

    
        
          The Queen's Game

        

        
        
          VITOR ZINDACTA

        

        
          Published by VITOR ZINDACTA, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE QUEEN'S GAME

    

    
      First edition. June 10, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 VITOR ZINDACTA.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235531680

    

    
    
      Written by VITOR ZINDACTA.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Queen's Game

SUMMARY

SYNOPSIS

AUTHOR'S LETTER

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

CHAPTER 9

CHAPTER 10

CHAPTER 11

CHAPTER 12

CHAPTER 13

CHAPTER 14

CHAPTER 15

CHAPTER 16

CHAPTER 17

CHAPTER 18

CHAPTER 19

CHAPTER 20

CHAPTER 21

CHAPTER 22

CHAPTER 23

CHAPTER 24

CHAPTER 25

Also By VITOR ZINDACTA

About the Author


ZINDACTA, VICTOR

The Queen's Game / Vitor Zindacta; revised by Julie Holiday; creative direction by Breno Amaral; cover by Diego Bortoli.—Eldragor: Kingston Press, 2025.
201 pages; 23 cm.

1. Epic fantasy fiction. 2. Revenge. 3. Sacrifice. 4. Patriarchy. 5. Female leadership. I. Holiday, Julie. II. Amaral, Breno. III. Bortoli, Diego. IV.

Title.

CDD: 869.3

CDU: 821.134.3-31

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​SUMMARY


[image: ]


SYNOPSIS 

SYNOPSIS 

CHAPTER 1 

CHAPTER 2 

CHAPTER 3 

CHAPTER 4 

CHAPTER 5 

CHAPTER 6 

CHAPTER 7 

CHAPTER 8 

CHAPTER 9 

CHAPTER 10 

CHAPTER 11 

CHAPTER 12 

CHAPTER 13 

CHAPTER 14 

CHAPTER 15 

CHAPTER 16 

CHAPTER 17 

CHAPTER 18 

CHAPTER 19 

CHAPTER 20 

CHAPTER 21 

CHAPTER 22 

CHAPTER 23 

CHAPTER 24 

CHAPTER 25 

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​SYNOPSIS

[image: ]


Queen Lyssera Vyrnath ascends the throne of Eldragor like a flame that consumes everything in its path. Born in exile, daughter of a fallen house, Lyssera was forged in a crucible of pain and humiliation. As a child, she saw her mother burned alive by men who feared the power of women; as a teenager, she was sold as a bargaining chip to a cruel warlord, whose touch left unseen scars. But within her burned an unbreakable spark—a fire that not only survived but learned to devour.

Lyssera did not ascend to the throne by right of birth, but by a trail of blood, lies, and dark pacts with ancient forces. Every step of her rise was a battle against a world that wanted her chained: nobles who called her a bastard, priests who judged her a heretic, and allies who hid daggers beneath promises. Like a queen inspired by Daenerys Targaryen, Lyssera is both savior and destroyer, a visionary who dreams of a unified kingdom, but whose fury threatens to set it ablaze. Her dragons, awakened from ages of slumber, are extensions of her soul—beautiful, loyal, and relentless.
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Dear readers,

It is with a mixture of pride and reverence that I present The Queen's Game , an epic journey born in the shadows of an oppressive world and raised amidst the flames of an unbreakable rebellion. This is the story of Lyssera Vyrnath, a woman forged in pain, hatred, and determination, who defied kings, patriarchs, and even her own family to raise Eldragor as a beacon of freedom. Within its pages, you will find not only battles of fire and steel, but also the weight of sacrifice, the loneliness of leadership, and the fight for a legacy that transcends the heart itself.

The Queen's Game is more than an epic fantasy; it's a mirror of the forces that shape us—the vengeance that consumes us, the love that shatters us, and the hope that redeems us. Lyssera, with her dagger and her dragon Vyrath, is a figure who carries the fury of an unjust world and the courage to change it, even at the cost of everything she loved. Her journey, from an exiled girl to the Queen of Fire who set kingdoms ablaze and sacrificed her sister Myrra, reflects the universal struggle against oppression and the search for a greater purpose. Eldragor, the city she built and left behind, is a testament to the fact that fire, though destructive, can ignite the light of a new tomorrow.

