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Of Masks & Iron

Book Two of the Warring Hearts series 

Copyright © 2025 Georgiana Kent and Urban Myth Publishing. All rights reserved. 

https://georgianakent.com/

This book is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents and dialogue are drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or person, living or dead, is fictionalised or coincidental.

For any inquiries regarding this book, or if you find any errors, please email:

georgianakent@georgianakent.com 

Please note that my books are written in British English.

No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any form, stored in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means — electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise — without prior written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
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Although this story can be enjoyed on its own, it takes place in an interconnected world shared by the other books in the Warring Hearts series.

For the richest experience—and to catch all the references woven into this tale—I recommend starting with:

Warring Hearts, Book 1: Of Wings and Fury

https://books.georgianakent.com/ofwingsandfurydiscount 

Of Masks & Iron: A Prequel Novella

This free novella provides key background events and character history referenced throughout the book.

https://books.georgianakent.com/beforethemask 



Author’s Note

Of Masks & Iron is a companion novel that unfolds alongside Book 1, revealing what was happening in the shadows while those familiar events played out. You don’t need to read the two books back-to-back—in fact, spacing them out can make the experience even richer—because what you thought you knew is only half the story...



Reading these first will make the world, characters, and their struggles even more immersive as you journey onward into this romantasy.

As always, special editions with hand-drawn artwork and bonus extras are available on my website: https://georgianakent.com/

Happy reading!

Your author,

Georgiana
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For Those Who Love What Should Be Forbidden—And For The Men Who Place The Torch In Their Women's Hands And Whisper, Set Fate Ablaze.
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Reader Note: Of Masks and Iron is a heart-stopping romantasy about an assassin who falls irrevocably in love with her target at a war college. Within these pages lie shadows, battles, and the echoes of old wounds. This tale walks through war and betrayal, through bloodshed and vengeance, and into the fierce, forbidden love between an assassin and her mark.

Readers will encounter: violence, injury, death, abuse, grooming, coercive power dynamics, emotional trauma, strong language, and sexual content (on and off the page).

Tread gently, dear reader—some paths in this story are dark, but they lead to the light.
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Re'Niah 

~ THE DAY AFTER ~

The assassin code is simple:

Never bend. Never break. And never fall in love with your target.

With revenge burning deep in her heart, Re'Niah had something far bloodier than love in mind for her next mark—the prince of Draakonia, son of the man responsible for her family’s death.

Mount Nathair loomed before her, shrouded in the gauzy veil of dawn’s mist. Even craning her neck, she couldn’t glimpse Nathair Caisteal, the legendary dragon-rider school that crowned its summit—a former monastery that had since traded pilgrims for warriors. The elite riders forged here graduated into the Draakonian Air Force.

Once sacred; now a war machine. Fitting. She almost laughed at the irony.

A woman of deadly beauty emerged from the shadows beneath the trees, dark tendrils curling at her ankles like desperate hands—Lady Morgan le Fay.

Shadow travel always left Re’Niah nauseous, and this time was no exception. Still queasy, she braced a hand against a tree, willing her stomach to settle. She couldn’t afford weakness—not with the first trial, The Ascent, standing between her and her target. 

Not after last night.

“Our intel confirms that Prince Taevion Kranis I is going by the name Ty Talenn. We’ll contact you via the Calling Stone once a week,” the sorceress said, careful not to step beyond the treeline. “The king expects regular updates on your progress, Velzarin. You’ll need to find somewhere secluded for our conversations—somewhere we won’t be overheard.”

With duty calling, Re'Niah bowed, forming the Lutharin, the sacred sign of the circle at her brow. “Zharvel valeth. The shadows whisper, and I obey.”

“You have a month, Velzarin,” Lady Morgan reminded her, cold blue eyes flashing. “Do not disappoint. I’ll contact you tonight once you’ve chosen a suitable meeting place. There, I’ll return the rest of your belongings and weapons. You have your Border Pass?”

Re'Niah’s amber-gold eyes narrowed on her. Heat flooded her dark-grey skin and glittering freckles—hallmarks of the Nirithvel of Lycia—as she retrieved the roll of parchment with a vicious flick. That earned a thin smile from the sorceress.

“Remember—King Korath doesn’t want you drawing unnecessary attention. Keep a low profile. Create your persona and hide behind it.”

Re’Niah stiffened. Korath. 

His name alone was a bruise she carried beneath her ribs.

Unbidden, memories pressed in—the cold bite of the Oath Stone on her back, the shadowed confines of his throne room, his hand on her jaw as he murmured, “You were marked for me the moment you stepped into Velrithan. A weapon like you belongs to no one else.”

His proposal. His coercion. Wrapped in power and duty so tightly she couldn’t see where the threat ended and the promise began.

She hated that she hadn’t said no. 

She hated more that he’d known she wouldn’t.

She inhaled sharply, grounding herself in the rough bark beneath her palm. The world continued with infuriating normalcy—the wind in the pines, the taste of mist, the steady thrum of her own heart.

“Thur velin rash, Thulae. Velan lirith luthar. Don’t worry, my lady—I won’t let you down.”

“By the Lady, see that you don’t,” Lady Morgan said, invoking the sacred Lady of the Lake. “I’ll contact you tonight.”

Re’Niah caught the faintest flicker in the sorceress’s expression—curiosity, calculation—before Morgan shapeshifted into a hawk and vanished into the clouds.

A cold glare tightened Re’Niah’s features, and she gave the retreating bird the Shadow’s Ash—flicking the back of her hand as though brushing dust from stone.

Finally alone, she closed her eyes, breathing hard. She pictured her goal: Prince Taevion’s throat opening beneath her blade.

She could almost taste her vengeance—and it tasted delicious.

Her amber-gold eyes blazed as she turned toward the steep, winding road leading to Nathair Caisteal.

It was time.

Vengeance waited at the summit. And Re’Niah never missed her mark.

***
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She found herself at the front of a queue of candidates whose expressions ranged from enthralled to utterly terrified. As Korath had suspected, she was the only Nirithvel present, though representatives from Myrrithia’s other nations stood among the crowds: Fæ from both the Winter and Summer Courts of Elphyne, dark-haired Noxterrans, merfolk from Atlantis, Khandûrnis and wolf-shifter clans, Calahearni warriors, Avalonians, Echomorphs, angel-knights from Laputa, Valkyries from Valhalla, and Draakonians. She had never witnessed such a myriad of races before.

