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Please Note: This series is not meant for anyone under the age of 18. This is the first book in the series and may contain triggering content to some readers. A detailed list can be found in the back of the book for those who need it. 
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  1
Talin


Disappointment has been Talin’s constant companion since childhood. Of all the lessons life taught him, it was the one that stuck the most. He learned to live by it. Expect it. 
Wind rushes past his cheek, chasing after the fist that barely misses him.
He’s tired. Tired of expecting disappointment and getting it. Tired of fearing for his life. Tired of wondering if someone will end up killing him, only to get away with it by claiming self-defense. It’s one reason Talin doesn’t fight back. Can’t fight back.
Paice’s wing snaps out, smacking him hard in the chest. The force sends him stumbling into the base of a giant tree, its rough bark digging into his palms.
It’s the type of exhaustion that’s only attained after years, where it carves itself a home in the very marrow of his bones. It seeps through the cracks, running him dry like the deserts he’s heard much about. If he were to lie in the sands, his body might crumble into fine grains.
“You know,” Paice says with an airy sigh. A sharp smile spreads across his face. “I should thank you.” He rolls his shoulders and stalks forward. “I was feeling a little tense earlier. I needed this workout.”
Sharp claw-like nails dig into Talin’s chest as Paice grabs a fistful of his shirt and tosses him to the side. He stumbles through the garden, his wings flare as he tries to catch himself, hopping over the delicate plants. Water soaks through his shoes as he lands in a puddle in his efforts.
“Does pushing people around make you feel better about yourself?” Talin grimaces at his soggy shoes. “Aren’t you too old to bully people, or are you just trying to relive your youth?”
Paice’s smile widens, showing off his sharp fangs, and opening his cream wings. “You’ve got more bite than usual today.”
Paice’s muscles twitch and tense before he throws another punch. Talin tucks his arms to block it, stepping back. But as he does, Paice lunges and his fist connects with his arms. The force is stronger than Talin expected, and it sends him sprawling into the water. His head snaps back, hitting the ground, but what hurts more is how hard he lands on his wing joints.
Head throbbing, he cringes and pushes himself to his elbows. Mud covers him and cools his heated skin. Paice looms over him, a brown-red curl falling in his snarling face. One mud-caked shoe plants itself on Talin’s chest, shoving him back into the puddle. A nail inches closer to his face and Talin turns his head to the side.
“People pay me good money to keep you out of their businesses. I can’t have you poking your face in there anytime you want.” Paice presses his nail into the apple of Talin’s cheek, the point pinching his skin painfully. “It’s bad for profit, y’know?”
Talin clenches his jaw, glaring from the corner of his eye. Earlier this morning, Talin had been to a store at his sister Deulara’s request. She had placed an order for the eastern healer’s ward, and it was Talin’s job to pick it up. Not that Paice or anyone else in Cypethe cares about that.
Paice looms closer, shifting more weight into his foot on Talin’s chest. The pressure makes his lungs wheeze. “You gonna answer me, Death Wing? Where’d all that bite go?”
Talin jerks his chin up, dislodging Paice’s nail from his cheek, and glares at him face-to-face. He squeezes Paice’s ankle on his chest, careful not to dig his nails into him like he wants to.
“I have better things to do than entertain you. Just hurry up and get it over with.”
Paice snarls and tears his foot from Talin’s grip, only to send it into his side. A tiny noise forces out of him on impact, and he cradles the abused spot with trembling fingers.
“Never touch me, and stay the fuck away. Keep that damn curse of yours here.” Paice’s dark eyes slice over him once more before he scoffs and leaves.
Talin sighs and flops into the water. Tiny rays of light break through the thick canopy as the wind rustles them, sending a bright beam to the forest floor. Water droplets glitter like tiny gemstones and the leaves dance as a tightness coils in his chest. A familiar numbness creeps up, simmering below his sternum. A feeling that has been around so frequently that it feels like an old friend.
It makes its usual home deep in his bones and weighs down his limbs like they’re made of steel. He’ll lie here all day if he doesn’t move now. And he can’t let his siblings find him like this. They already worry enough.
With immense effort, he gets to his feet and trudges through the garden. Plants reach out and brush against him as he passes. The water droplets that collected on them after the rain stream down his arm like tears. Kneeling beside an undisturbed puddle, his reflection grimaces back at him. What a mess. Biting his lips, he extends his wing. Mud coats his black feathers, matching the rest of him. He almost wishes he could roll around in more and live his life like that.
Better a mud monster than what he really is.
The Death Wing.
He clenches his jaw and tries to quell the growing ire in his chest. A warm gust of wind dances past him, sifting through his feathers. He closes his eyes and lets the breeze sweep away his mind, letting himself imagine he’s flying. As it fades, he stares back at his reflection. His feathers shine a deep midnight blue where the sun hits them, but the rest are pitch black, absorbing any light around them like a bottomless pit.
If this is all there is to life, he’d rather of never been born.
Drained and defeated, the numbness curling around his chest like a vice, he scoops water in his hands and does his best to clean himself.
Being the only Sylvan in history to be born with black wings, he can’t help but hate their color. Especially when it’s the reason he’s treated the way he is by the entire city. He often imagines a life without the magic ban. Would he have been able to change the color of his wings? Would people still look at him like he’s cursed? The Higher Order permits only select individuals to use magic. Common civilians like Talin are forbidden. 
“Don’t go near him,” a mother once said to her child. “He’s the cursed one.”
“Careful around him. If he touches you, your feathers will fall out,” one of his classmates hissed to another.
“Sit in the back,” his teacher said on the first day of school. “Parents don’t want the Death Wing around their children.”
Talin is used to their words, but it doesn’t make it hurt any less. It’s been a while since he’s had those words spoken to him directly like today, but he hears the whispers as he walks through the shadows. Paice is the only one who confronts him regularly. The worst part is, the city praises him for his bravery. He lives for the attention, and, of course, the money he makes scaring Talin away from “civilized” people.
