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To All Who Cannot Resist the Forbidden Love of Star-Cross’d Lovers and the Shadow Daddies Who Go on Their Knees for the Women They Love
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Readers take note. Of Wings and Fury is a heart-stopping romantasy set in the military academy for the Draakonian Air Force. It includes elements referring to war, battle, dangerous situations, hand-to-hand combat, blood, violence, injuries, death, poisoning, graphic language, the use of narcotics for medicinal purposes, and sexual activities on and off the page.
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The Ascent didn’t just weed out the weak, it tested a candidate’s tenacity and spirit. And if the climb didn’t kill you, the dragons waiting at the top just might. 

Fuck me.

Idalia blinked, tearing her attention from the towering mountain before her to meet her sister’s gaze. If it hadn’t been for the frantic wildness in her sister’s hazel eyes, Asterin looked as calm as she always did. She had tied her mousy blonde hair back in a practical braid, which exposed her pointed Fæ ears and the rows of studs that adorned them. Dressed in her black rider leathers and wearing her favourite double-bladed jian sword in her back sheath, she exuded badass ‘don’t fuck with me’ vibes, which everyone so far had heeded. No one had dared request that she stay in town with the rest of the parents and guardians accompanying the candidates. She looked unflappable. But Idalia knew her better. 

“Did you hear me? I said, ‘Don’t you dare die’!”

Pain flashed through her then, stabbing at her joints and taking her breath away. Maybe I should have taken a double dose of those painkillers... 

She shut her eyes against the wave of hot pain, blinking away tears. It wasn’t unusual, not for her and her illness. Diagnosed two years ago, her symptoms were fairly mild. So far. But she knew they would worsen with time. That said, she already found herself relying on painkillers to make it through the day, but often one helping didn’t touch the pain... And she hated how sluggish they made her feel. This was why she’d researched alternative forms of relief...

“Got it.”

Noticing her grimace, Asterin bounced on the balls of her feet, casting an eye over the crowds. She didn’t bother asking if she was okay. They both knew she wasn’t. “You shouldn’t be here, Idie," she said, using her childhood nickname. "I don’t know what Father was thinking.”

“I was supposed to sign up like you before my diagnosis. You know that. Father’s just—”

“Father is weak. The doctor scrapped those plans. Everyone knows that. He should have told Uncle Phoebus where to stick him and his opinions. Not bow down and give in like he always does.”

“Well, I’m here now. There’s little reason to get angry.”

Asterin swung blazing eyes on her. “There’s little...” she trailed off, anger swallowing her words. Taking a deep breath, she gestured sharply to the mountain towering above them, revealing the dark red dragon mark on the back of her left hand. The mark of a bonded rider and the source of their power. “There’s your fucking reason, Idie! And it isn’t little!”

Idalia adjusted the rucksack on her back, avoiding her sister's gaze. There was no escaping, or denying, the mountain she was about to climb.

Chest heaving, Asterin closed her eyes and took another deep breath. When she opened them again, they blazed less fiercely. But only just.

“Remember what I said? Back when Nathair Caisteal was a monastery, the route up was a test of devotion for pilgrims and recruits. Likewise, The Ascent is designed to test your endurance and your agility. The Abbott had the steps built for pilgrims, but the Lycian siege damaged them, so devotees created makeshift ledges and ladders to help bypass some of the trickier spots. But no one has maintained them for years. You can’t trust them, so be wary.”

“Got it.”

They were waiting in line before a set of steps, roughly hewn from the mountain’s rock. Twisting steeply up the side of the mountain, they hugged its slopes like a desperate lover.

Thanks to Asterin, they’d woke early for her first trial. A storm was due, and she wanted Idalia to get as much of a head start before it hit as possible. They were amongst the first candidates to arrive, taking their positions at the front of the queue which now trailed off down the valley. The candidates were a veritable cross-section of Myrrithia with people coming from all over the world: Draakonians with their tribal markings, Noxterrans with their telltale raven-black hair and blue eyes, merpeople from Atlantis with their scaly skin shimmering in the early morning light, Khandûrnis and wolfmen shifters, warriors from Calahearn, Avalonians and echomorphs, angel knights from Laputa, Valkyries from Valhalla... There were even some vampires wearing long-sleeved tunics against the possibility of sunshine. Skin tones varied from pale white to ochre, bronze and dark brown.

A Clerk from the Draakonian Air Force’s administrative division had arrived and was laying out their equipment and scrolls on a table which marked the front of the queue. A gong stand stood to the side.

“Remember our training. You don’t want to be first,” Asterin said. “Those in front will test the way for you.”

Idalia looked at her in shock.

“What? Where do you think you are, Idie? The only thing you need to focus on is surviving. Surviving your training, surviving your trials... Using whatever means necessary. Watch what the others do and don’t do. Learn from their mistakes to ensure you don’t die. Coming first doesn’t matter. There’s no prize. All that matters is surviving. And you can survive if you're cunning, despite your... disadvantage.”

‘Disadvantage’? I guess that’s one word for it, Idalia thought before Asterin pulled her into a hasty, rib-cracking hug.

“I have to go, but remember: ‘Don’t fucking die.’ Try to beat the storm. Oh, and whatever you do, don’t look down. I love you, sis.”

“I love you, too.”

“See you at the top.”

Idalia matched her confident smile, hoping it would fill her with the belief she needed. “See you at the top.”

Giving her hand one last squeeze, Asterin walked away, striding past the line of candidates to approach Egan, her ignacis dragon. His deep, dark red scales glowed in the early morning light. Fire magic burned bright within the spikes of his club tail. An excited murmur ran through the candidates to see Asterin mount the gigantic dragon, which stood at least thirty-five feet tall. Stretching out his wings, Egan launched himself into the sky. With a flap of his wings, he climbed higher and higher, skirting the mountain as he flew to its peak.

Idalia watched her sister and Egan leave with mixed emotions. After carefully approaching the hot-tempered ignacis dragon following Asterin’s advice, she’d thoroughly enjoyed their ride from the Summer Court in Elphyne over the cold northern territories of the Winter Court that gave way to the mountainous kingdom of Noxterra, and across the border of Draakonia to the Girisha Pass. Unaccustomed to dragon riding, Idalia appreciated how kind Asterin had been, landing Egan every two hours to allow her to stretch her legs. As such, it had taken them the best part of a day to reach Nathair, the nearest town and the place the academy took its name from, arriving at the inn in the late evening. Despite her aching joints, it had been the most exhilarating ride of Idalia's life. But would that be her last?

Her gaze shifted to the towering mountain in front of her, and her knees trembled. She felt so insignificant.