Her eyes hardened on her mortal enemies, the Draakonians. She took in their bronzed skin, vibrant glow, and tribal markings, her breath hissing through gritted teeth.

Velinrash'zor. The bastards. Damn them and their entitled arses to hell! I’m going to make them pay—every last bleeding one of them.

Just behind her, two blonde-haired Fæ were arguing. One, with a double-bladed jian strapped across her back, gestured animatedly at the mountain ahead. Judging by the colossal thirty-five-foot dragon waiting nearby, she was an academy rider in her second or third year. The creature’s deep crimson scales shimmered in the early light, and its elemental fire magic glowed within the jagged spikes of its clubbed tail.

Ignoring their squabble, Re’Niah bristled as she caught the gaze of a Khandûrni girl behind them, watching her with thinly veiled interest. She snarled, letting her glower speak for her. Only when the brown-skinned Khandûrni dropped her gaze did she turn around—coming face to face with a grinning Fæ woman.

The young Fæ had a bob of brown hair, two horns curled through her locks. Her inane grin lifted the freckles scattered across her cheeks.

The girl smiled. Too much. Too often.

Her cheer scraped across Re’Niah’s nerves like stone on steel.

A clerk from the Draakonian Air Force’s administrative division arrived, and Re’Niah took mental note of everything as they laid out scrolls and equipment on a nearby table. A gong stand waited to the side.

Her mission included reconnaissance, and from experience she knew even the slightest speck of information could prove invaluable in turning the tide of war. She wouldn’t let Korath—or her people—down.

As one of the Black Chimera’s elite assassins, she had a reputation to uphold.

Wing beats drew her attention. Turning, Re’Niah saw the older of the two blonde Fæ mount the red dragon. Leaping high, the beast carried them upwards, his wings skirting the mountain as he bore them towards the academy clinging to its summit.

Re’Niah followed their ascent in wary awe until they were no more than specks in the sky. It was then she noticed the gathering clouds—a storm was rolling in.

“Hi! I’m Mercy!” 

Re’Niah dragged her gaze from the skies and looked the Fæ up and down with disdain, her amber eyes flashing until they glimmered like molten stone. “‘Mercy’? What a pathetic name. Mercy is for the weak.”

She could feel the eyes of those behind her—the blonde Fæ and the Khandûrni—warm on her back, watching with interest.

Mercy blinked at her gruffness, then turned to the girls behind her. “My father came here when he was of age. I’ve dreamt of coming here ever since!”

There was a brief silence as the blonde Fæ absorbed her enthusiasm, then offered her own reason for standing in the queue. “I’m the youngest of four.” 

“Sucks to be a spare,” the Khandûrni said dryly. With her dark skin, full lips, and almond-shaped eyes, she radiated an enviable beauty. Re’Niah shifted uneasily, suddenly conscious of her own sharp lines and angles. She had none of the curves this girl possessed.

“I can’t deny that,” the blonde Fæ said with a smile.

“I’m Lorelai,” the Khandûrni added, offering her hand. 

Mercy shook it, her grin widening to impossible proportions.

Re’Niah ignored both the gesture and the girl. Suthel luth! Where in all Målcor did they think they were? she thought, referring to the hellish realm of demons. A bloody tea party?

“Idalia,” the blonde said, shaking Lorelai’s 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 offered her a sympathetic smile.

Re’Niah rolled her eyes, biting back her impatience. Ravithar, veluth zav! She missed her mask and her cloak—anything to hide behind.

The Clerk took out a craft knife and began to trim the tip of their quill, slicing it flat before cutting a small slit in the centre. Dipping it into a waiting pot of black ink, they then turned a gold hourglass. The black sand within began to fall.

The Clerk glanced up at Mercy. “Name.”

Mercy practically bounced to attention. “Mercy. Mercy Mayfair.”

“Have you got your birth certificate?”

Mercy fumbled through her rucksack and produced a tattered piece of parchment. “Here.”

“Thank you.” 

After recording her details, the Clerk rolled up the certificate and deposited it into a box organised into numbered compartments. “Please collect it from the Plodge tomorrow after we have drawn up your official enrolment documents.”

With that, their attention returned to the hourglass, where the black sand continued its descent.

Mercy glanced from the Clerk to Re’Niah. Re’Niah did what she did best and offered a hearty glower. Mercy, taken aback, looked to Idalia and Lorelai, who both shrugged.

“Erm, excuse me? Is there anything else you need from me?”

“Unless you have a weapon to declare, no,” the Clerk replied, pressing a finger to their lips in a clear demand for silence.

Re’Niah watched Mercy fidget behind her back, twiddling her thumbs. Zharven zavareth! Did she ever stand still?

Only a puddle of sand remained in the hourglass now. Re’Niah, despite herself, joined Mercy in watching the Clerk reach for a mallet. As the last grains fell, the mallet swung, striking the gong.

A deep, sonorous note rolled out over the waiting candidates, echoing up the mountainside. Those in the queue craned their necks for a better look.

The Clerk turned to the Fæ. “You may begin.”

“Thank you, sir.” Adjusting her rucksack, Mercy spun around and waved cheerily at Re’Niah and the others. “Wish me luck!” 

Before anyone could answer, she had already skipped up the carved steps.

Re’Niah’s fingers twitched against her vambrace, eyes narrowing on Mercy’s retreating form.

Establish a reputation among the cohort—ensuring the prince’s death appears unremarkable...

Korath’s voice echoed in her mind, as cold and sharp as the Oath Stone that had sealed her fate.

A slow, wicked smile curved her lips. 

She knew exactly where to start.
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Re'Niah 

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

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

The Clerk flipped the hourglass over, and the sand began to fall once more, each grain a quiet countdown.

Heart hammering, Re’Niah stepped forward, painfully aware of every eye on her. She had never crossed enemy lines without the protection of her mask before.

Compared to the cloth tunics and breeches most candidates wore, her asymmetric leather tunic, armour, and gear marked her as something else entirely—like a dull blade glinting in the dark. Had Lady Morgan known that when she’d helped her choose “a pared-down version” of her usual assassin attire? Or had she intended to set her up to fail from the start?

Luthazil.

She seethed, fingers curling into fists. She was a shadow cast too sharply in torchlight—unmistakably different, undeniably foreign. How could she hope to blend in and accomplish her mission? Yet blend she must. Faltering was not an option.

Korath could not afford failure. And neither could she.