So here he stays on the outskirts of Cypethe in the eastern healer’s ward garden. His plants don’t hurt him. He cups a large leaf, careful to avoid the stem where tiny needle-like hairs stand. He created this plant earlier this year.
“I’ll give you a name soon,” he pets the glossy leaf, his touch gentle. “I’m sorry it’s taking so long. Nothing feels right.” 
He sighs and drops his hand. He wonders if his siblings will let him get away with staying in the garden while the Alaia are here for the gathering. Most likely not. His heart pounds at the thought of attending. The Alaian emperor, who has a power beyond most people’s comprehension, from what little Talin has heard of him, is going to be attending. That means high-ranking officials from Cypethe will be there for a chance to rub elbows with him.
This only means more eyes on Talin, stabbing at him from every angle.
Curious gazes from the Alaia who’ve never seen such a novel sight as the likes of a black-winged Sylvan, the infamous Death Wing. Angry glares from the other Sylvans, irate he had the audacity to bring his presence around such an important guest. And, of course, the watchful eyes of his siblings to make sure he’s okay.
He won’t be able to breathe without having someone’s eyes on him.
And it’s only a week away.
Beating wings sound behind him. He turns just in time to see his oldest brother, Astreas, swoop down. Astreas wraps him in a hug and twirls them in the air. Talin yelps, flapping his wings. When they land again, Astreas grabs him by the shoulders. He’s smiling ear to ear, his eyes brimming, and Talin stares at him like he’s lost his mind.
“I’ve been granted a chair in the Grand Council, brother!” Astreas gives Talin a quick shake. His brother’s short black hair is windblown and slightly frizzy from the humid air, some strands now hanging in front of his face. Astreas straightens it, tucking some of the longer strands behind his pointed ear.
Talin hasn’t seen him this excited in a long time. Hiding in the garden during the gathering is out of the question with his eldest brother being a Grand Council Member.
Great.
Talin forces himself to perk up, a smile tugging at his face. He is genuinely happy for Astreas. He’s been working hard for this, but did it have to happen now?
“That’s amazing, Astreas!”
Astreas’ smile pinches as he scans him after the initial excitement, gaze dropping to his own clothes now realizing they’re wet. “What happened?”
Talin looks down at himself and shrugs. “I slipped while tending to the garden. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” Astreas eyes the mud Talin points to. “You know how clumsy I can be.”
Astreas hums before looking back at Talin. “Do I?”
Two thin gold pins that look like tiny feathers are sitting on Astreas’ shoulders, hooked to his shirt. 
“You’ve already got your cape. Can I see it?”
Astreas hesitates only for a moment. “Of course,” he says, offering him a small smile that promises to revisit their previous topic.
Astreas turns to show the red cape nestled between his white wings, stretching them for Talin to have a better view. When the light catches his feathers, it momentarily blinds him. Though Talin has never stepped foot outside Cypethe, which is too hot for snow, he imagines this must be what it looks like. 
Blindingly beautiful.
Talin has always been proud to call Astreas his brother, but he can’t help feeling jealous of his wings.
In the center of the cape sits the Grand Council’s seal, while their family’s sits below it. White and gold weave the cape in intricate patterns around the boarder. The elders spent considerable time on it. It’s made of the same material as the solin everyone gets at their Ordination ceremony. 
The one Talin’s siblings all hope the elders will also gift him.
“You didn’t get your wing coverings?” A frown tugs Talin’s brows.
“I told them not to bother.” Astreas tucks his wings, not letting the pristine white feathers touch the ground. He faces Talin, correcting another wild strand of hair.
“You didn’t have to do that.” Talin drops his eyes and picks at the hem of his shirt.
A sad smile works over Astreas’ face, and he squeezes his shoulder. “Don’t think on it too much. If it makes you feel better, they’re still making them for me. They’re just not finished yet.”
Talin licks his lips. How can he not think about it? It’s only because of Talin his siblings stopped wearing wing coverings.
“Have you told anyone else?” he asks, staring at his brother’s wings. His chest tightens the longer he does.
“Not yet. I plan on informing them tonight. Don’t tell Deulara while you two are making dinner.” Astreas rubs the back of his neck and gives him a sheepish chuckle. “I suppose I got ahead of myself when Sir Helmrich gifted me my cape. I felt I had to tell you immediately.”
The city’s alarm bells chime. Astreas’ smile vanishes, replaced with the strictness he always has whenever one of their siblings does something he doesn’t approve of. The melodic sound of the bubbling river surges louder as the ominous chimes echo out, only to be drowned by another toll from the many bells around the city. Chills shoot down his spine and through his feathers at the haunting sound.
He steps around his brother, but Astreas spins toward the alarm and flares a wing, stopping him in his tracks.
“What’s going on?” Talin peers around the wing.
“Something is happening at the southern border.” Astreas shoots him a stern look over his shoulder. “Clean up and go home. I need to go find out what’s happening.” Talin doesn’t answer, and Astreas’ blue eyes narrow. “Talin. Do not follow me. I mean it.”
“Okay, okay!” Talin curls a wing in front of him, picking some mud from his feathers.
Astreas must take his words to heart because he flies off. Talin gives his brother a few moments to get ahead, gazing at the surrounding garden. He plucks a dead leaf from his unnamed plant reaching out to him. As the leaf hits the ground, Talin flies into the trees.
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Gliding from one thick branch to another, his nails dig into the bark to steady himself. The trees twist as they spiral toward the sky in every direction. Talin keeps in the low branches to give his wings more room until he spots Astreas’ white wings in the distance. The five Grand Council Members are standing on the ground in a half circle around something in the underbrush. 
Flying higher, he moves like Cildric, his second oldest brother, taught him. Slow and steady, following any natural shift from the environment to blend into the background. When someone speaks or when something can cover any sound he may make. Hide in the shadows, deep in the leaves, vines, and hanging moss. 
Higher in the tall trees, the wind grows louder, so he finds one close enough to the Grand Council to hear them all the way on the ground. He sits on a branch and wraps his wings around himself like a cloak. 
