little as possible, keeping her flight steady, but still Veronyka wobbled and struggled for balance.

The first concealed target appeared, tucked into a crevice above a narrow ledge and hidden behind a stalagmite that jutted from the ground. Veronyka braced herself, waiting.

Now, she said to Xephyra, leaping to the right as her phoenix flew left, just missing the stalagmite by inches. Veronyka slipped and stumbled as she tried to regain her footing, but she couldn’t slow down—momentum was all that was keeping her on such a scant foothold. She careened forward, whipping out a dagger and hitting the target with a resounding thud, before hurtling past it and leaping out into the empty air of the cavern.

But then Xephyra was there, as Veronyka had known she would be. She slammed hard into the saddle, but even the pain couldn’t dim the feeling of triumph coursing through her veins.

Xephyra swung her neck around to look at Veronyka, and her dark eyes danced with fiery pleasure.

Good? she asked, turning back around and soaring gracefully between rocky spires.

Aeti, Veronyka replied, and Xephyra crooned.

Afterward, they sat on their favorite slab of stone and watched as the sun began to rise in the distance.

Veronyka leaned against Xephyra, her body exhausted and her thoughts still, finally finding the peace she failed to get alone at night. After a while something stirred in the back of her mind, and Veronyka knew that Tristan was awake.

Just like that, her peace was shattered.

Everything about her bond to Xephyra made Veronyka feel better, stronger, and more alive. Her bond to Tristan did too. But she couldn’t let it. Being bonded to another human was dangerous…. Veronyka had learned that lesson the hard way. She kept trying to forget about it, kept hoping that it would resolve itself or fade into the background. Tristan deserved to know that a magical link existed between them that gave her insight into his thoughts and feelings, but it was hard to face telling him that without any words of comfort or reassurance.

Why, yes, Tristan, I can hear your thoughts and sense your feelings—and no, I have no idea how to stop it. You’re scared? Me too.

Veronyka knew nothing of shadow magic and only the barest fragments of how to strengthen or weaken its power. The only person who had the answers she sought was Val, and reaching out to her was a risk Veronyka couldn’t take.

She glanced down at her wrist, where a braided bracelet sat. It was her own hair she’d cut off weeks ago, black and shining with a heavy coat of pyraflora resin, along with a single braid of Val’s vibrant red. There among the strands were beads and trinkets Veronyka had collected throughout her childhood, as well as a single, heavy golden ring.

It belonged to Val—or rather, Avalkyra Ashfire, the fierce warrior queen who had died almost two decades before and had been resurrected into the girl Veronyka had until recently thought was her sister.

The ring was tied into the braids so that only the simple golden band was visible, while the front, with Avalkyra Ashfire’s seal, was hidden from view.

The revelation that her sister, Val, wasn’t her sister at all had left Veronyka feeling utterly lost and adrift. Family had always been a fraught concept for her—how could it not be, with someone like Val as a sibling?—but at least she’d known where she belonged and who she was, however unimportant. Now that she’d discovered her maiora who’d raised her was actually Ilithya Shadowheart, Avalkyra Ashfire’s spymaster, and that Val was actually the Feather-Crowned Queen herself, Veronyka had to question everything she’d ever been told about her life. And the most pressing question of all? If Val was Avalkyra Ashfire, then who was Veronyka?

Only Val knew for sure, and she was not only elusive and self-serving—she was dangerous. Veronyka had seen firsthand what Val could do with shadow magic, and she feared opening herself up to her once-sister. What if Val just fed her more lies? What if Val sent more jarring dreams and memories? What if she didn’t, and Veronyka never, ever learned the whole truth?

And what if Val tried to take hold of Xephyra again? Veronyka knew it was possible, and she was more aware than ever of the complicated web that shadow and bond magic wove between her and the ones she cared about.

Like Xephyra. And Tristan.

Veronyka knew she had to protect herself, but she had to protect them most of all.

And the best way to do that—the only way she knew how to do that—was to block Val out completely. To block shadow magic completely.

To pretend neither existed.

But as Veronyka mounted up and headed back to the Eyrie—Tristan’s presence a warm glow in her mind and heart and Val’s a cold shadow that followed her everywhere she went—she knew that to block shadow magic was to block animal magic, to block Xephyra, and that was something Veronyka simply couldn’t do.





Soth’s Fury is a series of caverns named by the ancient Pyraean people who that believed the south wind—called Soth—was wicked and vengeful, blowing storms and chaos up into the mountains from the valley below. Only Soth could carve such deep, destructive paths through the mountain, creating shadowy places in the world where Axura’s light could not touch.

Soth was more superstition than true god, at least to the people of Pyra, and a product of lower rim communities who mingled more with the valley civilizations and their diverse, wide-reaching pantheon.

The word itself has similarly unknown origins, and most historians believe that the god may have been adopted from the mysterious Lowland civilization that was later wiped out by Lyra the Defender and her Red Horde after the Lowlanders tried to invade Pyra.

The tradition of naming nature gods is a popular custom of the Arborian people, possibly suggesting a unified ancestry with the Lowland civilization. For example, the people of Arboria pray to Nors, the fair north wind, for good weather and safe travel to this day.

—“Weather and Nature Deities,” from Obscure Gods and Goddesses of the Golden Empire, by Nala, Priestess of Mori, published 84 AE







There once was a girl born from a legacy of ash and fire.

Except she had none of it. How cruel to have such ancestors,

to have such a name, and yet possess no claim to any of it.



- CHAPTER 2 - AVALKYRA


AVALKYRA STARED AT THE remains of her fire.

She should have used it to cook her dinner or warm her hands. Something useful. Instead she’d used it to incubate another phoenix egg… and that phoenix egg had failed to hatch. Yet again. Now it was nothing but a cold, dead stone amid the ashes, like so many others before it.

It was the same egg she’d taken from the Eyrie, right out of that soldier’s satchel. Avalkyra had saved it for this place, for the ruins of Aura. Hoping, maybe, that it would make a difference. That something, or maybe even someone, would help her. But no. Avalkyra had to do everything herself. It had always been this way.

Avalkyra stood inside a vast, echoing chamber of some crumbling temple. There were pillars of carved marble standing like trees in an Arborian forest, their tall, wide trunks disappearing high above her, the ceiling canopy untouched by the light of her small fire. It might have been a holy place once, but now, like everything in Aura, it felt more like a tomb. There was no escaping that feeling, no matter if she stood in a bakery or a bathhouse—every building held that haunted, hollowed-out feeling.

If possible, outside was worse.

Though Avalkyra didn’t hold with superstition, the wind did howl through the buildings, lifting the hair on the back of her neck and causing strange echoes and moans. Dried leaves scattered, whispering across the ground, while the air still held the scent of ash and smoke and ruin.

Avalkyra took a deep, lung-filling breath. Then she kicked out, connecting with the egg and sending it flying into the shadows, where it ricocheted off the nearest pillar before tumbling down a short flight of stairs.

It sent up a delicious racket, piercing the endless, eerie silence, but Avalkyra didn’t feel satisfied. All she felt was the ache in her foot.

She pursed her lips, staring down at the remains of the fire again. Then she kicked the ashes and bones and smoking embers, too, covering herself in soot and fully dispersing the last evidence of her hours of hard work—and her failure.

Avalkyra straightened. Now she felt better.

Leaving that hallowed place, Avalkyra stepped out into the dark, ghostly ruins. An archway rose above her, one of hundreds sparkling with veins of silver and gold and standing at least twice her height and ten times as wide. They marked the footpaths in and out of the city’s main square, which featured columned entryways and ornately carved facades excavated from the rock of the mountain, appearing like gemstones from the raw, jagged surroundings.

Contrary to popular belief, Aura could be reached on foot. Not everyone in ancient Pyra had a phoenix, and the early settlers had lived here long before they had flaming firebirds. The landscape was steep and dangerous, and that was why the ancient Pyraeans had built roads inside the mountain. There were endless tunnels all over Pyrmont, from the highest peaks down to the Foothills. They didn’t all connect—at least not anymore, after centuries of neglect and cave-ins—but Avalkyra had found them during the Blood War. Some could be accessed by caves or mines, others through fallen arches and crumbling doors like those that dotted the Sekveia. The empire had searched for her secret lairs for years, necks craned to the sky, and never thought to look below their feet. Her bases were never found; her defenses never breached.

Well, not by soldiers. There was one person who had managed to find her there… but she was no warrior.

The paths inside the mountain had been dark and treacherous, but Avalkyra had had old maps to guide her and rope to climb with. It had taken weeks, but then she was here, standing among these fabled ruins.

Everywhere she looked there were monuments to phoenixes and feathers and fire, and everything was shot through with gold. The grandeur put even Marble Row and the gods’ plaza in Aura Nova to shame, and yet… there was sadness among the grandeur. Despair.

Everything was still, and empty, and quiet. Nothing soft and permeable remained. No rippling banners with the Ashfire sigil or tallow candles burning low in open windows. There were no shouts or laughter, no crackle of a cook fire. Even the scent of life was missing—baking bread or fresh Fire Blossoms. Nothing grew in this rocky landscape, and all the window boxes and public gardens were barren.

It was an empty city, a mausoleum.

It was a graveyard.

Avalkyra had searched everywhere for the storied Ashfire crowns—said to grace the dead queens’ memorial stones—but they refused to reveal themselves to her. Somehow, it felt personal, as if her ancestors were hiding not only their earthly relics but their secrets as well. Surely in a millennium, one of them had struggled with her animal magic and her place in the world?

At the center of the ruins was the Everlasting Flame—or rather, the cold, empty pit that was all that remained of it—the truest monument to death Avalkyra had ever seen. She walked there now, drawn to it in a way she could not explain. Perhaps it was the devastation of it, the sense of something dead and destroyed but still there, despite everything. Something that refused to fade away completely.

It, too, was surrounded by archways, larger and grander than the others.

At first she’d thought they were all the same, replicated over and over again from some ancient mold. But now that she’d walked the ruins for several weeks, she was beginning to note distinct, deliberate differences. The phoenix above her now had a vast wingspan, while she’d seen others that were smaller in size. The height of the crests, the length of their feathers… insignificant details, maybe, but Avalkyra began to suspect these archways were dedicated to specific phoenixes who had come and gone. Her theory was proven correct when she found an archway outside the temple with its inscription intact:

Here flew Xauriel, bondmate of Friya. May her eternal flame burn bright.

There were thirteen archways that surrounded the Everlasting Flame, and Avalkyra was certain they were meant to commemorate the First Riders and their mounts. Ignix. Cirix. Roxana. There should have been fourteen, but there was an open space that told her one had likely collapsed. Their inscriptions were gone, smoothed away from years of wind and sun and rain. It even snowed sometimes, up here at Pyrmont’s summit. And these pillars were a thousand years old.

