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brother, hero, father, friend






Gold won’t make you rich, and wings won’t make you fly;

power won’t make you strong, and a crown won’t make you queen.

—Words attributed to Nefyra, the First Rider Queen, circa 1000 BE








[image: Image]







For as long as there have been Ashfires, there have been phoenixes.



- CHAPTER 1 - VERONYKA


VERONYKA STUMBLED THROUGH THE darkness, her hands outstretched.

She couldn’t see, couldn’t hear anything beyond the sound of her booted feet slapping against the damp stone and the echo of her breath reverberating around her.

Left, right, left again.

Veronyka trusted the directions, followed them in a rush, even as everything inside her fought against rising panic. There was nothing to ground her, no way to know if she was close or far or completely and utterly lost.

She gritted her teeth. She was going the wrong way; surely she was—it had been too long since that right turn. She should have reached the end by now. She was just getting more and more lost, wasting more and more time.

Easy now.

Veronyka took a deep breath, but she’d never much cared for the dark. It brought her back to her childhood, when she’d been left alone for days—first by her maiora, and eventually by Val. She’d been older by then, but she’d still hated the solitude. The loneliness. The helpless waiting.

She felt it now, that isolation, that powerlessness, and the darkness that seemed to go on and on… until Veronyka walked straight into a roughly hewn wall, moving so recklessly fast that her hands weren’t able to brace her against the impact. She smacked her nose with enough force to make her eyes water and her face tingle with pain.

She cursed, disoriented—then cursed again. She’d forgotten the additional left turn.

Swiping at her face to check for blood, Veronyka continued on, frustrated now. She tried to double back, seeking the missed turn—and her boot met with open air.

She knew a single moment of terror as her stomach lurched, her body tensing for the fall, when all her forward momentum came to a sudden, jerking halt.

Her ears ringing, Veronyka took several shuddering gasps before she understood—and heard Xephyra crooning softly behind her, the sound slightly muffled since her beak was clenched tightly over the back of Veronyka’s shirt.

Thank you, she thought dazedly as Xephyra carefully drew her back.

With both feet on solid ground, Veronyka tugged off the blindfold she’d been wearing.

They were somewhere inside the underground passages of the Eyrie. Before her was a staircase that she’d have fallen down headfirst if not for Xephyra, and just behind was the left turn she’d missed—and the way out. A wash of torchlight colored the dark hall, and an uneven gait announced the arrival of Morra.

Veronyka groaned. She’d been right there, so close she could practically taste it, but had once again lost her head.

She and Morra had been practicing shadow magic together for weeks now, working hard to sharpen and extend an ability that Veronyka had spent her whole life fighting against.

Recently, they’d attempted to mimic some of the Phoenix Rider training exercises, working on range and communication. It had actually been Veronyka’s idea to try wearing a blindfold while Morra spoke instructions into her mind, and she was now very much regretting that decision.She’d thought they’d do it outside, somewhere in the stronghold or on the open field outside the village walls. She’d happily wear the blindfold on the walls—and risk a much farther drop—if it meant getting out of these oppressive tunnels. But there were virtually innumerable routes down here, and it allowed Veronyka and Morra to practice whenever they could squeeze it in—like now, before the sun had risen and Morra had to head to the kitchens and Veronyka to her other responsibilities.

Morra also seemed to think that cutting Veronyka off from other people and animals provided an additional level of difficulty—those things could work as distractions, true, but they could also spark her magic and increase her potency.

Down in the dark, Veronyka was very much alone with her bonds. It should be easy… and yet it wasn’t. She should have sensed Xephyra’s nearness—should have smelled the change in the air and heard the sounds of the Eyrie in the open passage behind Morra. But she hadn’t.

How’s your beak? Xephyra asked.

Veronyka touched her nose again, but there was still no blood, and even the pain had receded to a dull ache.

“You’re still doing it,” Morra said, leaning with both arms crossed over the top of her crutch. “As soon as things get hairy, you close up and block me out.” Xephyra croaked, and Morra nodded. “You’re also combining your shadow and animal magic again, so when you block me out, you block her out too. Xephyra was close enough for you to touch, but you didn’t feel her. You were too preoccupied with being frustrated and lost.”

Veronyka blew out a breath, hands on her hips as she stared down the shadowy staircase. “I know—I’m sorry. It’s…”

“A defense mechanism.”

Veronyka looked at the woman. Her voice went strange lately when they skirted around the issue of Val. Or rather, Avalkyra Ashfire. Morra had been a loyal supporter of the Feather-Crowned Queen during the Blood War, after all, and never spoke ill of her—no matter what she’d heard since about Veronyka’s kidnapping and Tristan’s capture, or the seventeen years of rumors and horror stories before that.

Despite her mixed feelings, she’d been the one to offer to help Veronyka. While Morra had always been a source of wisdom when it came to shadow magic, Veronyka hadn’t known until very recently that she actually used to study it.

“I was something of a scholar,” Morra confessed one evening inside the kitchens. “I was studying to become a High Priestess of Axura, specializing in magic and phoenix history—that was until I was conscripted to become a Phoenix Rider during the Blood War. Afterward, that wasn’t the sort of thing one advertised in the Golden Empire. I got used to hiding it, just like my shadow magic.”

She pushed hard—harder than she ever had during their infrequent conversations about magic before—and Veronyka could only hope it was because the woman believed in her and wanted her well equipped for the challenges that lay ahead. Challenges like Avalkyra Ashfire.

“It’s not so much a defense mechanism,” Veronyka explained, trying to find the words. “More a force of habit.”

Because while keeping people out of her mind was indeed a method of defense, it was also the only thing she’d ever learned about shadow magic before now. The only lesson Val had ever bothered to teach her. Veronyka had never been able to risk showing her sister she was frustrated, scared, or confused, so it had been second nature to hide those things. What was it Val used to say? Old habits were like phoenixes, rising again and again.

As for combining her magic… it hadn’t been that long since she’d learned from Morra that she shouldn’t, and it was hard to untangle the two in her mind. She tried again now. Two magics, two rivers—both strong and freely flowing.

“You’ll need to break that habit if you want to master your magic,” Morra said sternly. “To ensure your connections are as strong as they can possibly be.”

Veronyka looked away. That was the whole problem, wasn’t it?

Yes, she wanted her bond with Xephyra to be strong and stable, and she even wanted the same for her bond with Tristan—which Morra did not know about. Veronyka wanted no barriers between herself and those she loved, no more fear or hesitation or self-defense.

But her bond with Val? She knew now that she could defeat Val inside her own mind—she had done so in Ferro—but that didn’t make her any more eager to have Val there. In fact, while she didn’t consciously block Val, she also didn’t allow herself to really think about her either. Avoidance, she supposed, was another kind of defense, another type of wall.

Since she’d embraced her shadow magic, Veronyka had been adjusting to the sensation of allowing humans in and out of her mind the way she allowed animals. She had to teach herself to let the drifting thoughts and feelings of others pass through her mind just like the random noise of everyday life passed through her ears. Soon those distractions faded into the background, easy to ignore, and she was no longer taken by surprise or bowled over from sudden emotions bursting into her otherwise silent mind. It was like trying to hear a whisper in a crowd versus an empty room. Now she feared the quiet more than the noise, because it was in moments of solitude that she remembered her bonds. That she remembered their silence.

If her mind was a room, her bonds were hallways connecting her to other rooms. Because Xephyra was physically close to her, the hallway between them was little more than an archway, her phoenix’s mind open and available, her thoughts side by side with Veronyka’s own. The other two passages were capped with doors. For most of her life, Veronyka had first subconsciously—then deliberately—kept such doors closed, but now they were wide open.

Not that it mattered. Both Tristan’s and Val’s bonds were dark and silent. But while Tristan’s bond was new and fragile, like a hallway made of fresh plaster and smooth, unmarred stone, Val’s was ancient, immovable, and oppressive. The walls were wide and strong, built of massive blocks of stone. It was a place Veronyka did not want to be, and she suspected the feeling was mutual.

Neither she nor Val wanted to remember their connection just now… not after Val’s betrayal and Veronyka’s rejection. Not after their volatile relationship had finally come to a head. If it were up to Veronyka, she would destroy the bond entirely and leave Val behind—a part of her past she needed to move on from, even if she could never truly forget it. But whatever her head and heart desired, it seemed her magic would never let her sever their connection entirely.

Val had tried to kill her. What further lines could they cross? What more could they do to each other? Veronyka did not want to know, even as she feared she would learn the answer sooner rather than later.

For now it seemed that no amount of anger or betrayal could dissolve their years of closeness, their love and hate and complicated, intertwined past.

A bond was forever.

It could survive death, after all, so why not near death?

If Veronyka had learned anything recently, it was that it was better to see the attack coming than to ignore the possibility of an approach altogether. She could no longer hide from or avoid Val… at least not with her magic.

Veronyka closed her eyes and examined the open door to Val inside her mind… then tore it off its hinges. Whatever happened from here on out, Veronyka would be ready.

She had things to do, and she would do them, even with a magical bond to her murderous sister-aunt. Val had taught her more than self-defense; she had taught her to be ruthless in the pursuit of what she wanted.

With Val’s door gone—and then Tristan’s too, for good measure—Veronyka’s mind was truly open for the first time in her life. Welcoming, inviting… daring her bondmates to come in. Was that fear she felt thrumming inside her chest, or anticipation? Veronyka had this magic, this power, so she would use it.

She would save Tristan.

She would save Pyra and the Phoenix Riders from the Golden Empire—then she’d save the empire, too.

But first, Axura help her, she would make it through this exercise.

Morra helps you, her bondmate corrected, confused. Sometimes Xephyra took turns of phrase a bit too literally.

Veronyka smiled, turning to Morra. “Let’s go again.”



If Veronyka had thought going from Nyk to Veronyka was hard, going from Veronyka the poor orphan girl to Veronyka Ashfire, heir to the throne, was utterly isolating. The others had no idea how to act around her—with a few exceptions, like Kade and Sparrow—and most avoided her altogether.

It had all started a few days after their return from the empire, as their lives at the Eyrie slowly returned to some semblance of normal. With Rolan’s forces no longer in Pyra—thanks to Veronyka and Val—and the border quiet once again, they had pulled the majority of their forces back to the Eyrie and settled on frequent patrols rather than permanent postings, while Fallon remained at Prosperity, running the majority of the surveillance.

Never before had Veronyka wanted so desperately to prove herself, or to suffer the blows of every slipup and failure. She wanted to feel it, to punish herself physically when her constant mental chastisement became insufficient.

She had made a grave error following Val that day, risking everything and allowing herself to give in to her own darkest tendencies. Her actions haunted her—foolish enough on their own, but even worse when taken in the context of who she was and what she was supposed to be. Her behavior had not been that of a leader of any sort, never mind a queen, and she couldn’t move on from that mistake until she got Tristan back, safe and unharmed. Only then could she breathe properly again. Only then could she try to forgive herself and look ahead, to her future.

Until that time, however, Veronyka deserved to hurt, to feel her rage, anguish, and regret against her skin and muscle and bone as acutely as she felt it against her mind, heart, and soul.

But as Veronyka arrived in the training yard day after day, looking for a worthy opponent to spar with, the others refused to fight her.

It was partly due to uneven numbers. They weren’t practicing as a single patrol, but with whatever other Riders were currently stationed at the Eyrie as well as some of the older apprentices who were ready for combat training. No matter how many turned up, Veronyka invariably found herself standing alone with all the others paired off. Kade partnered her whenever he could, but he was a beginner in many respects and was at a different stage in his training. Every time she asked someone else to join her in the ring, they insisted they already had a partner or were about to do archery or some other individual task.

But today, after her exhausting morning with Morra, Veronyka finally lost her patience. She wasn’t yet ready to order someone to spar with her, but it was a near thing.

“Latham,” she barked the moment he and the others walked into the training yard. It had rained all through the night, the overcast sky looming iron gray over the stronghold. Her breath fogged the air.

He hardly met her eye, whether out of deference for her newfound Ashfire glory or the usual dislike, Veronyka didn’t care. “You’ve been itching for a chance to knock me on my ass—let’s have at it.”