A wounded Zmeya kneels before them, her blue blood dried on her leathery turquoise skin. She has her head bowed toward the council’s feet. Her long, narrow face is framed by delicate frills of skin that drape like a cape over her shoulders, flowing from either side of her head and neck.
Silklief, a low bush-like plant, spreads around the entire forest floor in this area. The sap-like fluid in the stem is used to help stop bleeding. Behind her are large ferns that would reach Talin’s hips, their teal leaves almost completely camouflaging her in the dense vegetation.
“The Vespetor?” Madam Celia, another Grand Council Member, hisses and turns up her nose. “What would they gain from attacking Jasmit?” 
“The general of King Hirick’s second battalion, General Qha’kid, came to us last year during the spring equinox and expressed his interest in forming an alliance. We had denied his offer, but it didn’t deter him. Over time, it was clear he was after something. When we refused to give it to him, he became violent,” the Zmeya says.
“He’s rebelling against King Hirick?” Sir Sonard asks. “What is it he wanted?”
“Hadrall’s scroll.”
The Grand Council falls silent. Talin knows Hadrall is the Zmeya’s Ancient, so any artifact of his must be important. But what could be written in it to provoke an attack on the Zmeya’s capital? 
“Did General Qha’kid mention what his plans were?” Madam Heva is the first to break the silence.
“No, we weren’t able to find out, but he mentioned in passing he is trying to get an audience with Emperor Lîrchon Rhyke to make an alliance with the Alaia.”
Madam Celia scrunches her face, wings twitching. “That’s concerning news. It would be troublesome should he succeed.”
“Troublesome, yet unlikely,” Astreas’ voice is steady. “Emperor Rhyke has shown no interest in any alliance. Does General Qha’kid have the scroll now? This will likely be his only bargaining chip.”
“Yes,” the Zmeya wraps her tail tighter around her legs, her eyes not leaving the Grand Council's feet.
“Nevertheless, it remains unlikely,” Astreas says. “Though—”
“I'm not so sure Emperor Rhyke won't give in to the offer,” Madam Celia cuts in. “He's young, inexperienced, and power hungry. He may accept if Hadrall’s scroll is in play.”
Astreas’ blue eyes cut to her like shards of ice, wings twitching minutely. Most people wouldn’t be able to tell, but Astreas is angrier than Talin’s ever seen him. It's not an emotion he usually sees on his brother.
“May I continue, Madam Celia?” Astreas’ tone is chilly enough that Talin has an idea what the cold weather at the Summits must feel like, and he shivers. Madam Celia simply hums. “As I was saying, it would be a good idea to place some of the Elites at the ports leading to Thoiq Chein. We can keep aware of General Qha’kid’s actions to plan accordingly should anything happen.”
“I will inform the Elites of the mission,” Madam Heva says.
Talin perks up at the mention of the Elites. They’re the highest branch of the Disciplinary Council. One of the few permitted to use their magic.
He has wanted to join the Disciplinary Council since he was a kid, but it’s not something he can do. His wings curl around himself tighter, longing to help and see the world outside of Cypethe. But since Elites are required to use magic, that immediately excludes him. He wasn’t born with magic energy. No matter what the world believes, he’s never felt the tingly feeling others mention.
“There’s one more thing,” the Zmeya says. “It is only our speculation, but from all the questions he was asking us, we believe he is searching for Madam Crystal’s tomb.”
The temperature drops and the wind whistles through the leaves as if a rainstorm looms in the horizon. Madam Crystal? The Sylvan Ancient disappeared without a trace after the end of the Dark Age. But General Qha’kid is looking for her tomb? No one knows if it even exists. 
Talin bites his lips and his wings curl around himself tighter. There’s only one reason someone would want to find her resting place. 
The Dark Magic.
“There is nothing that could possibly lead him to it, if it does indeed reside on Na’hiri,” Sir Helmrich says. “Everything belonging to her has been destroyed thousands of years ago. For now, we should focus on the immediate threat of his interest in Emperor Rhyke and helping your people get back on your feet.” 
Sir Helmrich doesn’t look the least bit worried. From what he said, he must not believe her tomb exists. 
“How many of you were injured?” Astreas tilts his head as he looks her over.
“As far as I know,” the Zmeya says slowly, “thousands were killed, and there are many more injured, but we are still trying to account for everyone. We believe many fled and have search parties of any able-bodied person.”
“Those are grave numbers,” Sir Helmrich says. “We can aid your search. An aerial view may be helpful. And I believe I speak for all of us when I say you may bring the people here and set up camp. You have access to everything Cypethe offers. And once Grand Kal is well, I would like to discuss this further with him, if he is agreeable.”
The Zmeya bows her head deeper. “Of course. I will pass on your message to my father. Thank you for your generosity.”
The Zmeya doesn’t move as the Grand Council Members leave, but Astreas offers her a hand. She stares at it for a beat before taking it, Astreas helping her stand.
“You said your name is Uqron?”
“Yes.”
“There’s a patch of wetlands across the river from the eastern healer’s ward on the outskirts of the city. It may be a good place to set up camp. When you arrive at the ward, ask for Deulara. She and her students will help you. If you need access to anything else, don’t hesitate.”
Bright yellow eyes, much like Talin’s own, lift to Astreas and her shoulders droop. “Thank you.” 
Talin bites his lips, absent-mindedly playing with one of his feathers as they part ways; Astreas flying into the air while Uqron limps away into the dense vegetation, her tail swaying gently behind her.
This sounds bad. He’s eavesdropped on the Grand Council a few times, but it was never anything like this. He pinches his lip with his fangs, staring in the direction Uqron disappeared. His heart quickens. 
With the Zmeya showing up in need of help, maybe this could be his opportunity to show everyone he’s not cursed. That he isn’t a burden for simply existing. And if it all goes well, maybe he could even get a job in the Disciplinary Council.
His stomach twists and he groans, rubbing his face. But what if he fucks it up and makes everything even worse than it already is?