The Clerk’s blatant scrutiny made her skin prickle. Every instinct urged her to vault over the table and silence him with a blade across his throat.

“Name.”

She cleared her throat, suddenly conscious of her accent. “Re’Niah al-Noor Ishida.”

“Please, may I have your birth certificate?” the Clerk asked, noting her name beneath Mercy’s.

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

The Clerk blinked, caught off guard. Re’Niah allowed herself a moment of private satisfaction. She doubted he often came across victims of the war his people had wrought.

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

The forged scroll might as well have been wrought from iron, its weight dragging her down with the threat of discovery. She drew it from the pouch on her utility belt and waited, tense as a spring, while the Clerk scanned it.

“Thank you. Any weapons?”

Re’Niah shook her head, ignoring the cold press of the zarvel blade against her boot.

Time lengthened like a crack creeping through stone until the Clerk finally finished checking the document. Satisfied, he rolled it up and placed it next to Mercy’s in his box. He glanced at the hourglass: a quarter of the sand remained.

“Really?” she asked in disbelief, fingers itching to end the farce.

“Everything has a time and a place,” he replied.

Overhead, a hawk circled once before vanishing into the clouds. Re’Niah didn’t look up. She didn’t need to. The shadows were already watching.

The Clerk reached for the mallet, preparing to strike the gong again. Re’Niah didn’t wait. She leapt forward, leather boots whisper-light on the stone steps. Compared to the gruelling training the Black Chimera had subjected her to, this was nothing—like a blade slicing through silk. Each step brought her closer to her mark... and closer to the reckoning she craved.

She closed the distance between herself and Mercy as the uneven stone steps wound around the mountainside.

Nearing the Fæ, a thought flickered in her mind: how should she kill her? Push her off, slice her neck? Eliminating other candidates wasn’t against the Riders’ Decalogue—so her enrolment wasn’t at risk.

Perhaps she would have a little fun first. The Ascent would last a few hours; there was no rush.

Bullied since joining the Black Chimera as an orphan, Re’Niah had always been the weak one, the slow one. She had thrown herself into her training to assuage her grief, and the others had leapt at the chance to ‘welcome’ the outsider. Now, she drew inspiration from those memories.

Gathering a handful of stones in her palm, she took careful aim at Mercy’s rucksack. The first stone was too small to register; the next struck its mark. Mercy glanced back, eyes wide as she continued climbing.

“Oops,” Re’Niah said with a shrug.

“You’re quick.”

“Of course I am, Vareth’lin.”

Mercy’s brows furrowed. “I—I’m sorry, I don’t know Dark Elvish.”

“Vareth’lin means ‘little slow one’. And why would you? When the Common Tongue is so widespread, why bother learning another’s language? They can learn yours.” Re’Niah’s scoff made Mercy stumble, and a thrill of power coursed through her. This is fun. “You are not worthy of learning Orvaleth.”

An echo of the gong rumbled up to them. It was Idalia’s turn. She watched the Fæ begin her ascent, but she was slower than slow. Was she pacing herself?

In the distance, dragons and their riders cut dark silhouettes against the sky, and Re’Niah felt her own insignificance prick at her pride.

Mercy leapt up the steps, sweat beading her brow, but Re’Niah remained a shadow behind her. Her stones never missed.

“Ow!” Mercy cried again, clutching the spot Re’Niah had struck.

“Oops.” Re’Niah watched the steps blur beneath them. “Zathar veluth, lirith zahen rash!” Her lungs burned; her heart raced.

“You can’t keep saying that! It only works the first time you make a mistake!” Mercy cried, skirting a massive crater—a remnant of the Lycian siege that had shattered this monastery.

“Who said anything about mistakes, Vareth’lin?” Re’Niah retorted, wicked grin splitting her lips.

Hurrying forward, Re’Niah heard Mercy curse. Rounding a corner, she saw the Fæ on the edge of a void. The steps had come to a crumbling end, giving way to the jagged rocks of the mountainside. The breeze gusting around the mountain carried with it the scent of the distant forest, mingled with the dry, chalky dust of the cliff face.

It was the midway point.

Re'Niah’s research had shown that this was the section of steps destroyed during the siege. Only a few remnants of the old steps remained—sparse ledges jutting from the mountainside, most barely wide enough for a single foot. Narrow planks bridged the gaps between them, forming a rickety, weather-worn walkway.

Unable to resist, Re'Niah slowed down at the last moment, jostling Mercy. The girl let out a yelp as she flailed her arms at the void’s edge, trying to regain her balance, loose gravel shifting beneath her boots. At the final second, Re'Niah grabbed the girl’s jacket, preventing her from falling.

It would be a shame to kill her so soon.

“Shit! Watch out, will you?” Mercy snapped.

Re'Niah gave a nonchalant shrug. “Oops.”

Mercy glowered at her.

Re'Niah was impressed. It wasn’t as good as hers, but it was a fair effort.

Mercy stepped aside, gesturing politely. “Please, after you.”

Re'Niah glanced from the Fæ to the flimsy planks and stepped aside, returning the gesture with theatrical politeness. “No, please, you go first, Vareth’lin.”

Shooting her a glare of daggers, colour high in her cheeks, Mercy adjusted her rucksack with an indignant harrumph! and stepped onto the plank.

The assassin watched her cross the fragile walkway, eyes focused on the lichen-covered boards, arms outstretched for balance—and couldn’t help but be impressed. Re'Niah had expected her to be swept away within moments by the howling wind. But no—the Fæ made it across and continued to the next plank.

“Hey!” Mercy shrieked as a stone struck the back of her head.

Re'Niah grinned wickedly, fangs bared, fingers still poised from taking aim. “Oops.”

“For fuck’s sake, will you stop saying that?! You’re doing it on purpose!” Mercy growled, eyes blazing, two red spots blooming in her cheeks.

“I am?”

“You know you are!” Mercy spat, turning back and edging forward once more, hands stretched for balance.

Soft murmurings behind caused Re'Niah to glance over her shoulder; candidates had caught up. Some advanced confidently, while others crept more cautiously, all eyes fixed on their feet.

“Stop whining, Vareth’lin, and move. We’ve got company.”

“I’m not slow!” Mercy growled back, glaring over her shoulder with a slight wobble.

“If you weren’t being slow, I wouldn’t call you Vareth’lin,” Re'Niah crooned, unhelpfully.