“I don’t—that’s not—I already promised Anders,” he sputtered, jerking a thumb in Anders’s direction. Anders gave her a hesitant smile.

Veronyka looked around at them all. “I need to get him back,” she said softly, forcing them to lean in closer to hear. “And to do that, I need your help. I need to be stronger—better. Please.”

“It’s just that, things have changed,” Ronyn explained, looking uncomfortable. “You’re the heir to the—”

“I am your temporary patrol leader and a fellow Phoenix Rider,” Veronyka corrected. “And considering the fact that the empire is currently attempting to hunt down and destroy us, it’s a toss-up over whether they’d put a crown on my head or cut it off.” Ronyn snorted in response, and the others seemed to relax slightly. “As far as the empire is concerned, I am a rebel and a traitor—the same as all of you. There may come a time when you’ll have to use your fancy manners around me,” she said, trying to make light of the situation—though the idea made her stomach squirm, “but now is not it.”

They glanced at one another, but no one spoke. Veronyka sighed, looking at the practice staff in her hand. “Sorry, Anders,” she said, and when his smile faltered in confusion, Veronyka swung the staff around and knocked him in the shins.

It wasn’t that hard—and he was wearing padded practice armor—but apparently, it was hard enough for him to cry out in surprise and drop to his knees.

Veronyka turned to Latham, whose mouth was hanging open in surprise. Ronyn and Lysandro wore matching expressions.

“Anders will need a minute. Why don’t we have a go until he’s recovered?”

Latham, it seemed, had no response to that, so he took up a practice spear and met Veronyka in the ring.

They began stiffly, but soon eased into the rhythm of attack and deflect, forward and back, the damp sand sliding beneath Veronyka’s feet and sweat dotting her brow.

When at last Latham took her down with a neat sweep of the staff, Anders was standing beside the ring, arms crossed over his chest and a cool, competitive glint in his eye.

“My turn,” he said, twirling a spear in his hands and taking up Latham’s place across from her. This time his smile was wide and true—and edged with the promise of pain to come. Latham stepped aside, chest heaving as he drank from a waterskin, and Ronyn and Lysandro paused to watch the grudge match take place.

“Go for the shins,” Latham advised. Anders laughed, and Veronyka couldn’t help but grin.



Every night when Veronyka inevitably ran out of things to worry about and tasks to occupy her restless mind and body, she wound up atop Azurec’s Eyrie’s highest point—the temple roof with its golden phoenix statue.

It might be more distracting to return to the noisy barracks or stay late at the bustling dining hall, but Veronyka found it hard to be around most people these days. Maybe it was the Ashfire thing—the members of her patrol weren’t the only ones who saw her differently now. Or maybe she’d been the one to put the walls up, like Morra suggested, protecting and secluding herself. Regardless, she didn’t have the energy for laughter or gossip, her single-minded desire to free Tristan and fix the mess she’d made of things like a barrier between herself and the world.

While Veronyka would sit in silence, Xephyra liked to puff out her chest and mimic the golden statue’s stoic manner and wide, outstretched wings, but she could never stand still long enough to give the pose any real weight. Sometimes Rex would do it too, just to prove how much better he was at being quiet and dignified—and Xephyra would nudge and nip at him until he was forced to give it up and snap back at her.

Rex left her to it tonight and was instead perched off to the side, staring into the distance.

From up here, they could see the stronghold and the village, the Eyrie and the grassy field beyond the gate. Sometimes Veronyka stretched her eyes—or Xephyra’s through mirroring—ever wider, imagining she could see Tristan down in the valley below, or Val, wherever she was. Sometimes she even sought Alexiya, who had left weeks ago in search of her long-lost brother—Veronyka’s long-lost father—and who had yet to return.

For all her searching, Veronyka saw nothing. She felt nothing too, and that was worst of all.

The closest she ever got was late at night, when she assumed Tristan was sleeping. With Rex by her side, Veronyka could manage the feeling of him—his heartbeat in her ears, his breath expanding and contracting in her chest—but nothing more.

Maybe that would change after today. She’d finally dropped the last barriers she had in place, opening her bonds wide. All of them.

Maybe tonight would be the night she got through.

A scrape of footsteps sounded behind Veronyka.

Kade emerged from the ladder at the back of the building, clambering over the pedestal that held the phoenix statue and crouching to sit down next to Veronyka. He didn’t speak much—he didn’t seem to feel the need to, the way others did—his quiet presence a soothing, undemanding comfort at the end of each day.

Though Rex remained distant, Xephyra cocked her head at Kade, who smiled and ran a hand down her beak. A second later another, smaller female phoenix fluttered to the roof—Kade’s new bondmate, Jinx. She was a beautiful thing, elegant and long-winged, suggesting much growth still to come—which was good given Kade’s height and weight. She stretched her neck and let out a soft, warbling cry before inching closer to Xephyra, her movements slow and deferential. Xephyra rather enjoyed the display, lifting her beak haughtily—but Veronyka knew what was coming. Jinx waited until she was right next to Xephyra, head still bowed respectfully, before she spread her wings wide in a sudden burst of feathers. Xephyra squawked and fell back, giving Jinx what she really wanted—not the respect of an older phoenix, but the best perch on the temple.

Xephyra relished the challenge, leaping forward to reclaim her spot at once, and the two were soon sharing the spot—with the occasional playful bite and jostle. Rex tossed them both a bored look. He was the largest of the three and would take the position himself if the two didn’t quit making such a fuss. Xephyra snapped at him, and Jinx chirruped brightly, unfazed. She was clearly a bit of a rascal, bold and daring, and an interesting counterpart to Kade, who always seemed so serious.

Veronyka glanced at Kade now; he was grinning. She hadn’t understood things at first, baffled that Sev had given him his only precious phoenix egg, the prize he had nearly died to deliver—his reward, his salvation, when all this was through. But then she’d seen the look in Kade’s eyes as he’d described their time together and it had all made sense.

Veronyka and Kade had both left people they loved behind.

Thinking of Tristan made Veronyka turn her eyes south, and Kade copied her.

Tristan and Sev were there, alone in an empire of enemies.

“Any message for him?” Veronyka asked abruptly, but Kade understood.

Once she’d realized what Sev meant to him, Veronyka had explained more fully to Kade how she knew where Sev was, as well as the decision he’d come to that night. She hadn’t just seen him with Tristan; she’d felt him there, felt his fear and the bravery and courage buried beneath. Kade was Pyraean and had heard enough rumors about shadow magic to act surprised but not shocked. He’d also worked closely with Ilithya Shadowheart—Veronyka’s adopted grandmother—who had told him that the magic was real.

“And you believed her?” Veronyka had asked, stunned at his simple explanation.

He’d shrugged. “After all the impossible things she’d told me that turned out to be true—Phoenix Riders still existed, Avalkyra Ashfire lived—believing in shadow magic was fairly easy.”

They’d traded more stories after that, tales of Ilithya Shadowheart, of Tristan and Sev.… It was painful, of course, but it also made them feel closer.

And every night when Veronyka tried to reach Tristan through their bond, she offered to try to send Sev a message too. Every time she failed, but still she tried.

“The same,” Kade said in response to her question. It was a good message, after all, and not so very different from what she wanted to say to Tristan.

When all this is over, you and I will be standing together on the other side of it.

Maybe tonight it would happen. Veronyka’s heart was open: her mind and her magic reaching for a connection.

Maybe tonight it would work.






For as long as there have been phoenixes, there has been me.



- CHAPTER 2 - AVALKYRA


SHE WAS A CHILD again. Which child? A princess in silks, or a street rat in rags?

And there was a sister with her.

Which sister?

Dirt floor. Dirty fingernails. And a belly aching from hunger.

She was Val, then, and this child was Veronyka.

Her magic felt muted, dull—until Veronyka looked at her with wide, adoring eyes, and her sister’s magic surged up to meet her.

“Guard your mind,” she snapped, and Veronyka’s gaze faltered. The hopeful trust, the wary affection, all of it evaporated in an instant. But something lingered, warm as sunbaked terra-cotta tiles, gentle as a spring breeze. Stupid girl. Foolish girl. As if Avalkyra didn’t have enough to worry about without adding Veronyka’s magical ineptitude to the list.

It was late. The old woman should have been back by now. They had nothing to eat, no wood for a fire, no oil for the lantern.

Veronyka’s worry was palpable now, her stomach aching worse than Avalkyra’s.

You are projecting, Val said, not wanting to use magic—fearing the ease with which she could enter and exit the girl’s mind, sensing it might be the start of something more—but needing to scare Veronyka into submission. There was nothing like words whispered into the mind to strike fear into a person’s heart. To make them question themselves.

“I’m sorry,” Veronyka mumbled, which only made Avalkyra hiss in impatience.

“I don’t want your weak apologies. I want your control. I want your strength.”

“I—” Veronyka began, but footsteps sounded outside the door. Avalkyra slapped her hand over Veronyka’s mouth—they did not technically live here—but then the doorknob turned and Ilithya stood before them.

“Maiora!” Veronyka cried, pulling away from Avalkyra’s iron grip and flying into Ilithya’s arms. She hadn’t even noticed the tension in the old woman’s face… or the knife in Avalkyra’s other hand.

Because she didn’t have to.

Avalkyra stood, watching Veronyka and Ilithya embrace. Such simple, uncomplicated affection. Such willful ignorance.

Veronyka turned away from her adopted grandmother, but her gaze held none of its previous adoration. Her eyes were narrowed. Thoughtful.

“I noticed,” she said.

Avalkyra reared back. The voice coming out of Veronyka’s mouth wasn’t that of a girl of seven or eight, as she was in this memory, but of a young woman. Of Veronyka now.

“You noticed what?” Avalkyra found herself asking. Her voice, too, had changed—before, she’d been watching the scene play out, but now she was controlling it.

Veronyka stepped away from Ilithya, and the old woman—as well as the world around them—shifted and blurred like fog, obscuring all but the two of them.

Avalkyra blinked, and Veronyka was grown. Avalkyra raised a hand to her own face and felt scars.

“I noticed the knife—I felt the tension,” Veronyka said, her voice echoing slightly. She looked different, even from the last time Avalkyra had seen her in the real world. Her hair was longer, with several new braids, including one capped with her own signet ring, the other with Pheronia’s pendant.

“You did?” Avalkyra repeated skeptically.

“I did. But I trusted you.” She paused, shaking her head slightly and looking around in confusion. “What are we doing here? What’s happening, Val? I thought I was dreaming.… Did you come here for me?”

Avalkyra’s lip curled at the arrogance. “Not everything is about you. As far as I can tell, you’re the one who came here for me.”

She also glanced around the strange, misty place they occupied. Their connection had started as a shared dream. The sleeping consciousness tended to drift beyond the boundaries of the mind, allowing shadowmages to pick up on the dreams of those around them—or those they were bonded to. But then it had changed. Now it was a regular shadow magic connection but within that dreaming framework. A conversation between their minds while their bodies slept.

The connection had been seamless, a startling realization given the physical distance between them.

They’d not conversed like this before.

“I wasn’t looking for you,” Veronyka said, crossing her arms. “I was looking for…” She sighed. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t want anything to do with you.”

Avalkyra found herself smiling. There was nothing more familiar—and more comforting—than Veronyka’s impotent anger. “But why not, Nyka?”

Veronyka’s hands dropped to her sides. “You tried to kill me.”

Avalkyra flashed back to Ferro, to the sky and the wind and the cold air that had crept into the place where Veronyka’s hand had been right after Avalkyra had released it.

She shrugged. “You survived, didn’t you? Clearly, I didn’t try very hard.”

Veronyka opened her mouth, gaping like a fish, before she released a soft growl and lurched away. “I’m done. I want out of here.” She reached her hands into the mist, seeking walls or doors or some avenue for escape. Avalkyra felt the pull like a hook behind her navel.

This shared space they occupied was neither her mind nor Veronyka’s, but rather inside the bond itself, and so in order to come and go, they both had to breach the distance or break the contact. Veronyka was pulling back now, but Avalkyra did not do the same.