His siblings would tell him not to do it. If he does what his siblings keep telling him, everything will be fine. They know how to keep him safe. Have been doing it since he was born. 
He works for Deulara, keeps his head down, and gets through the day. Every day.
It may not be fun, but it keeps him alive.
Though he wonders if it’s even worth it anymore. 
A heavy sigh pushes from his lungs. Dreaming like that only ever disappoints him. Who is he to think he could be of any help to the Zmeya, the Disciplinary Council, or anyone else? 
There will be time to think about what he discovered later. Right now, he needs to get home before Astreas if he doesn't want to get caught. And he needs to take a quick dip in the river to feign a bath for now. He turns on the branch he's perched on only to see Cildric sitting behind him.
Talin jolts, flaring his wings, and flails. When he catches his balance, he glares. “Damn it, Cildric, you can't sneak up on me when I'm crouching on a branch like this!”
Cildric swings his foot, eyes trained where the meeting took place. His bright green, yellow, and blue wings blend in with the surrounding leaves. His vibrant feathers set him apart from Talin’s other siblings, which makes sense considering his adoption. Something many Sylvans don’t view as part of their actual family. Of course, Talin and his siblings disagree wholeheartedly. 
Cildric blinks, seeming to come out of a deep thought, and a wide smile spreads across his face. 
“Why? If you fall, you have wings to catch you. You’d be fine.” His smile turns devious. “In fact…” Without finishing his sentence, Cildric shoves him with his foot.
Talin sucks in a sharp breath, arms pinwheeling as he falls through the air. Thankfully, the trees are extremely tall, and he has plenty of time to straighten himself out. When he lands, he shoots a glare into the leaves. Cildric’s maniacal laughter is the only thing that greets him, his body hidden in the foliage, but Talin spots his hanging foot.
“Come on, little brother,” he calls from the branch, “let's get home before Astreas realizes you disobeyed.”
Talin grimaces and flies back up. “How’d you know I would be here?”
“Oh, Talin, I always know.”
Cildric grins over his shoulder, his blonde hair falling in front of his face. Reaching back, he ruffles Talin’s hair before flicking the point of his ear with his nail. Talin glowers, swatting at his brother before rubbing his ear. 
“I wasn't gonna drag you away unless you did something stupid like get yourself caught,” Cildric continues. “But I've clearly taught you well. Now, come on, mud monster. Astreas will be home soon, and we have a pit-stop to make.”
Talin narrows his eyes, but Cildric is off before he can say anything else.
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Wet clothes stick to him like a second skin, and the air rushing past him as he flies chills him to his core. He shoots a glare at Cildric flying ahead of him. The pit-stop Cildric mentioned was the river, where he proceeded to push Talin in without warning. 
Talin gasped and shot up from the water. “What is with you and pushing today?!” Talin shrieked at his brother cackling on the riverbank. 
“We gotta make it quick, hurry up. You know I’m only ever looking out for you.” Cildric winked.
Looking out for him, Talin mocks.
Cildric must feel the daggers of his stare because he glances back, a grin plastering on his face. They land on the balcony to their family home and Cildric reaches over, ruffling Talin’s wet hair and he swats him away. Their family home is the only one this far out in the city, built in the branches of a giant tree.
The smell of freshly cooked meat and spices wafts under his nose, accompanied by clacking wooden utensils. Peeking through the open window, Deulara stares right at them with crossed arms. He’s supposed to help her cook dinner since he hasn’t found a permanent job yet. Dropping his eyes, he slinks inside. 
Once inside and the heavy door shuts behind them, he bides his time, taking off his shoes, and places them neatly along the wall. The plush rug hugs his feet, and the crackling fire in the oven warms the room. 
Deulara’s finger taps her bicep. Talin keeps his wings tucked tight against his back and wipes his feet on the soft rug, refusing to meet his worrywart sister’s eyes.
Instead, he looks at the rest of the house. All the windows are open now that the storm passed, letting in a breeze. His eyes trail up the walls to the high peaked ceilings. This portion of the house has a thick branch shooting diagonally through the center. The base of the tree is large enough that they would need ten Sylvans to wrap their wings around it, and the tips of their feathers might touch. And their wings are by no means small. They would drag a considerable amount if they didn’t hold them up.
It grows a bit tiring holding them so high after a while, but it’s improper to let them touch the ground.
Even though their khlea, a tree where families build homes, is plenty big enough for more houses, theirs remains the sole one. Nobody dared build around the Death Wing. And as much as Talin wanted neighbors as a kid, for a chance to make a friend, he’s thankful for the peace and privacy their home offers.
A door on the far right leads out to the wrap-around balcony. Attached to the balcony is a bridge to the bedroom he and his siblings share. Off the living room is a door that leads directly to their parents’ old room, but no one has opened it since their father’s passing three years ago. 
To the right of the living room, where Talin is astutely avoiding, is the kitchen, where Deulara still stands with her arms crossed and a fiery presence that rivals the flame in the stone oven.
“Where have you been?” Deulara asks. “Why are you soaked? You’re going to catch a cold flying around like that.” 
“I lost track of time in the garden and quickly washed up to come help. I’m sorry.” Talin’s skin prickles from the weight of her scrutiny.
“You took a bath in your clothes?” 
A cold sweat makes his palms grow clammy. Lying has never been his strong suit, and his siblings like to tell him how ironic it is, seeing his hobby, as his brothers like to call it, usually involves basic lying skills. 
“If you’re gonna spy on people, you need to get better at lying about it.” Maelis laughed.
“Or just learn to never get caught.” Cildric smirked. “Which seems the only plausible goal for you.” 
Though, to be fair, everyone in Cypethe thinks he’s acting shifty, no matter what he’s doing. That being that, his family can spot his lies before he can even try.
Yet here he is, trying his luck anyway.
Before this painful conversation can go any further, Cildric, his saving grace, asks, “What’s for dinner? I’m starved.” He claps his hands and rubs them together.
Talin chances a glance up. Deulara’s amber eyes dart between them before sighing, her light brown and red wings relaxing. “Stew. I traded some medicine for stag meat from Zephyr.” 