Avalkyra hated them. She hated the ancient Riders and their loyal mounts, hated the phoenixes carved on every available surface. Aura was a wasteland of crumbling temples, towering sculptures, and wide, soaring walkways—and all of it was marred with a constant reminder of what she did not have. What she could never have again, it seemed.

She’d had a phoenix, once: Nyx. Fierce and reliable. Avalkyra didn’t romanticize the bond like Veronyka did—Nyx had been a useful ally. A means to an end. But she’d been strong and steadfast. And yes, loyal. Until the end.

But the end hadn’t been the end, had it? And while Avalkyra had clung desperately to life, Nyx had left her all alone.

At times like these, Avalkyra missed Veronyka and her endless hope. Or was it Pheronia’s company she craved? Sometimes it was hard to tell. The two were so similar.

And yet… she had lost Pheronia, even before she’d died. Avalkyra had pushed her sister too far when she murdered Pheronia’s scheming mother, and Pheronia had finally severed contact. Letters unanswered. Treaties unsigned. She’d tried to backtrack, to mend their fractured relationship—because of Veronyka, Avalkyra now knew, though she hadn’t at the time—but it had been too late. In some ways, Veronyka was the peacemaker. The thread that bound Pheronia and Avalkyra together even still. If Pheronia hadn’t been pregnant… if there hadn’t been a baby… they both would have died in that war, and there would be no Ashfires left in the world.

Veronyka the Peacemaker, like Queen Elysia herself.

Avalkyra snorted.

She hadn’t lost Veronyka yet. Avalkyra had given the girl her space, but with shadow magic between them, separation was an illusion. No distance was too great. Avalkyra would make Veronyka hers again.

Avalkyra had had time to think about it—too much time—and decided that she’d finally figured out the mistake she’d made. She had always assumed Pheronia understood what needed to be done, that she was a vital part of the future Avalkyra saw for herself—for them both. Yet Avalkyra had never come out and asked her sister. She’d never said the words, assuming the words didn’t need to be said. But maybe they did.

You and I are meant to rule together. Join me, sister. The world is ours.

After years of strife and separation, when they’d come face-to-face again, it had been too late. Those dreams had been dashed.

But this time… Veronyka was different. Things were different.

She was a shadowmage, after all, and a Phoenix Rider. She was more than Pheronia could have ever been, and together they would be truly unstoppable.

But that same magic that made Veronyka strong had also convinced Avalkyra that the words didn’t need to be spoken—that they understood each other because of their bond. And so she’d made the same mistake she’d made with Pheronia. Despite all the ways Veronyka was superior to Pheronia, she hadn’t been raised with the knowledge of who and what she was. She didn’t understand that they were chosen, destined to rule.

She still didn’t know.

It had been too dangerous to risk when she was young, her shadow magic wild and unpredictable. And now? Avalkyra had given Veronyka pieces of what she needed, but not the whole picture. Until she had a plan of her own, revealing to Veronyka her true heritage would only complicate matters.

Avalkyra thought she’d had a plan—hatch a phoenix, raise it until it was big enough to fly, then start gathering her allies and make her move on the capital. This had been her plan for years. For a lifetime. And it had failed repeatedly, spectacularly, over and over again.

Avalkyra needed a new plan, but no matter how she looked at it, she needed a phoenix. What kind of Ashfire queen would she be without one? She’d be like poor, powerless Pheronia.

No, Avalkyra needed a phoenix to ride into battle, a fiery beacon to light the night and warn the empire of her second coming. Without that, she’d be a shadow of her former self. A pale comparison.

Maybe she already was.

While her shadow magic was as strong as ever, honed over two lifetimes, her animal magic felt weakened. Whisper thin. Whatever she’d gained in shadows, she’d lost in her desperate bid for new life. She could not give these phoenixes what they sought. No matter how much life she gave them, no matter the heaps of bones and white-hot pyres, they refused to come forward.

Then, as if summoned there by thought alone, the endless, haunted silence was punctuated by a distant, steady pump.

Wingbeats.

For a wild moment Avalkyra thought it was Nyx—a stupid, foolish thought. Nyx had not come back. The bond endured—Veronyka and her phoenix had proven that. If Nyx were alive, Avalkyra would feel it.

No, this phoenix was larger than Nyx. Older. A female, her long purplish feathers marked her as a centennial—possibly many times over, so dark was her plumage—and her beak was narrower, her neck longer. As for the crown atop her head… well, it put Avalkyra’s crown of feathers to shame.

A surge of anger blossomed in her stomach. She would fashion a new crown and take the feathers from this phoenix’s corpse if she wanted. She was Avalkyra Ashfire. She was a queen. None would shine brighter or burn hotter than her.

Avalkyra glowered at the creature as it landed before her, anger still bubbling in her stomach and clawing its way up her throat.

Though the phoenix was impressive in both size and age, she did not seem… stable. There was something broken and fractured in her eyes, in her twitching, erratic movements. She kept tilting her head or darting her gaze this way or that… as if looking for something, and Avalkyra was not it.

Unlike most phoenixes, who emanated light and warmth and sparking energy, this creature felt dark and cold and wary.

“Who are you?” Avalkyra asked. Minutes passed, and when the silence continued to stretch on, Avalkyra pushed out with her magic. Tell me who you are! she demanded, but the phoenix’s mind rebelled against her touch. She had impressive strength, and yet there were also gaps along the barriers of her mind… cracks and fissures. These weren’t born from ineptitude or inexperience. No, the weakness in this phoenix’s defenses came from trauma.

Centuries of trauma.

And deep within Avalkyra came the knowledge that while the body might endure or be resurrected anew, the mind did not survive so many lives unscathed.

“What do you want?” she asked instead, though she wasn’t sure why. Why should she care what this old bag of bones wanted? “I am your queen, phoenix, and here in my domain you will answer me.”

Those words got the firebird’s attention. Her gaze, which had been wandering off to the side, snapped back onto Avalkyra with sharpened focus.

Ashfire, she said. Not a question.

“Yes,” Avalkyra said faintly. The word had boomed inside her mind, loud, clear, and echoing, like a massive bronze bell.

More ash than fire, the phoenix said, fixing her with a single, unblinking stare, before shifting her wings and looking around once more.

Avalkyra stared. She’d never heard a phoenix speak like that, playing with words and meanings like a human would. And yet there was something otherworldly about this creature’s voice too. It was cold—detached in a way that felt like hatred, and Avalkyra knew hatred.

Then the phoenix added, almost as an afterthought, It is no wonder that you fail.

Was she…? Had the phoenix seen Avalkyra’s attempt at hatching an egg? Fury pulsed through her veins. She lashed out, a searing pulse of shadow magic that met against the phoenix’s fractured walls and broke through.

The phoenix reared back, shaking her head and screeching loudly.

Avalkyra reveled in the sound.

“I am ash and fire, and Nefyra’s blood runs in my veins, phoenix. Remember to whom you speak.”

There was silence for a time, and the phoenix seemed almost… stunned.

Nefyra, she said carefully, as if relearning the word. She shook her head again slowly, then more violently, before taking to the sky with a sudden screech and the flap of angry wings.

Avalkyra watched her go, wondering how many more broken things she’d find in Aura and sickened to realize that she was one of them.

A part of her had expected to find dozens of phoenixes in the ruins, living here in retreat from the world. But if there were others, they remained hidden.

Like cowards.

Like her.

What was she doing up here anyway? There was no luck to be found, no magical cure to her inability to hatch an egg and claim a bondmate. Instead there was this decrepit old phoenix here to taunt her. To show Avalkyra what she could never have again.

She thought back to the cold ashes of Xephyra’s resurrection pyre, when Avalkyra had managed to use her connection to Veronyka to exploit the bond between the girl and her phoenix.

Avalkyra had found a way to control Xephyra without a bond of her own; even with her animal magic failing, she had done it.

Why not again?

Of course, that had been different. She’d utilized Veronyka’s bond to Xephyra and her own bond to Veronyka, which connected them all in unexpected ways. As far as Avalkyra could tell, the creature she’d just met had no Rider, and even if she did, Avalkyra would not be bonded to them.

But there were other ways to control… ways that involved shadow magic. Shadow magic was typically the realm of human minds, but she’d broken through the phoenix’s mental barrier just now, hadn’t she? And she’d done that not with animal magic, but with shadow.

While the magic of the living was the realm of light and life and bonds, the magic of the shadows created a different kind of link. A bind. It was one way, a claiming rather than a union. And while it cost the binder less than a bond—they didn’t have to give access to their own mind in return—the results were similar enough for Avalkyra’s purposes.

She stared after the phoenix, still visible in the distance. A wavering speck, the creature silhouetted against the stars—a flicker of potential and possibility.

“Come back,” Avalkyra said. The words were quiet, and though there was no immediate response—and the phoenix surely could not hear her at this distance—Avalkyra was certain that she would return. Their paths would cross again, and Avalkyra would make it count.

Calm certainty settled over her.

What had she done all her life when the world refused to give her what she needed? What she deserved?

She had taken it.

Maybe her plans weren’t so unattainable after all: first a phoenix, then Veronyka… then, the empire.

Perhaps it was time for Veronyka to know the truth after all.

Maybe with the knowledge of who she was, Veronyka would finally accept her place at Avalkyra’s side. Then she’d leave those so-called Phoenix Riders—leave the Eyrie and her protections—and together they’d finish what Avalkyra and Pheronia had started a lifetime ago.

She would need proof, though…. It had taken her signet ring and a carefully chosen memory to validate her own truth to Veronyka, and so Avalkyra would need more than just words. There had been too many years and too many lies between them for Veronyka to trust anything she said.

Yes, Avalkyra would need proof.

And she knew exactly where to get it.






Unwanted, they called her. Ordinary.

Powerless. And she believed them, believed

the lies they told her about herself.



- CHAPTER 3 - SEV


SEV SAT ALONE IN the small chamber. In truth, it wasn’t small at all—it was actually a series of rooms with a bedchamber, a sitting room, and a private washroom—but everyone called it the small chamber, since it was the smallest of half a dozen long-term-care rooms in the infirmary wing of the palatial estate of Lord Rolan, governor of Ferro.

Sev shook his head, trying to understand how he’d gotten here.

When he’d left the Phoenix Riders, his confidence that he could do what he’d promised faltered with every step. He was willingly returning to the empire, to his position as a soldier, when he’d only just gotten free of them. It was hard to believe he’d volunteered for this.