“We are bonded,” Avalkyra said. “You cannot simply walk away from me.” Much as Veronyka might want to. Much as Avalkyra herself might sometimes want her to.

Veronyka whirled back, ready to retort. Then she paused, expression turning thoughtful. “It was happening here, wasn’t it?” she asked, staring at the space between them as if she could still see the scene from their past. “The start of the bond?”

Avalkyra nodded. “I should have put a stop to it.”

“Why didn’t you?”

The question felt accusatory, and Avalkyra scowled. If she had known and understood what was happening, of course she would have put a stop to it. A human bond? What could be more perilous? As if loving Pheronia hadn’t been enough to fracture an empire and topple a dynasty, but a magical manifestation of the same weakness?

Yes, she would have snuffed it out at once if she had known.

Had she known?

“I could have helped you,” Veronyka continued, frustration bleeding into her words. “I could have shared the burden—if you’d let me. If you’d trusted me in turn.”

Avalkyra snorted. “Trusted you? When your every thought and feeling was there for the taking? When your heart was as open and exposed as the rib cage of a corpse on a battlefield?”

“You made me that way—can’t you see that? You made my magic weak by refusing to teach me. All I learned from you was fear and failure. You never showed me how to succeed.”

That was definitely an accusation. Avalkyra’s lip curled, and she stepped forward, into Veronyka’s personal space. They were close enough to touch. Or they would have been, if they weren’t miles apart. “I’ll show you what success looks like.”

Now it was her turn to pull back. Veronyka resisted her for a moment, eyes dark with something like regret, before she closed them and disappeared entirely.



Avalkyra thought she had forgotten how to sleep.

How to surrender herself to it. How to be free from her body, her mind… if only for a few hours.

She certainly thought she had forgotten how to dream.

Leave it to Veronyka to slice her open like a piece of fruit. No, Veronyka was more like an insect, a parasite, worming her way in slowly over time. But Avalkyra would not let her insides turn mushy and sweet, overripe with rot. She would not let Veronyka occupy space inside her mind, tainting her present with thoughts of her past.

She would not fall into that trap again.

Loving them is weakness.

She had spoken the words to Veronyka dozens of times, a warning against the girl’s sentimental attachments. But now the words were a warning for herself. She had loved, and she had lost. Burned and bled because of it.

Loving them is weakness, and Avalkyra had no room left for weakness.

She had no room left for anything but the hatred in her heart, pure as poison. No room left for anything but vengeance.

Veronyka had betrayed Avalkyra, like her mother before her. She had chosen made-up loyalty and petty friendships over family, over blood—over a thousand-year legacy. She had taken everything from Avalkyra and stolen it for herself.

What, then, could Avalkyra do, other than take it all back?

Not for herself, of course. She no longer wanted it. All this time she’d yearned to remake the past, to reclaim what was lost. But now?

She would not seize the throne—she would topple it.

She would not rule the empire—she would obliterate it.

And Veronyka would be there; Avalkyra would make sure of it. Not as a sister or a fellow queen, but as an enemy to defeat. A target for her arrows, a symbol and figurehead of the world that had rejected her.

They would fight this war as it should have been fought seventeen years ago—both of them in the sky, on wings, with all the world watching. There would be no silent arrows in the night, no secret heirs and reborn queens.

There would be ash, and fire, and death.

Veronyka was strong, but Avalkyra was stronger.

The next time they met, things would be different. She would be different. There would be no looking backward. Only forward, into the future. A future of her own making.

A future where only one of them would be left standing.

Wingbeats sounded above, distant but discernible. Little else moved here besides the creaking, howling wind.

It was too dark to see, but Avalkyra knew who and what approached. She knew the darkness better than the light.

After all, it was in her darkest moment that she had unwittingly given that phoenix egg everything she had—every hatred, every fear, every bloody, blinding ambition—and tossed it into the utter emptiness that was once the Everlasting Flame.

And it was in her darkest moment that she had been given exactly what she needed. Not a glittering phoenix born of fire, but a strix born of shadows and night. A fitting partner at last.

After seventeen years, Avalkyra had a bondmate again.

Not just any bondmate, either. She had hatched a strix, and she would be the first-ever Strix Rider. She was living history. She was legend.

And with her new bond came power.

Such power.

She reveled in it, the way it grew with each passing day. She had forgotten what it was like to be powerful. Not the assumed power of a name or a legacy, and not the internal power of knowledge, or memory, or frothing, foaming rage.

No, this was true power, magical power, pure and simple.

Her shadow magic surged with every breath, every moment she and her bondmate spent together. It was overwhelming. Intoxicating.

Dangerous.

But not for her.

No. This power was dangerous for everyone else.

The wingbeats grew louder, and Avalkyra got to her feet. She had fallen asleep on a bench beside a dried-up old fountain in the central square of the ruins of Aura, the carved phoenix whose beak once spouted cool, clean water now cracked and crumbling.

The stony basin did collect rain, however, and Avalkyra caught a glimpse of herself in the reflection of the ink-black puddle.

She raised a hand to the rough skin of her face, to the tight scar tissue and the strange numbness of scorched nerves. To the eye that she’d nearly lost, which now remained partially closed and sensitive to light.

Sidra had helped her clean and tend the wounds, to smear them with salves and wrap them with linen. She had flown to villages to beg, borrow, and steal whatever herbs and tinctures she could, forcing them down Avalkyra’s throat when she tried to lash out in pain.

In truth, Sidra had relished the opportunity to be of real use. She was threatened by Avalkyra’s new bondmate, who had taken Sidra’s place at her queen’s side. Now she was a step farther, a spot lower, but no matter how her value and usefulness had decreased, Sidra was still a vessel for Avalkyra’s will. So even when her own body rebelled, her mind and her magic knew she needed strength. Needed to heal and avoid infection. Needed to survive. And so she used Sidra for all she was worth.

After weeks of treatment, the scars were as good as they would ever be, mottled and tight, but Avalkyra could still hold a knife and aim a bow, and that was all that mattered. She would wear her wounds as a badge of honor, a symbol of her survival. If the world did not like them, they could look away.

Nearer, nearer, her bondmate drew—invisible until she wasn’t, dropping out of the night like a scrap of darkness made solid. Like a sky without stars, inky and unfathomable.

Took you long enough, Avalkyra said by way of greeting, annoyed even as the sight of her bondmate and the surge of magic she brought was like her first deep breath of air in nearly two decades.

Those large ebony eyes fell on Avalkyra: It takes as long as it takes.

Avalkyra couldn’t help but smirk. Her bondmate was precocious, and speaking exceedingly well for her age. Her attitude, on the other hand, was less welcome. Was it the futile rebellion of a youth on the cusp of adulthood? Or Avalkyra’s own disregard for authority coming back to bite her?

Whatever it was, the strix would not be easily cowed.

The thought was both a challenge and a relief.

She needed a true partner, after all… not an equal, but an ally and an asset—a mount that could keep up with her. Someone strong and capable and made in her own image.

Avalkyra had spent days in convalescence, watching this new stranger just as the creature watched her, both wary of each other despite the magic that bound them.

Avalkyra did not easily trust, and she was no fit mother for a soft, new-made thing.

Luckily, her bondmate was neither.

Sharp as broken glass and ancient as the night, the strix didn’t love Avalkyra—she required her—and that kind of relationship suited them both. Their bond came of likeness and necessity. Her mount hungered for something more than food. She craved life—not to revel in it, but to claim and destroy it.

Avalkyra knew the feeling, of course. She had given it to her.

When she had named her phoenix, Nyx, she had been young and idealistic. The name meant “victory,” plain and simple.

But there was nothing plain and simple about the victory Avalkyra envisioned now. This victory had already come at great cost, and there would be more to pay, she knew. It would be a last, final, dark victory.

And then she had it. Onyx.

Onbra meant “dark” or “shadow” in Pyraean, and Nyx meant “victory.” Together, she had the perfect name.

Standing before Avalkyra now, Onyx dropped her burden at her bondmate’s feet and straightened.

Dead things. Always dead things. Avalkyra sent her for plants and animals, food and firewood—and every time she returned with dried-out husks and brittle bones. Nothing living.

Avalkyra sighed. She would starve at this rate. She would have already if not for Sidra.

Onyx lifted her head abruptly, and a sound reached Avalkyra’s ears. Distant and echoing… More wingbeats? It must be Sidra, though Avalkyra had not sent for her.

The woman did not live here in Aura, but she always came when called—it was the nature of the bind, and Sidra’s own subservient personality.

Avalkyra continued to listen, but the sound was gone.

Had it been Sidra? Somehow, Avalkyra doubted it. Neither she nor her phoenix could bear to be around Onyx for long. It seemed that the same thing that happened to plants and animals happened to all living things.

But it did not happen to Avalkyra. Maybe like called to like, and she did not have enough life left in her to drain.

Maybe the bond protected her.

Or maybe the bond took what it needed to grow strong, but Avalkyra didn’t notice because it made her strong in turn.

That was the thing with bonds: You had to give in order to receive. Not just respect and affection—whatever Veronyka might believe—but power.

A mage gave magical power to their bondmate, and so too did they give power in turn.

This was why Avalkyra’s magic was stronger than it had been since her last life. A bonded mage was always stronger than a solitary mage, but the connection came with risks.

Veronyka was proof of that.

Binds, being one-way, were safer, but they were also limited. More than she had truly realized until she’d hatched Onyx. Binds gave nothing but obedience, and worse, like a leech, they sucked energy and effort—they depleted her and her magic.

Onyx had given Avalkyra more power than she’d had in her entire second lifetime, but even that remarkable surge would not be enough. Not for what Avalkyra had in mind. Not for total, utter destruction. Not for vengeance that would shake the world and shatter its bones.

For that she would need more. They were only two, after all, and she was up against an empire.

She turned in the direction of the Everlasting Flame and the hundreds of eggs that littered the ground around it.

Yes, Avalkyra needed more of this power, and she knew exactly where to get it.






Day 9, Fifth Moon, 175 AE

I have a task for you.

You do not know me, but I know you. It is my business to know things.

I am a fan of your research, and Olanna Flamesong spoke most highly of you.

Has the war ended for you, like it has so many others… or are you still willing to fight for the Ashfire cause?

Meet me on Temple Street, tenth bell, tomorrow.

Come alone.

—S








But I did not come into this world alone.



- CHAPTER 3 - TRISTAN


TRISTAN JERKED AWAKE, HEART hammering and sweat coating his skin.

It took a moment for him to remember where he was. It always took a moment these days. First there was the dull ache in his chest where Rex should be—not gone, exactly, but numbed almost beyond feeling.

When he pushed past that ache, he felt the ache of his failure. He’d flown into the empire to rescue Veronyka, not to wind up captured himself. He’d convinced his father, risked everyone’s lives… and he’d just given Rolan one more bargaining chip to use against the Phoenix Riders. At least Veronyka was safe.

Veronyka. Her ache was the most painful ache of all. Every night he dreamed of her—but they were not comforting dreams. They were dark and lonely and echoing, her voice so faint he could barely hear it, her presence like a ghost haunting his mind. And last night’s dream… He thought Val might have been there too, which was enough to send a shudder down his spine.

He pressed a hand to the breast pocket of his tunic, withdrawing half of a broken obsidian arrowhead. It was one of his only personal possessions, a keepsake he happened to have on him the day Rolan captured him. It reminded him of Veronyka, who had the other half, and as he rubbed his thumb across the smooth, shining surface, his anxiety eased.

Tristan sat up, the last and least of his aches—the physical ones—rolling over him in waves. His back was stiff from the thin pallet on its cold metal frame. His sweaty skin covered in chills from the damp, stale air. And the darkness… Tristan blinked, his cell materializing more solidly around him with every heart-pounding breath.

Three stone walls and the fourth made of bars. Barred window. Two guards outside his cell day and night.

As he came back to himself, Tristan realized that he hadn’t awoken on his own—distantly a latch clanged shut, reverberating through the space, followed by the scrape of boots on rough-hewn steps.

Tristan glanced to the window—it was full dark out. There wasn’t usually a guard change until dawn.