At this, Talin lets out a breath and his wings droop, a heavy weight lifting off his shoulders. He lets them glide over the smooth wooden floor to the kitchen to help set the table. Talin scrunches his nose and tugs his shirt from his chest, the fabric suctioned to his skin like it’s trying to become one with him. 
In the kitchen, the oven in the corner is pleasantly warm, a pot full of stew sitting atop it. Shelves hang on the wall where the dishes and other cookware are. He grabs the wooden bowls and spoons.
A large hand falls on his shoulder, and another comes around him to take what he’s pulled from the shelf. Cildric smiles.
“Go change before you really catch a cold and Deulara has both of our hides. I can get the table.”
He does as he’s told, hurrying across the bridge to their room, changing into something warmer. Once he’s back, his eyes fall on the table where six seats set, the chair at the head of the table empty. Not setting a seventh spot for their father after three years still feels wrong.
A familiar ache settles in his chest, but he pushes it back, not wanting to pull his siblings down that hole with him. It rarely affects him like this nowadays, but he’s more susceptible to it after what happened today. There’s enough going on with the Zmeya showing up, his siblings don’t need to worry more about him.
The fluttering sound of wings outside catches his attention, soon followed by the quiet patter of feet landing on the balcony. Astreas enters a moment later, accompanied by their sister, Enya, and brother, Maelis, who nudges Enya with his elbow, his laughter booming off the walls. Trying to appear busy, Talin brings the pot of stew to the large wooden table.
“Astreas,” Deulara says, wings perking up. “Do you know what the warning was about? Is everything okay?”
Astreas takes off his Grand Council cape and drapes it over one of the metal hooks by the door. “Vespetor attacked Jasmit and the Zmeya have come seeking shelter. The Grand Council granted them stay in the outskirts near the eastern healer’s ward for the foreseeable future,” Astreas says to calm Deulara down before she gets too worked up. 
Deulara worries over everything. If it gets too bad, the stress often sends her into an early molt. The alarm ringing and not knowing what is going on is probably stressing her out on top of…
Oh…
Talin’s stomach twists. Deulara had to have been panicking since Talin wasn’t home when the bells started chiming. How could he have forgotten such a thing? If she says something, Astreas will know exactly where Talin was.
Talin fidgets with his nails, limbs jittery. He keeps glancing at Deulara as everyone sits. They serve their meal and listen as Astreas recounts further on what happened, leaving out all information about Hadrall’s scroll and General Qha’kid wanting to speak with Emperor Lîrchon Rhyke. 
Talin tries to resist stealing too many glances at his sister, but his eyes have a mind of their own. Fortunately, she appears completely absorbed in Astreas’ words.
“Vespetor?” Cildric says as if he hadn’t eavesdropped on the meeting as well. “What would they gain from the Zmeya’s land? They live in caves.”
Wait, their land? Did Talin miss something? Was that from a part of the conversation before Talin arrived, or did Astreas just lie? It could be a coverup for the Vespetor’s true motivations that the Grand Council made up to prevent more fear. Realization settles in his gut like a stone. Since Astreas is part of the Grand Council now, is he required to lie to them sometimes?
Talin really got himself in a mess. He’s not going to be able to talk all dinner if this conversation keeps going, and he’s going to look more suspicious than he already does. Is he being obvious? 
He’s not making eye contact.
Look up.
He catches Enya’s inquisitive amber eyes and breaks out in a cold sweat.
Shit, no. Look down, look down, look down.
“Spoils of war,” Maelis says while stuffing his face with a sizeable chunk of bread, shrugging as he carelessly tosses the small loaf on his plate. “The Vespetor don’t need a reason. They’re a bunch of assholes.”
“Maelis,” Astreas chastises. Whether it’s for bad-mouthing the Vespetor, or for the way he’s eating, Talin can never tell.
Maelis shrugs again. He adjusts his white wings, flashing the bright red feathers underneath, before folding loosely on the ground behind him. “They’re nothing but a group of featherless cretins, damn baldies.”
Astreas sighs, rubbing a hand over his face, and his wings sag.
Talin carefully collects one of every vegetable and a piece of meat from his bowl. What if the Vespetor plan on attacking them next? Given what Talin knows, it wouldn’t be a long shot. If General Qha’kid is searching for Madam Crystal’s tomb, her home city is a safe bet. As far as plans for Hadrall’s scroll are concerned, well, Talin isn’t sure. Perhaps it has information on Madam Crystal’s last known whereabouts.
If he wants to understand the general’s plans more, Talin needs to know what that scroll contains. Though it’s not like that kind of information is in Cypethe’s archives that’s readily available to the public. The only thing he can think of is talking to that Zmeya, Uqron, but that’s risky.
Not to mention the Death Wing having an interest in a potentially dangerous scroll would be suspicious.
Talin stirs his stew, but his attention drifts back to the conversation when Deulara’s voice rises.
“-vendetta the Vespetor had with the Zmeya and taking them in will endanger our people? So much will be happening that people will be spread thin and exhausted helping the Zmeya, leaving us all too tired to fulfill our usual tasks.” Deulara’s wide eyes flick to Talin, making him dart his away. 
Why did she just look at him? Does she know he spied on the Grand Council? No, that can’t be. Is she just worried that Talin will let his curiosity get the better of him? That’s already happened and Deulara is certainly suspicious of him having done something, so that seems the most likely answer.
Deulara overthinking this situation is certainly going to lead to her informing Astreas of his absence earlier.
He has to say something. Anything. He needs to make Deulara stop working herself up. But what does he say? His mind falls blank. 
“Like I said before,” Maelis starts again, “the Vespetor don’t need a reason to attack, so helping the Zmeya isn’t gonna cause us any more danger. The Vespetor think if you look at them wrong, they’re entitled to kill your firstborn.” Maelis rolls his eyes and helps himself to a second bowl.
“Oh Ancients…” Deulara mumbles and puts her head in her hands, her long hair spilling over her face. 