Writing this work was a journey as intense as Lyssera's, and it wouldn't have been possible without the support of a team that believed in her flame. To Kingston Press, my deepest gratitude for embracing this story and bringing it to life with a dedication that reflects the strength of Eldragor. To Julie Holiday, the editor whose attention to detail brought clarity and depth to every word, my eternal gratitude for polishing this narrative without extinguishing its fire. To Breno Amaral, the creative director who saw Lyssera's soul and guided the artistic vision of this work, thank you for bringing the world of Eldragor to life with passion and precision. And to Diego Bortoli, whose talent for the cover, created with Canva, captured the essence of the Queen of Fire in an image that pulsates with strength and mystery, my recognition for making this book a visual portal to her story.

I also thank the readers who will delve into these pages, facing with Lyssera the flames of vengeance, the weight of sacrifice, and the promise of redemption. May her story inspire them to find their own light, even in the darkest shadows. May the roar of Vyrath echo in their hearts, and may Eldragor, the City of Light, be a reminder that the fire of a soul can change the world.

With gratitude and reverence, 

Vitor Zindacta
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The flames not only burn; they etch into the heart the weight of all that is lost.


The flames licked the sky like hungry serpents, devouring the wood of the pyre where Lyssera's mother screamed. The girl, only eight years old, knelt on the cold earth, her wrists bound by rough ropes that cut into her skin. The air smelled of smoke and burnt flesh, a stench that clung to her throat like a curse. The surrounding crowd, a sea of hard faces and accusing eyes, chanted prayers to a god Lyssera had never understood. "Witch," they shouted. "Heretic." But to Lyssera, the woman on the pyre was none of those things. She was simply her mother—the only one who had embraced her on nights of hunger, who had sung ancient songs about dragons and phoenixes, who had promised one day to take her beyond the walls of Eldragor.

The patriarchal council, shrouded in black robes, watched from atop a platform. Their faces were masks of stone, but Lyssera saw the glint of satisfaction in their eyes. They weren't burning a woman; they were burning an idea—the idea that a woman could be more than a pawn in their power games. Lyssera's father, Lord Varneth, was among them, his gray hair fluttering in the wind, his gaze averted. He didn't look at her. Not since he dragged her from the house, accusing her of bringing disgrace to the family by "inheriting her mother's poison." Lyssera wanted to scream, but her voice was a knot in her throat. She wanted to run, but the ropes held her in place. All she could do was watch as the flames swallowed the last fragment of her childhood.

Her mother's screams ceased, replaced by the crackling of wood. The crowd fell silent, and the silence was worse than the insults. Lyssera felt something inside her break, like a dry branch under the weight of a boot. It wasn't just pain; it was raw rage, a seed planted in that moment, which would germinate into something she herself couldn't foresee. One of the priests approached, his robe dragging in the dust. "You saw the fate of the heretics," he said, his voice as deep as thunder. "Remember that, girl, or you will end up like her." Lyssera raised her face, her eyes brimming, but not with tears—with fury. She didn't answer. She didn't need to. The promise was in his gaze: she wouldn't forget.

The days that followed were a blur of hunger and loneliness. Lord Varneth, unable to support the household after years of debt, abandoned Lyssera in a forgotten village on the fringes of Eldragor. The family mansion, once a symbol of power, was now a ruin of cracked stone and collapsed roofs. Lyssera slept in a corner of the main hall, where the wind howled through the broken windows. Her father rarely appeared, and when he did, he carried the smell of wine and the rage of a defeated man. “You are a curse,” he spat, the words as sharp as the ropes that bound her at the execution. “If it weren’t for you, she would still be alive.” Lyssera didn’t know if he was talking about her mother or the family fortune. Perhaps both.

Little by little, she learned to survive. She stole rotten apples from the market, hid in alleys when the guards passed by, and collected scraps of fabric to keep warm on cold nights. But the village was not kind to a child alone, especially one marked by the stigma of a “witch mother.” The other children avoided her, or worse, threw stones at her. “Daughter of the devil,” they shouted. Lyssera did not defend herself. She kept each insult, each blow, like fuel for the fire that grew inside her. At night, lying under the stars, she repeated her mother's songs, the stories of dragons that flew free and of a phoenix that rose from the ashes. These stories were her only anchor, the only reminder that there was something beyond misery.