The footsteps finally stopped, and one of the guards outside Tristan’s cell spoke. “Where’s Mal?”

“Puking his guts out.”

Tristan scrambled to his feet. He knew that voice.

Sev. It had been weeks since Tristan was taken as Lord Rolan’s prisoner, weeks since Sev had gripped his arm and told him without speaking that they were in this together.

Weeks since Tristan had seen Sev at all.

Lord Rolan had been quick to relocate his household and his prisoner from Ferro—Tristan’s old home and a place Commander Cassian knew better than Rolan himself—back to Rolan’s ancestral home in Stel. Tristan hadn’t even been certain that Sev had come with them.

“He had the fish at dinner,” Sev continued, his voice bland and unassuming. There was a pause. “Wait… you didn’t have the fish too, did you?”

The response was a low, gurgling growl that had most certainly come from somebody’s stomach. “I did,” the guard answered, voice slightly choked.

Tristan’s groggy mind woke up. Mal and Ian were usually on the night shift. Mal had clearly run off to use the bathroom facilities, and Sev had taken his place. But it sounded like Ian wouldn’t be far behind. There was another rumbling sound, followed by a gag.

“Go on,” Sev said amiably. “I’ll stay until the shift change. If anyone asks, I’ll cover for you.”

There was no reply, just a muttered curse and the sound of frantic, stumbling footsteps receding up the distant staircase.

A second later, Sev appeared at the barred wall of his cell.

He looked different from Tristan’s memories of him, where he was dressed as a raider with an arrow protruding from his shoulder, or armored and dirty, fresh from a battlefield with sweat-soaked hair hanging in his eyes. Now he was clean, in a brand-new soldier’s uniform, his hair cut close in the military style. It made Tristan’s hand fly up to his own hair, which had been shorn as well. Since the Blood War it was empire tradition to cut off the hair of Phoenix Rider prisoners to remove any trace of their previous position. Tristan didn’t wear any braids or feathers, but now it would be a long time before he could.

“It’s all right,” Sev said, as Tristan’s focus shifted down the hall from where Sev had come. “We’re alone. For now.”

Tristan nodded, but Sev’s gaze was roving, sizing him up.

“How are they treating you? Is the food okay?”

“It’s better than the guards’, apparently.”

“Oh, they eat just fine,” Sev said, waving away his words. “The fish wasn’t the problem—I was.”

Tristan gaped. “You”—he lowered his voice—“poisoned them?”

“Barely,” Sev said with a crooked shrug. “Just enough to make them run to the toilet, not enough to kill them. I needed to talk to you, but I didn’t need to leave a body trail. Not yet, anyway.”

“So that means…,” Tristan began, his mind still bleary with sleep.

“No word—no plans,” Sev said, his voice tinged with frustration. Tristan had come to stand directly in front of him, so they were just inches apart. Still, it was difficult to see Sev’s expression in the darkness. “It’s my fault. They’re waiting on information. We can’t make a move with Rolan here, surrounded by what’s left of his army and his private household guard. We also can’t afford to try and have Phoenix Riders spotted in the sky in Stel, when it could mean word getting back to the council and affecting their decision.”

Tristan’s heart was heavy in his chest. No word—no plans. “When is the Grand Council meeting?”

“I don’t know,” Sev said, looking away. Tristan could see a muscle in his jaw jump. “But Rolan’s still here, which means it hasn’t happened yet. With any luck, we’ll get some kind of warning before he heads to the capital. When he’s in Aura Nova, taking the majority of his soldiers with him, we’ll make our move.”

“But—what about the meeting? We can’t split our forces even further. The commander needs to argue our case.”

“Not according to his terms with Rolan. If Rolan knows your father has betrayed him before we’ve gotten you to safety—”

“So what?” Tristan said, his own frustration coming through. He didn’t particularly like his father’s mad plan to attend the council meeting with the intention of assassinating select members in order to delay the vote and strengthen their future alliances, but it was the only plan they had. If his father didn’t go against his deal with Rolan, that might mean he intended to deliver on what he’d promised… including delivering Veronyka to Rolan as his bride. Tristan’s stomach clenched painfully. His father wouldn’t do that.

He wouldn’t.

“So what?” Sev repeated incredulously. “You’re the commander’s son. You’re valuable.”

His tone made Tristan pause. He supposed for someone like Sev, the idea that anyone would want to rescue him would be a miracle, something he’d likely spent his whole life wishing for. And here Tristan was, taking it for granted.

“We’re valuable,” Tristan argued. “Whatever happens, you’re coming with me.”

“I’m not sure what kind of use I am beyond these walls.…”

“I’m sure,” Tristan said staunchly. “You saved all our lives. We’re in this together, and we’re getting out of it together.”

Sev didn’t say anything, but Tristan thought maybe he stood a little straighter after that. “Well,” Sev said eventually, “speaking of that—we’ve got work to do.” He glanced over his shoulder, down the passage toward the stairs. Then his gaze flicked upward to the window in Tristan’s cell. Already soft gray light was filling the space, meaning that dawn wasn’t far off.

“We do?” Tristan asked, moving even closer and gripping the cool metal bars. He was desperate for something to do, anything to occupy his mind and make him feel useful and not like a total failure.

Some way to make it up to Veronyka and his father. To prove that he still had what it took to be a leader, not just a liability.

“Even if Rolan makes things easy for us and leaves with plenty of warning and the majority of his forces, you’re still in an underground cell, watched day and night, surrounded by a full household guard inside a walled compound in Stel. They’re gonna need some help.”

“Help,” Tristan repeated faintly, the task sounding insurmountable when Sev put it like that.

Sev nodded. “I’ve been doing what I can to memorize the guard schedules and the layout of the estate. Once I have a proper floor plan, we can start looking for weak points in the defenses, or possible routes for escape. The problem is this dungeon.”

“What do you mean?” Tristan asked.

“It’s strange,” Sev began, tone thoughtful. “In a lot of ways, this house is similar to the estate in Ferro. Same rough layout, and a lot of the same features—courtyards, wide hallways, and open-air colonnades…”

“It was trendy for a time to mimic Ferronese architecture in Stel. A way to get in King Damian’s good graces.” Tristan smiled slightly at the injustice Rolan must have felt, hating Damian and Ferro and their rocky history with his ancestor Rol and yet living in a house inspired by their culture. “Although…” Tristan paused, leaning forward as much as he could to peer around the darkened hallway outside his door. “The Ferronese never built dungeons. Historically, our prisoners were kept in towers.” Like he had been, before they’d come here. Like Veronyka had been.

Sev frowned. “It must be a newer renovation. This entire wing looks different from the rest of the house.”

“If there was a renovation, there will likely be a record of it somewhere in the library. Including floor plans and technical drawings.”

Sev perked up. “I’ll check first thing tomorrow.”

“How will you come back? You can’t keep poisoning the fish.”

Sev hesitated. Tristan had the feeling he didn’t know how he’d come back but didn’t want to admit it. “I’ll figure it out,” Sev said finally. “But you’ve given me a good lead. If I can find the fastest way out of here and the closest exits… we’ll have a shot.”






I had a sister, once.…



- CHAPTER 4 - SEV


SEV WAS IN HIGH spirits when he left the dungeon at the guard shift change.

It had been a frustrating few weeks. When Rolan decided to leave the governor’s estate in Ferro and make for his family home in Stel, Sev had scrambled—lying, sneaking, and eventually begging—to get transferred along with the others, and it had been a near thing. But even that success was short-lived. After casing the Ferronese estate for days with Kade, learning all the building’s secrets, Sev would have to start all over again in Stel. And this time, he didn’t have Kade with him.

After they’d parted, Sev hadn’t slept until he’d gotten a reply to his letter to the commander. In it, he had vowed to stay by Tristan’s side and keep him safe. He had also sent a letter for Kade—and a gift. His very own phoenix egg. Sev might have promised Kade a reunion, but that didn’t mean he could deliver on it. But the egg, at least, he could deliver on. It was important to Sev to know that whatever might happen to him, Kade would have a life when all this was done. He would have a place to belong. It was the least Sev could do.

Even still, the commander’s reply did not address Sev’s note to Kade, nor his gift—it simply thanked him for the information, promised Kade, Riella, and the others had returned to the Eyrie safely… and that they eagerly awaited his next report.

Sev was eager to give it. But after detailing the transfer to Stel, he’d had nothing further to report. It was like Tristan said; in Ferro, he’d been held in a tower, and it was easy enough for Sev to keep an eye on things and know that Tristan was okay. But as soon as they’d arrived in Stel, after a two-day march, Tristan had been hauled down into the dungeon, and Sev hadn’t seen him since.

There was no way to wander past the entrance to the dungeons discreetly—they were housed in the renovated wing of the estate that was heavily guarded but otherwise unoccupied. So unless Sev got assigned to prison detail, he had no reason to go near the place. And Sev had tried. He had requested a new position, offered to trade or cover double shifts, but Lord Rolan had only his most senior soldiers guarding the exiled governor’s son, and kept their schedules secret. Sev had had to watch the building day and night, forgoing sleep and meals, marking when people came and went, and putting together a rough schedule in his head.

Finally, he’d had enough information to do something, and so he’d lightly poisoned the midnight watch guards’ meals. It was easier than the day guards, who ate in the soldiers’ mess. The night watch was on a nocturnal schedule and so ate separately from the others. All Sev had to do was distract the kitchen servant with a series of stupid questions—he was embarrassingly good at this, asking about kettles and colanders until the girl clearly couldn’t tell if Sev was trying to flirt with her or had never been inside a kitchen before—and sprinkle some dried oleander onto the dinner trays when her eyes were rolled. It might not have been as dramatic and poignant as the bloodred Phoenix Flowers Trix had so favored, but it was easier to get in Stel, and it was still effective.

Then Sev had simply made sure he was nearby when the first of the guards—the unfortunate Mal—came hurtling up the stairs to use the bathroom facilities. Sev offered to cover for him, and the man nodded vigorously before slamming the door and throwing up with a violent retch.

Sev felt bad about it… but not bad enough. He might not enjoy spy work, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t good at it. He’d done worse things, after all, and could deal with the comparatively moderate guilt of giving a couple of hardened empire soldiers diarrhea.

Sev would do what he had to do for as long as he had to do it, but it did not define who he was. He was a spy for now, and knowing it was temporary—a means to an end and not the end itself—made things easier.

The soldiers would recover, and in the meantime, Sev had taken advantage of the opportunity to talk to Tristan.

It was the first time Sev had gotten a good look at the commander’s son since his imprisonment.

Tristan looked acutely out of place inside the dank, musty cell—his dirty, unevenly cut hair and lack of sleep failing to diminish him as he stood there, tall and broad-shouldered, his Rider leathers torn and sweaty but impressive nonetheless. He looked unbendable and intimidating and very like his father, and yet, after speaking to him, Sev realized he wasn’t much like the commander at all. Yes, their looks were similar, their presence palpable—but Tristan wore his emotions plain on his face, his wariness and hesitation, his fear and vulnerability there for anyone to see. It had been there the night Sev had shown up at the Eyrie bringing news of impending death and destruction to the people under Tristan’s care, and it had been there when Rolan had taken Tristan as hostage and Sev had shown him he was not alone.

It was a strange mix. It made Sev want to help him, but it also made Sev recognize quite plainly that Tristan was more than capable of helping himself. There was a rawness in him, an honesty that everything inside Sev rebelled against, and yet he admired it too. It seemed to speak of a different kind of life than the one Sev had led—even though Sev knew that the commander would be no easy father. Tristan had probably paid for his forthrightness and would have had to cultivate other forms of protection. But it was very easy to see him commanding forces and leading with confidence.

And Sev would get him there.

He would be the hand that tipped the poison, the keen eyes in the darkness. He would use every dirty trick he had—every self-preserving skill he’d ever honed—if it meant helping the Phoenix Riders. If it meant helping Kade.

There was still more work to do, but all in all, Sev was quite pleased with himself and the night’s events.

So pleased, in fact, that he didn’t see the newly minted Captain Yara dogging his steps until she wrapped iron fingers around his arm and yanked him into a darkened chamber.