The wind blasted them as they pressed on along the coiling walkway which hugged the jagged flanks of the mountain. Each twist and turn obscured the view ahead. Time became fluid—slipping away like water through cold fingers—as the world narrowed to them and this mountain.

The air thinned the higher they climbed, the path becoming more precarious and the wind more biting. In places, the planks were slick with moss and lichen. To Re'Niah’s delight, Mercy dropped to her knees at such times, shuffling forward on all fours. With exaggerated sighs—each one more pointed than the last—Re'Niah nimbly avoided these slippery stretches.

“Tell me, Vareth’lin, how do you hope to become a dragon rider when you climb a mountain on all fours?” Re'Niah asked as Mercy resumed crawling, the world below vanishing beneath gathering rain clouds.

“Piss off!”

Re'Niah grinned broadly and flicked another pebble, striking the girl’s backside.

“Ow!” Mercy cried. “Will you fucking give over already?!”

“Now, where would the fun be in that?” Re'Niah mused.

A series of shrieks rang out behind them. Spinning round, they caught sight of a tall Draakonian repeatedly shoving a blonde Avalonian. Her foot slipped as she teetered on the edge. One final push—and she screamed as she fell, vanishing down the mountainside, debris skittering after her.

The boy’s eyes gleamed with sickening delight, savouring the moment.

A cold trickle slid down Re’Niah’s spine. A hunter recognised another when they saw one—especially the unhinged kind.

Hastening away, she rounded the next bend—just as a droplet of rain splashed her cheek. Re’Niah glanced at the darkening sky.

Just what we need. More fun.
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Re'Niah 

There was a shriek, and Mercy whirled round to find Re’Niah halfway across the plank, bouncing on it as rain poured down. The dark elf stood with one foot before the other, poised like a dancer despite the wind tearing at her asymmetric skirt. Beneath the heavy cloud cover, her eyes glowed with the vicious light of a child of the Demon King himself.

With the sure-footedness born of years of training, Re’Niah padded forward, a wide grin splitting her face. “What? You’re not scared, are you, Vareth’lin?”

She bounced again, and Mercy let out another squeal, bending low, knees slipping on the slick lichen as she braced herself for the worst.

A cry sounded behind her. Re’Niah spun round to see a Khandûrni wolfman lose his footing on the quivering plank. His boot slipped, and he plunged into the void. The plank shattered on impact, splintering into shards that spun into the storm.

Just before the platform gave way, Re'Niah leapt for the mountainside, fingers clawing at the stone until they found purchase in the rock’s crevices.

Colourful curses drew her attention.

Looking back, she saw the Draakonian who had earlier shoved the blonde Avalonian girl to her death. He had bronze skin, dark hair, and eyes so black they almost blended into his pupils. A branded mark puckered the skin at his neck—a convict. Re’Niah had heard how Draakonians forced criminals guilty of major felonies to serve their sentences at the dragon rider academy.

It was certainly one way to keep prison numbers down.

He’d leapt for safety at the same moment she had, but his right knee had slammed into the cliff with a splintering crunch.

Roaring in pain, he turned blazing eyes on her. “Bitch! What did you do that for?”

“Lirith thae rash! Stop crying like a baby,” Re’Niah snapped back.

Turning from his curses, she pressed closer to the rock, fingers and boots wedging into narrow gaps. Mercy’s wide, panic-stricken eyes were still fixed on the spot where the wolfman had fallen. A broken whimper escaped her lips.

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Re’Niah shouted, clinging to the raw face of the mountain. “Crying won’t bring him back, nor will it get you to the top.”

With a shuddering breath, Mercy scrambled forward across the remaining planks.

Re’Niah’s expert fingers gripped the rock, knuckles whitening against the unforgiving stone as the wind howled around her. But she’d grown up in the mountains—this was child’s play compared to the sheer crags she’d climbed as a young elf.

She edged towards the nearest outcrop, every movement a dance between survival and death. Feeling the cold, rough stone beneath her fingertips, her mind drifted—unbidden—to the mountains of her youth. She remembered a time, shortly before the battle that had orphaned her, when her friend Lutharen had dared her to gather Thularin—Ghostfruit.

Growing in remote crevices, Thularin were a rare mountain delicacy, prized by her people. Only the most skilled climbers could harvest them, and their collection was a rite of passage for aspiring warriors. She remembered the feel of the wind hugging her small frame as her hands found each hold, pulling her closer to her prize, every heartbeat a defiant echo against the mountain’s timeless authority. Then, her grip had slipped, sending gravel skittering into the void to the sound of her brother’s terrified wail.

“Zaril!”

The cry tore her back to the present. She shuddered, the Velraithar—the ‘Echoes of the Dead’, as the Nirithvel called them—whispering through the storm.

His voice had been as clear as the day they’d taken him from her...

Zaroth... Brother...

Blinking back tears, she studied the rock she clung to—the jutting ledges, the grooves, the scars of time—and remembered the academy that crowned this mountain. The riders it trained. The blood they spilt. The countless lives they’d ended.

With that memory, the familiar rage of the Furies surged through her veins once more.

Usually so controlled—ever the cold, absolute assassin the Black Chimera prized—there was no restraint this time.

She glared after Mercy, molten gold blazing through the squall.

Thurak vel, zir’vael!

Enough was enough. I will make fear afraid to breathe.

Pushing off, she landed lightly on the plank, her tunic billowing in the wind as she straightened. Ignoring the rain that slicked her skin, she inhaled deeply, exhaled slowly, and imagined herself dissolving into the shadows. As a Velzarin, she would become the living embodiment of the Furies. Their hand. Their blade. And through her, vengeance would be served.

She crossed the final plank and stepped onto the rough remnants of the stone steps leading to the base of a cemented, nailed rope ladder. Looking up, she caught sight of Mercy’s retreating figure vanishing into the rain.

Testing the anchors, Re’Niah began to climb after her.

It was time.

***
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When she reached the top of the second ladder, the rain had ceased, and the clouds were lightening, parting for the sun. This high up, the air was crisper and cleaner. Though it tasted different from home, its thinness comforted her with a strange familiarity. She was used to living—and surviving—in the mountains.

She paused to look out over the valley far below and drew in a sharp breath at the sight of the world unfurling in a riot of life and colour beneath the sun’s rays. The valley pulsed with verdant forests and farms, their fields sprawling like patchwork quilts of emerald and gold, threaded with silver rivers that shimmered like liquid light.