What if I can’t do this...?

“Hi! I’m Mercy!” the woman at the front of the queue said, interrupting her dark thoughts. The woman was Fæ, with bobbed brown hair, curling horns, and a sprinkle of freckles across her rosy cheeks. 

Between Idalia and Mercy stood a dark elf. The dark elf looked the woman up and down in disdain, her yellow eyes flashing. “‘Mercy’? What a pathetic name. Mercy is for the weak.”

She flicked her white braid away from her shoulders and sneered. Idalia stole a look at her, taking in her dark slate-grey skin, high cheekbones, glittering freckles and yellow eyes that seemed to glow. She was bold and beautiful. Dark elves hailed from Lycia, a mountainous country at war with Draakonia, which had already attempted one invasion of Myrrithia’s western hemisphere. 

What had brought her here, to enemy territory?

Mercy blinked away her surprise before glancing at Idalia and the girl queuing behind her. “My father came here when he was of age. I’ve dreamt of coming here ever since!”

Momentarily taken aback by her bubbling enthusiasm, Idalia realised Mercy was waiting for her reasons for standing in this queue of death. “I’m the youngest of four.” 

“Sucks to be a spare.” The girl behind her said. She was Khandûrni, with dark skin, luscious lips and almond-shaped eyes. She’d bunched her curly hair back into a ponytail. 

Idalia smiled despite herself. “I can’t deny that.”

“I’m Lorelai,” the Khandûrni woman said, offering her hand to those in front. 

Mercy shook it, grinning broadly. 

The dark elf ignored her and her offered hand. 

“Idalia,” Idalia said, shaking her hand. “Nice to meet you. What brings you here?”

“My mum. I’m not a spare, but I still didn’t get a choice.”

Idalia nodded and flashed her a sympathetic smile. 

Taking their seat, the Clerk placed a weight at the top of their scroll. Straightening the papyrus, they took a craft knife and cut the tip of their quill, trimming it to create a flat surface. Cutting a small slit in the centre of the tip, they dipped it into the waiting pot of black ink. Turning a gold hourglass, the black sand within began to fall. 

The Clerk glanced up at the first person in the queue. “Name.”

“Mercy. Mercy Mayfair.”

“Have you got your birth certificate?”

Mercy fumbled in her rucksack and removed a tattered piece of parchment. “Here.”

“Thank you.” 

Making a mark against Mercy’s name, he rolled up the certificate and deposited it in a box divided by numbered spaces. “Please collect it from the Plodge tomorrow after we have drawn up your official enrolment documents.”

There was an extended pause as the Clerk turned their attention to the sand disappearing from the top half of the hourglass to the bottom. 

Mercy glanced from the Clerk to the dark elf, who glowered at her, and Idalia and Lorelai, who shrugged. “Erm, excuse me? Is there anything else you need from me?”

“Unless you have a weapon to declare, no.” The Clerk pressed a single finger to his lips, demanding silence.

Mercy stood still, twiddling her thumbs behind her back.

There was only a puddle of sand left in the top half of the hourglass now. They watched the Clerk reach for a mallet and, as the last grains fell, he swung it and struck the gong. 

Its sonorous note resonated low and deep over the queue, echoing up the mountainside.

Mercy glanced at the Clerk expectantly. 

“You may begin.”

“Thank you, sir.” Adjusting her rucksack, she turned and waved cheerily at them. “Wish me luck!” And, without waiting for them to reply, she began climbing the steps, a skip to her step.

They watched her go, dumbfounded at her gaiety. 

The dark elf gave a derisive snort.

“I’ll have whatever she had!” Lorelai muttered, shaking her head and sending her bushy curls bouncing in their tight ponytail.

Idalia laughed. “I could do with some of that, too.”

The mere thought of scaling the mountain before her, let alone surviving it, was exhausting. 

The Clerk flipped the hourglass over, setting the sand to tumble merrily down.

The dark elf stepped forward. She was only a little taller than Idalia but the point of her ears sharper than those of Fæ. Instead of a rucksack, she had a leather pouch strapped to her utility belt. She wore black leather trousers and a long sleeveless tunic, cut asymmetrically to sit low at the front and long at the back. Reinforced black leather armour adorned her chest and shoulders, while vambraces protected both forearms. She already looked ready for battle. 

The Clerk looked her over with a curious air. “Name.”

“Re’Niah al-Noor Ishida.” She spoke with a slight accent as if she’d learnt the Common Tongue later in life.

“Please may I have your birth certificate?” he asked once he’d noted her name.

“Oddly enough, it wasn’t a priority when I was pulled from the burning ruins of my home.”

The Clerk blinked.

“Of course. In that case, have you your Border Pass?”

Re’Niah passed him an official scroll from the pouch on her utility belt.

“Thank you.”

“Any weapons?”

Re’Niah shook her head.

Checking the scroll, the Clerk rolled it back up before placing it in another space within the box. He then checked the hourglass: a quarter of the sand remained.

Re’Niah raised a brow. “Really?”

“Everything has a time and a place.”

He turned his eyes back to the falling grains as Re’Niah impatiently drummed her fingers against her vambrace, eyeing the disappearing form of Mercy climbing the steps. There was a screech. They looked up to find a bird of prey circling. 

Reaching for the mallet, the Clerk swung it for the second time and Re’Niah leapt forward, bounding up the steps with astounding grace, her light leather boots making no sound. She quickly closed the distance between her and Mercy.

He turned the hourglass on its head once more.

Idalia paced forward, eyeing the steps before her.

From what she remembered, the first stage was deceptively easy and was several miles of steep steps carved into the mountain. It was only midway that the scars from the siege began to show. After that, The Ascent became more treacherous. Or that’s what their tutor had taught them years ago during their training.

“Name.”

“Idalia Soltaire.”

She could hear the Clerk and Lorelai suck in their breath as he wrote her name.

“You’re a Soltaire?” Lorelai stammered.

Idalia nodded. She could feel her cheeks warming self-consciously. 

“Holy shit! Sorry, Your Highness!” And Lorelai bobbed clumsily.

“Honestly, there’s no need,” Idalia said as she passed the Clerk her birth certificate: a grand scroll with gold gilt bearing the official seal of the Summer Court.

Removing the seal, the Clerk unrolled it in awe, drinking in the artistry of its illuminated calligraphy. It was far too big for the box, so he replaced the seal and placed it next to the box instead.

Idalia glanced over at the sand slipping from the top half of the hourglass, trickling down like the grains were part of her very essence. 

Not long now.

Swallowing past the lump in her throat, she winced as her nails bit into her palms and unclenched her sweaty fists. She’d been training for this moment since she could walk, like most spares. But her training had stopped two years ago following her diagnosis. Despite her sister's confidence, she wasn’t sure if she’d make it now...