One day, while scouring the market for food, Lyssera found an amulet among the wreckage of an abandoned stall. It was a black stone, the size of a sparrow's egg, with golden veins that seemed to pulse in the light. When she touched it, a wave of heat coursed through her fingers, and for a moment, she heard a whisper—not a voice, but a feeling, as if something ancient were watching her. She hid it beneath her robe, her heart racing. That night, she dreamed of flames, but not the flames of the pyre. They were living flames, dancing at her command, promising power and vengeance.

Dreams began to change Lyssera. She became bolder, more cunning. She learned to deceive merchants, to steal coins with quick fingers, to eavesdrop on conversations in alleyways to know when the guards were patrolling. But she also became more lonely. The village, with its muddy streets and suspicious faces, was a constant reminder that she belonged nowhere. The amulet, now hanging on a cord against her chest, was her only companion. Sometimes she held it and imagined she was talking to her mother, asking for advice that never came.

Four years had passed, and Lyssera, now twelve, was a thin shadow with sharp eyes. Her once-soft skin was scarred and grimy. Her hair, long and black like her mother's, fell in knots she never bothered to undo. She survived, but she didn't live. Until one gray morning, the sound of hooves echoed through the village. Lord Varneth returned, accompanied by men in gleaming armor with cold eyes. He looked at Lyssera neither with affection nor with guilt. His eyes were those of a merchant. "You come with me," he said, his voice devoid of warmth. "There's a price for you now."

Lyssera was dragged onto a cart, the amulet hidden beneath her clothes. She didn't scream, she didn't beg. She simply watched her father, memorizing every line of his face, every trace of his cowardice. As the cart pulled away from the village, she felt the amulet throb against her skin, as if it knew a new chapter of her pain was about to begin. But, for the first time, Lyssera felt no fear. She felt something more dangerous: determination. She didn't know where she was being taken, but she knew one thing—she would never again be the girl who cried before the pyre.

The cart rattled along uneven cobblestone roads, the creaking of the wheels mingling with the murmurs of the men escorting Lyssera. She sat in the back, her hands still bound, her body aching from the two-day journey. The amulet, hidden beneath her tattered clothes, felt heavier now, as if it knew the fate that awaited her. Lord Varneth rode ahead, his polished armor reflecting the pale sun, a distant and untouchable figure. Lyssera watched him with silent hatred, but also with curiosity. What could a man like him, who had plunged his own daughter into misery, possibly want from her now?

The escort men, mercenaries with scarred faces, spoke in hushed voices, but Lyssera, accustomed to hearing secrets in alleyways, caught fragments. “Guild of the Ravens,” they said. “Good price for such a young girl.” Their laughter was like blades, cutting through the little dignity she still carried. Lyssera knew what it meant to be sold. In the village, she had heard stories of girls taken to distant markets, where bodies were worth more than gold. But she was no longer the crying child. She pressed the amulet against her chest and promised herself: she would survive, no matter the cost.

The journey ended at a black stone fortress, perched on the edge of a desert where the wind carried sand like whispers. The Ravens Guild, as Lyssera would discover, was not merely a group of merchants; it was a network of traffickers who traded everything—from spices to human lives. The fortress smelled of sweat, iron, and fear. Lyssera was ushered into an inner courtyard, where men in dark cloaks appraised slaves as if they were cattle. Her father dismounted and exchanged a few words with a deep-set-eyed man whose tunic was embroidered with the symbol of a raven. Coins changed hands. Lord Varneth did not look at her as he departed. His silhouette vanished on the horizon, and Lyssera felt an emptiness she could not explain—not sadness, but the certainty that she was alone in the world.

The deep-eyed man, who introduced himself as Master Corax, cut Lyssera's ropes with a curved knife. “You are Guild property now,” he said, his voice dry as the desert. “Work hard, and perhaps you will live.” He led her to an underground dormitory, a damp chamber where dozens of other slaves—men, women, children—slept on moldy straw. Lyssera was thrown into a corner, given only a thin blanket and a bowl of watery porridge. The others ignored her, their eyes empty as if they had given up on dreaming. But Lyssera was not like them. Even in the darkness, the amulet pulsed against her skin, a reminder that something greater awaited her.

The days in the fortress were a cycle of work and punishment. Lyssera was assigned to clean stables, carry sacks of grain, and scrub pots until her hands bled. The overseers, brutal men with leather whips, did not hesitate to punish. A boy, no older than her, was whipped unconscious for dropping a bucket. Lyssera watched, her stomach churning, but she kept her fear deep inside. Showing weakness was a death sentence. At night, while the others slept, she held the amulet and whispered her mother's songs, the words a shield against despair. Sometimes she dreamed of the phoenix, a creature of flames that called her by name, promising freedom—but always at a price.