In Lycia, the rocky land sprawled in unforgiving ridges and jagged crags, fractured by centuries of wind and rain. But here... here, life spilt over—lavish, unrestrained. It was a paradise that mocked the barren peaks she called home.

No wonder her people had swallowed their pride and begged for aid. A country this bountiful had plenty to share.

So why had they betrayed them?

The familiar bitterness of that question washed through her, but she let the view steady her heartbeat.

Shapes scudding across the treetops drew her attention: dragons.

She stiffened, awe flooding her as they soared on the valley’s thermals with effortless grace. She had been so focused on her mission she had almost forgotten how close she would be to dragons.

Her heart thundered in her chest as her mind flung her back to the day her childhood mountain had burned, when her friends and family had died. She remembered the blistering heat, the screams, the choking smoke...

She closed her eyes against the memory, pain as raw now as the day it had been seared into her.

Blinking away tears, she turned her fury on Mercy.

She caught up with the Fæ at the base of a craggy cliff. They were nearing the peak now—this was the final obstacle.

A cluster of candidates waited, lining up to take their turn climbing the rugged protrusion that loomed above them like a stone sentinel. Among them were two Valkyries practically vibrating with excitement, heels barely brushing the ground as they bounced on the balls of their feet. Though their hair colours differed, both had painted their faces with identical black war paint. Runes had been artfully drawn on their brows in white.

“By Odin, I’m so ready for this!” the short, blonde-haired one said, eyes gleaming in anticipation as she reached for the rock.

“I know!” her fiery auburn-haired companion gushed. “I can’t believe we’re almost there!” She craned her neck as if to glimpse the academy from where they stood. For a moment, her eyes darted wildly, and she swayed as though the earth itself were shifting beneath her.

Re’Niah watched with renewed interest. Her brother had suffered from similar spells.

“Are you all right?” the blonde Valkyrie asked.

“Yes, I’m just hungry,” came the weak reply.

“Not long now. I’m sure there’ll be food for us in the canteen.”

Re’Niah watched them begin their ascent, then took up her usual place behind Mercy. She could feel the hushed stares prickling at her back. It was a new sensation that she disliked immensely.

“Please, after you.”

She looked up at Mercy’s repeat of her earlier request. This time, though, she knew the Fæ meant it. She had no desire to relive the last few hours.

“It’s all right, Vareth’lin. You can go first,” Re’Niah said sweetly.

“I’d rather not.” Mercy stepped aside, voice tight. “Go on ahead if I’m slowing you down.”

Hands on hips, Re’Niah sneered. “And miss all the fun?”

Cursing under her breath, Mercy flung one hand over the other and began climbing the bluff. As expected, her progress was slow, each movement cautious, deliberate—testing every handhold before trusting it.

Inhaling deeply, she slowly exhaled, preparing herself. Korath wants me to make a reputation. Fine. I’ll give him a reputation.

She climbed swiftly, hands finding grips with ease, her mouth shaping a silent invocation of The Whisper of Death:

Luthzaren, silent hand, unseen hunter—

Let my blade strike true.

Let my steps go unheard.

Let my shadow be my name.

By stone and night, this oath is done.

Within minutes, she had caught up with Mercy, who was scrambling over the ridge. Before the Fæ could pull herself up, Re’Niah seized her ankle in a vice-like grip and yanked hard.

Mercy screamed, slamming into the grass at the ridge top. Her face struck the hard ground, blood spilling from her split lip.

“What the hell?!” she gasped, turning towards her, crimson running down her chin.

“Like I said—‘Mercy is for the weak.’ You have no place here,” Re’Niah snarled, pulling again—ripping her from the rock face before releasing her.

Mercy fell fast, hands flailing, her scream slicing through the mountain air.

Re’Niah didn’t watch. She climbed on, Mercy’s cries fading into the wind.
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Re'Niah 

Usually, after a kill, there came a sense of accomplishment. But not this time. Even though she knew Mercy’s death served a greater purpose—that more would follow until the death of her target looked nothing out of the ordinary—it sat uneasily on her chest.

So, she turned to ritual to assuage the guilt. But with no blade drawn, Re’Niah had no need to perform the Offering of the Still Blade. Instead, she remained motionless for a count of seven—a number revered amongst the Velzarin of the Black Chimera, symbolising patience and the inevitability of the death that awaited them all. Each second dragged, the wind rushing in her ears, the weight of horrified gazes bearing down on her.

When she had counted the seven seconds, she felt the heat of a gaze on her.

It was a girl—slightly younger than her, with brown hair tied into a practical ponytail. A sturdy rucksack was slung over her back.

She’d seen everything.

Heart in her throat, Re’Niah waited to see what the girl would do, bracing for a reprimand.

Instead, after considering her for the longest moment, the girl simply shifted her gaze upward and resumed her climb.

Re’Niah did the same, hauling herself over the top of the ridge soon after.

Soft grass greeted her, stopping her in her tracks. As far as the eye could see, it spread in every direction, covering the undulating ground in lush green fronds. She’d never seen such verdant lawns in all her life. The blades were damp beneath her fingers, warm where the sun fell. A breeze stirred, carrying a fragrance that was crisp and sweet and filled her lungs—a most blissful perfume.

The urge to lie in it, to wrap herself in its warmth, overwhelmed her; and it was then she realised she wasn’t alone.

Leaping to her feet in one fluid, practised motion, she came face to face with a petite Fæ in black dragon-rider leathers.

The Fæ’s short lilac hair contrasted strikingly with her brown skin, and a smattering of gold freckles dusted her nose and cheeks like tiny nuggets. A matching gold mark shimmered at the centre of her brow, while small golden horns protruded from either temple. She stood poised, a hand resting near the crossbow strapped to her back, eyes narrowed on Re’Niah.

Heart pounding, Re’Niah waited to see what this officer would do. As far as Korath’s research had shown, death was only punishable if it fell outside the remit of the Decalogue—the ten laws all officers followed while training at Nathair Caisteal.

As the Fæ studied her, Re’Niah noticed a green dragon mark on the back of her left hand.

The mark of a bonded rider. So, this Fæ was a second- or third-year...

Silence stretched between them. It lasted only seconds, but they felt like a lifetime, the weight of Re'Niah’s guilt pressing heavier with every heartbeat. The absence of words made her conscience louder than the silence itself, leaving space for remorse to swell.

“What are you looking at, suthel luth?”

And without waiting for an answer, Re’Niah stalked past the Fæ.