Idalia watched with bated breath as the Clerk raised their mallet and struck the gong. The dull dong! sounded like a death knell as it wafted over her, but all that filled her ears was her sister’s desperate plea: Don’t fucking die.
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She started her ascent up the stone steps. 

She knew she needed to pace herself. Whether other candidates overtook her or not, that wasn’t a problem. As Asterin said, there was no prize for who came first. And she’d need her strength for when things got interesting...

Adjusting the straps of her rucksack, which was heavy enough despite only containing the essentials for the first week—if she survived, her trunks would be collected from the inn they'd stay at in Nathair. She settled into a gentle rhythm, climbing the steps at a steady yet comfortable pace. She couldn’t afford to skip up the mountain like Mercy or Re’Niah. Keeping her eyes trained on the steps to ensure she didn’t fall, she breathed deeply from her diaphragm. Feeling the cool mountain air fill her lungs, she took slow, rhythmic breaths. Maintaining her pace, she climbed higher and higher up the winding steps to the mountain’s peak.

The gong sounded again, and she heard footfall on the stone steps. 

Had two minutes passed already? 

Her keen Fæ hearing picked up on Lorelai’s approach. 

“Hey! Mind if I walk with you?” Lorelai asked, coming up beside her.

“Sure. I’m not the fastest, though.”

“Probably a wise move given what lies ahead,” Lorelai admitted, matching her pace.

They fell into companionable silence. Idalia let her gaze drift out over the valley. The sun was rising, just beginning to crest the cliff sides and filter into the misty dale, illuminating the forest’s blazing autumn foliage. Though her home in the Summer Court of Elphyne boasted stunning woodland, she had never seen such rugged majesty as the mountains surrounding her. There was a bite to the air that stood in sharp contrast to her homeland's soft, sweet air.

“It’s certainly beautiful,” Idalia breathed.

“I guess.” Lorelai conceded, looking out over the valley. She shrugged. “I’ve stayed here often, so I’m used to it.”

“You have? Is your mum in a Wing of Draakonia’s Air Force?”

Lorelai shifted her gaze. “Yeah, she’s a General. She was sometimes stationed here to help Group Commander Ryker with Manoeuvres, but she’s been posted to the frontline.”

Idalia looked at Lorelai more carefully. “Wait, you’re not General Van Buren’s daughter, are you?”

“Don’t you dare say I look like her!”

Idalia threw up a defensive hand. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

Lorelai breathed a sigh of relief.

“Although...”

Lorelai’s gaze snapped up, eyes blazing only to find Idalia casting her a mischievous smile. “Just kidding!”

The skies were darkening as clouds rolled in from the north, dark and broody. The wind was increasing too, gusting through the valley in relentless waves. It looked like the storm was coming in faster than they’d thought. In the distance, she could see dragons soaring through the valley, circling the mountain, their wings outstretched, effortlessly riding the currents to the peak. She didn’t know if she would ever become accustomed to such magnificence.

“That’s quite a pair of boots to fill,” Idalia said sympathetically, turning her focus on her feet as they climbed the steps.

“Not as much as Soltaire.” Lorelai cast her a wry smile.

Idalia laughed. “You get used to it.”

They continued climbing for what seemed an age. The gathering clouds darkened as they made their way through the rocky terrain. Only the occasional pine tree disturbed the monotonous grey of the mountain’s stone.

All Idalia could feel was the dull ache in her calf and thigh muscles from the repeated exertion of mounting the steps, not to mention the burning sensation in her lungs as they wheezed and gasped for breath. A grinding pain in her hips flashed across her vision and she grimaced. She gazed at the blur of stone steps passing beneath her. At first, she had distracted herself by noting their wear and tear and the occasional scars from battle. Now all she noted was how many there were. They went on forever! Though they were hard and unyielding, her thoughts wandered to the resilience of the people who had dedicated their lives to carving them from the mountain. 

Many candidates overtook them. Some even jogged past with apparent ease, barely a bead of sweat on their brows.

“You can go on ahead,” Idalia said when another candidate overtook them.

Lorelai smiled. “I’m quite happy to take it steady. From what I remember from the maps Mum made me study, the steps give out after this bend.”

They skirted around an enormous crater, scars from the impact of a large projectile, and continued their climb. Finally rounding the bend, they met a cluster of murmuring candidates, their focus intent on the void before them.

It was the midway point where the steps had been destroyed. They came to a sudden crumbling end. Only remnants protruded from the mountainside. In some places, there were several steps together, but these were sporadic. Elsewhere, the ruins were sparse and, at best, only one foot wide. In some places, workmen had cemented narrow planks to the fragments of steps, creating a flimsy walkway that bridged the gaps. But these were covered in lichen and had been battered by time and the elements. 

Idalia gaped at the planks. The wind whipped locks of golden blonde hair free from her braid, and she quickly tucked the errant strands behind her ears. There was a flicker of rain upon its currents. 

Great.

Her heart beat so hard against her chest, she thought it would break free.

“Best get in line,” Lorelai said, guiding her to stand behind a tall Draakonian man with his telltale tribal marking. 

She waited anxiously as candidates took turns to cross the void against a backdrop of ever-darkening skies. Some confidently strode across the flimsy walkway, while others edged along with more care. Though Idalia had once had impeccable balance and could have danced across in her sleep, her body now let her down. She couldn’t risk an attack of fatigue hitting her and knew she would have to take it steady when she crossed.

Heeding her sister’s advice as she waited, she paid attention to those crossing the makeshift bridge, noting the areas that caused problems and those that didn’t. The wind was howling fiercely now, buffeting them this way and that with its icy tendrils.

A droplet of rain landed on her cheek.

“Ah, shit.” Lorelai cursed, looking skywards at the same time as Idalia. “That’s all we need.”

They shared a glance at the walkway in front of them. A tanned Calahearnian male in front of the Draakonian had set off, walking confidently over the planks, hands by his side, as if he were taking a gentle morning stroll. Taking a deep breath, the Draakonian stepped out after him just as the heavens opened and rain cascaded down. 

“How are your boots?” Idalia asked, checking her soles.

“My boots?” Lorelai cast her a confused look.

“Are they new?”

“Yes.”

“Better rough up their edges to help improve their grip,” Idalia said, demonstrating by scrapping hers against the stone. "They don’t have the same grip as climbing shoes."

“Good idea!”

Together, they scuffed the soles of their boots. 

It was her turn.

Idalia wiped the rain from her face with her arm and eyed the walkway before her, refusing to look beyond the wet planks.