Lyssera quickly learned how to survive in the Guild. She observed the overseers, noting who was cruel for pleasure and who could be manipulated. She began stealing small pieces of bread, hiding them under the straw for days of famine. When an overseer caught her, she lied with a conviction that surprised her, inventing a story about a rat that had taken the food. The man laughed, calling her “too clever for a sewer rat,” but let her go. It was the first time Lyssera realized the power of words. They weren't just sounds; they were weapons, as sharp as any sword.

But the fortress was not merely a workplace. At night, the corridors echoed with whispers from other slaves, tales of failed escapes and terrible punishments. A woman named Ysmeine became the first to approach Lyssera. She was older, with gray hair and eyes that seemed to see beyond the flesh. “You have fire in your eyes, girl,” Ysmeine said one night, as they shared a piece of stolen bread. “But fire burns those who carry it.” Lyssera did not answer, but she kept the words in her heart. Ysmeine spoke of strange things—of ancient magic, of dragons that slept beneath the earth, of a phoenix that chose its champions. When Lyssera showed the amulet, Ysmeine’s eyes widened. “This is no ordinary trinket,” she murmured. “It is a summons.”

Ysmeine taught Lyssera to read the signs in the fortress: the moods of the overseers, the patrol schedules, the weak points in the walls. But she also warned her about Master Corax. “He’s not just a merchant,” Ysmeine said. “He collects people, like others collect jewels. And he already has his eye on you.” Lyssera felt a shiver, but not of fear. It was as if the amulet knew, pulsing stronger whenever Corax passed by her, his deep eyes studying her as if he could see her soul.

One night, Lyssera was summoned to Corax's parlor. The space was opulent, with silk tapestries and iron chandeliers, a stark contrast to the misery of the slaves. Corax sat in a carved wooden chair, a goblet of wine in his hand. “You are different, Lyssera,” he said, her name sounding like a threat in his mouth. “Your father said you were a burden, but I see potential.” He offered a deal: if she spied on the other slaves, denouncing any escape plans, she would receive better food and a warmer place to sleep. Lyssera hesitated, the warm amulet against her skin. To accept would be to betray Ysmeine and the others, but to refuse could mean Hawkins, a trap she couldn't avoid.

She looked into Corax's eyes, saw the greed there, and made her decision. "I accept," she said, her voice firm. But as she left the hall, she vowed to herself: she would use Corax's trust against him. She would not be a slave forever. The amulet seemed to agree, its warmth now a flame burning in her chest.
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Hunger is not just a physical ailment; it is the soul that dies when hope fades.


The darkness of the Ravens' fortress was a weight Lyssera carried on her shoulders, as real as the invisible chains that bound her. At 12 years old, she was no longer the girl who trembled before her mother's funeral pyre, but the fire of that night still burned in her eyes, now hardened by misery. The amulet, hanging against her thin chest, pulsed with an energy she didn't understand, but which kept her alive. In that dungeon of stone and despair, where the air reeked of mold and sweat, Lyssera learned a cruel truth: survival required more than strength; it required renouncing what made her human.

The underground dormitory was a tomb for the living. Rows of bodies huddled on damp straw, the silence broken only by dry coughs and muffled groans. Lyssera occupied a corner, the thin blanket doing little against the bone-chilling cold. Ysmeine, the gray-haired woman who had become her only ally, slept a few steps away, her face marked by wrinkles that told stories of losses greater than Lyssera's. During the day, they barely spoke; the exhaustion of work crushed any chance of conversation. But at night, when the overseers patrolled less, Ysmeine whispered secrets that made Lyssera's heart race.

“This place isn’t just a prison,” Ysmeine said one night, her eyes gleaming in the dim light of a stolen candle. “It’s a marketplace for souls. Corax doesn’t just sell bodies; he sells futures.” Lyssera clutched the amulet, feeling its warmth. Ysmeine spoke of the Raven Guild as a web, connecting corrupt nobles, barbaric clans, and even priests of Eldragor. Slaves like them were merchandise, but the “special ones”—those with talents or marks of destiny—were auctioned off for fortunes. Lyssera thought of Corax’s gaze, the way he had studied her, and a shiver ran through her. “Does he know about the amulet?” she asked, her voice low. Ysmeine shook her head takedaway. “Not yet. But he senses something in you. Keep it hidden, Lyssera.”