Shaking off the weight of her burning gaze, Re'Niah climbed the tree-lined steps to the gargantuan gate.

She’d done it. She was here.

Now, onto her next objective: killing the prince.

***
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Walking through a portcullis, Re'Niah joined a queue to register. She noticed with faint amusement that some of the queuing candidates were suffering from wobbly legs—the toll of overexertion: Zaren lir vaelrak in Orvaleth. It was common enough among young Nirithvel still learning to master the mountain’s sides.

As soon as she signed her name, another Fæ appeared—Rosaline Fairbriar, Squadron Leader to Unit Two. She cast a haughty eye over her, so Re'Niah gladly returned the favour, taking in the Fæ’s raven-black hair, emerald-green eyes, and the neat row of thorns dotting her hairline.

Rosaline’s lips settled into a grim line. “Follow me. I’ll take you to the Mess.”

As Rosaline led her across a small courtyard known as the Quad, Re'Niah took in the offices and buildings that flanked all sides with a critical eye—spotting weaknesses and possible routes to the roof, not to mention the narrow alleyways that branched off from its uppermost corners.

The walls were scalable but offered little shelter from prying eyes. She would have to find a more suitable location to make contact with Lady Morgan.

Because of the towering buildings enclosing them on all sides, the crushing quietude of the courtyard felt oppressive. Re'Niah experienced the same sense of insignificance in the lofty Luthirithen—the trading halls of mountain cities. But here, instead of the shadowed caverns of the Luthirithen, the world narrowed upward, forcing her gaze skyward in search of the sliver of blue far above. She marvelled at its vivid hue one last time before they passed through a fortified barbican.

Rosaline stopped them in a large chamber where several entrances converged. Words were etched into the stone above the archway: “Per Aspera ad Astra.”

Through hardship, to the stars.

A fitting motto for the academy.

“Here are the pigeonholes. This is where your mail will be delivered. And here’s the Great Hall,” she said, gesturing to the double doors on the left, their cast-iron strap hinges gleaming dully in the dim hallway light. “And this is the Mess.”

Entering a matching pair of doors on the right, Re’Niah found herself in a bustling canteen where four long oak tables ran the length of the hall. The benches lining either side were steadily filling with candidates tucking into food from their trays. Old Draakonian runes decorated the centre of each table. She swept her gaze over the hall, taking in every inch.

It surprised her to see the braziers lining the stone walls—currently unlit and awaiting the change in season.

Had they no Shadowstone?

“The runes represent the four units of Nathair Caisteal: Integrity, Loyalty, Discipline, and Courage,” Rosaline explained. “But until you're sorted, it doesn’t matter where you sit.”

Sorted?

The warming aromas of unfamiliar food reached her nose, and she sniffed appreciatively, her stomach growling.

Rosaline raised a brow. “Better help yourself before they call you to the Flight Field. It won’t be long.”

Joining the back of the queue, Re’Niah copied those in front and helped herself to a tray. Ignoring the stares as she waited to be served, she looked over the steaming food on offer with curiosity, interested to see how her enemy lived. None of it was familiar to her. The person in front was served, and she blinked in disbelief at the food piled on their plate—it was heaped higher than the dishes served to the king at banquets.

A server turned to her, her cheery smile faltering as she took her in.

She was a young Draakonian. A tribal mark decorated the right side of her face, and she wore her brown hair tied back into a tight bun. Clearing her throat, she forced a smile.

“Oh, my! I didn’t expect to see a Lycian here.”

“I am Nirithvel,” Re’Niah said—before she realised she had spoken.

“Oh, sorry. We always call you dark elves ‘Lycians.’”

“We come from Lycia, but we are children of the mountains: Nirithvel, in my tongue.”

“I see. Sorry, we’re never taught anything like that at school. I’m Kendal, and I work in the kitchens. What can I get you?”

Blinking away her surprise at Kendal’s ignorance, Re’Niah looked over the food she gestured to.

Sensing her confusion, Kendal ran through the dishes. “We have porridge, honey, bacon, sausages, and momo dumplings. They’re pork.”

Re’Niah shifted uneasily on her feet. Beyond the honey, she recognised none of the dishes. With no arable land to grow grain, the dark elves had developed a diet that wasn’t reliant on grain.

“How about I get you a little of everything? That way you’ll know what you like for next time.” Kendal placed a single helping of sausage, bacon, and dumpling on the plate, then filled a bowl with porridge. “The honey’s from our very own bees.”

Re’Niah accepted her tray, gazing at the food with wide eyes, her thoughts tumbling to her people—those who scraped by on the paltry fare they could gather from the mountainsides and caverns. She gulped past the lump in her throat. “T-thank you.”

“Help yourself to sesum or coffee. That’s blood for the vampires,” Kendal added, catching Re’Niah’s eyes lingering on the thermos.

Vampires weren’t uncommon in the mountains of Lycia, but they weren’t tolerated in the same way as they seemed to be here. On the contrary, the Black Chimera were often called upon to deal with infestations.

Passing by the metal decanters, she poured herself a cup of steaming green sesum—a speciality tea of Draakonia. She was intrigued to compare it to the shadowleaf infusions popular among the Nirithvel.

She stepped towards the tables, searching for a place to sit. It was only when she was halfway down the hall that she noticed the occupants quieten at her approach. Some watched her with unbridled curiosity; most eyed her with bare-faced hatred.

Utterly unsure where to sit, she sought the nearest space and placed her tray down.

“Sit here and I’ll fucking kill you.”

Re’Niah looked up to find the Draakonian convict from the Ascent—the one who’d killed the Avalonian.

For a moment, the temptation to use her tray to decapitate him was overwhelming. But she was hungry, and she didn’t want to waste the food. He would get his comeuppance soon enough. And while she needed to establish a reputation, she couldn’t risk raising suspicions more than her presence already had. Or worse—being expelled before completing her mission.

Biting back a retort, she moved to sit at a different table, ignoring the snickers and whispers that followed in her wake. Trying her best to overlook the people shuffling away from her, she lifted the cup of sesum, wrapping her fingers around the clay cup, savouring the warmth that seeped through. She breathed in its zesty aroma.

Sipping carefully, Re’Niah blanched at the tartness. No wonder the Draakonians preferred it as a morning beverage.

Setting it aside, she reached for the momo dumpling. The mantou bread was white and light. Re’Niah pulled it apart, marvelling as steam rose from its meaty contents. Bringing it closer, she gave it a cautious sniff. It smelled divine. Tentatively, she took the smallest of bites—her eyes widening at the explosion of flavour in her mouth.