Lorelai squeezed her shoulder. “Good luck. I’ll be right behind you.”

Forcing a smile, she was just about to step out when an ear-splitting scream wrought the air. Her gaze whipped forward just in time to catch sight of the blonde Calahearnian slipping on a slimy plank and losing his balance. Falling with sickening speed, he slammed against the rocks below, abruptly cutting off his cries. Idalia made the mistake of watching his body bounce down the mountainside. Blood and bits of bone splattered the rocky surface. She felt her stomach somersault.

Head reeling, she straightened herself and sucked in a breath.

An eery silence befell the waiting candidates, and Idalia felt all eyes turn on her in expectation. Would she chicken out? 

Bending, she quickly filled her pockets with rough debris from the steps and scattered a handful on the planks in front of her. The bits of stone and dust soaked up the moisture from the slippery lichen. It was just enough to cover the first metre or so. 

And with that, she stepped out.
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The trick worked. With the grit and her roughed-up soles increasing traction as she walked across the timber, she didn’t slip. Wind and rain continued to lash at her, whirling around from all directions. She held one hand out to the mountain, clutching onto any handhold she could. Not daring to keep her gaze anywhere but firmly in front of her, she edged across the basic path. The stone was cold under her touch and rough. It scrapped the skin of her palms. She came to the edge of the debris that she’d scattered and tentatively placed a foot out in front of her. There was enough dirt covering their soles to allow her to take several more steps safely. She came to a patch of yellow-green lichen with a distinct skid mark cutting its centre. This must have been where the man had slipped. Gripping the rocky side with both hands, she carefully scuffed the fungus with the toe of her foot, breaking it up before scattering some dirt atop it.

“Good thinking,” Lorelai said, coming up behind her. “I did the same and filled my pockets. We can take turns.”

Idalia flashed her a smile. “Great. Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

Idalia edged forward, boots gripping easily to the gritted boards. They trailed after the Draakonian, following the rickety walkway rounding the mountain’s curves. Keeping her eyes on the candidates ahead, she avoided areas of weakness and danger, and, with Lorelai’s help, they left a trail of dust and debris behind them.

The way was painfully slow. Some boards were arranged so steeply she was forced to scramble up them on her knees. At such times, Idalia kept her focus purely on the planks beneath her hands and not on the sheer drop beside her. No matter how much the howling wind and rain tried to lure her attention away. 

Slowly, they climbed higher and higher, grateful for the grit in their pockets to make their way less precarious. 

How far up are we? Surely, if we continued like this, we could reach the steps to the academy within the next hour...

Rounding a corner, there was a sudden cry from above. Jerking their gazes upwards, they found a Khandûrni wolfman falling from a higher section of the walkway. Splintered boards rained down on them as he tumbled down the mountainside, grappling for purchase. The rough surface scrapped his knees and tore at his nails. Unable to slow his descent, he hit a girl ten paces in front of Idalia. The force of the impact exploded the fragile board she was on and together they fell, disappearing from view. Their desperate cries echoed back, only to be cut off by a sickening crunch! when they struck the rocks.

There was a moment of stunned silence, then panic erupted as the planks on either side of the missing one buckled, breaking apart with chilling creaks. Those on them scrambled for safety. Lucky ones found handholds on the cliff face, those less lucky fell with the wooden debris. As one woman fell, she let out a terrified scream, hands flailing, only to catch hold of the Draakonian’s ankles. 

Idalia watched in horror as the woman pulled him down with her. 
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Idalia gazed out across the void in front of her. At least five metres of planks had fallen. Now, all that remained was the odd ruined step protruding from the rocks. 

Wind screamed up the mountainside, buffeting her from side to side as she clung to the cliffside. Heart in her throat, she glanced over her shoulder to see the fear in Lorelai’s face mirroring that chilling her stomach.

They were going to have to traverse the distance.

Lorelai licked her dry lips and scanned the rock face. “You can do it. There’s a ledge just there. Easy peasy.”

Idalia turned and nodded, noticing the jutting-out ridge. “Good idea.”

It was typical for spares to cover all manner of skills as part of their training to enter Nathair Caisteal, and bouldering was no exception. She used to enjoy it, but it had been several years since she’d done it. And in the weeks following her father’s change of heart, Asterin had only helped her with strength training, her assumption being that all Idalia’s other training would instinctively kick in. 

It was time to put that theory to the test.

Don’t look down. 

Exhaling deeply, Idalia dipped her sweaty palms into her pockets of grit and dusted the excess off. It might not be as effective as chalk, but it would have to do. 

Finding a handhold close to the end of the plank, she braced her right knee against the rock face before resting her left further along. Taking opposing footholds to stabilise herself, she reached for the ledge Lorelai had noticed. 

It was just out of reach.

She needed more leverage. 

Mouth set in grim determination, she lifted herself with her right hand, pulling herself back and round to swing across the distance. Cursing the weight of her rucksack, her shoulder joints screamed hotly but her hand successfully clasped around her target hold. Ignoring her burning joints, her feet took tiny ballet steps to bridge the gap. Then, letting go, she brought her right hand to meet her left and gripped the handhold with both hands.

There was an excited whoop! from Lorelai, but, fearful of losing her balance, Idalia didn’t look back. Instead, she focused on moving forward, which was slightly easier, thanks to regular handholds. However, they became less frequent the closer Idalia got to the other side.

Edging along on the frontal part of her boots, she spied an old metal nail sticking out from the ruins of a step. Testing it with her toe and finding it sturdy, she used it to sidestep across the gap. Breathing a sigh of relief as she landed on the walkway, she turned to find Lorelai shimmying across the space with all the ease of a Felidaeon, the oversized mountain cats from Noxterra. 

Desperate not to distract her, Idalia waited as patiently as she could, ignoring the rain as she bounced on the balls of her feet. Grabbing hold of Lorelai when she stepped onto the board, they grinned at one another.

“Easy peasy!” Lorelai repeated.

“Don’t talk too soon!” Idalia laughed. “Let’s go.”

The walkway was only one plank wide here and Idalia picked her way carefully along, one hand constantly seeking handholds on the mountainside. Just in case.

They continued in silence for what seemed like hours, concentrating on picking out the safest route up the mountain. Wind and rain swirled around them, threatening to rip them off at any moment. 

Scattering the grit from their pockets, they advanced with relative surefootedness. When they reached the section that had fallen apart earlier, they braced themselves as they sought the best ridges and ledges to traverse the gap. Then, the walkway ended and before them was the base of a rope ladder, cemented and nailed to the stone. 