An empty bathroom.

Gods, this is how it ends, Sev thought, looking around in panic. Teyke was getting him back for the diarrhea thing. Or maybe it was Axura, righting the scales of justice. That was far more likely. Sev rather thought Teyke would enjoy a good shit joke.

“Captain,” Sev began in his best slow, nonthreatening voice. “What can I—”

“Enough with the dimwit act,” Yara barked, turning from Sev to throw the latch and lock them inside. The only source of illumination was a small window where milky dawn light filtered into the room. Water dripped from a rusted hand pump used for quick washing, the sound echoing in the tiled space.

Sev stared at it, slotting the pieces of his story into place as Yara checked every corner of the room to make sure there were no servants or occupants or other eavesdroppers. At last she faced Sev again.

“Captain Yara, I’m not sure—”

“I told you to cut it out. I know where you were, just now, and I know where Mal and Ian were as well—not on duty, but making rather a mess of the bathroom on the first floor.”

“The fish—” Sev tried again, but Yara held up a hand, silencing him. Sev’s stomach convulsed painfully. He may not have eaten the fish, but it suddenly felt like he had.

“Do you know what it reminds me of?” she asked, almost conversationally. Sev shook his head. “It reminds me of Pyra. Of the Vesperaean caves. The sounds. The smells. It reminds me of that old woman Thya.”

“W-who?” Sev managed meekly.

“You aren’t nearly so vicious,” Yara continued appraisingly, “or maybe you just aren’t as good at your work, but it’s clear you are doing the same work. I saw you two together more than once. But while she was caught red-handed—literally—you were not. No, you remained in Lord Rolan’s service… and tragedy followed you. At least as far as the empire was concerned. First the caves and the failed attack on Azurec’s Eyrie—I do not recall seeing you during the battle, incidentally—and then you returned to Pyra with the illustrious Captain Dill a few short months later, and once again, things went badly for Lord Rolan’s troops.”

Sev swallowed so thickly he felt the sides of his dry throat stick together.

“Several failed attempts at war with unarmed villagers”—her nostrils flared—“then the governor’s forces were ambushed by Phoenix Riders. Over two-thirds of our number wiped out in a single battle. A battle you were present at, this time. And yet, remarkably, you returned safely. Luck, maybe? Coincidence? I cannot possibly attribute it to your fighting skills—I’ve seen you in the practice ring.”

He was in for it now. She was circling him like a hawk, ready to pick him apart. Forget fighting skills—could Sev catch her off guard and bash her over the head with that bucket, then lock her inside the bathroom? No, if he wanted to be able to stick around and help Tristan… he’d have to kill her.

His heart hammered in his chest, fear and adrenaline spiking his veins, but he didn’t move.

“The old woman is dead, but if her work is now your work…” Yara trailed off, her tone musing again as she took a single step closer. She actually smiled, twisting the burn scars along her jaw and neck. “Make no mistake—while I have no love for the Phoenix Riders, I like Lord Rolan even less.”

Sev’s thundering pulse stuttered, and he couldn’t help the questioning look he knew must be on his face. The disbelief. What was she saying?

“I am no Rider, and I am no animage,” she said in answer to Sev’s skeptical expression, stepping even closer, forcing Sev to lean back slightly. “But I am Pyraean. And Rolan’s plans? To march a thousand soldiers into Pyra again… I will not stand for it.”

She finished on a deadly whisper. Sev’s ears were ringing.

“That botched attempt on Azurec’s Eyrie was one thing—stupid, careless, and ineffective—but his soldiers roaming freely along the border? This Grand Council vote?” she said, eyes fierce. “This will be the end of Pyra. They’ll march in force and leave nothing, no one, behind. My family”—she paused—“what’s left of my family, they’re just now starting to rebuild, seventeen years later. I won’t see Pyra burn to the ground or watch it slowly fall apart from raiders and bandits. Tell me what you need, and we will help you.”

Yara’s face was utterly serious, and she was smart, capable—in a position of power. Sev couldn’t ask for a better ally.

“Wait—we?” he repeated.

Before Yara could answer, there was a soft knock on the door. She moved to open it, and Sev tried to put the scattered pieces of his mind back together.

It was a wasted effort.

When the door opened, Hestia—the resident healer at the governor’s estate in Ferro—walked into the room, and Sev’s brain broke all over again.

Hestia gave Sev an appraising sort of look. “All right, Sevro?”

He shrugged half-heartedly. It was a mistake.

The healer sighed heavily. “I see you haven’t been tending your wound. Stiff as a statue—you can barely lift your arm. I told you to apply the salve every night, did I not?”

Sev opened his mouth, but no words came out.

“No matter. We can resume your treatment for the time being. We’ll be meeting regularly from here on out?” she asked, turning to Yara, who nodded.

“H-how are you here?” Sev finally spluttered out—the least important of all the questions crowding his mind. At least he’d managed to speak.

Hestia shrugged. “Governor Rolan has been suffering from terrible indigestion these past weeks, and apparently only my tinctures can cure his digestive upset. They also cause it, of course, but he doesn’t know that.” She smiled blandly at Sev; she and Ilithya would have gotten along.

“But why?” he asked faintly. Hestia risked more than her position by tampering with Rolan’s medications and helping Sev. She risked her life.

Hestia’s expression turned dark. “To have Cassian’s own son locked up in a cell beneath my feet… I brought that boy into this world, just as I helped the healer who delivered Cassian. Rolan has gone too far. The last thing this empire needs is another war.”

Sev believed her sincerity and her love for Cassian and Tristan—she had served them for decades. He turned his attention to Yara. She stared steadily back at him.

Could he truly trust her? Yara already knew he was up to no good. If she wanted to turn him in, she could do so now. Her word would be enough.

Their involvement complicated matters, but Sev recognized that he alone wasn’t enough anymore. He needed an inside look into Lord Rolan’s plans and better access to Tristan—both of which Yara could offer him. And when it came time to free him, Yara would know every soldier’s schedule and whereabouts—and be able to change them if needed. Furthermore, Hestia’s knowledge of potions and herbs far outstripped Sev’s own. They would both be invaluable allies.

“Tell us what you need,” Yara said again, and Sev made up his mind.

“I need time alone in the dungeons with Tristan—every night, if we can manage it.”

Yara nodded brusquely. “I will add you to the prison guard roster and adjust the schedule. Anything else?”

“I’m sure there will be, but for now? I need access to Lord Rolan’s library.”






A False Sister. A Shadow Twin.



- CHAPTER 5 - ELLIOT


“ELLIOT!” SNAPPED RIELLA, WHIRLING on him for the second—or was it the third?—time that day.

He’d stomped on her foot. Again.

In his defense, she was marching all over the place like a chicken with its head cut off. She was helping Ersken tend one of the young phoenixes who had gotten into it with another, larger phoenix, squabbling over food, and the result was a slash across his face. There would be no lasting damage, but it had been a near thing: The cut ran diagonally across his forehead and cheek, dangerously close to his eye.

The phoenix that had wounded him was appropriately chagrined, crooning morosely and exiling herself to a corner of the courtyard at the bottom of the Eyrie, away from the others.

Elliot was helping Riella carry some healing supplies, but as he passed, he caught sight of Sparrow with hands on hips, chastising the guilty party in blunt, but not unkind, tones.

It made him smirk—and had distracted him just long enough that he’d walked directly into Riella’s back, catching her heel with his boot.

“Elliot,” Riella said again, her tone tight with frayed patience. She snatched the box of supplies from him. “Don’t you have somewhere you need to be? Patrols to fly? Errands for Beryk? Something?”

Elliot had been filling in on Tristan’s patrol when he could, though he often shared the responsibilities with Doriyan, another Master Rider without a patrol. He was the newest member of their flock, aside from the apprentices, and had joined them after the events in Ferro with Avalkyra Ashfire and Lord Rolan. Doriyan’s father, who was elderly and sick, remained under the healer’s care—and had been a large part of Doriyan’s decision to join them in the first place.

Since Elliot also worked as Beryk’s assistant, he usually remained at the Eyrie whenever possible. He didn’t mind—it meant staying close to Riella—but apparently she did.

“Excuse me, are you dismissing your big brother?” he asked indignantly.

Her face lit up. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m doing. Goodbye.”

Elliot grabbed her arm before she could dart away. He stared down at her with his brows raised, mostly entertained, but also a bit uncomfortable with Riella’s alarming maturity and independence. Where was the girl who used to follow him everywhere?

“I have the afternoon off, and I promised you we could go flying on Jax.”

Riella expelled a great, long-suffering breath. “We can go riding anytime. But Maddox is hurt now.” She pointed over her shoulder, where Ersken was feeding the phoenix candied ginger and pitted dates in an attempt to distract him for treatment.

Ever since they’d arrived at the Eyrie, Riella had been determined to be involved. In fact, her reaction to her trauma had been the exact opposite of Elliot’s. When things went bad for him—by his own actions, of course, but still—Elliot had spent weeks shrinking back and distancing himself from people. Riella, on the other hand, was all the more determined to put herself in the thick of things.

Sparrow had been the one to shake Elliot out of his self-imposed exile and malaise, but it seemed that Riella needed no such push. She had taken to the Eyrie at once, and the first thing she did was find her way to the animals. Healing was her particular interest, so she was learning from Ersken and Jana how to make splints and bind wounds. She’d even taught Elliot—practicing on him and then having him practice on her—but a chance to treat a phoenix was a rare opportunity.

“Fine!” Elliot said, releasing her with a dramatic wave of his hands. In truth, he was proud of her. It felt as though he’d left behind a naive, innocent child, and now she was all grown up. “I guess I’ll fly alone, then. Jax will be disappointed.”

Jax was perched atop the gallery nearby. He tilted his head and chirruped.

“Oh yes, he looks quite devastated.” Riella was clearly about to roll her eyes—they were halfway there—when something over Elliot’s shoulder grabbed her attention. She beamed. “But I know just the thing! You can take Sparrow instead.”

The girl in question had been walking past, her homemade spear in hand. A familiar raven was perched on her shoulder, tangled in her hair, while the rest of the occupants of the Eyrie—phoenixes and apprentices alike—skirted around her in an apparent attempt to avoid her notice. Today wasn’t the only day she’d given a phoenix or their bondmate a stern talking-to.

She came to a stop next to them, her brow furrowed.

“You’d like to go for a fly, wouldn’t you, Sparrow?” Riella asked brightly. While Riella had a knack for healing, Sparrow was talented at drawing all manner of animals to her side—especially the lost or wounded—and the two girls had become co-conspirators and fast friends.

“Me?” repeated Sparrow, her hands stilling on her spear, which she often twisted and twirled as she moved.

“Of course,” Riella said eagerly. She shoved the box of supplies back into Elliot’s chest with force, practically knocking the wind out of him, before sidling up to Sparrow. She touched the back of Sparrow’s hand at first, a simple, relaxed gesture that told him Riella had done this before. Then she moved her arm around Sparrow’s shoulders and squeezed.

Sparrow smiled, the expression soft and transformative on her face. She was usually a bit wild-looking, rough-edged and sharp-tongued, but now she looked… Well, the word that came to mind was pretty, but that didn’t feel right. Sparrow was a lot of things: intelligent and opinionated, curious and compassionate—a force of nature. Calling her pretty was like calling the dawn sun pretty. Accurate, he supposed, but insufficient.

Riella tossed Elliot an appraising sort of look, as if she could read his thoughts, and heat crept up his neck. Sparrow was barely a year younger than Elliot’s sixteen, but it made him feel strange to notice these kinds of things. Awkward.

Not nearly as awkward, however, as it had been when he’d learned Sparrow’s age in the first place.

He’d been combing the Eyrie a couple of weeks back, looking for Riella, and had eventually found her sitting with Sparrow in his old haunt—the grassy field outside the village—wiling away one of the last truly hot days of autumn. Since he was no longer grounded, Elliot’s time wandering the field himself while Jax flew above was gone, which meant he hadn’t spent much time with Sparrow.