“Maelis,” Enya shoots their brother a withering glare as she rubs her twin’s back. “Must you always do this?”
“I think we’re doing a good thing,” Talin blurts before Maelis can say something else, heart thundering in his ears. “Helping them...” he says a little weaker, his voice threatening to break. He takes a slow breath. “I mean, if we were hurt, wouldn’t you want them to help us? We don’t turn anyone away. That’s what you taught me when you brought me into the healer’s ward.”
The room falls silent, Deulara’s eyes trained on him, and her breathing returns to normal. He gives her a little smile.
“Well said,” Astreas says, and Talin drops his eyes back to his bowl, taking another bite. “So, Talin,” his brother continues.
Talin inhales his spoonful, choking. Maybe he should have stayed silent. He curses himself, picking up a napkin and wiping his mouth. He turns his head enough so he can see him from the corner of his eye, keeping the napkin in place.
“Yeah?” he murmurs.
“How has the job hunt been going for the Ordination ceremony?”
Oh, right, Talin’s original most dreaded question before his new Grand Council secret. Frankly, the job search has not been going well, but there’s no way he can admit that.
“Oh, you know,” Talin trails off. “But I’ve heard congratulations are in order for you.”
Astreas arches a brow, giving him his ‘I know what you’re doing’ look.
“Oh!” Maelis accidentally flings his spoon across the room, making Enya flinch as stew hits her in the face. She scrunches her nose as she wipes it off, sending their brother another menacing glare. “That’s right!” Maelis cheers. 
“What’s happened?” Cildric says.
Astreas releases a small sigh. “I was granted a chair in the Grand Council today.”
Deulara’s eyes dart to the cape bundled up by the door. Even folded, it’s clear what it is. She gasps, wings puffing up as if it’s the first time seeing it. Which is possible since she was too worried previously. 
“That’s phenomenal, Astreas!” 
The room fills with a cacophony of congratulations. Talin finally lets his shoulders and wings relax.
This secret may be more work than it’s worth.
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Talin


Familiar darkness swallows him like a gentle wave, the air cool and damp. A faint wind whistles past him, sifting through his feathers. Waking up in his dreams has become more common than not anymore. This darkness has become a second home. Comfortable and soothing. He believes his mind makes these dreams to feel included in everything he misses from being an outcast. Simple fantasies that help him get by. 
But in predictable dream fashion, sometimes they’re completely random.
He takes a step and his bare foot touches cold stone. Up ahead, there’s an echo of something dripping.
This sounds like a cave.
His wings brush the walls. It’s narrow. He’s barely able to get his them to stretch a quarter of their length.
Another breeze passes from behind him. He glances over his shoulder but sees the same darkness that’s ahead of him. He glides his feet over the stone so he doesn’t trip, but like every dream before, he can see each pebble and crack regardless of the lack of light. 
The passage narrows the deeper he goes. Wind ushers him on, curving left down a split path. The dripping gets louder and there’s a far-off chirping of surfangs, small, fuzzy creatures that live deep in dark places. They have large ears, and the territorial little creatures’ wings remind him of the Vespetor. 
Fitting, seeing they cohabitate.
He continues following the breeze, not sure where it’s leading him. The cave eventually opens, lit by torches and candles. A voice sounds behind him after a moment, and he spots an alcove further down the long room. A furrow pulls his brows as he moves toward it. 
Talin stiffens. A Vespetor man stands over a table with a scroll rolled atop it. He holds his large, leathery wings tight against his back; their light grey color matches his skin. A logo that Talin knows well catches his attention when the man shifts and the fabric on his shoulder unfolds. Talin’s father and Astreas wore it for years in the Disciplinary Council. He would know it anywhere. 
That’s the rank of a general.
Could his mind be conjuring what General Qha’kid looks like since he’s been obsessing over him and the scroll these past few days?
“General Qha’kid,” an all-too-familiar voice says behind him, making Talin’s spine go rigid. Paice walks right through him, as if Talin isn’t even here. He gasps and stumbles back, heart frantic. He knows it’s a dream, but no one has ever walked right through him before.
“You’re finally here,” General Qha’kid says, a quiet growl in his voice. 
“You’re the one who told me only to come once I had information.”
“Yes, though I didn't expect you to work so slow.” General Qha’kid turns to face him.
“Do you want the information or not?”
General Qha’kid waves his hand in a small circle, his wings shifting. 
“The Grand Council invited the Alaia to a gathering. They’ll arrive a cycle before this year’s Ordination ceremony.”
General Qha’kid hums, turning his attention back to the scroll. “Very well. We have plenty of time to retrieve Hadrall’s scroll.” 
Hadrall’s scroll? But he already has it.
A tugging sensation pulls at his mind a moment before everything goes dark. Talin gasps awake, blinking at the ceiling where his bed is anchored. He takes a deep breath. A prickling sensation spreads through his wings from laying on them. He scrubs his face and sits up, careful not to pull any feathers. Mating season is still a few months out when he’ll molt. He’d rather not go around with bald spots again.
He shifts to the end of the bed and looks at the window by the door. There’s barely any light, but he can hear faint chittering from the forest animals and the familiar sounds of a lethargic city waking in the distance. 
Sliding out of bed, he lands on the floor with a soft thud. His wings flare to steady him. Families live together until they get mated and start one of their own, so he’s careful not to spread them too high like he used to as a child and end up knocking into any of his siblings’ beds. 
He shuts the folding closet door behind him softly once he’s inside. It’s spacious enough for a couple of his siblings to fit at once and still have wing room. From his section, he grabs the first pair of pants and shirt he sees. The legs are loose fitting; the hems will get tucked into his boots when he leaves.
He then grabs his plain solin, a cloth all Sylvans wear as a symbol of pride, handmade by the Elders. Talin’s only has their clan’s crest on the bottom. He pauses when he sees Astreas’ purple solin. Their clan’s crest is embroidered at the bottom while Cypethe’s sits in the center in bright white thread. Gold details the edges and weave throughout the pattens in the fabric. 