As hard as it was to believe he’d gotten involved with Trix, the Feather-Crowned Queen’s spymaster, and her ridiculous rebellion. The thought brought a rueful smile to Sev’s face. It had been the best decision of his life, and his footsteps had lightened somewhat after that.

Before he’d left the Eyrie, Commander Cassian had helped him form a plan, including a travel route that would avoid the Phoenix Rider sweeps. They’d decided together that Sev should return to the Vesperaean Caves—the place where his regiment had congregated before the attack—in order to scrounge for supplies and see if there were any survivors.

“We can’t give you anything,” the commander had warned, “or have you looking too well cared for upon your return. We’ve salvaged what we could of your original clothing, but the tunic was too far gone. You’ll have to claim you pilfered one from a corpse—or stole one from a traveler.”

Sev had sighed then, beginning to realize what exactly it was that he’d signed up for.

“And your shoulder wound will rouse suspicion,” the commander had continued, unaware of—or maybe uninterested in—Sev’s distaste for what lay ahead.

“It couldn’t be any more authentic,” Sev argued, looking down at his bandaged shoulder, which was stiff and aching, though the bone-deep heat that radiated from it was lessening somewhat. “It proves I was a part of the attack and not some turncoat or deserter.” Or spy.

“Yes, and it was expertly tended by Greta, a priestess of Hael, a healer you couldn’t hope to find anywhere in Pyra—nor could you afford her even if you did.”

A sense of foreboding had uncoiled in Sev’s belly. “I could say I found a village healer, or went to a temple near the border—”

“And if you find one of your fellow soldiers at the caves and don’t get the chance?” the commander said, shaking his head. “I’ve spoken with Greta. Your wound has done well, and she thinks it’s healed sufficiently enough that you likely won’t risk true infection if you remove the bandages and replace them with dirty scraps of linen. You will also apply this salve periodically,” he said, unscrewing the lid of a small ceramic jar. The scent was quite nice, floral and sweet. “It is made from ivy and bleeding heart. Apply it to the surface of the wound only. It will cause the skin to redden and swell and prevent it from knitting together for the duration of the journey. Ensure you lose it before you enter the empire’s border. This will set you back several weeks, but it is our best option to avoid suspicion.”

Sev took the salve, already dreading the increased pain that was sure to come.

“You will tell them the arrow shaft was removed by one of the empire’s healers during the battle, before he was killed. There were a handful positioned within each regiment—we found several bodies near the switchback stair and down by the bluffs. We’ve retrieved one of their bags, though they were woefully undersupplied. Bandages, thread and needle for stitching, and a poppy tincture to numb pain. You will carry one of their bags with you as evidence.”

After that Sev had donned his dirty, bloodstained clothes and rubbed his skin with dirt. Before he knew it, he was making his way back down the mountain.

Now he was tucked into a four-poster bed, a plush down-filled mattress beneath him and soft wool covers piled three high overtop. These rooms were meant for use by the estate’s residents, with all the comforts a governor’s family would expect in case they were forced to spend weeks under care by a healer.

A pitcher of mint-and-lemon-flavored water sat on his bedside table, and Sev was scrubbed and fed and wrapped in fresh bandages. Ever since his arrival he’d been treated kindly, graciously—like a valiant hero come home from war. Because of the nature of his recovery, Sev had been assigned this private chamber, had a healer checking in on him twice daily, plus servants he could summon with the shake of a bell.

Sev knew he was being treated better than most soldiers who returned from battle, no matter their wounds, and it made him extremely uneasy—like a beast fattened up before being sent to the slaughter.

But today, at long last, he was to meet directly with Lord Rolan. He had been in the capital when Sev first arrived but had apparently left word that any returning soldiers from Pyra be given the best possible treatment. Sev had gleaned since that there had been quite a few survivors before him who had already been questioned and sent to their new posts, not to mention the one he’d arrived with.

When Sev had first returned to the Vesperaean Caves, they had been deserted. Or so he’d thought. The Riders had already been through to burn the corpses and dispose of the spoiled food, and the llamas had gone as well—though Sev wasn’t sure if they’d broken free to roam Pyrmont or if they had been snatched up by surviving soldiers or the Riders. A part of him had been hoping to see some evidence of Kade, to find some hint or hope that he might have gotten away, but there was nothing. He’d even searched for Kade’s tags among the ashes in the funeral pyre, dread heavy inside his chest, terrified of what he might find. When his search turned up empty, he’d released a shaky sigh of relief.

He’d just been considering camping in the caves for the night when a voice had rung out in the growing twilight.

Sev had whirled around, pain lancing through his reaggravated wound, to find himself face-to-face with an unfamiliar man covered in angry red burns and with a short sword in hand. Sev scrabbled for his own weapon, but he needn’t have bothered. He was a soldier, the same as Sev, and had been a part of the supplementary forces that had arrived the night of the botched poisoning. He’d taken one look at Sev’s wound, said, “Better cold steel than hot fire” with a wolfish grin, and the two had traveled together for the rest of the trip back to the empire.

Over the following days Sev had thought often of Trix and Kade. It made him feel worse sometimes, but once he moved past the darker memories that would cause his breath to hitch and his throat to ache, he’d remember something that made him smile or laugh. Trix’s sharp tongue and Kade’s quiet humor. He’d remember the point of all this, and sleep would come a bit easier.

After years of fear and complacency, hiding among those who should have been his enemies, Sev’s life now had purpose and direction. He was hiding again, but this time it was for the greater good. It had been devastating to lose Trix and Kade, and the only thing Sev could do to make it hurt less was to finish what they had started: protect the last remnants of the Phoenix Riders—the order his own parents had died fighting for—and bring down men like Lord Rolan.

He’d been the one to send secret forces into Pyra with the express purpose of slaughtering the Phoenix Riders, and it was generals like him who had sent swarms of soldiers to kill his parents.

If Sev was going to be the one to survive, his life had to mean something. It had to. How did he deserve life when people like his parents, like Kade and Trix, did not?

Despite their wounds and their meager supplies, Sev and the soldier made good time, walking through the gates to Lord Rolan’s estate in the center of Orro a mere three weeks after the fighting had finished. The other man had been in much better shape than Sev, and after a quick perusal by Hestia, the healer, was smeared with ointment and sent back out again. Sev’s wound required more thorough treatment. Even after Hestia had done what she could to bring the severe redness and swelling down on the injury, Sev had very limited movement in the shoulder, as well as a constant, radiating ache that caused the surrounding muscle to tighten with tension along his neck and back. She’d given him the kind of look that told Sev he’d never be fully healed again, but she still visited daily to apply poultices and salves and help Sev stretch the stiff joint.

After one extremely painful session that left Sev sweating and dizzy, Hestia gave him a heavy dose of sedative and left him to his spiraling fears that he’d be no good to Rolan without his arm, and that he’d be discharged or locked in jail to serve out his remaining years owed to the empire.

Sev couldn’t let that happen. He needed to be here, where he could be useful for the Phoenix Riders. Commander Cassian had asked for evidence, proof that Lord Rolan had planned the attack on the Riders and employed a spy of his own—an apprentice named Elliot—after kidnapping the boy’s sister to blackmail him for information. If Sev wasn’t near Rolan, he would be utterly useless, and he would have handed himself back to the empire’s military for nothing.

As the medicine had dragged him toward sleep, Sev closed his eyes and thought of Trix and Kade until the darkness closed in.

That had been several days ago, and now Sev waited inside his rooms for the governor himself to arrive. For his fate to be decided.

A servant knocked before opening the door and announcing Lord Rolan, governor of Ferro.

Sev pushed a slow breath out through his lips. No matter the role he played or the things he might be forced to do, he would remember who he truly was and what he was fighting for.

After another painful treatment session that afternoon, Sev had been ordered by Hestia to remain in bed. He felt foolish and uncomfortable as Lord Rolan strode in, wondering if the man would think him lazy if he didn’t get up and salute. But as Sev moved to stand, Rolan quickly waved him off.

“The healer has informed me of your condition,” he said, pausing at the foot of Sev’s bed. The servant who’d announced him rushed forward to draw a chair from the adjoining sitting room and place it next to Sev’s bedside. “Some wine, Bertram,” Rolan added, taking a seat. The servant bowed and backed out of the room.

Lord Rolan was probably in his forties, fair haired and light skinned, though his cheeks and forearms were a ruddy golden color, which told Sev this councilman spent a lot of time in the sun. He had crow’s-feet around his green eyes, and despite the fact that he smiled, his gaze was hard and cold as he settled into the chair next to Sev.

His clothes were dusty and travel worn, but clearly expensive, and Sev got the impression he’d leapt from his horse and come directly to this room. That was a shocking amount of courtesy from a governor of the empire to a lowly foot soldier.

Before Rolan could speak, the servant, Bertram, returned with a decanter of wine and two cups, leaving them on the side table before bowing out again. Rolan poured two cups, then handed one to Sev.

“Nothing like a long day’s ride to drum up a thirst,” Rolan said, downing several gulps. Before Sev could take more than a sip—it was the best wine he’d ever tasted—Rolan had finished his cup and put it back onto the tray. “It’s Sevro, isn’t it?” he asked, his tone businesslike.

“Yes, Lord Rolan, sir.”

“I want to thank you, Sevro, for your service and for sustaining such a wound while in my employ. The province of Ferro—and the entire Golden Empire—is in your debt.”

“Oh, you’re welcome, my lord. I was only doing my duty.”

Rolan nodded, but he looked pensive. “I’m afraid that duty is not yet done. We did not accomplish what we set out to do in Pyra, and now we must consider our next move. I have called a Grand Council meeting to address the Phoenix Rider threat, and in the meantime I will shore up our defenses along the border and prepare for a counterstrike.”

Sev blinked. Were the Riders planning a counterstrike? He felt suddenly, laughably underinformed. He knew that was the point—he was a spy, after all, and if he were found out and questioned, the less he knew, the less he could give away. But if the Riders were planning on attacking anyway… Sev had to wonder if his goal here—finding proof of Rolan’s attack—was still relevant.

“A Grand Council meeting, sir?” Sev asked, adopting his slow, simpleton voice.

“Oh, it’s just a meeting of the entire council—some fifty members, when last I checked—in which a member may present an issue to be discussed so that a course of action might be determined.”

Sev’s mind raced. If Commander Cassian was hoping to bring proof of Rolan’s attack to the council as a means of undermining the governor, it seemed Lord Rolan was one step ahead. Surely Rolan wouldn’t willingly face the council if he knew he was subject to punishment for attacking Pyra without their consent? Something was off here.