A stab of guilt pierced his stomach whenever he thought about it—about her—but he had more responsibilities now than ever: as a Rider, as Beryk’s assistant, and as a brother. He’d only just gotten Riella back, and after being held prisoner by Lord Rolan for nearly a year, she deserved his whole focus. The commander had informed their father of her safety, but he was apparently being watched closely by his superiors at the Office for Border Control and couldn’t risk a visit or even a decent reply to their letters.

It was all on Elliot, and he’d failed Riella once already, miserably, and he wouldn’t ever let that happen again.

As they sat together for the first time in weeks, Sparrow mentioned she still spent most evenings wandering outside. For a wild moment, Elliot had flattered himself that she might be waiting for him—but then she’d explained that she’d made friends with an old, solitary phoenix the day after Riella’s return, and had been hoping the creature would come back ever since.

It had been good to see her again, to hear her laugh that snorting laugh and sit among the tall grasses while all manner of animals jumped and crawled and ambled around them.

Then Riella had asked something about Sparrow’s birthday, and it hit Elliot square in the chest when she’d admitted she didn’t actually know the date… or her age.

Riella had been determined to do the math.

“Okay, how long have you been, uh, traveling?” she’d asked carefully. Elliot smiled at his sister’s needless tact—Sparrow wasn’t the easily offended sort.

Sparrow screwed up her face in thought at the question, hands slipping idly over Carrot the cat’s mangy ginger fur. “Left the temple the same year as the Great Flood,” she said. “I remember the bridge got knocked clean out, and the Narrows streets were ankle-deep with river water.”

“That was… what, nine—no, ten—years ago, now?” Riella asked, turning to Elliot, who was busy trying to wrap his brain around the fact that Sparrow had been alone and wandering for ten years.

He nodded numbly. “We were still living with Great-Aunt Emilia in Stelarbor.” In a fancy manor house, with full bellies and a roof over their heads.

“And they only take acolytes at age five,” Riella mused. “How much time did you spend in the temple?”

Sparrow shrugged—or maybe it was a shudder. “Not long… Was dropped off at the end of the summer and was gone before the next spring.”

“So you’re about fifteen, then,” Riella said excitedly. “The same as me!”

“You’re only fourteen,” Elliot pointed out.

“And a quarter,” she corrected, stung.

Sparrow nodded somewhat indifferently. “Could be—I’ve had these for a while now,” she murmured, pressing her hands to her breasts.

Elliot’s mouth had fallen open, then he’d jerked his gaze away so fast he cricked his neck. Riella, meanwhile, let out a peal of laughter and dragged Sparrow’s hands away. Elliot’s face had burned hotter than a phoenix in a fire dive, but Sparrow only shrugged and smiled her more familiar goofy—but no less affecting—smile.

He hadn’t spent any time with her since.

“Jax has been talking about you nonstop,” Riella continued, making Sparrow grin more widely. “So it’s only fair you do him the honor. What do you say, Elly?”

Elliot hated that nickname. Sparrow’s face faltered somewhat, unease flickering across her features. Even if she didn’t spend her nights waiting for him, Elliot had wondered if Sparrow noticed his absence in her life—but of course she had. There was a reason the two of them had wandered the field outside the village in the first place. They were lonely.

While Sparrow looked unsure, Riella’s expression was pointed, her brows raised. There was clearly only one answer he could give, according to her.

“Sure,” he said, darting a glance at Sparrow. She seemed surprised; then a flush of pleasure crawled up her cheeks.

“Perfect!” Riella trilled, yanking the box of supplies from Elliot’s hands once again and stalking off toward Ersken without a backward glance.

“Uh,” Elliot began, but he was saved from coming up with anything to say to fill the silence when Jax soared down from the gallery to land next to them, his saddle jangling as he shook out his wings in excitement.

As Jax moved closer, Sparrow’s raven squawked and puffed out his feathers in the face of the newcomer, and Jax let out a piercing shriek in response. The raven settled down at once.

“Serves you right, with ideas above your station,” Sparrow said matter-of-factly to her raven, and Elliot felt the strange tension between them dissipate at once. He grinned.

“Will he join us?” he asked, running a hand along Jax’s flank and quickly checking the straps and buckles. A fluttering sensation rose in him, and he felt like a green apprentice again—afraid and excited in equal measure when he was about to fly. Elliot had spent months grounded, and though it had been weeks since he’d been allowed to ride again, he still reveled in his ability to mount up and take to the sky.

“Not sure he likes to get his feathers ruffled…,” Sparrow said idly, and the raven croaked with indignation. “Well, then, make nice,” she said in response, and the raven turned a baleful look at Jax. “Go on,” Sparrow prompted, and then, with something that sounded very much like one of Riella’s exasperated sighs, the raven hopped down Sparrow’s arm and waited.

Sparrow lifted him, and Jax lowered his head curiously. The raven tilted his head this way and that, seeming to take the measure of Jax. The phoenix emitted a questioning croak, then the raven hopped onto his head, strutting around and poking his beak in among Jax’s feathers.

“Ravens,” Sparrow commented sagely. “All mouth and no manners.”

Elliot chuckled. “Are you ready?”

Sparrow’s smile slipped.

“Don’t worry,” Elliot said. “You just have to hang on to me. Jax will do the rest.” She nodded, but her face was tight. Elliot reached for her—then hesitated. “Can I…? Is it okay if I lift you?”

“Oh,” she said, features flickering with even more uncertainty. “Right. Yes.”

She held her arms out from her sides, waiting, and next to them, Jax lowered himself to the ground.

Elliot took her spear and leaned it against the wall before stepping in close, hands hovering over Sparrow’s middle. Touching her this way felt too familiar, too intimate, but there was nothing else for it. “Here I go…,” he said, feeling like an idiot. Then he gripped her sides and lifted her into the saddle.

She sat sideways at first, but once Elliot released her, she felt around and lifted a leg across Jax’s back, getting herself situated. The raven squawked and pecked, fussing, while Elliot guided her feet—bare, why were they always bare?—into the stirrups.

Climbing up in front of her was a bit of a challenge, especially without the stirrups for footholds, but he managed, settling slowly back into the saddle. The raven had fluttered over to Sparrow and perched himself in her hair again, but she still sat rigidly, her hands fisted and held out to her sides, as if unsure of where to grip.

Elliot’s nerves were back again, but when he saw the uncertain look on her face, he forgot them at once. They weren’t awkward acquaintances—they were friends—and Elliot wanted her to enjoy her first phoenix ride, especially since it was with him.

“Here,” he said, reaching back to take both her hands in his and drawing them around his middle. The movement forced Sparrow to press against him—he felt the sharp point of her chin and the rapid-fire beat of her heart against his back. Her hands were still fisted, so he tugged gently on her fingers until they splayed against his stomach. His muscles clenched in response. “Hang on tight,” he said.

Jax got to his feet and spread his wings wide. There was a gust of wind and a lurch, and suddenly they were ascending, climbing into the sky in a rolling rhythm that matched every pump of Jax’s wings.

Sparrow gasped and dug her fingers into Elliot’s stomach, and he felt her turn her face into his back, as if seeking something solid and reassuring. He couldn’t imagine the jarring sensation of flight without his sight to ground him, but they’d left the Eyrie behind now, and as Jax leveled out, the ride became smoother.

Sparrow’s iron grip loosened somewhat, and Elliot felt her draw back.

Her hands trembled against him for a moment, then released. He twisted around as she flung her arms out wide, mimicking Jax’s soaring wings.

He wished she could see it the way he did—the vast blue sky, the way the world faded away below, as if time and space and distance no longer mattered. But he also knew she saw it in other ways—ways that were lost to him. The scent of the cool autumn air, the sound of the wind, the taste of sunlight.

He felt the rumble against his back before he heard her wild laughter, whipped away on a gust of air and taking his own along with it.






Axura was my mother, the sun in the sky, and my father was the earth below. The rock from which I was born.



- CHAPTER 6 - AVALKYRA


IT WAS DIFFICULT TO tell how much time had passed.

Daylight didn’t quite reach them here, with the rising smoke of the Everlasting Flame to obscure it, but it was dark as night when a scraping sound punctuated the silence, followed by a resounding crack.

Onyx cocked her head and leaned over the edge of the pit, but Avalkyra shoved her aside, boots crunching on broken shells, to see for herself.

A phoenix required fire and bones to hatch, a tribute of life and death, but strixes needed neither. As far as Avalkyra understood, the less they got, the more likely they were to be born—they were made of aching hunger and desperate emptiness. They were voids made solid, absence given presence. They were made of nothing, and what was more nothing than the smoking remains of the Everlasting Flame? It had hosted a thousand births and deaths, created a queendom and a country—it had taken and given and taken again, until suddenly it stopped. Suddenly all that history, all that culture, disappeared in a snap.

This vacuous pit was all that remained—a perfect symbol of what happened when the taking went on too long… when there was nothing left to give.

Avalkyra understood that feeling. She had only her own nothingness—her own empty soul and hungry heart—to offer, and that’s what she’d clung to as she’d placed the egg into the swirling mist.

Now she squinted into the gloom until a shape materialized in the haze.

It was a bird. Ink-black and agitated, scrambling over eggshells as it stumbled forward. The creature had none of Onyx’s immediate grace and gravitas, and when the strix finally looked at Avalkyra, she understood why.

There was nothing between them. No bond—not even a hint of connection or awareness.

Avalkyra looked at Onyx, who lifted a single, midnight wing in a shrug. Her feathers were filling out now, but they alternated between a smoky, soft-edged luster and a spiky, pointed silhouette. It seemed to reflect her mood—even now, the color darkened, the lines hardening as she croaked at the hatchling, shoving it with her beak.

Disappointed, Avalkyra thought back to the night Onyx was born. She had been at her lowest, her angriest… her most vulnerable. Before then she’d spent a lifetime unable to lure a phoenix out of its shell. Clearly, she had lacked something those firebirds needed. She’d always assumed it had to do with her failing animal magic—which had become diluted in this second life—or her much stronger shadow magic. But perhaps it was more about vulnerability… an open, willing unguardedness that Avalkyra did not know how to replicate.

Veronyka could probably nurture a thousand bonds with a bleeding heart such as hers, but that was not Avalkyra. That was not how she did things. She didn’t ask for respect or try to earn what she desired. She demanded it.

She stared down at the hatchling. The strix was alert and seeking—hungry, of course, and Avalkyra was the only living thing for miles.

“You can try,” she said coldly, crouching down to look into its beetle-black eyes. It did, at first—a strange scraping, scratching feeling coming over her as the hatchling attempted to feed, to suckle on Avalkyra’s life force like a newborn babe at its mother’s breast.

Onyx bristled. Avalkyra sensed the possessiveness there, the territorial nature of her bondmate rising up in the face of this interloper.

But she would not give so easily. She gave to Onyx only because she received something in return.

Taking hold of that reaching tendril, that wisp of magic, Avalkyra followed it to its source. She could bind the strix, here and now, but such a hold would weaken her magic even as it strengthened her numbers. It wasn’t good enough.

Avalkyra’s primary experience with binds was with humans, whose natures were predisposed to want to serve her—or at least they had been, when she was a princess and then the Feather-Crowned Queen. Her one and only experience trying to bind a magical creature had worked, for a time—she touched her scarred face, her anger rising—but she had eventually lost all control. The cost had been too great, sapping her magic and her energy, and that ancient phoenix had turned on her with vicious contempt. Would Avalkyra run herself ragged trying to keep the strix in line, only to have it turn on her as well?

She couldn’t risk it—the magical draining or the violent revolt. Now that she’d tasted strength, she couldn’t bear the thought of returning to weakness.

She needed more strength if she was to bring the world to its knees. She needed to be more.

And she was, she told herself. She was a bonded Rider again, and her mount was a strix, the first born in a millennium.

The first born… Avalkyra cocked her head consideringly.

There was power in being the first. Age, experience—and yes, strength. Those that come after owed their allegiance to those that came before. The first child of a queen inherited the throne, and the first hatched phoenix had inherited the sky… mundi apex phoenix. The world’s first phoenix.