Sylvans receive a solin at Ordination; each one given a special color based on their occupation. Purple and gold are for the Grand Council Members.
He gingerly runs his fingers over the soft fabric. Part of him wonders if he’ll ever receive one. Seeing how well his job search is going, he would bet what little gold he has on not.
Though Talin wouldn’t put it past Astreas to sweet-talk the elders into making one for him if he fails at finding a job for Ordination. He can’t seem to bear the thought of Talin feeling left out of anything.
He looks in the mirror beside him and scrunches his nose. Ancients, all he's asking is to not look like he's about to die of exhaustion for one day. Just one.
His bright yellow eyes aren't helping his dark bags. He combs his fingers through his messy black hair, pushing his bangs out of his eyes, but they fall right back as he enters the bedroom where his siblings are sleeping.
Maelis’s white wing sticks out from the opening of his bed, the red under-feathers bright even in the dim morning light. He likes that his siblings all still live together, but he knows deep down they’ll eventually get mated and move out until Talin is the last one here. Enya will likely be the first, since someone is courting her right now. Astreas will find someone too now that he’s finally achieved his goal of joining the Grand Council. He can start his own family and settle down.
A familiar pain lingers in his chest. 
He doesn’t enjoy thinking about the inevitable. That he will end up truly alone. It only deepens the depression he’s already carrying. He knows they wouldn’t forget him, but that doesn’t make the pain any less real. Generations of families live together, but mated partners usually pick one of their mate’s families to move in with. If the family is big enough, there is an entire khlea dedicated to their clan. With Talin living here, his siblings will inevitably end up leaving. 
Outside, the damp morning air cools his sleep-warmed skin. He grabs a piece of dried meat hanging beside the oven and eats it as he glides to the ground, heading toward the eastern healer’s ward. 
Dense fog blankets the jungle. Large ferns unfurl after a long night, the morning dew leaving large water droplets on their blue-green leaves. He trails his finger over one, making the coiled stem spring and rain cascades to the grass. Larger plants with wide leaves arch over the path like a bridge. Vines and moss are draped over thick branches, nearly reaching the ground and Talin uses his wings to brush them out of his way.
He's used to being the first one awake because of his dreams that occur most nights. They've been happening for as long as he can remember. They used to be infrequent, but now it's nearly every night. He doesn't know why he's having these dreams or what they're about half the time, but he's told no one about them. 
All it would take is one person saying he’s a mystic, or spreading some other rumor, to get him exiled. At that point, Talin doubts any of his siblings could do anything to prevent it. Even with Astreas having a chair in the Grand Council.
The moment he sees a lamppost along the path, he knows he’s close. Flames flicker inside the glass dome. Condensation collects where his fingers trail over the post and rolls in rivulets, leaving a dark path on the black metal. The homes sitting high above him in the branches are yet to stir. 
When he gets to the ward, he slips in through the back burrow to avoid the overnight workers in the front. Wards are one of the few buildings required to be on the ground. Some Sylvans can’t fly, and, while Cypethe doesn’t get many, if some of their visitors get hurt, they need to get help easily. 
Jars, bottles, and boxes crowd the supply shelves in the ward’s back burrow. Crystalline water from a nearby spring trickles into a small pool. Making a mental note of what’s running low, he grabs a basket as he heads out.
He makes his way through the desolate cobblestone streets below the empty eastern market sitting high above him in the trees. From the scent wafting down to him, the baker has a fresh loaf in the oven; it gives the jungle a warm, welcoming air. 
He’s thankful he can go unnoticed on the ground while everyone gets ready for the day above him. While he loves being in the trees, he almost prefers the ground. At least in times like this. He’s never been welcome to stroll the markets openly. 
Past the market, Talin heads across the stone bridge arched over the river. Thin vines from some flowers twine around the carved railing. A small smile tugs his lips and guides the vine around another part of the railing before petting the soft leaves. It’s gotten big. 
Veering off the path, he walks along the river where the waterpetals are. Movement by the pink flowers floating in the water has him stopping in his tracks and flying into the trees to avoid whoever it is. He shuffles back and forth on the branch before deciding to carefully maneuver closer. That’s when he sees a Zmeya kneeling on the riverbank cleaning her wounds. 
He perks up. She’s Uqron, the Zmeya from before. He had contemplated trying to talk to her to get information about Hadrall’s scroll, but he didn’t think he’d meet her so soon. And he never even decided if he was going to try. How does he introduce himself? 
“I can smell you up there, you know,” Uqron says, her heavy accent making the usually soft Sylvan words sharp.
Talin stiffens, forgetting Zmeya have a much better sense of smell than Sylvans. Heat warms his cheeks and his wings curl around himself. His only encounter with other races is when they come to Cypethe to trade, and even then it's not like he interacts with them.
He chews the inside of his lip and his throat constricts, his chest feeling too tight.
Ancients, please don't let him make a fool of himself while the Alaian emperor is here.
“Sorry,” he calls down. “I wasn't trying to sneak up on you.” Maybe he should have just walked up to her like a normal person. Now she's going to think he's creepy. He can't help that he's conditioned not to. That's why he watches everyone from a distance.
Not that she'll care for his reasoning.
Uqron stands and turns to his tree, a smile on her face, but it quickly fades when she can’t spot him. Talin spreads his wings and jumps down, landing on a boulder beside her on the water’s edge.
“Oh,” her eyes widen as she looks him over, lingering on his wings. “You must be Talin Kierlis.”
Is he so famous people outside of Cypethe even know his name? 
“Yeah,” Talin clears his throat, trying to fold them tighter against his back, but no matter how hard he tries, he can never hide them. Life would be a lot simpler if he could. 
Wearing full wing coverings would be even worse. No Sylvan wears them willingly. It’s seen as taboo; a way to say their wings are too ugly to look at. Even more people would stare at him than they do now. 