Shielding her eyes from the rain, Idalia looked up and saw a series of rope ladders connecting the remaining sections of steps. They were close. She could spy the crest of the mountain’s peak. 

As she looked, a rung split near the top, its rope unwinding, causing the woman using it to lose her footing. Reaching for a handhold, the woman let out a cry as she slipped, plummeting straight for Idalia.

Pulled out of the way by Lorelai, the woman slammed into the walkway, bouncing off and down the mountainside before either of them could help. The only evidence of her fall was a smear of blood and a stray tooth just where Idalia had been standing.

“That was close!” Lorelai breathed, neck straining to look up.

“Thanks,” Idalia stammered.

“Don’t mention it. Best to test the rungs as you go,” she advised as Idalia reached for the foot of the ladder.

Dipping her hands once more into the remaining grit in her pockets, she noticed the Ascent had taken its toll on them. She hated to think of the scratches hidden beneath the dirt. Praying to the gods that there was hot water at the top of this godsdamn mountain, she thought longingly of the herbs in her rucksack and the bath she would have.

Tugging the rope with her hand, she pulled herself up, testing each rung before committing herself to it. The wind whipped around them, causing the ladder to sway and lurch. Thankfully, the anchors held firm. Their climb was slow, but she didn’t care.

Approaching the person above her, she realised she’d reached the top of the first set of ladders. It was attached to the edge of the next flight of damaged steps. Scrambling onto their remains, the person before her dusted themselves down before queuing to climb the next set of ladders.

Idalia looked down to where Lorelai was climbing. “We’re near the top!”

“Thank fuck for that.”

“Oh, sorry. Not the ‘top’ top. Just the top of these ladders. There’s at least one more to climb.”

“I thought it was too good to be true.” Lorelai sighed as she slumped against the rope ladder, causing it to wobble.

“Hey!” a voice hollered from below.

“Sorry!” Lorelai cried down, her cheeks reddening.

Nearing the edge of the steps, Idalia changed her grip from the ladder to the steps, finding purchase on the rough stone. She clambered up, stepping back to give Lorelai room to climb up. Joining the queue, they craned their necks. The ladder was longer than the first and ended abruptly at a rocky outcrop. They caught each other’s excited eyes.

Could they be near the top?

Heated voices drifted down to them, too muffled and battered by the raging winds to be discernible.

“Someone’s pissed,” Lorelai muttered out of the side of her mouth.

When Idalia's turn came, she checked the strength of the rung before pulling herself up. Hand over hand, she climbed higher. Halfway up, she hooked an arm around the rope and wiped the rain off her face with her sleeve. Peering upwards, she noticed the skies were lightening. There was a sudden gust of wind, and the ladder trembled, swinging precariously. Idalia gripped on for dear life, a foot slipping as the ladder rolled. If it hadn’t been anchored to the steps below, she would have turned full circle. On the verge of hurling insults at the person responsible for the wobbly ladder, she flinched when an odd chirping sound filled the air.

A Dragon. 

Clinging on, Idalia peered over her shoulder to find a white dragon hovering not six feet away from her. The majestic beast filled her vision, blocking out the weak sunlight creeping through the parting clouds. The dragon beat her giant leathery wings, blue eyes intent as they stared straight at her, and something within Idalia clicked. 

The air gusted and warped with such ferocity that it took all her strength to cling on. With a chuff of hot steam, the dragon growled deeply in their throat while warm air enveloped her. The stench was overwhelming, of smoke and rotten flesh. Quickly closing her eyes, she swapped to breathing out of her mouth instead of her nose to avoid gagging.

“Don’t move!” Lorelai hissed urgently up to her. “Stay perfectly still. Keep your eyes down. But don’t close them!”

Idalia quickly reopened her eyes, keeping them low as she bowed her head.

There was a terrifying moment of quiet as she clung to the swaying ladder before the mighty beast.

What were they doing? Will they eat me before I even reach the top?

The dragon leant forward until their snout was inches from her, and then they sniffed. She could feel the air eddy as the giant creature breathed her in. Despite her sister’s advice, all she could do was look down at the distant valley below them. 

Shit. That’s a long way down!

She gulped and sent a prayer to whichever gods would hear her.

Please don’t let me die today! Please don’t let me die today!

Hearing a chirp, she felt warm air smelling of mutton gust over her. She did her best not to retch. 

There was a flap of wings, and the dragon was gone. Leaving behind Idalia clinging to the swaying rope ladder.

“You okay, Idalia?”

“What the hell?!” Idalia gasped, voice scratchy in her throat.

“It’s pretty normal. Or so mother says. Some like to check out potential riders.”

“‘Check out’? It near enough breathed me in!”

“You obviously smell good.”

“Wish I could say the same about them!”

Lorelai laughed. “They do reek, don’t they?”

“You're not kidding! I swear, if I survive to become a dragon rider, I’m going to brush my dragon’s teeth!” she ground out, continuing to climb the ladder.

“I’d love to see that!”

As she approached the top of the ladder, the heated voices she’d heard earlier grew louder.

Swapping her handhold from the ladder to the ruined stone steps, she hauled herself up and was surprised to find Mercy and Re’Niah arguing at the base of a craggy cliff. The top of the mountain—and Nathair Caisteal—lay just at the top of the sheer climb.

“Go on ahead if I’m slowing you down!” Mercy grumbled, stepping aside to let Re’Niah pass.

The dark elf was standing akimbo, lips turned into a sneer. "And miss all the fun?" Re’Niah quipped.

Cursing, Mercy flung one hand over the other as she climbed up the bluff. She made slow progress, hunting out the most favourable handholds before committing to them. Only when she was almost to the top did Re’Niah begin her ascent, jumping up the wall with all the grace and dexterity of a goat. It only took her a matter of minutes for her to reach her, by which time Mercy was scrambling over the ridge. Before she could pull her legs up, Re’Niah grabbed her by the ankle and yanked hard. With a scream, Mercy slammed into the grass at the top of the ridge. Her face hit the hard ground, the impact knocking her teeth.

“What the hell?!” She turned around, blood pouring down her chin.

“Like I said, ‘Mercy is for the weak.’ You have no place here,” Re’Niah snarled and pulled again, ripping her off the rock face before letting go.

She fell with alarming speed, hands flying, failing to find purchase. Smashing into the ruined steps, her body tumbled away and out of sight. Her screams echoed after her.
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Idalia's shocked gaze met that of Lorelai, and the other candidates huddled against the rock face. She looked up to find Re’Niah swinging her legs over the ridge and disappearing from view.

“We should get moving,” Idalia said, turning to Lorelai.

“How do we know she won’t be waiting for us?” A female candidate asked, skulking out from the shadows.