“And you called it?” Sev pressed, brow scrunched up, as if trying to understand an extremely complex concept. “To ask for help, sir? For your next move?”

Sev knew he was being too curious, speaking out of turn and asking for information that he, as a lowly foot soldier, had absolutely no right to. But Lord Rolan was refilling his cup and seemed distracted enough that he answered without much thought.

“I’ll need their help if I’m to wage war. If I cannot eliminate the Phoenix Rider threat on my own, I will entreat my fellow governors to put soldiers and resources toward the cause. Of course, I must convince them there is, in fact, a threat—but that is another matter entirely.”

How could Lord Rolan convince the council that the Phoenix Riders were a threat if they weren’t?

Sev’s heart sped up to match the pace of his thoughts. He was missing something, some important piece of Rolan’s plans. But knowing about the Grand Council was at least something he could report back to Commander Cassian.

“Now, for the issue at hand,” Rolan said, snapping Sev out of his thoughts. Something in the man’s tone made a trickle of foreboding slip down Sev’s spine.

“Of the surviving soldiers, you are only the second from Captain Belden’s regiment.”

The second… Only two soldiers had survived from more than two hundred who’d first set out? The shock of it made the blood drain from Sev’s face. It shouldn’t have surprised him—Trix had intended to poison them all—but it was strange to speak of it here, in this cozy room, miles away from the blood and carnage.

“Who else?” Sev asked, his voice hoarse.

“Officer Yara,” Rolan said, head tilted as he studied Sev. “She was unharmed, and I have taken her statement. While the majority of my soldiers died in the fighting, many were sickened—and some killed—by the antics beforehand.” The botched poisoning. “But as she was attending Captain Belden for much of the night in question, her information is limited. And I need to pass down judgment.”

“Judgment, sir?” Sev asked faintly.

“Only two soldiers lived, but there were some bondservant survivors as well. Officer Yara escorted them back to the province with the help of soldiers from the other regiments as they fled after the fighting.”

Sev’s stomach clenched so painfully he lurched forward. Bondservant survivors?

“And so I will need your help identifying them—separating the loyal servants from the traitors. I’m afraid my store of animages has been drastically depleted. I’d hate to waste good help.”

Waste. That meant death. Sev’s blood turned to ice in his veins as he realized what Rolan was asking. He might have to point the finger at his fellow conspirators or lie and risk his own position in Rolan’s good graces.

“Can I count on you, Sevro?” Rolan asked softly.

“Yes, my lord.”

What if he recognized some of them? What if they recognized him and knew of his role in the poisoning? Would they point the finger at Sev to save themselves?

And, most pressing of all—what if Kade was among them?



As soon as Rolan left, Sev climbed from his bed and opened the window in his sitting area. The sky was purple outside, still clinging to the last vestiges of the day’s saturated sunlight, though most of the view was obscured by a large, leafy tree.

Sev paced for several minutes, until a gray pigeon fluttered onto the ledge. She was plain and unremarkable-looking—and that was the point. With a smile, Sev used a bit of magic to greet her and unearthed a piece of bread he’d hidden from his dinner. He broke it into pieces and set them on the windowsill. As the bird pecked and cooed, Sev flipped up the edge of the plush green-and-gold rug in the center of the room. It was beautiful and expensive, stitched with the horse-and-scythe pattern that was popular among the Stellan-made textiles.

There, hidden under the carpet, was a loose tile. Sev pried it up, revealing a leather-wrapped parcel. Inside there was paper and ink. As the wind rustled the leaves outside his window, filling his room with warm summer air and the bright citrus tang of Rolan’s lemon trees, he began his letter to Commander Cassian.





The foundation of the Phoenix Rider order is the First Riders, legendary figures who fought alongside Nefyra Ashfire, the First Rider Queen, against Nox’s army of strixes. Until this day, Phoenix Riders claim descent from those mighty warriors, though proof of such a bloodline would be nearly impossible to verify, as the First Riders existed a thousand years ago.

What do survive are the myths and legends of their heroic deeds, as well as their personal emblems or sigils. They were often painted onto flags or stamped into leather, passed down on rare artifacts generation after generation.

Despite their noble history, the ancient Rider lines slowly died out. By the time of the Blood War, the only remaining descendants of the First Riders included members of the Ashfire, Flamesong, and Strongwing families. After the Blood War, which saw the death of both Pheronia and Avalkyra Ashfire—as well as the death of the Pyraean governor Adara Strongwing—only the Flamesongs remain.

THE FIRST RIDERS and THEIR MOUNTS
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Nefyra

Rider of Ignix
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Callysta

Rider of Cirix
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Siytara

Rider of Ajax
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Adalyn

Rider of Axalea

[image: Image]

Halyn

Rider of Meraxis
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Talliya

Rider of Ximena
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Roza

Rider of Roxana
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Myra

Rider of Lexara
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Oriyana

Rider of Xhea
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Kiyana

Rider of Xelda
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Devyn

Rider of Xariah
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Natalya

Rider of Elexa
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Inara

Rider of Ixiya
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Eelya

Rider of Niaxi
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She was not measured on her own merit or skills.

She was forever standing behind her sister, and

the brightest lights turn all else to darkness.



- CHAPTER 4 - VERONYKA


AFTER YET ANOTHER SLEEPLESS night, Veronyka made her exhausted way to her Pyraean language lessons held in the commander’s study and meeting room.

Though Veronyka generally loved learning, she was growing more and more impatient in her classes, grouped together as she was with the youngsters while the other Riders were out flying patrols. They no longer had to hide their existence…. All of Pyra, and certainly many beyond, knew of their presence here thanks to the battle at the Eyrie. The very battle she’d fought in, the same as Tristan and the others, and yet she was forced to remain behind with apprentices who couldn’t even ride. She itched to be out there with Xephyra, but how could she hope to be elevated to Master Rider when Tristan kept embarrassing her inside the ring?

If she had to remain out of the field, she should at least be spending her time honing her combat skills rather than spending her days going over things she already knew.

Veronyka was the oldest of the new recruits, and she already had a firm grasp on ancient Pyraean. The result was that she often found herself as an assistant to their instructor—a retired tutor from Arboria and a non-Rider. While Petyr—who had disliked Veronyka since she was Nyk and they’d worked together in the stables—would rather eat soaptree leaves than ask for her help, the others, particularly the girls, were eager to have her input.

They were the one bright spot in her schedule. Of the ten new recruits, three were girls, and Veronyka did what she could to support them. She made sure the girls knew they could come to her about anything, and Xephyra was extra gentle with them whenever they approached her with awe, thrilled at the idea that their own phoenixes would grow so big.

When Veronyka wasn’t helping out, their tutor let her spend their lessons reading by herself in the library, a separate room where the commander kept the majority of his books, scrolls, and other valuable items from his time as the governor of Ferro.

Veronyka loved the library: the silence, the solitude, and the precious volumes of Phoenix Rider lore that she’d never encountered before. Poems and biographies, atlases and art history books—all of it was there, and she delved hungrily into the dusty pages. It was strange to realize that this was likely a fraction of the books the commander and Tristan had had in their home library in Ferro, but it was a wealth of knowledge for Veronyka.

If she had loved Phoenix Rider history before, it was nothing like the fervor she felt now. Rather than reading aimlessly, chasing tales of thrilling battles or scandalous romance, Veronyka looked for anything and everything she could find about Avalkyra Ashfire.

Admittedly, there wasn’t much. The commander had been exiled soon after the end of the Blood War, and all mention of Phoenix Riders was forbidden in the aftermath of Avalkyra’s rebellion. No doubt the Morian Archives had made record of the events of the war, but that information wasn’t allowed to be shared or made public. Besides a few propaganda pamphlets distributed by both sides, the commander had little about the Blood War. What he did have were books about Avalkyra’s childhood, particularly tomes dealing with the question of succession between Avalkyra and Pheronia, as well as several volumes dedicated to the Ashfire line, including histories, genealogies, and even books of myths and legends.

Veronyka tore through them hungrily, the name “Avalkyra” jumping out at her every time she found it on a page. Unfortunately, the books didn’t tell her much she didn’t already know—the sisters were close until the death of Pheronia’s mother, the Queen Regent Lania of Stel. Her death was an unsolved mystery, but most people, Pheronia included, believed Avalkyra was to blame. Avalkyra fled justice and set up in Pyra, and that was the beginning of the end for her and her Phoenix Riders.

Veronyka was particularly interested in the genealogy books with their complicated family trees and descriptions of the First Riders and their descendants. Though she’d already been through most of these volumes, Veronyka found herself absently seeking her name instead of Avalkyra’s, as if she might find some ancient ancestor or family to which she belonged. She studied the Ashfire line most closely of all. Could she be a relative? A distant cousin? It would explain why Val had bothered to raise her, even if it wouldn’t explain much else. She didn’t allow herself to hope but rather studied the pages with a detached, almost clinical interest. And of course she found nothing, tracing from Nefyra Ashfire all the way down to Avalkyra and Pheronia, the last members of the royal line.

Most all of the Ashfires had been Phoenix Riders, and Xephyra stirred with interest in the back of Veronyka’s mind as she pored over lists of bonded pairs or famous phoenixes.

Xephyra, her phoenix said through the bond, a question or a promise, maybe, that her name would one day be among these legends.

Xephyra, bondmate of Veronyka, Veronyka replied. After Xephyra’s surge of satisfaction, the link between them quieted again.

While most Riders outshone their mounts in terms of fame and notoriety, there were some phoenixes that stood out and gained reputations of their own, or pairs that were always listed together. Cirix, the first male phoenix, was particularly well known because he’d been resurrected no less than five times, bonding with various descendants of his first bondmate, Callysta, over a period of two hundred years. Nefyra and Ignix were the first-ever Phoenix Riders and so were often named together, and Ignix had been a mated pair with Cirix throughout his many lives. Queen Genya’s mount, Exiline, was famously large, her wingspan measuring nearly eight meters wide. It earned her the nickname General’s Shadow, for the wide swath of darkness that slid over the ground, marking her passing in the sky.

Though these tales were her favorites, Veronyka put the familiar volume aside. For the first time since she’d begun lessons, she sought books and scrolls on a different subject matter: shadow magic. She knew it wasn’t a recognized magical discipline, and the odds of finding anything on it in Cassian’s library were extremely low, but she had to try. After the events of the previous day’s combat lessons, Veronyka was more determined than ever to get it under control.

In truth, she wanted nothing more than to tell Tristan about it—to spew all her fears and worries and bring down the last of the barriers between them. But those barriers… they were her last scraps of self-preservation. She didn’t know how to explain the way the magic scared her, the way Val wielded it with such precision… the way it made her feel vulnerable and unsafe in her own mind. And then there was Val, too—her true identity something else she hadn’t yet told him. But wouldn’t opening up to him make the bond between them stronger? Or would telling him help Veronyka get their link under control?