That was the literal translation, but it was more than just words. According to the history books, being “apex phoenix” had conferred extra abilities on Ignix, including power over the other phoenixes. A magical or social hierarchy that forced them to obey her. With Queen Nefyra as her bondmate, that ability was doubled, for she held similar power over the humans who served her.

Ignix was the only apex ever recorded because even though she’d eventually disappeared from human knowledge, she’d never officially died. She’d simply faded away, along with the idea of the apex.

Avalkyra thought of the solitary phoenix she’d binded. It had been large and old… older than any of the other Phoenix Rider mounts she’d seen. It had also bucked her control before breathing fire. A sure candidate for apex, if indeed there was one.

She also recalled those distant wingbeats she’d heard the day before. This was where they had met, Avalkyra and the old phoenix.… Was it so strange to think she might return?

For a moment, Avalkyra was certain she felt eyes on her.

Had her once-bindmate come to pay her a visit? To finish what she’d started?

Or had she come to watch and wait?

Avalkyra shook her head and refocused.

Onyx, she barked, drawing her bondmate’s attention.

If the world’s first phoenix received special powers, surely the world’s first strix got the same? As it was, Avalkyra felt no different beyond the regular increase in magic a bondmate provided. But the power of the apex came not from a single bond.… It came from a flock. Not just being a part of one, but leading it. Ruling it.

Make it bow to me, Avalkyra said, gesturing to the hatchling as it pecked its way across the ground. To us.

How? Onyx cocked her head.

Demand it.

Avalkyra felt the press of magic behind the command as Onyx turned to the new strix, felt the hatchling’s resistance break under the force. It bent. It bowed.

And then something changed. Another bond. A secondary bond, funneling through Onyx to Avalkyra. And with it came power. It wasn’t much, but with each new hatchling, with each show of subservience, her power would grow.

She was no longer a Phoenix Rider, and she wasn’t just a Strix Rider either.

She was apexaeris—an Apex Rider, and this was only the beginning.






Queen Nefyra has borne many titles in her lifetime.

First, she was a tribal leader, ruling her people on Pyrmont’s highest reaches.

Next, she was the world’s first animage, first shadowmage, and first phoenixaeris.

Nefyra, Rider of Ignix, soon became known as Nefyra Ashfire, the First Rider Queen.

She would become a wife, a lover, and a mother. A warrior. A winner.

But one title that receives little attention is that of apexaeris.

Nefyra was the world’s first Phoenix Rider, yes, but she was also the world’s first and only Apex Rider.

Being bonded to Ignix, the world’s first phoenix (or mundi apex phoenix in ancient Pyraean), came with certain social and magical abilities. This status helped Nefyra to gain much of the power and notoriety—and yes, titles—that she accumulated in her lifetime, yet the term has all but disappeared from most biographies and historical accounts of her life.

It seems that, much like Ignix herself, that particular title has been lost to time.

—Queen Nefyra: A Retrospective, the Morian Archives,

100 AE








My mother was fire and light, warmth and life. And so I was what she made me.



- CHAPTER 7 - VERONYKA


VERONYKA WAS FALLING.

Her stomach clenched and her breath caught as she hurtled through the sky. Helplessness turned her body to lead, her vision to tears, and all she could hear was the roaring of the wind as the earth rushed toward her.

But then Xephyra was there, the ground was there, and all was still. All was safe.

No, that was wrong.

As if on cue, Val appeared across the grassy field, with Ignix standing between them.

Veronyka was dreaming again, dreaming of Ferro and the moment her own sister had dropped her to her death. She knew what happened next and had no desire to relive it.

“Val,” she said, breaking from the memory and stepping into that smoky, incorporeal place.

Val didn’t answer, and resisted Veronyka’s attempt to stop the dream sequence. The image shifted in and out of focus for Veronyka, and words she had spoken weeks ago echoed in her mind, even as her body resisted speaking them.

“Val, enough… Val, leave her.”

And then Val’s eventual reply—spoken to Ignix, not to Veronyka. “You will obey me, or you will suffer my wrath.”

Despite her efforts to end the vision, to leave the dream, Veronyka couldn’t help but watch as the phoenix lifted her beak and spouted a torrent of flames into the sky.

When she turned away, Val was watching her. In a snap, the vision disappeared, and the world around them turned into a wall of gray, swirling and churning like they were trapped within a coil of smoke.

“I have never seen a phoenix do that before,” Val said slowly, idly, though her eyes shone with intensity. “Have you?”

“That’s no ordinary phoenix,” Veronyka said, gesturing to the place where Ignix had been.

“What kind of phoenix is she?”

“She doesn’t belong to you anymore, if that’s what you mean,” Veronyka said. Val must have conjured this dream to drill her on purpose, though how she’d done that, Veronyka had no idea. “I broke your bind. Her life is her own again.”

“Whose life?”

What was this about? Was Val actually curious to know the identity of the phoenix she had so brutally commanded—the one that had thrown her from her back and scarred her for life?

Veronyka didn’t intend to answer, but she recalled what Val had said to her ages ago about the breeding enclosure inside the Eyrie, and couldn’t resist throwing it back in her face. “I don’t know how you dared, when Ignix herself might be among them.”

Much to Veronyka’s dismay, Val grinned. “I knew it.”

Veronyka pulled back, but as had happened the first time, Val clung to their connection. “Let me go.”

“You sent her here, didn’t you?”

“Sent her where?” Veronyka asked.

“To spy on me—you sent her. Tell me the truth,” Val demanded, taking a step forward.

“I didn’t send her anywhere!”

Another step. “Then where is she?”

Veronyka would rather bite off her tongue than admit she didn’t know. “Somewhere you can’t touch her,” she snarled.

“We’ll see about that.”



She wrenched herself backward so hard, she hurled herself into wakefulness with enough force that she rolled over, directly into a warm, feathered body.

Xephyra. And next to her, Rex.

Veronyka had fallen asleep outside again, and while her breath puffed into the air, her skin was coated with sweat. The phoenixes were still asleep, but she sensed them stir enough to shift closer to her.

She ran a hand down Xephyra’s feathers but did not wake her. Veronyka had not slept well lately—did she ever sleep well?—and one of the worst effects was the way it also ruined her bondmate’s sleep.

She got to her feet and slipped inside Tristan’s rooms, where she had been staying since taking over his patrol, and splashed cold water from the basin onto her face. She had tried to reach for him again last night—and again, she’d found herself in a vision with Val instead. Ever since she’d dropped her last mental barriers, she had been plagued by shadow magic dreams.

There were the usual ones—wisps of feelings and memories from the people sleeping nearby, or those she had spent time with that day. She knew, for example, that Latham had his eye on one of Morra’s kitchen maids, while she spent most nights dreaming about one of the village girls who worked with Jana in the stables. Anders flirted with both girls, but it seemed he did so only to get a reaction out of Latham, and Veronyka didn’t bother trying to unravel those tangled threads.

There were also the not-so-usual ones—the dreams she’d not had since Val slept by her side. Dreams from the past. Worse, they were stronger than ever before. Was this, too, an effect of Veronyka finally lowering her barriers, or was it something else?

Besides the increased ease and clarity, these dreams were also different in that the visions weren’t from Val’s point of view, as they had always been. They actually weren’t Val’s memories at all. They were Veronyka’s.

And yet Val was always in them—both visually, in the dream, but also magically. They had these dreams together, even spoke to one another during them, but Veronyka couldn’t figure out if she was the one making it happen or if it was the other way around. Val insisted Veronyka was the one to initiate their first connection, but tonight’s dream felt intentional. There was purpose in their contact, in Val’s actions and line of questioning. This memory had been the moment Val lost Veronyka, her political pawn and bargaining chip, as well as the plans she had built around her.

She had also lost her bindmate and had been wounded terribly in the process. Veronyka couldn’t fathom what Val’s next move would be, but there was no way she would let Veronyka or Ignix off with what they had done to her. No, Val would make them pay. The question was when. And how.

The fact that she thought Veronyka had sent Ignix to spy on her showed that she believed their personal conflict was far from over.

Veronyka wasn’t surprised that Val would fixate on Ignix after her perceived betrayal, but she was somewhat unnerved by the fact that Ignix had seemed rather fixated on Val too. Veronyka hadn’t forgotten Ignix’s dire warning after she’d removed Val’s bind.

Prepare yourself. Forget your human foes. The true battle will be fought not on the earth, but in the sky.

And then, most chilling of all… Avalkyra lives, and she is hungry. Like the devourer before her, she can do naught but consume. The light will not have her, so she will turn to the darkness instead.

What did it mean? Clearly, Ignix believed Val was turning dark, but she had only just met Val. Veronyka had known her for years, and the truth was, Val had always been dark. How much darker could she truly go? Even if she managed to actually hatch and bond to a phoenix, she was still only one person—two, if you counted Sidra—and it seemed like a distraction and a waste of time to think about her when there was so much going on with the empire.

Veronyka had to be careful. It was one thing to stop hiding and quite another to let curiosity get the better of her. Still, she would have asked Ignix more, if she could. She might have even sent the phoenix spying, as Val had accused, if she’d had the opportunity. Unfortunately, after making her foreboding proclamation, Ignix had disappeared. Even Sparrow had no idea where she’d gone or what she was doing.

For now, if she wanted to know what Val was up to, all Veronyka had was their shadow magic connection, and even that was dangerous and unpredictable. During the day, their bond was quiet, though Veronyka had to admit it was not the calm of peace. Rather, it felt like the calm before a storm, charged and ominous. And at night? Val was the same as always: threatening and enigmatic, familiar and strange.

Too much interest in Val was unsafe, Veronyka knew, but avoidance wasn’t an option either. She had tried that, blocking out Val, alienating Tristan, and hiding her own identity, and it had all blown up in her face. She couldn’t run away from who and what she was, because there was always someone nipping at her heels. If Veronyka didn’t claim what she did not want, someone else would… someone worse.

It seemed a poor reason to do anything, but what other choice did she have? All she could do was trust herself, work on what she could control, and try to be ready for whatever she couldn’t.

You’re up, came a voice inside Veronyka’s mind, startling her so badly that she knocked over the water pitcher. The pewter rattled loudly against the stone floor, and Veronyka pressed a hand to her chest.

But it wasn’t Val; it was Morra.

Xephyra squawked in surprise at the noise, and Rex turned a heavy-lidded stare at Veronyka through the open door. His head had been wedged underneath Xephyra’s wing, leaving his feather crest askew, like bedhead.

Sorry, she mouthed at him, picking up the pitcher and quietly returning it to the ledge.

She hesitated before replying to Morra, who would want to practice shadow magic—which was what Veronyka should be doing. It went hand in hand with trusting herself and working on what she could control. But the stakes were higher than ever, and there was a steep learning curve. Whether it was magic or politics, there was little room for error.

Especially since the stronger she made her magic, the more easily—and frequently—she’d be able to connect with Val… whether she willed it or not.

But if she got good enough, she might be able to reach Tristan, and that was worth the risk.

Yes, I’m up, she said to Morra, tugging on her clothes for the day. Ready when you are.



They had a Rider Council meeting that night. Veronyka, Cassian, and Beryk gathered two or three times a week, with Fallon and Darius attending sporadically, since they were posted at Prosperity. The sessions were usually brief, meant to address scheduling, training, and other mundane details of running the Eyrie, but there was also the issue of preparing for war—if in fact war came. This was a difficult thing to plan for, but the commander was organized and efficient, stockpiling weapons and ammunition, repairing and commissioning armor, and keeping a close watch on the happenings in the province and beyond. He had contacts all over the empire and in Pyra, too, and would share whatever news or gossip he gleaned.

He also shared whatever word he received from Sev. This was the stuff Veronyka was most desperate for, and though he hid it better, she knew the commander was just as anxious as she was every time a scroll arrived from their soldier-spy.

So far there hadn’t been much to report besides Lord Rolan’s—and therefore Sev’s and Tristan’s—relocation to Stel, but even though Sev’s weekly assurances that they were both alive and well gave Veronyka a swelling wave of relief, the short-lived feeling was always followed by another week of intense frustration and impatience.