“You don’t,” Idalia said simply. And, when no one made any sign of moving, she went forward, finding a firm handhold on the cliff before levering herself up. 

Scrambling up, one hand over the other, Idalia ignored the burning ache in her shoulders and the dizzying thunder of blood in her ears. She’d come so far, she wasn’t going to back down now. Not even if Re’Niah was waiting for her. Spying a loose scrap of stone, she stuffed it into her pocket. She wouldn’t go down without a fight. 

A wind blew, skimming the ground and mussing her hair as she crested the ridge. It carried with it the smell of earth and grass. Compared to the stony dry air of the climb, it smelt heavenly. She gulped it down like it was manna from the heavenly realm of Målilore. 

Glancing warily around for Re’Niah, or anyone else hell-bent on throwing her off the cliff, she breathed a sigh of relief to find the immediate area deserted. She eagerly pulled herself up, removing her rucksack to collapse onto the soft grass with ragged breaths. The air was thinner here, but it tasted fresh. Inhaling deeply, it hardly felt like the air entered her lungs, let alone filled them. Suddenly beset with the shakes, she tried to calm her beating heart by taking another deep breath. Her head began to spin. The adrenaline of the past few hours was catching up with her. She closed her eyes, relishing the feel of the hard ground beneath her. 

Finally, feeling her heart slow and the shakes abate, she peeled her eyes open. All she could see was a sky scudded with clouds. It was now a brilliant blue, the storm a distant memory. This high up, its heavenly dome seemed almost within reach. As if she could hold up a hand and touch it. A dragon flew overhead, silhouetted against the blue. She gazed at them in wonder as they rode the currents on outstretched wings that were semi-translucent in the sun.

I made it...

She let out a nervous laugh only to grimace as pain flashed through her in waves so strong they stole her breath away. Her joints ached like hell. She could feel them slowly stiffening, locking into place. She needed to move while she could—but she was so unbelievably tired! It was as if her body had suddenly turned to lead. 

“If you've quite finished sunbathing, you should get up off your ass and cross the finish line.”

Finish line?

Propping herself up on her elbows with a grimace, she looked over her shoulders to find a tall man standing over her. Silhouetted against the sun cresting the mountain, she couldn’t make out his features, just his outline. 

He offered her a hand. The dark blue mark of a bonded rider decorated its back. “You haven’t officially finished.”

“Oh, yeah. Thanks,” she said, accepting it.

“Wow. You're warm!” he exclaimed.

Idalia blushed. He was referring to her being Sun Kissed, a natural gift heirs of the Summer Court were born with. 

“I guess it’s from the climb,” she said sheepishly.

Pulled to her feet, she was shocked to find her legs wobbling uncontrollably. She clung to him when she lost her balance.

“Jelly legs!” he said with a smile. “It’s normal after an exerting climb like that.”

Lorelai crested the ridge and struggled onto the grass. Idalia was glad to see her wheezing just as heavily as she had.

“The name’s Cooper,” he said, offering his other hand to Lorelai who took it with thanks. “Cooper Clawcross. I’ll be your guide this morning.”

Standing a foot taller than her, she noted his easy smile and glossy brown hair. He was Draakonian with a tribal mark curling around his forearm. 

“Idalia. It’s nice to meet you,” Idalia said, massaging her calves as Lorelai straightened.

“Why are you still here?” Lorelai gasped, holding her side against a stitch.

“She didn’t realise this wasn’t the finish line,” Cooper offered, hazel eyes twinkling. He crossed his arms across his muscular chest. He was wearing the black uniform of a rider. “That, and she has jelly legs.”

Lorelai chuckled to see Idalia’s trembling legs.

Idalia shot her an accusatory look. “It’s not funny! When will they stop?”

I have enough to worry about without having to think about wibbly legs!

“Soon. They’re common after The Ascent.”

Indeed, Idalia could spy other candidates who’d survived the climb struggling to walk with legs wobbling like jelly. 

“Let’s keep going. They’ll ease off quicker if you warm down slowly. Let’s go sign in and look at getting some breakfast. I’m starving!” Lorelai said and started up the steps to the gates of the monastery.

“There’s food?” Having been unable to eat anything at breakfast, it was only then that she realised how hungry she was. 

Legs still shaking, she stumbled, and Cooper caught her. Blushing, she smiled gratefully up at him. “Thanks.”

“That’s what breakfast is,” Lorelai flashed her a lopsided smile.

“Mess does the best!” Cooper enthused, helping her up the steps. 

“Come on. Let’s sign in, clean up, and get some food!” Lorelai said, running ahead.

Idalia looked up. And up. Steep walls painted in white stretched high above them. Windows studded the top of the fortress's immense wall, where the paint changed from white to a swathe of vermillion that bordered the golden roof tiles. 

Following Lorelai, Idalia admired the cypress, pine and Dove Tail trees that lined the steps to the gates. However, she couldn’t see any Dragon’s Bane roses that were unique to the mountain. They were said to grant you your heart’s desire. She’d have to enquire where they grew, as she’d longed to see them since childhood. 

Reaching the last step, Lorelai washed her hands at a small well in the wall. Copying, Idalia then took up position behind Lorelai as she signed in, waiting for her turn, her legs almost back to normal, she noticed the view over her shoulder and let out a gasp.

“Stunning, isn’t it?” Cooper said.

Idalia could do nothing but nod. The mist had lifted, revealing the valley below in all its glory. The leaves of the trees formed a patchwork quilt, displaying a mix of evergreens, yellows, burnt oranges, and fiery reds illuminated by the late morning sun. Black dots skimmed the treetops—birds and, higher up, dragons. She could see at least five from her vantage point, either flying to the academy or away to the East. 

Seeing her gaze following the dragons, Cooper drew close, pointing in the same direction. “Over there’s The Aerie. The nesting ground of the dragons. It’s forbidden to humans.”

In the distance, where he pointed, she could see a smoking volcano, in stark contrast to the lush valley surrounding it.

Next up, she tore her gaze from the vista sprawled before her and signed in. Walking through a portcullis, she entered a large courtyard. It was bustling with candidates and riders. Some candidates were consoling others while some were puking their guts up. Despite its immense size, the courtyard felt cramped because of the tall walls that enclosed it.

“This is the Quad,” Cooper said, walking before them. “From here you can access the Air Vice-Marshal's office, as well as those of the magai and Group Commanders.” He gestured to a door on the west side of the square. Before pointing to the room behind them. “And the Plodge is here.”

“‘Plodge’?”