Work at the fortress was an endless cycle of suffering. Lyssera spent hours scrubbing blackened cauldrons, carrying sacks of grain that weighed more than her frail body, or cleaning stables where the smell of manure made her gag. The overseers were cruel shadows, their whips always ready to punish. Lyssera had learned to move quickly, to keep her head down, but her eyes never stopped watching. She memorized patrol schedules, the guards' weaknesses, the hiding places in the corridors. It was a dangerous game, but hunger made her bold. She stole pieces of bread, scraps of meat, anything she could swallow before they saw her. Each bite was a victory, but also a reminder: she was an animal, fighting for scraps.

Master Corax's offer still echoed in her mind. Spy on the other slaves, report escape plans, and in return, better food, a warm place to sleep. Lyssera had said she accepted, but she had no intention of betraying Ysmeine or the others. Instead, she used Corax's trust to learn. When he summoned her to the hall, she responded with carefully constructed lies—stories of fabricated conspiracies, of slaves "planning" things that would never happen. Corax seemed pleased, but his deep-set eyes followed her like those of a predator. Lyssera knew she was dancing with death, but the amulet, warm against her skin, gave her courage. It whispered promises of power, of flames that could burn that fortress to ashes.

Ysmeine was her only light in the darkness. The older woman told stories of Eldragor before the repression, when women could be mages, warriors, queens. “The patriarchy fears what it doesn’t control,” she would say. “And you, Lyssera, are uncontrollable.” These words ignited something in Lyssera, a spark she guarded like an amulet. Ysmeine also spoke of the phoenix, an entity of fire and rebirth, that chose champions to change the world. “Your amulet is a fragment of it,” she whispered one night. “But be careful. The phoenix gives, but it also takes.” Lyssera dreamed of the creature, its wings of flame enveloping her, but the dreams always ended with her burning, her body reduced to ashes.

One night, while the overseers slept, Lyssera and Ysmeine plotted in secret. Ysmeine knew of a forgotten passage in the stables, a crack in the wall that could lead to freedom. But escape was risky. If they were caught, death would be the least of their punishments. Lyssera hesitated, not out of fear, but for something greater. The amulet pulsed, as if calling her to stay, to wait. “You’ve seen what happens to those who run away,” said Ysmeine, her voice deep. “They come back in pieces.” Lyssera knew this. She had seen the bodies dragged back, displayed as a warning. But the idea of freedom was a flame that wouldn't go out.

The days dragged on, each one heavier than the last. Lyssera noticed that Corax called her more often, his questions more incisive. “I heard rumors of an escape,” he said once, swirling his wine goblet. “What do you know about it?” Lyssera lied easily, blaming a slave who was already dead. But Corax's gaze was heavy, as if he knew more than he let on. She began to notice the other slaves' glances, distrust in their faces. Someone had spread the rumor that she spoke with Corax. The betrayal, even if false, was a stain that wouldn't come out.

One night, while cleaning the stables, Lyssera found a piece of parchment hidden in the straw. It was a rudimentary map, drawn with charcoal, marking the passage Ysmeine had mentioned. But something was wrong. The paper seemed too new, the ink still fresh. A trap? Her heart raced. If Corax was testing her, handing it over would be her salvation—or her ruin. She kept the map, the amulet burning against her skin. That night, she dreamed of the phoenix again, but this time, the creature spoke: “Choose, Lyssera. Freedom or power. One excludes the other.”



Was the map a chance to escape or a deadly trap? And what choice would Lyssera make under the phoenix's burning gaze?



The parchment with the map burned in Lyssera's hands as if made of embers. She hid it under the thin blanket, her heart pounding while the other slaves slept around her. The Ravens' fortress was a labyrinth of stone and distrust, and every decision was a gamble between life and death. The amulet, pressed against her chest, pulsed with an urgency that made her tremble. It was as if it knew the map, as if the phoenix, with its fiery wings, watched her from somewhere beyond reality. Lyssera closed her eyes, trying to calm her breathing, but the words of the dream echoed: Freedom or power. One excludes the other.