The bread was soft. And the meat... it was warm and rich, with just a hint of spice to enhance the pork.

Ravithar!

She’d never tasted anything like it before.

Without a second thought, she fell on it, devouring the dumpling hungrily.

Because of its mountains, Lycia’s arable land was minimal—too rocky to grow enough crops to feed its people. The Nirithvel survived only through careful gathering of the hardy root vegetables that clung to the mountainsides and the fish and frogs that favoured the cavern lakes. With chimera meat reserved for the military, it had become a delicacy of the past.

Hunger was never far away—even for the wealthiest Nirithvel of the Rashnirith tier.

It was because of this that her ancestors had approached Draakonia with a proposition of trade: their precious stones and minerals in exchange for grain. The Draakonians had agreed—yet once they had taken the gems and refused to hand over the grain, the Nirithvel realised they’d been duped. And so, the Long War had begun almost a thousand years ago.

A haughty scoff yanked her back to the noise of the Mess Hall. Looking up, she found a blonde-haired girl sitting across from her, eyeing her derisively.

“Get over it, Lycian. It’s only a fucking dumpling. Anyone would think you’d never seen one before,” she snorted, glancing at the quiet girl beside her for a reaction. “Isn’t that right, Cybele?”

Re’Niah turned to look at her companion—and froze mid-bite.

It was the climber from the rocks.

The one who’d seen her kill Mercy.

Vrakk.
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Re’Niah

The girl said nothing but watched Re’Niah with that same piercing gaze—the kind that made her reflect on her actions to such a degree that she squirmed.

“Leave her be, Saskia. It’s been a long morning for everyone,” she finally said, extending her hand. “Cybele Roundtree. Nice to meet you.”

Re'Niah glanced down at her hand and sneered. Did she honestly think I’ll shake it?

Saskia gave a disapproving huff, but Cybele merely shrugged and returned to her breakfast.

“You’re new to Draakonia?” Cybele asked, gesturing to the half-eaten dumpling in her hand.

As Re’Niah debated how to respond, a commotion erupted across the hall. They looked across to the far table to find two groups of Fæ squaring off, exchanging heated words. Amongst a cluster of fair-haired Fæ, Re’Niah recognised the one from the queue.

Idalia, wasn’t it? So, she finally made it up...

“Prince Boreas and Princess Idalia...” Cybele murmured in awe.

Prince Boreas de Marc of the Winter Court and Princess Idalia Soltaire of the Summer Court. Re’Niah had heard of them—and of the feud between their families, which had lasted for centuries. That would explain his grey-white hair and the unusual number of blondes around Idalia.

“Who the fuck do they think they are?” Saskia grouched, waving her hand dismissively. “Bringing the politics of the two courts here...”

More heated words flew as Boreas advanced on Idalia, his jaw ticking. To her credit, she didn’t flinch as he loomed over her, shadows coiling at his feet.

Vael’kora Mordek! How did he do that?

“Obsolarnes magic.”

Re’Niah turned at Cybele’s awed whisper.

“He must be bonded to an Obsolarnes dragon,” she continued, her voice lowering—but not enough to escape Re’Niah’s keen elf hearing.

Cybele removed a small brown, leather-bound notebook from her rucksack. “He would be an asset to our campaign...”

“‘Our’ campaign? You mean your campaign, Cybele.”

“You want her back as much as I,” Cybele pointed out, undoing the cord that bound the notebook to scribble something down with a charcoal pencil.

Saskia shrugged. “Maybe I don’t care anymore. It’s not like life was good when their family ruled Avalon. By the Lady, will you put that thing away?” She waved an impatient hand at the notebook.

Cybele froze, mouth agog. Then, recovering, her eyes blazed with indignation as she stuffed the notebook back into her rucksack. “Life was far better under their rule.”

“For people like you, maybe. But for people like me? There’s no difference between being ruled by a demon and being a social outcast,” Saskia replied, stabbing her bacon with her fork.

Cybele’s eyes flashed, but before she could unleash her wrath, Boreas—the white-haired Fæ—turned to address the room. “The last candidate has completed The Ascent! Roll call in five! Everyone on the Flight Field!”

Re’Niah watched officers from all year groups leap into action as he strode out.

“You heard the Squadron Leader! Out!” another Fæ with dark brown hair and a tail tipped with a tuft shouted as he moved down the tables, clapping his hands at any candidates still loitering.

“But my breakfast!” Re’Niah heard one candidate sob.

“Bite me!”

It was the Fæ with short lilac hair and golden freckles from earlier. She snarled at the candidate, yanking them to their feet.

“Come on, let’s go,” a Draakonian ordered, gesturing to Lorelai, the Khandûrni from the queue, and Idalia to follow.

Not wanting to waste food, Re’Niah gulped down the porridge and snatched up the bacon before returning her tray with the others.

***
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Re’Niah joined the stream of candidates exiting the Mess into an outer courtyard. Rounding an old well, they passed through a pair of portcullises into a colossal space that looked like the ruins of a tower, or maybe a temple, with stone arches and walkways crisscrossing one another. However, they were worse for wear—large slashes disfigured them.

Claw marks?

Ending up walking with Saskia and Cybele, they stepped out onto a walkway that cut through the wide space. Sunshine poured through where two walls had once been, their jagged ruins exposing the distant mountains that bordered the valley. It was a view worthy of the heavenly realm of Målilore.

“This must be the Aviary!” gushed a young man walking behind her. He had the warm skin of a Calahearnian and black hair. His green eyes shone with excitement.

The man beside him had a shock of blonde hair and startling blue eyes. He gave a nonchalant shrug. “I haven’t heard of it.”

“Didn’t they teach you anything on Laputa?”

Re’Niah turned to him with interest; she’d never met an angel from the floating island of Laputa before.

Where were his wings?

“We studied and trained for the Trials. Nothing more,” the Laputan replied.

The Calahearnian scoffed. “The tower was damaged during the same Lycian siege that destroyed the monastery. It used to be a temple. Once the fighting stopped, the dragons started using the space as a roost—hence, the Aviary.”

Re’Niah looked over the claw marks marring the stone archways in realisation.

Zir’velth! The claw marks must be from dragons.

Big dragons...

“They obviously appreciate a good view. It’s divine!” the Laputan said, admiring it.