Veronyka spent the entire lesson and half of her lunch break shifting through all the books she could find on magic, to no avail. She had better luck with the volumes of myths and legends, reading between the lines about witches using mysterious spells or ancient queens who controlled their subjects with unknown magical powers. Still, none of it helped Veronyka. There were no “how to” chapters, no practical information or advice.

But as she hastily reshelved the books before afternoon lessons, hoping to sneak into the dining hall for a quick lunch, Veronyka realized that there was someone besides Val she could ask about shadow magic: Morra, the stronghold’s cook, who was a veteran Phoenix Rider from the Blood War—and a shadowmage herself.

Veronyka would have to reveal her own shadow magic in the process, but she knew in her heart that Morra wouldn’t shun or shame her. Maybe she could give Veronyka some basic information and guidance.

Maybe she could teach her to stop being scared of her own magic.



Veronyka didn’t get a chance to speak to Morra in private until after dinner.

She walked through the empty dining hall, the benches placed atop the long wooden tables so that the floor could be swept, while the fireplaces that ran along the far wall burned low.

On the other side, Morra was alone in the kitchens, hunched over the counter as she finished whatever prep needed doing before the morning. The fireplaces separated the cooking area from the dining hall, casting her work space into flickering orange and yellow light.

Hearing Veronyka’s hesitant footsteps, she turned.

Veronyka didn’t say anything, just sank onto a stool, trying to figure out how to broach the topic. Morra set aside the bowls of dough she was preparing for the morning baking and surveyed Veronyka, who was twisting her hands together nervously.

“I think I could use something to warm me up. What about you?” Morra asked, glancing over her shoulder as she opened a container and dropped leaves into a teapot. She didn’t wait for Veronyka to answer, instead filling the pot from the still-hot kettle over the hearth and placing the steaming, fragrant pot before them. Thankfully it wasn’t Morra’s infamous pungent healing tea, but instead something that smelled sweet and floral. Morra filled their cups and leaned her crutch against the wall before easing into a seat beside Veronyka. They drank in silence for several moments.

“Morra… you’re a shadowmage, aren’t you?” Veronyka asked, abandoning pretense.

Morra glanced over her shoulder, but the place was deserted. Obviously people knew Morra was Commander Cassian’s top choice for interrogations, but Veronyka doubted many of them understood her gift or what it was called. As Veronyka’s recent research attested, it had historically been treated with a lot of fear and superstition, or ignored altogether, no matter that Nefyra herself had supposedly been a shadowmage.

“And if I am?” Morra asked carefully.

“The thing is… I am too.”

Veronyka braced herself for anger, but Morra wore a grim, resigned expression. There was a whisper of magic against Veronyka’s mental barriers, but no push or intrusion. It was more questing, confirming… like an acknowledgment rather than an invasion. “I thought you might be. I wasn’t sure if you knew you were, though. There’s many that don’t. I sure didn’t, when I first started hearing other people’s minds as a child. Thought I was losing my mind instead.” She smiled cajolingly, and Veronyka nodded, surprised by the tears filling her eyes. Veronyka had known, thanks to Val, but the magic had never brought her anything but trouble.

Well, that wasn’t true. Though it was fraught and dangerous, her link to Tristan had brought her a connection to another person more powerful than anything she’d experienced before. And now that she had no sister or grandmother… that bond was more than just a complication. It was like what she had with Xephyra.

It was like family.

“Hey, now, it’s all right, young one. It’s all right,” Morra murmured, pulling Veronyka into a hug. She smelled of cinnamon and fresh-baked dough, and Veronyka wanted to sink into her and disappear. “It’s a hard gift, there’s no mistaking it. And people often don’t understand. You were wise to keep it to yourself.”

Veronyka pulled away, wiping at her eyes. “What do you mean?”

Morra paused. “Well… besides the fact that many are suspicious of it,” she began thoughtfully, “it’s made more powerful by familiarity.” Icy dread slipped down Veronyka’s spine. She knew this, but hearing it confirmed was worse somehow. “It’s harder to control with the people you’re closest to,” Morra conceded, speaking slowly, as if carefully choosing each word. “It’s the same as animal magic in that regard. But if the people around you know you have it—it will be worse still.”

“What? How?” Veronyka asked desperately.

Morra sighed heavily, fiddling idly with her teacup on the table before her. “Do you remember when you first discovered you were an animage? Not when you were little, using your magic unconsciously. I mean when you knew you had magic and how it worked.”

Veronyka paused, thinking of her first animal magic memory—in which Val set a snake on her to test her magic—but quickly banished the thought. Even then she hadn’t known what she was doing; she’d reached out and calmed the snake on instinct. “Okay, yes. I was probably around seven years old. I didn’t understand why this stray dog followed me everywhere, and my grandmother told me it was because of my magic.”

“And did it solve the problem? Stop the stray from following you?” Morra pressed, and Veronyka began to see her meaning.

“No… There were five strays following me the next day.”

Morra nodded gravely. “That is often how it goes for young magelings. Animal magic is a social magic. It’s always reaching, seeking… and shadow magic is no different. Once we are aware of it, our mind can’t help but push out curiously, trying to test its limits. Did you experience something similar when you learned of your shadow magic?”

Veronyka thought hard on that… and realized the first shadow magic dream she ever had was on the heels of Val telling her about her second, darker magical gift. The girls had been waiting outside a market stall while their maiora haggled, when Veronyka had overheard the vendor say that the fish was days old and about to turn. Or at least, she’d thought she overheard it. When she tugged her grandmother’s sleeve and told her the fish was bad, Val and her maiora had shared a knowing look. Apparently the vendor hadn’t said those words at all, but thought them. Later, Val told Veronyka the truth of what she was, and that night Veronyka had dreamed she was flying in a sky set on fire.

“Yes,” Veronyka admitted. “So you’re saying that if I tell anyone…”

“They’ll be more susceptible—especially if they are a mage themselves. Their senses will seek you out, will search for you even within the confines of their own minds. And if you both are reaching, the connection will be that much stronger.”

Panic fluttered against Veronyka’s chest at Morra’s words. Her connection to Tristan was already too strong—it was a bond.

“But knowing has to be better than not knowing in the end, right?” she pressed, trying to put words to what she was thinking. “Even though my magic was more out of control when I first realized I had it, it eventually got stronger because I knew about it. Surely a trained animage—or shadowmage—is more capable than an untrained one, and you can’t be trained without knowing about your gift. Wouldn’t telling someone be the primary step in making them more resistant?”

Morra tapped her fingers against her lips thoughtfully. “Not sure anyone’s ever tried to teach a person without shadow magic how to defend against it. You’d have to be a shadowmage to do that, and what shadowmage wants to weaken themselves in such a way?”

“This one,” Veronyka muttered. “I hate shadow magic.”

Morra dropped her hand. “I understand, but I’m afraid it’s up to you, Veronyka. To hone your gift. Sharpen it. Then you need not worry about using it by accident against someone you care about.”

“Could you teach me? How long would it take?” Veronyka said eagerly, but Morra gave her a sad, pitying look.

“It took me twenty years to get to a place where I didn’t fear my magic getting away from me, and I’m still learning. I also happen to think your magic is stronger than mine, given the way you’ve tricked me in the past, young and untrained as you are.”

Veronyka lowered her gaze, disappointed but also slightly guilty. She wasn’t entirely untrained, though most of what Val had taught her was piecemeal and meant only to hold her back. Veronyka had learned some things through observance and others in self-defense, but it still wasn’t enough. And she didn’t have twenty years, not with Val on the prowl and her bond to Tristan getting stronger every day.

“Chin up,” said Morra, laughter in her voice. “There’s no shame in outwitting me—and you wouldn’t be the first. Avalkyra Ashfire was a shadowmage. I’m sure of it. The way her patrol obeyed her, the way they flew in battle… There was more to it than mere chemistry. I wouldn’t be surprised if they knew the truth of her ability—it would have made her control over them nearly complete.”

Unease boiled in Veronyka’s stomach. She’d wavered so long in telling Tristan about her magic, and now that she was trying to muster the courage to do it, she was realizing that she couldn’t. The thought of making their bond stronger when her control was so erratic? She couldn’t do that to him. She had to lie if only to protect him.

It occurred to Veronyka that Val had probably told her about her shadow magic for the very same reason Veronyka wasn’t telling Tristan: She’d wanted to make Veronyka more completely under her control. She’d hounded Veronyka to guard her mind and not project her thoughts, but she’d done nothing to help Veronyka protect herself from Val’s influence. Her dark mood plummeted even further at the thought.

“What if I didn’t use it at all?” Veronyka asked, a flicker of hope kindling in her chest. She’d already suspected that the best way to protect herself and those she was bonded to was to pretend she didn’t have this kind of magic at all—and Morra had basically just confirmed it. The problem was, she didn’t know how. “What if I blocked it completely? There must be a way to do that without blocking my animal magic. And the less I use shadow magic, the weaker it will get, right?”

“Pretending something doesn’t exist doesn’t make it go away,” Morra said warningly, but she saw the shining desperation in Veronyka’s eyes. “The thing is, there are side effects to blocking out magic, Veronyka. It can come out when you least expect it, no matter how well you close it off, and you weaken your ability to detect and deal with it properly when you do. It’s a muscle. If you ignore it, you weaken it. If you do not use your legs, eventually they will atrophy, and there may come a time when you need to run for your life—and you will not be able to.”

“But shadow magic isn’t life and death,” Veronyka said, but Morra did not seem to agree. She frowned, pouring herself another cup of tea. “Please, Morra?” Veronyka begged.

Morra sighed. “How do you imagine your magic?” she asked, leaning back and wrapping her hands around the warm mug. “How do you see it in your mind?”

Veronyka was surprised by the question, but eager at the prospect that Morra might be willing to teach her after all. She thought for a moment. “I see it like a river, and my mind is a stone tower in the center of the rush. If I want to protect myself, or block out the chatter of people and animals, I shore up the stones, reinforcing the walls so no water—or magic, I guess—gets through. It used to work for me, but…” She shrugged, avoiding Morra’s eye. She didn’t want to explain what was happening between her and Tristan—that there were doors in her stone tower—if she could help it.

“One river, for both animal and shadow magic?” Morra asked, and Veronyka nodded. “Well, that’s part of the problem right there. It’s two rivers.”

“Two rivers…,” Veronyka repeated, rocking back slightly in her chair. “But whenever I open myself up to animals, humans get in too.”