“‘Porter's Lodge.’ It serves as the academy's reception and mail room," Cooper explained. “Once sorted, any post you receive will be placed in your pigeonhole for you to collect. They’re just outside the Great Hall. No packages are allowed, though. Not since the Lycians tried mailing a bomb. There’s always a Clerk on duty at the Plodge, night and day. They can help with general enquiries, timetables, illnesses, things like that. You’ll collect your birth certificate from here tomorrow. And over there,” he motioned to the eastern corner of the Quad, “is the chapel. High Priest Laurent is great and holds evening prayers every Sun—"

“Idie!”

Idalia turned around at the sound of her nickname to find someone running into her, dragging her into a strong embrace.

“You made it! You didn’t die!” Asterin shrieked happily, swinging her around in a happy dance.

Despite her fatigue and weak legs, Idalia felt her heart swell to bursting as she hugged her sister back. “I didn’t die!”

Cooper and Lorelai exchanged a bemused look.

“You know one another?”

“She’s my little sister, Cooper.”

His eyes widened as his gaze swept from Asterin to Idalia and back again. “But she’s so hot!”

Asterin punched him on his arm. “Pig! She’s also out of bounds. Got it?”

“So, you're Sun Kissed, too? Guess that explains why you were warm to the touch,” he said, referring to her warm hands from earlier.

She blushed.

“Fuck me. Not another.”

Everyone turned around to see two men standing nearby in rider black. They were both Fæ from the Winter Court, and their eyes glinted menacingly in her direction. One had dark hair, while the other had white.

Idalia felt her heart stutter and stop. 

The white-haired one stood at least two feet taller than her, with powerful arms crossed over a muscular chest. His white-grey hair was windswept, tousled in a way that made her fingers itch to feel the silky strands between them. He had a strong jaw and perfectly chiselled lips. At this precise moment, they were curled into a sneer. 

She blushed to find her eyes drawn to them. Her mind wandered involuntarily to what they would feel like against hers. How they would feel caressing her neck... 

“What are you doing here?” The Winter Fæ advanced until he towered over her. Twin scimitars protruded from his leather back sheath and a black dragon mark swirled upon the back of his left hand.

She could feel an unnatural coolness rolling off him, causing a shiver of anticipation to trickle up her spine in the most delicious of ways. Growing up in her father's court, she’d seen plenty of attractive men, but this one was off the charts. 

“One Soltaire’s bad enough. I thought you were the last?” The Winter Fæ turned on Asterin.

“You should be so lucky, Twatface. Now, zip your flies up, Boreas, or your brain might fall out,” Asterin quipped, glaring at him with barely controlled contempt.

The dark-haired Fæ next to Boreas guffawed at Asterin’s witty comeback and Boreas cut him a look. The Fæ quickly fell silent and adopted an equally peed-off air.

Idalia stared at him in open horror. Boreas? As in Prince Boreas?

But there was no mistaking his eyes. They were steel blue with white snowflake-shaped irises and they were narrowed on her.

Snowflake-shaped irises...

She’d last seen him aged eleven during the Unification of the Courts, a centennial celebration marking the alliance initiated by Emperor de Marc almost one thousand years ago. Every hundred years, the emperor hosted a gala to commemorate the union at his Forever Palace in Noxterra, an event the royal families of Elphyne’s Winter and Summer Courts were obliged to attend. Emperor de Marc, as the Warden of the Courts, envisioned the accord as a means to fortify Elphyne against potential invasions. Instead, the agreement faced dissent from both sides and had done nothing to lessen the rivalry between the two courts.

A memory of her cousins taunting a terrified boy with white hair and snow-flaked irises came back to her. 

Shit.

She stared at her family's enemy with a mixture of loathing and shame.

“Father never mentioned a de Marc being here?” Idalia hissed to Asterin.

“You never asked.” Asterin countered with a shrug. “What does it matter?” she said, glaring at the two Winter Fæ. “We’re all equal before dragon fire. Come on, let’s show you the Mess Hall.”

And she shouldered her way past Boreas.
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Feeling the heat of Boreas’s gaze on her as they crossed the Quad, they passed through a fortified Barbican and entered a large chamber where several entrances converged. It was here that the pigeonholes Cooper had mentioned were located. 

“That’s the entrance to the Great Hall,” Cooper explained, pointing to a large pair of imposing double oak doors on the left, their cast iron strap hinges gleaming dully in the dim light of the hallway. “And this is the Mess.” 

Entering a matching pair of doors on the right, they found themselves in a busy canteen where well-worn oak tables had been arranged in four long rows. Benches lined their sides and the runes for the four units decorated each table’s centre. Warming aromas of porridge, honey, bacon, sausage, and savoury dumplings wafted through the air. Idalia’s stomach groaned in appreciation.

Shouldering her rucksack, she queued with the others as they waited to be served. Chatting with Cooper, she discovered he was in his third and final year with Asterin, but in Integrity, Unit One, unlike Asterin who was in Unit Three, Discipline.

“Same as Boreas?” Idalia asked.

“Yeah, he’s our Squadron Leader,” Cooper explained. "He got promoted at the end of last year.”

“Why would anyone promote him?”

“I don’t know what beef you guys have with one another, but he’s okay,” Cooper said. “Strict, but okay. And he’s an expert rider: powerful and talented.”

Asterin ignored him. “He’s a de Marc. He can never be okay. That’s why I call him Twatface.”

“It’s an old family dispute between the Courts,” Idalia explained. “The Emperor of Noxterra made the two Courts unite when the Lycians invaded Draakonia, claiming, ‘They were stronger together.’ It never went down well with our ancestors. There were fights, and people died.”

“Needless to say, we hate one another. It’s mutual,” Asterin summarised brightly.

It was their turn to be served.

“This is the wonderful Kendal,” Cooper said, changing the subject as he accepted a plate full of hot food from the server. “She’ll fix you the best meals!”

The server blushed. “Oh, you! Always thinking about your stomach!” She was a young Draakonian with a tribal marking across the right side of her face. She wore her brown hair tied back into a tight bun. “Anything you fancy, let us know, and we’ll do our best to prepare it for you. Got to keep our riders fit and strong!”

“Thank you. That’s very kind of you,” Idalia said, accepting a bowl of steaming porridge with a smile. 

Kendal spooned a hearty dollop of honey on top of it and winked. “Fresh from our hives.”

“Oh, wow!” Idalia brought the bowl close and sniffed, catching a hint of something floral. A rose? “It smells divine!”

“That’ll be the Dragon’s Bane roses. The bees love them!” 

“‘Dragon’s Bane roses’? I can’t wait to see them. I’ve heard so much about them. Do they really glow?” Idalia asked curiously.

“Like stars,” Kendal said, with wide dreamy eyes.