Re’Niah looked past the many archways and beams to the gaping hole where the walls once stood. The sun was now much higher—around the midday point. Its warm light was beginning to fill the space, and although a hint of early autumn chill lingered on the breeze, she could easily imagine the gigantic creatures basking in the sun on the many perches.

The walls were scalable...

Her interest sharpened. She scanned the vast space more keenly. Glancing down, she noticed a gap on either side of the walkway, leading to the old tower’s foundations. It was wide enough for someone to slip through, and the space below was dark and secluded...

The perfect meeting place.

“Why are they taking us to the Flight Field?” Cybele asked the Calahearnian.

He looked over at her in surprise. “The dragons need space to sort us into our units.”

Saskia snorted. “The dragons are going to sort us?!”

“What did you expect from a dragon rider school? Or would you rather a hat did it?”

“At least hats don’t bite.” Saskia shot back.

The Calahearnian scowled.

It was then that Cybele jumped in, smoothing over his irritation with introductions for herself and Saskia.

“I’m Augustine, and this is Cassiel,” the Calahearnian said, gesturing to the Laputan walking at his side before babbling excitedly to the two Avalonians about which unit he hoped to be sorted into.

“And who are you?” Cassiel asked, turning his bright blue eyes on Re’Niah.

She froze, heart leaping into her throat as her gaze flickered to the small gathering, who had stopped their chatter to listen. She reached instinctively for her mask and cursed to find it not there.

“I’m not with them,” she said sharply.

Cassiel ignored her defensive tone. “So, you still have a name.”

“Ravithar, veluth zav! It’s none of your fucking business!”

“‘Ravithar’? ‘By the stones’? I heard you Nirithvel honoured the mountains. I suppose it makes sense, given your mountain cities. I’ve only ever read Orvaleth—I’ve never had the chance to speak it before, so I apologise for my poor accent. Vaelorin, Nirithar.”

Re’Niah looked at him, agape. ‘Vaelorin’? He knows Orvaleth?

“Laputans try to be fluent in at least three of Myrrithia’s languages—not including the Common Tongue, of course. With the island floating the globe as it does, it benefits us to know as many of this world’s languages as possible,” Cassiel explained affably.

Re’Niah couldn’t find it in herself to hide her astonishment. She cleared her throat. “‘Nirithar’ is for a noble lady from the Rashnirith—a Mountain-Lady. I am no such lady.”

“Ah, I see. Then what are you?”

Ignoring the cold fingers of dread stroking her heart, she looked away as they entered a sloping stone corridor.

“I am but a shadow.”
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Re’Niah

The way through the corridor was long and steep. Careful to keep her footing, she shivered against the cold. She missed the warmth of her Shadowstone-lined cloak.

How could it be so cold?

The passageways in Lycia’s mountain cities were warm, utilising geothermal ducts and native Shadowstone for lighting and heating. But this stone was granite.

Did they not have Shadowstone here?

Judging by the magical torches burning in the sconces, no. Perhaps they reserved it for their bedchambers.

Magic was rare in Lycia—so rare that the Nirithvel had turned to the inherent properties of minerals and stones—of which they had many—using them to heat their homes and illuminate the darkest tunnels. By their will, they had survived.

Re’Niah cast a wary eye over the magical torches lighting their way, distrustful of the elemental power trapped within. Unlike Shadowstone, which had to be cut, polished, and set, elemental magic was like an untethered flame—beautiful and terrifying. The fact that some could wield it so easily, so naturally, so unearned, filled the Nirithvel with cautious respect.

The flagstones underfoot were slick with moisture from the cold air, and water trickled down the walls. The air was damp and musty. She wrinkled her nose in distaste, holding her breath as the corridor levelled. A sliver of daylight emerged ahead—they were nearly there. Accustomed as she was to traversing tunnels, this one held none of the mystic charm of the Nirithvel’s mountain cities, and she was desperate to leave it behind.

Blinking against the late-morning light, they emerged onto a vast expanse of soft green grass: the Flight Field.

Stretching as far as the eye could see, her gaze was drawn to the distant volcano where the Aerie was located—the dragons’ nesting grounds. It was then that Re’Niah noticed four round stone plinths embedded in the grass at its edge—and the two figures standing before them.

“Those must be the Air Vice-Marshal and Air Commodore!” Augustine enthused, practically bouncing with excitement.

Re’Niah rolled her eyes, but not before she caught Cassiel’s indulgent smile. It was the kind of smile reserved for someone who belonged—and, for some reason, it made her wish she did.

The Air Commodore drew Re’Niah’s attention first, though she stood tall and still in contrast to the Air Vice-Marshal. It was her eyes that caught her: shrewd, appraising the candidates with an intensity that made Re’Niah shiver.

If anyone sees through me, it would be her.

But if the woman could see through her guise, she gave no hint of suspicion. The lady wore the grey robes of a ventanes magai, trimmed with silver runes. Though she bore no medals, a silver insignia pin shaped like a dragon adorned her left breast.

Re’Niah sucked in a breath. The Order of the Dragon! She must be a powerful magai to have been presented with such an award by King Taurus.

To her understated power, the Air Vice-Marshal was a sharp contrast. He was a short man in full military regalia; an impressive array of medals weighed down his chest.

Directed by Flight Lieutenants from the different units, the new candidates stood to attention forty feet from the plinths, while Re’Niah kept her eyes narrowed on the restless Air Vice-Marshal.

The man twitched more than a hatchling in the fire pits. I’ve seen chimera with more composure!

Falling into formation, she noticed the other officers flanking them on either side, divided neatly between the four units Augustine had mentioned. In front of them stood riders displaying their ranks on the patches of their riding leathers: Executive Officers and Squadron Leaders.

It hadn’t occurred to her that she would have to submit to a non-Nirithvel commander while undercover. Though it would only be for a month, the thought was galling and tasted bitter on her tongue.

Only the howling winds filled the silence as the surviving candidates took stock of their surroundings.

It was then that Re’Niah noticed a natural rock arch stretching to a solitary pinnacle; the ruins of a temple clustered on its peak. She imagined how the former monastery must have looked before the siege all those years ago. Though built as a place of worship for dragons, the view deserved equal supplication.

She was the only dark elf among those gathered. Never before had she felt so different—with her slate-grey skin, shimmering freckles, glowing





















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ARRI NG HE A:R:‘E!‘ :

Atasy Retelling






d2d_images/image001.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