“That’s because of the way you’ve trained yourself to understand it. Your mind shapes the magic, not the other way around. It’s no wonder you’re having such trouble. Up here,” she said, tapping her own temple, “I’ve got a fine Pyraean house with red shutters and a domed roof, and two dusty roads on either side: one for animals, one for humans. You need to separate the two in your mind, learn to tell the difference between them. Do that, and blocking out one and not the other should be relatively easy—not that I’d recommend it,” she added sternly. “You will have to face it eventually, Veronyka, and I fear you will not be well equipped when you do.”

But Morra didn’t understand. Veronyka wasn’t dealing with the usual kind of magical influence—loud rooms and crowds of strangers. She had two human bonds, and the web that was tangling between them was too dangerous to let remain. If she could block out Val and Tristan, she’d never have to worry about Val intruding upon her mind or her own mind accidentally intruding upon Tristan’s. It was worth any sacrifice, worth any struggle she might one day face, to have safety and security now.

Veronyka considered the possibilities as she toyed idly with her bracelet.

It was more than just the bond, though. Val’s presence in her mind was more than just magic. Val was constantly in her thoughts, even when she wasn’t magically in her mind. Veronyka understood suddenly that she couldn’t block one without blocking the other. Val and shadow magic were intertwined in Veronyka’s mind, just like the rivers of her magic. She couldn’t block shadow magic but continue to think of Val, and vice versa; thinking of Val meant thinking about shadow magic—their link and their shared past.

To let go of her magic, Veronyka would have to let go of Val, of the possibility of getting any answers about her past and her identity. It was a tough thing to swallow, but she would have to live with it. She hardly knew anything about the dead Phoenix Rider parents Val had invented for her all those years ago, so what was the difference?

As for Val—or rather, Avalkyra—Veronyka didn’t know what to do with that information anyway. The Ashfires had lost the throne, after all, and the empire had changed. The Phoenix Riders were rebuilding, but was there room for a queen among them when they had suffered as much as anyone at the hands of the Ashfires?

Until Val came forward and tried to stake her claim—which she no doubt had delusions of doing—Veronyka saw no reason to concern herself with it. Val had been Avalkyra Ashfire for sixteen years already, even if in secret, and all she’d tried to do was get a phoenix—and she had failed. As far as Veronyka knew, Avalkyra Ashfire was a ghost, just like the Feather-Crowned Queen. A shadow, a legacy… nothing that mattered now. The empire—the world—had moved on without her, and maybe Veronyka needed to as well.

The Ashfires were a part of the past—and so was Val. Maybe Veronyka needed to leave her there. What good was it to dwell on a past she couldn’t change, on an identity she couldn’t know? She would block her shadow magic, bury it down deep, and do the same with Val, too. With all of it.

Distantly, a bell chimed the watch change, and Veronyka got to her feet. “Thanks, Morra. For helping—and for not yelling at me.”

Morra chuckled, but her amusement faded as she considered Veronyka. In a gesture Veronyka could only describe as motherly, the woman reached out and tucked a strand of Veronyka’s now chin-length hair behind her ear. “It’s difficult being special—” she began, but Veronyka immediately cut her off.

“I’m not special.”

Morra dropped her hand and rolled her eyes, all motherly tenderness gone. “Different, then. But you are, Veronyka. And when you finally figure it all out, well… you’ll be something fierce.”

Despite the stress and the worry and fear, Veronyka couldn’t help it—she grinned.






But it was in that darkness that the girl learned to find

her own way in the world. To find her own strength.

That girl, daughter, was me.



- CHAPTER 5 - ELLIOT


ELLIOT WALKED THE STRONGHOLD alone.

He was used to being alone these days, so utterly at ease with closing himself off from everything and everyone that the thought of actually being a Rider again—of laughing and training and sleeping next to his fellow apprentices—filled him with something close to dread.

Of course, Elliot had been alone long before he’d been exposed for spying on the Riders. He’d been alone since the day that man, Captain Belden, showed up at his front door and made plain the conditions upon which Elliot would be allowed to become a Rider in the first place—and all it would cost him and his family if he failed.

And he had failed. His father was under constant watch from whoever had been pulling Belden’s strings, and his sister…

Elliot squeezed his eyes shut.

A low croon reverberated in the back of his mind, thrumming through the bond, just as a similar throaty sound emanated from the beak of the creature flying above him.

Jaxon. Elliot sighed, glancing up at his phoenix. Sometimes he forgot that he was never truly alone, despite how it felt. He did have a bondmate, for better or—as he’d come to think of it lately—worse. Jax deserved more than a bondmate who was filled with self-loathing and constantly moping about. He deserved better than a Rider who was never allowed to actually ride.

Jax continued to try to bolster Elliot through their connection, though his positive mood flickered and faltered, reminding Elliot that every bleak, sour thought that crossed his own mind took up residence in his bondmate’s head as well.

Elliot clenched his fists, guilt twisting his stomach. Everything—he made everything worse. For his family. For the Riders. For his own damned bondmate.

Walking with his shoulders hunched, Elliot passed beneath the stronghold gate under the watchful eye of the guards stationed above, then through the dark village, pools of golden light emanating from the windows of the modest houses, where the families that grew the crops and worked as guards and servants enjoyed the quiet evening hours together.

Elliot felt their hatred, their wariness of him, even as he knew he moved as a shadow, barely seen or noticed. He’d been forgotten. Written off. A traitor, a betrayer, but a scorpion without its sting. Belden, the man he’d reported to, was dead, and Elliot’s duplicitous ways had been exposed. Those first few weeks, Beryk had watched Elliot’s every move, but it soon became clear Elliot had no intentions of resuming his role as a spy, plus no ability to do so besides—his access to important information was nonexistent, and his contact with the messenger pigeons completely cut off.

After some time had passed, Elliot had mustered the courage to plead on Jaxon’s behalf and had earned this small freedom: He was allowed to escort his bondmate outside the village each night, where Jaxon could fly in peaceful solitude over the rolling plains of tall summer grass while Elliot watched him from the ground.

It wasn’t like flying together. It was nothing of that same exhilaration and unity, that blissful emptiness that took over Elliot’s mind and made it all about the here and now, the movement, the flight. But it was something.

As soon as Elliot cleared the village walls—still smelling of fresh lumber and paint, even weeks after the attack—the tightness in his shoulders eased slightly. Jax soared higher, up into the stars, and Elliot stood alone, hands in his pockets.

Out here, he was alone in the good way—away from suspicious eyes and judgmental scowls. The grass had grown over the scorched and churned-up earth, so he could almost forget that when the soldiers had come to kill them all, he’d been on the wrong side. He’d given the soldiers the information they needed to plan their attack, to avoid the patrols, and to all but seal their victory over the Phoenix Riders, over everyone Elliot had come to know and respect.

He hated the decisions he’d made, but what else could he have done? He railed at it, the injustice of what had happened to him. He’d been forced to choose, to pick between his family—his baby sister—and his new friends. But it hadn’t really been a choice at all. He’d tried to keep his distance from the people he was meant to betray to make the pain of what he was doing easier, but it hadn’t worked.

Elliot didn’t just hate his decisions…. He hated himself. Hated that Jaxon was bound to him. His bondmate should leave, fly away and be free.

His vision glistened and sparkled with unshed tears, and he stared up at the stars.

“Do you hear me?” he shouted at his bondmate, who sensed his obvious distress and redirected midflight to land in front of Elliot. Elliot released a shuddering breath and lowered his voice. When Jax leaned forward, nudging at Elliot’s chest, Elliot shoved his bondmate roughly away. “You should leave.”

“Are you talking to me?” came a voice from directly behind Elliot, so close at hand that he literally jumped. He whipped around, stepping subconsciously in front of Jax as if to protect him, when his mind had already pieced together what his sight confirmed: The speaker was a young girl. Pale, freckled skin. Tangled blond hair. Surrounded by a veritable menagerie and holding what was clearly a homemade spear.

“I—what? No, no I’m not,” Elliot said, still collecting himself after she’d so badly startled him. He cleared his throat and swiped hastily at his eyes, when he realized that this was the girl who assisted Ersken with the phoenixes—the girl who was blind. He puffed out his cheeks with a breath of relief. She hadn’t caught him crying—she hadn’t seen his tears at all. “I didn’t see you there. I was just taking Jax out for some exercise.”

She frowned at him—or at least, in his general direction. Her head was tilted slightly, as if she were listening to or sensing her surroundings rather than really seeing them. There was a bird perched atop her head, a pair of dogs trailing after her, and as she brushed absently at her shoulder, Elliot realized there was a mangy ginger cat hiding underneath her hair, scrawny and feral-looking, with a missing ear and tail.

Her hand stilled, as if she’d realized something. “Jax. You’re Elliot, then?” she asked, and Elliot’s stomach plummeted. “The one…,” she continued, face scrunched up, and Elliot stared at his feet, waiting for her to finish.

The one who spied. The one who betrayed us. The one who’s grounded indefinitely and will probably never be allowed to fly with the others again.

“…whose sister is missing.”

Elliot looked up. Every time Riella was mentioned—usually brusquely by the commander, one of a dozen loose ends for him to tie up, and no more—it felt like getting punched in the stomach. But for some reason, when this girl said “sister,” Elliot didn’t feel the word like a blow. Maybe it was her tone—deliberate and without pretense—or maybe it was the fact that she had remembered him not as the person who had done bad things, but instead, as the person who’d had bad things done to him. The person who was missing something.

The person who was missing someone.

Elliot nodding, then, remembering himself, added, “Yes.”

“Riella,” the girl said brightly, as if pleased with herself for remembering the name. One of the dogs started gnawing on the bottom of her spear, which she seemed to use as a walking stick. Rather than shoo the dog away, she lobbed the stick across the field, and both dogs barked and chased after it.

“That’s right,” Elliot said as he watched the dogs fighting over the narrow piece of wood.

“My name’s Sparrow,” she said, then frowned. “It’s not so pretty as Riella…,” she mused. “But it’s mine.” Again, her simple words about Elliot’s sister went straight to his chest, but not in a bad way.

Sparrow bent to put the cat onto the ground, causing the bird that perched on her head to shift and ruffle its feathers. A lightning bolt of realization zipped through him. He’d seen this girl before—not just in the stronghold, but in Vayle, with Veronyka. She’d been trying to steal from the bloody wagon, or at least he’d thought she was. He was probably just paranoid. When you were constantly plotting deception and hiding your intentions, you tended to think others were as well. She had probably just been trying to get herself in with the Riders like Veronyka, who’d soon taken on the disguise of Nyk.