“I can’t wait!”

“You’ll love them! Help yourself to sesum and coffee. There’s also blood for the vampires,” Kendal said, nodding her head towards the metal decanters at the end of the line. Several thermoses stood next to them, probably containing the blood Kendal had mentioned. While gruesome, Idalia supposed it was preferable to the vampires finding alternative sources of nourishment during their time at Nathair Caisteal.

Idalia had never tried sesum, a speciality tea of Draakonia, so helped herself to the steaming green tea. It was aromatic, with a zesty zing to it that made it popular as a morning beverage.

Asterin led them towards one of four tables laid out in the Mess Hall. This one had the ancient Draakonian rune for Integrity engraved in its centre. The canteen was slowly filling up as survivors of The Ascent filed in. One, a tall Draakonian with a brand puckering his neck, shouldered past her, almost sending her flying.

A convict.

“Hey! Watch where you're going! Next time I’ll smash your face in!” He snarled, eyes flashing arrogantly.

Asterin snarled back. “You watch it. Or the dragons will teach you some manners.”

“Don’t worry. Some people just can’t help being assholes,” Cooper said, throwing him a glare.

“What crime would he have committed?” Idalia asked, avoiding his glare as she sat at the table.

“Murder or manslaughter. Only criminals of major felonies must serve out their sentence here.”

“Is that safe?”

He shrugged. “If the Trials don’t get them, the dragons will. It also helps keep prison numbers down.”

“Eat up,” Asterin said, drawing their attention. “Once everyone has signed in, the Group Commanders will conduct a roll call and then sort you into your units.”

“Which do you hope to end up in? Integrity, Loyalty, Discipline or Courage?” Lorelai asked Idalia, listing the four units named after the values of the DAF, Draakonian Air Force. 

“Discipline, of course!” Asterin said, with a loud whoop! seeking others in her unit.

Several riders from nearby tables turned around and returned the call.

Idalia grinned. “I’d love to serve with my sister.”

“Of course, you do!” Asterin pulled her into a hug. She turned to Lorelai. “What about you?” 

“My mother was in Unit One, Integrity, so she’s hoping I’ll be sorted into it as well.”

“It’s not up to her,” Cooper interjected.

“Tell that to my mother,” Lorelai muttered.

“She sounds like a right battle-axe!” Asterin said out of the corner of her mouth. 

“Oh, she is...” Lorelai sighed into her food.

Asterin raised an eyebrow in Idalia's direction. 

“Her mother's General Van Buren,” Idalia explained.

“No fucking way!” Cooper cried as Asterin gawped at Lorelai.

A lilting whistle caught Idalia's attention.

No... It couldn’t be...

Her gaze snapped to Asterin who had also stilled, eyes widening in surprise. The two women whirled around as one to find a handsome Fæ with blonde hair and dazzling blue eyes walking towards them. Stubble shadowed his jaw and his hair curled unabashedly around his ears. A fresh graze marred his cheekbone. 

“Orion?!” Idalia gaped at her cousin in shock. 

“We’re not one of your horses, you know!” Asterin teased with a wag of her finger, referring to his whistle. “What are you doing here?” She got to her feet and embraced her cousin.

“Oh, Father felt inspired by Idalia’s courage and said I ought to enrol and do my bit. The joys of being a spare.” He gave a lopsided smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. 

“That sounds about right for Uncle Phoebus!” Asterin gave a derisive snort.

“Well, uncle’s loss is our gain,” Idalia said, standing to embrace her cousin. 

“You survived The Ascent, okay?” Orion asked, sitting in the space next to Idalia and leaning an elbow against the table.

“It was gruelling, but I didn’t die,” she grinned.

“That’s always a good sign,” he grinned back before his jovial air melted to one more serious. “And are you... feeling okay?”

“Never better,” she replied brightly. Idalia knew he was referring to her illness. Truth be told, she was exhausted. Her joints ached profusely, but she wasn’t going to concern him or Asterin. Once she was alone, she’d take something to ease the pain. Until then, she was determined not to show any signs of weakness.

“Have you eaten?” Lorelai asked. “They'll finish serving soon.”

“Yes, thank you. I was starving! The food here is so good! Anyway, I’ll catch you at the roll call. Hopefully, we’ll be sorted together.”

He turned to leave and walked straight into the dark-haired Fæ who had been with Boreas earlier. A long sword was sheathed at his waist. The Fæ snarled. “Not another Soltaire!”

“Move out of the way, Severn.”

“Oh, you remember me?” Severn looked down his nose at him in amusement.

“I don’t easily forget my enemies of the Winter Court. But I don’t know you,” he said haughtily, turning to the woman by Severn’s side.

She was Fæ, with short lilac hair that contrasted wildly against her brown skin. There was a smattering of sparkling gold freckles across her nose and cheeks, like tiny gold nuggets. A gold mark decorated her central brow and golden horns protruded from either side of her temple while a dark green dragon mark adorned the back of her left hand.

Framed by thick lashes, her big hazel eyes narrowed on Orion. "Ah, but I’ve heard of you, Orion Soltaire.”

“And you are...?”

She straightened her shoulders, raising her chin defiantly. A crossbow was strapped to her back. “Vesper Aline. Daughter of Sir Driscoll of Loxwood.”

“More cronies from the Winter Court. I should've known it,” Orion growled, taking a step forward.

Vesper took a step forward, too. Though she stood several feet shorter than Orion, her gaze was no less terrifying. “You can talk, princey.” Glancing over, she smirked at a small gathering of Summer Fæ waiting for Orion. “You don’t waste your time, do you?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” Orion shouldered his way past her to join his friends.

“Not another one.”

Everyone looked up at the sound of Boreas's icy tones. It had its desired effect. Everyone froze, including Orion, whose eyes widened in trepidation.

Boreas had entered the Mess and was walking towards them, his steely blue eyes flashing perilously as he advanced. He stopped in front of Orion who stood just a couple of inches shorter than him. “If I catch you up to your old tricks, Orion, I’ll give you a token to match your brother's. That reminds me, how are Sorin and his thumb?” he asked, lips curling cruelly. 

Orion gulped and inched backwards.

Boreas sneered. “Now beat it, Soltaire, before I beat you.”

“Stop that!” 

All eyes turned on Idalia as she realised she’d spoken out loud. Boreas rounded on her, eyes narrowing until they were all she saw. An icy chill rolled off him, but she tilted her chin and held her ground. It was then she noticed the shadows writhing like snakes from under the canteen’s tables. They slithered closer and closer, winding their wispy tendrils around his feet.

Shadow magic! He’s bonded with an obsolarnes dragon. Crap. 

From what
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