At least she was being included. Veronyka had spent most of her time here fighting for her voice to be heard and to know the full truth of what was happening—and that wasn’t counting a lifetime of being underestimated and excluded by Val. Tristan, too, had struggled against his father for years, and it was strange to think that this was truly becoming their fight, their war. It no longer belonged to Cassian and Val and the older generation alone.

The excitement of being included, however, did wane over time. Much of the information shared was dull and filled with seemingly useless details, but it reminded Veronyka of her maiora, with her lockbox of scrap paper and scribbled notes. This kind of work required patience, the big picture revealing itself over time, and it wasn’t immediately evident what would become important in the long run.

“It appears the Rushlean farmers are at it again,” the commander said with a sigh, staring down at an unrolled piece of paper. Beryk extended a hand for it, and Cassian passed it over. “This time they attacked a shipment of supplies heading to the refugees rather than the refugees themselves. So I suppose that’s something.”

The farmers from Rushlea were unhappy with the Phoenix Riders—for drawing the empire soldiers into Pyra in the first place, which resulted in Rushlea being attacked and its fields burned, and for the further damages incurred when the Riders chased the soldiers off. By the time the Riders had established a refugee camp on the outskirts of their village, tensions were high. They’d officially boiled over on the anniversary of the end of the Blood War—Veronyka’s own birthday—and resulted in a scuffle with Tristan’s patrol.

Veronyka had thought that would be the end of it, but even after the Phoenix Riders left Rushlea, the farmers had continued to harass the refugees, blaming them—as well as the Riders—for a shortage of supplies for the coming winter and their general dissatisfaction with the current political climate. Their numbers had swelled since that run-in weeks ago, and they had begun to attack travelers on the roads, stealing shipments of supplies, and generally acting more like lawless brigands than simple farming folk.

“We’ll have to send a patrol,” Beryk said, scratching his stubbled chin.

“Do you think this has anything to do with the uptick in raiding that Fallon reported?” Veronyka asked.

“Unlikely,” the commander said. “There is always an increase in such criminal activity as the colder months approach, when game is scarce and travel less frequent. They want to strike now, before the heaviest rains hit and the river floods the road.”

Veronyka searched the stack of correspondence until she found Fallon’s most recent letter. “But what he describes… They aren’t just assaulting travelers and traders along the road. There have been several attacks by large, organized groups, and they’re targeting villages.”

Houses on the outskirts of Vayle had been robbed and ransacked the previous week, and Petratec’s fishing boats had been stolen or sunk.

“I agree that they are behaving with more focused desperation than we’re used to, but they still appear to be random attacks.”

“They’re not random…,” Veronyka said, thinking aloud. “What do Vayle and Petratec have in common? Us.” They’d had frequent dealings with both villages, and Rushlea had been a source of trouble and unrest for weeks now. All three were places the Phoenix Riders were known to have ties.

The commander pursed his lips. She sensed that he wanted to dismiss her concerns—either to reinforce the aura of calm and control he loved to cultivate or to reestablish his position in charge. She saw when he remembered who she was, the flicker of frustration behind his eyes. Like he’d forgotten he had to remain a politician even here, with his own subordinates—that he had to toe the line and play the part, hoping that part wouldn’t be snatched away from him at any moment.

“What do you think we should do?” Veronyka asked quickly, turning her comments into a question—deferring to his experience and expertise. It was a small thing, a tiny redirection of the conversation, but she saw his acknowledgment of it.

He wasn’t the only one reestablishing boundaries and behaviors.

Veronyka, too, was learning how to be a leader—to make people feel trusted and reassured without lying to them. To ask important questions without undermining, to show her concern without causing panic. It was, frankly, exhausting, and she admired Commander Cassian for how well he pulled it off, even if they did disagree on occasion. Then again, he’d been born into this role, expecting to lead one day, and in turn, expecting others to follow him. Veronyka, meanwhile, was in a constant state of playing catch-up.

“I think Beryk’s right—we’ll need to send a patrol. Once we’re on the ground, we’ll have a better chance at determining whether these are normal, isolated incidents or part of a greater concern.”

Veronyka smiled, impressed. Gracious. Diplomatic. And still in control. He’d nailed it.

“Why don’t you check it out?” he finished, turning to Veronyka.

Her smile faltered, panic seizing her throat. “B-but Tristan—the Grand Council—”

“Nothing will happen without you. As soon as I hear anything that we can move on, I’ll send you a pigeon.”

“A Rider,” Veronyka countered. A phoenix was faster than any pigeon.

He hesitated for a fraction of a second, then nodded. “A Rider, then.”



After Veronyka told the rest of her patrol of their mission and they readied for an early-morning departure, she returned to the commander’s study. She meant to ask if they had any supplies to deliver, but he wasn’t there—probably in the dining hall for a late dinner.

She wandered into his library, intending to wait for him, but found herself perusing the shelves instead. Dozens of books on kings and queens… but nothing about how to rule. No one to show her the way.

Maybe that was for the best. She’d had Val, after all… and it was safe to say that her advice should be taken with a grain of salt. Val’s own mother died in childbirth, and Lania, Pheronia’s mother, was another poor example. Maybe finding her own path was the only way.

Could Veronyka do it? Could she be a queen?

Or could she fight hard enough and live long enough to ensure that Val never did? Could she be a barrier, an obstacle, but never actually take the mantle for herself?

“Veronyka,” came a voice from the doorway, making her jump. It was the commander, returned from his evening meal. “Are you here to resume our lessons?”

Several times a week, Veronyka and the commander holed up in his library to study history, politics, and statecraft. It had started by accident, with Veronyka wandering the shelves—much like she was now—somewhat at a loss, clutching at books and aimlessly seeking answers. He had first made recommendations, then provided supplementary reading, and before long, was sitting with her, discussing all manner of subjects relating to the empire, the Phoenix Riders, and their place within it.

It was no more than part of a well-rounded upper-class education, but they both knew these subjects had the potential to have a far greater bearing on her life in the future. A future that was coming both too quickly and not quickly enough.

They had studied the previous night, however, and rarely did back-to-back sessions.

Veronyka shook her head. “No. I just wanted to ask if you needed any supplies delivered tomorrow.”

He nodded. “I believe Beryk is handling it.”

“Okay,” Veronyka said, but she didn’t move. There was nothing else to do for the day, which meant it was time for sleep. And Veronyka didn’t want to face the quiet of the stronghold or the noise inside her mind. She didn’t want to face the lack of Tristan and the presence of Val.

The commander leaned against the doorframe. His eyes were very like Tristan’s in color and shape, but always colder and more distant. Now they raked over her with a sharper, more focused attention than she was used to. “How are you feeling?”

“What do you mean?” she asked warily. Despite their frequent conversations and their lessons, they never discussed how Veronyka felt about any of it.

“Besides the brewing war with the empire and the threat posed by your resurrected sister-aunt, there’s the looming Grand Council meeting, the deal with Lord Rolan that promises you as his bride in exchange for my son—a person you care deeply for—oh, and that’s not considering the fact of your identity and how it will shape your present and your future. What I mean is, I imagine you’re feeling a bit, uh… overwhelmed.”

Veronyka blew out her cheeks. “How can you tell?”

He smiled gently. “You’re gripping that book like it holds the answers to all the questions in the universe. But it doesn’t, I can promise you.”

Veronyka looked down in surprise. She did indeed have a clawlike grip on one of his Ashfire history books. She gave a shaky laugh and released the leather-bound volume. The truth was, most days Veronyka felt like she was hanging on by a thread. She was trying to do everything right, to work as hard as she could, but sometimes she felt like she had nothing left to give.

“I am a bit tired.”

He barked out a laugh. “A bit?”

Veronyka smiled, then scrubbed at her face. It had been days since she’d had some decent sleep—and only complete and utter exhaustion did the trick. If things didn’t change, if she didn’t save Tristan soon… She didn’t know how much longer she could stand it.

The commander cleared his throat. Veronyka looked up at him and realized she must look and sound truly pathetic, for he wore a soft, almost regretful expression when he spoke.

“For the record, I think you’re handling things remarkably well.”

That struck a chord inside Veronyka—getting his approval was important to her. Not just as her commander, but as his son’s father.

“Tristan would have thrown a fit by now,” he said then, his tone lighter. “He would have raged at me, to be sure, and broken something too.”

Veronyka’s lips twitched. “The raging, maybe… but I’m not sure he’d break anything.”

“No,” the commander agreed. “He doesn’t pull those kinds of stunts anymore. Not since you.”

She swallowed thickly, blinking away sudden prickling moisture in her eyes. It sounded like praise, though she wasn’t sure exactly why. Tristan was wonderful on his own. It had nothing to do with her.

“He’s become a man all of a sudden, and you’ve been a good influence on him. He’s been lucky to have you.”

An edge of unease crept into her heart at his words. He made it sound like past tense, like something that was already over. Like their time together couldn’t last—and she thought she knew why. She was an Ashfire, heir to the throne, and with that came certain… expectations.

Hadn’t they already addressed this?

Almost as soon as they’d returned to the Eyrie, Veronyka had made it plain that she wouldn’t marry Rolan—and Commander Cassian had completely agreed. He had called it a poor political move to hitch her wagon to a man making a violent bid for the throne when it was hers by right anyway. Plus, they intended to rescue Tristan and betray their agreement long before the question of following through on their promises would even matter.

Since she’d more or less gotten the answer she’d wanted out of him, she hadn’t bothered to argue that it wasn’t the “political move” that made her refuse with such venom. She didn’t want to marry anyone as a political move. Once she came forward and revealed herself—which she would very likely need to do, in order to get the council under control—there would be other suitors. She didn’t flatter herself that they’d line up for her because she was some rare beauty.… They’d line up because of the title, the power, and the position that was at stake.

Did Cassian assume she’d feel obligated to make some other match, even if it wasn’t Rolan?

No. Her mother had resisted it, and she would too. Of course, her mother had also died in a war she’d been unable to stop.

There had to be another way to secure peace. Tristan was the only person she wanted. They were magically bound, and so were their phoenixes. Plus, he had cared for her before he’d known who she was. In fact, that statement was true on multiple fronts. He’d liked her as Nyk the stable boy, as Veronyka the poor apprentice, and even now, as the Ashfire heir.

“He’ll always have me,” Veronyka said. She would not be a pawn in the moves and machinations of others.

“Then he is truly lucky indeed,” the commander said quietly. He turned to go, but Veronyka stopped him.

“Commander?” He waited as Veronyka searched for the words. “Do you think it’s possible…? Could the empire survive without a king or queen?”

She was impressed by his self-control. The question was so obviously personal and hugely relevant to them all, but he didn’t fix her with a panicked stare or immediately try to talk her down. He took his time considering her question, as if this were up for a philosophical debate and not Veronyka asking for advice.

“Yes,” he said, surprising her. “Though it’s not as simple as that. The throne would always be a lure to those who seek power.”

“Of course,” Veronyka said softly, though she didn’t truly understand that desire. Power wasn’t something she’d ever wanted—at least, not on such a scale. She’d wanted the power to protect herself and others… and she supposed that’s exactly what the throne was, if in the right hands. But in the wrong hands, it was an excuse for more fighting, and the reason for more war. “I know it can’t be Val,” she said quickly. Better Veronyka than her, despite her reservations. “But if we make it through this war, if she’s no longer a threat”—Veronyka tried not to think what that might actually mean—“could the Ashfires just… fade away?”

“Maybe,” he conceded, his voice strangely melancholy. Not the raw, personal sadness of true grief or loss, but something closer to regret. “Though there would be hurdles. If we manage to neutralize Rolan and his cohorts, the council would be on more even footing. But it would always be an uphill battle, even for simple things like opening the borders to Pyra and reestablishing basic animage rights.”

“I see,” Veronyka said, wilting slightly.

“I understand your reticence,” he said kindly. “I myself have thought long and hard about how the empire might function without such an institution. It was thanks to a bad queen that the empire was torn apart in the first place.” Veronyka nodded, the whole thing feeling impossible and insurmountable. “But a good queen?” He smiled, dimples flashing so he looked more like his son than ever before. “She might be able to piece it back together again.”
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