Nyk. Veronyka had lied to everyone and concealed the fact that she’d already had a bondmate. She’d deceived the Riders, the same as Elliot, but no one hated her. At least, not the way they hated him. They were wary of her, maybe. But she wasn’t grounded. She wasn’t punished.

But she didn’t lead the empire to their doorstep; she didn’t put everyone’s lives in danger.

The day he’d first met Veronyka and Sparrow in Vayle had also been the night that Elliot had slipped off to meet with Captain Belden, refusing to give any more information until he had assurances that Riella was okay. The snake of a man had given Elliot some scrap of a letter with no trace of his sister in the words or the penmanship.

The knowledge that it might have all been for nothing was like broken glass prickling over Elliot’s skin. Had his dreams of saving his sister been lost even then? Had they ever been possible, or had Riella been dead as soon as those soldiers marched her out their front door, Elliot’s father holding him back as he kicked and yelled and fought?

Elliot glared at the girl before him, in no mood to talk—or think—about Riella.

“It’s late. You…” He paused, not sure what to say but determined to end the conversation. “You should go back inside.”

Sparrow stilled before him, as if she weren’t unused to being spoken to rudely but was still taken aback by it. “Too quiet inside,” she said. “And he wants me to stay.”

She was nodding her chin over Elliot’s shoulder, where Jaxon stood. Elliot stared at his bondmate, who was blinking bright, curious eyes at Sparrow and inching closer to her.

A stab of something like annoyance throbbed in Elliot’s stomach. He reached out and placed a hand on his phoenix’s warm neck, meaning to stop his movement. It ached to touch Jax this way, to be this close and yet unable to mount up and ride. But Jax needed his exercise, not to stand around and play with some half-wild animage. And the last thing Elliot needed—or wanted—was this girl hanging around. This girl, who was probably the same age as Riella and even reminded Elliot of her a bit—the dirty knees and scraggly hair and constant parade of animals.

“What he wants,” Elliot said, his voice hard, “is to fly while he has the chance.”

“Maybe,” Sparrow said, her tone light and conversational, as if she didn’t notice—or didn’t care—how rude Elliot was being. “Maybe he wants to be friends.”

Elliot snorted. “There are no friends for us here.”

“You could make friends,” Sparrow pointed out, her calm voice becoming more and more maddening to Elliot with every word she spoke.

“In case you didn’t hear, I betrayed all my friends, Sparrow. So now we have no one,” he said, fighting for composure, all while Sparrow’s eyes were wide and unseeing and filled with understanding well beyond her years. He turned away, continuing to pet Jax, but it was an automatic gesture, something to do with his hands to stop them from shaking. “I ruined everything—I hurt everyone, and Riella’s…” He trailed off, unable to finish.

When Elliot turned back around, Sparrow was standing close behind him. Her brow was furrowed, but after a moment’s consideration, she scooped up the cat from the ground—where it was twisting between her legs—and shoved it none too gently into Elliot’s chest.

Elliot scrambled to catch the creature as it mewled reproachfully and scrabbled with sharp claws against his tunic. He realized upon closer inspection that it was barely more than a kitten, and it was missing one of its legs as well as its ear and tail. His magic went out to the animal, calming it, and Jax released a slow, steady pulse of soothing heat.

“That’s Carrot,” Sparrow said, nodding at the cat. “She fought in the attack on the stronghold, brave as a mountain lion, and she lost her ear, her tail, and her leg—but she’s still here. I lost…” Sparrow swallowed, and for the first time that night, she looked uncertain. Vulnerable. “I lost Chirp, my best friend. But I’m still here. I can’t bring Chirp back, and I can’t change that he fought to protect me and died. But I can take care of Carrot. And Ash,” she added, gesturing to the pigeon that had been riding on her head, one of its wings gone, “and Lucky and Larry.” Behind her, the two dogs, similarly scarred and wounded as Carrot, ambled around as best they could.

“I can still do good things,” Sparrow continued. “No matter how much I miss Chirp. No matter how much I blame myself for what happened to him. Maybe, one day, the good things will make up for the bad things. If not out here,” she said, gesturing around them, “then maybe in here,” she finished, pointing to her chest.

Elliot bit his tongue. He wanted to rage at her that he hadn’t lost some bird, he’d lost his sister, but then he shot an apologetic look at Jax, whose expression was baleful. He sighed, staring down at the cat. There was something about this girl that had gotten under his skin… something about her words that made him second-guess himself.

“It’s not the same thing. Your friend, your Chip—”

“Chirp,” she corrected, her lips pursed. “What kinda name is Chip for a bird?”

What kinda name is Carrot for a cat? he wanted to say but didn’t. “Right—well, Chirp, he chose to fight for you, didn’t he? But Riella didn’t choose to be taken as a hostage. The Riders didn’t choose to give up information in the hopes of securing her release. I did all that. I’ve done so much damage, and there’s no fixing it. There’s no undoing it or making up for it.”

Sparrow considered this as Elliot bent to put Carrot into the tall grass. The dogs bounced over, biting and snapping and hoping for another playmate—but Carrot turned up her nose and batted the nearest pup away. Elliot watched, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. He had to admit that the animals lightened his dark mood. He’d almost forgotten what they were talking about when Sparrow finally spoke.

“Maybe you can’t undo it or fix it. But you hurt people,” she said, and Elliot’s chest tightened. Yes, he’d hurt people. He’d led soldiers to their doorstep. “You let your commander down. You made your friends sad.”

Elliot wasn’t sure he’d use the word “sad,” but then again, he did sense that the others didn’t hate him as much as they were disappointed in him. He’d betrayed their trust more than anything else. And he supposed that had made them sad.

“If you want to oversimplify it for the sake of your argument, sure,” he said with a sigh.

Sparrow ignored the sarcastic comment. “Then what you have to do is easy.”

“What?” Elliot asked with a laugh. The sound was rusty, as if he hadn’t done it in so long, his throat had forgotten how. “Make them happy?” It was ridiculous. Juvenile. The words of a child.

As if he could really make them all forget—and forgive—what he’d done, simply by trying to make them happy. How could that ever be enough?

Sparrow nodded gravely. “You don’t just make them happy. You show them you still care.”






When I was young, my sky had three suns: my mother, my father,

and my sister. I thought I would bask forever in their warm glow,

our lives together like fixed points in a never-changing universe.

But it was not meant to be.



- CHAPTER 6 - TRISTAN


IT WAS SEVERAL DAYS before Tristan had a chance to be alone with Veronyka. Not that he would’ve known what to say even if he had been alone with her. Guilt gnawed at him—both for holding back during their sparring match and for finally defeating her. In front of everyone. But Veronyka was far too hard on herself. She expected to be at Tristan’s level after only a few short weeks of training, when he’d had years of practice. No one else asked it or expected it of her; rather, she asked it of herself.

And yet Tristan understood her drive. They were all feeling a bit restless, a bit antsy in the wake of the empire’s attack. Somehow, they had made it through—thanks in no small part to Veronyka’s bravery and quick thinking. Everyone in the stronghold and village had come together to defend this place, and while new camaraderie blossomed, fear and anxiety weren’t far behind.

Like Veronyka, Tristan was desperate to get out there and actually do something after the attack. So far, the Master Riders were only doing patrols and sporadic safety checks at local villages. They weren’t exacting revenge on the empire or planning some grand retaliation.

They were doing almost nothing at all. He hated it, and he knew Veronyka did too. How much worse would her helplessness be when she couldn’t even leave the Eyrie on more than practice runs or training missions? No wonder she was on edge.

While Tristan had gotten his promotion and his own patrol, Veronyka’s position was more difficult to define. She was technically a new recruit, but Xephyra was over three months old, and they had been riding even before she was officially taken on. Veronyka had well-honed bond magic and a strong connection with her phoenix, but she was behind in things like combat and weapons training. She was also Nyk the stable boy turned Veronyka, the new Rider apprentice. She was the same person, yet somehow different, and it seemed that people didn’t know exactly how to treat her, Tristan among them. Even helping her seemed to make things worse—his hesitation during the fight was a prime example.

It was late evening when Tristan found Veronyka sitting on the walkway outside his new Master Rider quarters, the sky a dusky purple as it hung over the expanse of the Eyrie. The rest of the walkways, stacked in tiers like the seating of an amphitheater, were dark and quiet, save for the shuffling of feathers as a phoenix settled in to sleep for the night.

She was hunched over his armor, treating the leather with pyraflora resin anywhere it had thinned or worn off—part of her underwing duties. The smell was pungent, and despite the growing twilight, she worked by the glow of two phoenixes: Xephyra and Rex, nestled on either side of her.

Rex was the first to note Tristan’s approach, shaking out his wings and tilting his head in Tristan’s direction.

Absorbed in her work, Veronyka didn’t look up or notice his presence. “Steady, Rex. You’re making the light dance….”

Something about the way she addressed Tristan’s bondmate, with affection and familiarity, made Tristan’s chest swell.

“Maybe you shouldn’t be working until it’s dark,” Tristan offered after watching her for several silent moments. Veronyka twisted to look up at him.

Her face fell, and she immediately looked away, avoiding his gaze—as she had every day since their last match in the ring. Tristan couldn’t figure out if it was anger or embarrassment or something else entirely, but he was tired of guessing. With a pat on Rex’s rump and a jerk of his chin, Tristan dismissed his bondmate, who ruffled his feathers in haughty indignation, taking to the air only to flutter around Veronyka’s other side and settle next to Xephyra instead. Tristan smiled, knowing Rex’s reaction was mostly a performance, thanks to their bond. He promised candied ginger—Rex’s favorite—tomorrow, and his bondmate perked up considerably.

“So,” Tristan said, easing down onto the ground next to Veronyka. He glanced at her, features cast into profile thanks to Xephyra’s glow. Her hair had grown a bit since she’d first arrived here—well, since Tristan first took her as a captive. The memory made him smile now. He thought of the way she’d constantly challenged him and made him better. She’d been Nyk then, and when he’d discovered that she’d been lying about who she was, he’d feared he’d lost the person he knew. The person he was rapidly growing more-than-friendship feelings for. But Veronyka was Nyk, and Nyk was Veronyka. His feelings hadn’t changed. They continued to grow with each passing day.

Her shoulders shifted slightly—she was aware of his presence but unwilling to face him. “So,” she said in response, head still bowed over her work.