The following morning, the work in the stables seemed heavier. The air was thick with the smell of manure and damp straw, and the overseers, as always, patrolled with whips in hand. Lyssera kept her head down, but her eyes wandered, searching for signs of who might have left the map. Was it a trap set by Corax, testing her loyalty? Or a real escape plan, perhaps by Ysmeine or another desperate slave? She couldn't ask directly; any wrong word would mark her as a traitor. The distrust among the slaves was already an open wound, exacerbated by the rumors that Lyssera spoke with Corax. She felt the stares, the muffled whispers. Even Ysmeine, her only ally, seemed more cautious, her eyes avoiding hers during the work.

As she scrubbed the stone floor, Lyssera mentally reviewed the map. It was simple, drawn with shaky lines: a hidden passage behind a haystack in the west stable, leading to a tunnel out of the fortress. But the precision of the drawing disturbed her. Who among the hungry and exhausted slaves would have the time or resources to create something like that? She needed to speak with Ysmeine, but the day was a whirlwind of tasks, and the overseers were more alert than usual. One of them, a man with a sparse beard named Torv, stopped before her, his whip swinging menacingly. “Working or dreaming, rat?” he growled. Lyssera mumbled an excuse, her fingers gripping the broom handle. Torv laughed, but his eyes followed her as he walked away.

That night, in the dormitory, Lyssera waited until silence fell. The snores of the slaves and the dripping of water on the walls were the only sounds. She crawled over to Ysmeine, the map folded inside her robe. “I need to show you something,” she whispered, her voice almost inaudible. Ysmeine opened her eyes, alert, and the two cowered against the wall. Lyssera unfolded the parchment, the faint moonlight filtering through a crack illuminating the charcoal lines. Ysmeine frowned, her fingers tracing the drawing. “This is the passage I mentioned,” she said, her voice tense. “But I never put it on paper. Someone else knows.”

Ysmeine's words were a blow. If she hadn't made the map, who had? Lyssera felt the amulet throb, warm against her skin, as if urging her to act. "It could be a trap," she murmured. Ysmeine nodded, her eyes narrowed. "Corax is clever. He likes to play with hope, letting the slaves believe they can escape, only to crush them." But there was a glint in her eye, a spark of defiance. "If it's real, it's our only chance. You decide, Lyssera. Do you trust me or your instincts?" Lyssera hesitated. Trust was a luxury she couldn't afford, but Ysmeine was the closest thing she'd had to family since her mother's death.

The following days were a test of nerves. Lyssera watched every movement in the fortress, every glance exchanged between the slaves. A boy named Joren, thin and with nervous eyes, seemed to avoid the west stable, as if he knew something. An older woman, whose voice trembled as she spoke, stopped abruptly when Lyssera approached. Paranoia grew, fueled by hunger and exhaustion. Corax summoned her to the hall again, and this time his questions were more direct. “There’s unrest among the slaves,” he said, swirling his wine goblet. “Foolish plans, perhaps. What did you hear?” Lyssera concocted a vague story about Joren talking about freedom, but Corax’s gaze was a suffocating weight. “You are useful, Lyssera,” he said, a cold smile on his lips. “But not indispensable.”

The pressure was breaking her. The amulet, once a comfort, now seemed to burn her skin, as if demanding a decision. That night, Lyssera dreamed of the phoenix again. The creature hovered over a desert of ashes, its wings casting shadows that swallowed the world. “You are mine,” the voice said, not with words, but with a certainty that made her tremble. “But the price of fire is loneliness.” Lyssera awoke with a scream caught in her throat, the dormitory still shrouded in darkness. Ysmeine was awake, watching her. “You saw her, didn’t you?” she asked, her voice low. Lyssera nodded, unable to lie. “She wants something from me,” she whispered. “But I don’t know what.”

Ysmeine held her hand, her calloused fingers surprisingly firm. “The phoenix doesn’t choose the weak. If it calls you, it’s because you can bear the burden. But be careful, Lyssera. The fire that liberates also destroys.” The words echoed the dream, and Lyssera felt a chill that didn’t come from the damp air. She knew she had to decide: flee with Ysmeine, risking everything, or stay and play Corax’s game, waiting for a better chance. The map, still hidden, was her only clue, but also her greatest threat.

The following night, Lyssera and Ysmeine met in the stables, taking advantage of the foremen's shift change. The haystack in the west corner looked ordinary, but Ysmeine carefully moved the bales, revealing a crack in the wall wide enough for
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