Veronyka’s hair was blacker than night, silken and shiny, often falling into her eyes or whipping in the wind. Tristan loved the wildness of it, and he could picture her in a few years, head heavy with beads and braids commemorating all her achievements. He never doubted that she would get there, knew that it would happen… but maybe she didn’t. Maybe that was why her perceived failure cut so deep. She had been through more to become a Rider than anyone he knew: years of constant fear and poverty, the death of her bondmate—by her sister’s own hand, which Veronyka had only recently revealed to him. He’d disliked Val before, but now just the thought of her was enough to make Tristan’s blood boil. He could only imagine how Veronyka felt about her, having to flee their home and pretend to be a boy, not to mention the reappearance of her phoenix and the battle for the Eyrie. She had come so far, but she still wasn’t there. Tristan understood the feeling, if only marginally, and had wanted to make things easier for her, but since when had Veronyka ever wanted anything easy?

She continued to ignore him, so Tristan reached across her and snatched the leather armor, flinging it unceremoniously to his other side. Her mouth opened, scandalized—she was far more careful and meticulous with his gear than he was—and he grinned. She smiled too, but reluctantly.

Tristan’s face fell, and he sighed. “You’re mad at me,” he said.

“No, I’m not,” she said at once.

He stared expectantly at her, brows raised. She didn’t look at him, but made a sudden lunge for the armor, diving across his lap. He caught her, a laugh rumbling in his chest at her determination, and reached back to knock the leather off the walkway and down into the echoing caverns of the Eyrie a hundred feet below.

“Tristan,” Veronyka scolded, but she was smiling. No damage would come to it, and Tristan could get it tomorrow.

They were still pressed together, Veronyka leaning across his body, Tristan with one arm wrapped around her—at first to pull her back, but now that arm held her close. Her body coiled with tension, as if always ready for action… or prepared for attack. Tristan knew it was Val who had made her this way, and his anger toward the girl flared again, hot and fierce.

Veronyka finally looked up at him, their eyes catching and holding. He felt something, a pull or tug that seemed to reach deep down into the pit of his stomach. Next to them, Xephyra crooned softly, and Veronyka pulled away.

“I’m not mad,” she said, putting the lid back onto the jar of resin and wiping her hands on a rag. “Not at you.”

“At who?” Tristan asked, sitting up and fixing his tunic, which had been pulled askew. He wanted to touch her again, but her demeanor was still distant. She was talking to him, at least. “Not yourself.”

“No. Yes. I…” She blew a puff of air out through her lips, causing pieces of her hair to flutter. “I’m mad at everyone and everything. Aren’t you?”

Tristan was taken back by the question, but before he could answer, Veronyka continued.

“I just want to be able to contribute.”

“But you will—you already do,” Tristan protested.

She lifted an eyebrow at him. “Tristan… nothing’s happening. People are missing, the villages are crumbling… and I’m just sitting here. We’re just sitting here. And when something finally does happen, if I’m not a Master Rider… if I can’t even compete with the Master Riders”—she darted a glance at him before continuing—“then what? I don’t want to be left behind.”

Tristan sighed and leaned back, his head resting against the stone wall and his legs stretched out before him. Her concerns were valid. His father was cautious almost to the point of inaction, though Tristan knew in his heart that Commander Cassian was no coward. He did things for a reason, but he rarely let people in on those calculations. They were too limited in number to strike back at the empire—at least in the military sense—but surely there were other things to be done. They could recruit foot soldiers or hire mercenaries, set up a border defense or take residence in one of the remaining outposts from before the war. Their existence now felt like the taut string on a drawn bow, and Tristan wanted to be ready when the arrow was loosed.

But of course, Tristan also knew that when the time came, the commander would be unlikely to allow new recruits to join in the fighting. Unless the circumstances were dire, like the surprise attack on the Eyrie. Ten fully trained Riders were more potent than fifteen untrained, and the more practice and experience the apprentices got before their next battle, the more likely that they would survive beyond it.

“Well, like you said, nothing’s happening, which means there’s still time.”

This didn’t seem to please her. He supposed it was small consolation, the kind of assurance his father had given him over and over again as he strove to rise in the Rider ranks.

The kind of reassurance Tristan had hated too.

“It’s not just that,” Veronyka said, staring down at her hands where they sat in her lap. “Why did you hold back during the last match?”

“So you are mad at me,” Tristan said, and she didn’t contradict him. “I…,” he began, searching for words. He’d expected this from her, but he still didn’t know what to say. “I’m not exactly sure.”

She cast him a pointed look, crossing her arms, and he knew he’d have to do better than that.

He cleared his throat. “I was tired, and everyone was watching, and…”

“Were you trying to make it easier for me?” she asked, agitation coloring her voice. “Were you trying to let me win?”

“No, I never intended—I wasn’t thinking. I just hesitated for a sec—”

“You didn’t think I could win, did you?” she demanded angrily. “You thought I was destined to lose, and you didn’t want to embarrass me in front of everyone, so you went easy on the poor, incompetent girl.”

“No! I didn’t go easy on you,” Tristan said at once. “I know that I hesitated,” he added quickly, “but I fought hard before that. And I didn’t hold back because you’re a girl,” he said, hurt that she’d think so little of him. “It was because you’re you.”

Her rage faltered. “What do you mean? I don’t want special treatment.”

Tristan looked away from her, heat crawling up his cheeks. He was glad it was dark. “I knew how much you wanted to win—how hard you’ve been working. And I guess that compromised me.” She continued to stare at him, uncomprehending, so he plowed on. “I know you don’t want special treatment, but you are special—to me.”

Her lips parted, but no words came out. She turned away, looking toward Xephyra and Rex, who were huddled together several feel away. Both their glows had dimmed; the only light came from the lanterns hung on regular intervals along the walkway, and the distant, icy stars.

When she finally did speak, her voice was soft, a whisper across his skin. “The thing is… you’ve always hated the way your father treated you differently. Good or bad… it feels like you’re protecting me. But that’s not—that’s not why I’m here. That’s not what I want from you.”

What do you want? Tristan was desperate to ask, but he was afraid of the answer. They’d spent hours alone together since the battle for the Eyrie, when her secrets were laid bare and they had grown closer to each other. But once the dust settled, nothing more had happened between them. And he wanted it to. He hated when they were apart and couldn’t wait until she graduated and joined his patrol. They were short one Rider, and Tristan had yet to name a second-in-command. That position was Veronyka’s, and it would be waiting for her whenever she was ready.

Tristan wanted her by his side always. Did she not want the same?

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, avoiding her gaze.

She nodded, though it seemed more in resignation than anything else. “Latham’s always saying how you favor me, and I overheard him whispering to Petyr after the match that you were afraid to hit me.”

“I hit you all the time!” Tristan said, outraged, and her lips twitched in a smile. “In training, obviously,” he muttered, realizing the way his words sounded. He’d accidentally given her a black eye two weeks ago, and the barest hints of green still colored her golden-brown skin. He’d been horrified at first, but Veronyka had only touched the swelling gently before smiling, wearing the purple bruises like a badge of honor. “And Petyr’s just jealous.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Veronyka said. “This place is too small, and everyone loves gossip. One day I’m the stable boy Nyk, the next I’m a girl, a brand-new apprentice—and the commander’s son’s favorite. You know what they’ll say, how they’ll spin it. They’ll say that we’re—that you and I…”

She trailed off, and silence fell between them.

“So what if we were?” Tristan asked, and when her eyes widened, he hastily continued. “I mean, it used to happen all the time, didn’t it? Mated pairs, or whatever.” Her eyes were round as plates now, and Tristan’s cheeks were hotter than Rex in a fire dive. He rubbed a hand against the back of his neck, glancing away from her and forcing a determinedly nonchalant shrug. “Let them talk.”

The truth was, the other apprentices had been gossiping about Veronyka and Tristan since she’d first arrived. While Latham would occasionally moon about girls and Anders would laugh and tease and try to push everyone’s buttons, Tristan had always been more reserved. He’d never shown much interest in the others—for friendship or romance—but then Nyk the new stable boy turned up and the two became inseparable. It didn’t matter that it was his father’s order that started it; they’d seen the way Tristan looked at Nyk, noticed the change that Veronyka never could because she hadn’t known him before. No matter how innocent their relationship—even though Tristan had long wished it were otherwise—something about being the commander’s solitary, standoffish son made him an entertaining target, and they loved to try to get a rise out of him.

“It’s different for you,” Veronyka said. “You’re the one in power. I’m the one who looks like I’m clinging to your phoenix tail.”

Rex let out a reproachful croak and shuffled forward; Veronyka smiled at him, patting his outstretched beak.

Tristan watched them, thinking over her words. He realized it was exactly how he’d felt being the commander’s son, as if no matter how hard he worked or how well he performed, everyone would assume he’d been given an easy path.

“Anyone who sees you fly will know that you’ve earned every single thing you have—and you’ll earn much more, before all this is done,” he said, hoping to reassure her, but there was a heaviness settling into his stomach. If just being friends compromised Veronyka’s integrity and her hopes for the future, how could Tristan ever hope for anything more?

“All my life,” she began, “my s-sister”—she stuttered slightly on the word—“treated me like I was made of glass. Not precious, but fragile. Useless.”

“I do not think you’re useless,” Tristan interrupted, and she smiled widely. His stomach leapt at the sight.

“I know,” she said, before the grin slipped off her face. “I just… I hate this, Tristan. I hate sitting here… I feel useless.”

Her voice was tired now as she leaned back against the wall, staring off into the distance. Heart fluttering, Tristan reached for her, his fingers crawling across the cool stone to find hers in the dark. She stiffened at first, only to grip his hand hard.

“Yeah,” Tristan said, sliding closer to her and gently tracing his thumb across her knuckles. “Me too.”



After walking Veronyka back to the apprentice barracks, Tristan roamed the stronghold. It was well after dinner, and the place was deserted.

He was considering walking the ramparts or visiting Wind in the stables when he spotted his father cutting across the cobblestones toward the dining hall. Tristan hastened his footsteps to catch up to him, surprised to see him out so late. His father usually retired early to work, the lantern glow from his chambers spilling out the windows and into the courtyard well into the night.

His father turned at the sound of Tristan’s footsteps. “Tristan,” he said in surprise, his brows furrowing. “What are you doing out here at this late hour? Did Beryk send you?”

“No one sent me,” Tristan assured him. “I was just…” He trailed off. He wasn’t really doing anything.

The commander’s gaze roved his face, and in a surprising act of perceptiveness, he nodded toward the dining hall. “Care to join me for a nightcap?”

“Sure,” Tristan said, slightly dumbfounded as he followed his father through the doors and toward the high table. Late-night drinks were for the commander and his second, or maybe Fallon, the other patrol leader. With a jolt, Tristan realized that he was a patrol leader now, on the same level as these other Master Riders.
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