His teachers made Talin wear them for a while before he knew what it meant. When Astreas found out, he put a stop to it, and ever since, neither Talin nor his siblings have worn another pair. Talin didn’t tell them to do that. He would never do that. Wing coverings are seen as a symbol of pride. To accentuate a Sylvan’s most attractive feature. 
He drops his eyes to the rag. Why isn't she saying anything? Should he say something more? Most people don't give one-word answers. He should say something else. That's how conversations work.
“How-” he cuts himself off.
He's so frazzled, having not been prepared for this. How do people speak so easily? Talin never knows what to say. He squeezes the handle of his basket.
Oh.
“I was just coming to collect some waterpetals.” He waves the basket. “I'll be gone in a moment.”
“Don't rush off on my account. You're not bothering me.” She crouches again and re-wets her rag to continue washing her arm. “I wouldn't mind the company.” She glances at him from the side and smiles. “We're going to be living together after all. Might as well get comfortable.”
Talin shifts from foot to foot, glancing to the waterpetals lining the riverbank before sitting cross-legged on the boulder. The ward has plenty for now.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Uqron Kal, daughter of Grand Kal, sovereign of Glasil.”
“I know,” Talin says before he can stop it from coming out. He wants to smack himself. Why can’t he be normal? Is it so hard to say ‘it’s nice to meet you’? 
Ancients…
Uqron chuckles. “Am I that famous already?”
“No,” Talin mumbles, brushing some dirt off the boulder. He can feel her eyes on him, waiting for an answer. “I saw my brother helped you up. He said your name.”
“Ah, yes, Sir Astreas is very kind.” She dunks the rag again, ringing it out. “But that can be dangerous, you know. Spying on the Grand Council.”
“I wasn’t.” He pinches his lip between his fangs. “I was passing by.” 
Footsteps sound from behind a tree, heading in their direction. She watches him for a breath before seeming to accept his answer, even if she doesn’t believe it. Familiar golden-bronze skin with brown, blue and cream wings emerge from under the large, bridged tree root, freezing Talin to the boulder.
Of all the people, it just had to be Saeris.
Saeris meets Talin’s eyes and his brows pinch. “Talin,” he greets.
Talin only nods. Saeris didn’t bully him in school, but he was always the best student. As expected of a Belmont, Cypethe’s most prominent clan. Talin wanted to be his friend in the beginning but could only ever dream of getting close. All the kids avoided Talin after their parents told them he's cursed and it wouldn’t do well to tarnish the family name. Saeris was one of the few that weren't hostile towards him, though he eventually stopped talking to Talin like everyone else. 
Not that Talin can blame him.
Over the years of observing him, though, Talin came to resent him. Everyone loved him. He was Mr. Perfect, the know-it-all, the Belmont clan’s golden heir. All their classmates fawned over him because he's Sir Helmrich’s grandson, born with a powerful innate magic. Saeris can do no wrong in Cypethe’s eyes.
And Talin hates him for it. 
He probably wouldn't have hated him so much if he wasn't unlucky enough to be forced to see him every day in the eastern healer’s ward. Of course, he just had to end up working with him. And the fact that Talin can't change his job since no one wants the Death Wing working for them only prickles his skin more. 
Being a Belmont, Saeris could have easily started working as a healer in the central ward. Why he chose the eastern district, where Deulara is the lead healer, Talin will never understand. 
Or better yet, send him to work with the Disciplinary Council healers. Since Saeris is a Belmont, he’s expected to return to the Elites after Ordination. What could he possibly learn out here in the smallest ward? Especially when he could train with the Elites’ specialty healers.
The only saving grace is that Talin is never out in the ward with patients since he's not an actual healer. He only sees coworkers when they come into the burrow. Even then, Talin always hides in a small loft in the ceiling until they leave. So far, Saeris is the only one who has caught him up there and knows his hiding place besides his siblings.
“I heard some voices over here on my rounds, so I came to check it out. My name is Saeris Belmont. I'm a training healer under Deulara Kierlis. Do you need any help?”
“I'm okay, thank you.” Uqron takes the bandage beside her and wraps her wrist.
Saeris nods but doesn't leave. The sound of the rushing river feels like it's pounding in Talin’s ears, the faint sound of singing birds chimes in the background. It's too quiet.
“So, have you found a job you want to do yet?” Saeris asks, scowling toward him. His pale, moss green eyes would be beautiful on anyone else. Light shines gold and aquamarine on his feathers, and Talin lingers on them longer than he should, something swooping in his stomach. 
Talin turns away, watching the water glide past and ripple around the large rocks. “No.”
Saeris’ wings twitch and it looks like he wants to say something, but he only straightens and nods toward Uqron.
“I'm going to check on the others in the camp if you're good here. If you need any help, I'll be around.” He shoots one last glare at Talin before leaving. When Saeris is out of view, Uqron quirks a grin at him.
“Well, that was tense,” she says, trilling with laughter and showing rows of sharp teeth.
Talin grumbles, taking his shoes off and rolling up his pants to collect the pink waterpetals.
“So,” Uqron starts once Talin is knee deep in the water. “Are you prepared to meet Emperor Rhyke today?” 
Talin’s heart jolts and drops to his stomach like the boulder he’d been sitting on. Today? He counts his fingers, his heart accelerating with every digit. 
Oh Ancients... it really is today.
She sits back and smiles. “We must have you very busy to forget such a thing. Do not panic, the Alaia are nice people. That includes Emperor Rhyke. Don't let his pseudonym frighten you.”
Talin looks up at her with wide eyes. “Pseudonym?”
She arches a scaley brow. “You've never heard it before?” She hums, flicking her gaze over him. “He's known as the Red Phantom.” 
He knew this gathering was going to be rough for him, but he’s even more embarrassed not knowing anything about their guests. It’s something he should know, but he’s remiss to admit his poor schooling on anything outside of Cypethe.
“No,” he murmurs, dropping his gaze to the rippling water trickling around his legs. 
A name like that isn't so bad. His own pseudonym is the Death Wing, which sounds worse to him. Talin bites his lips and plucks more flowers, his fingers trembling.
“Try not to worry yourself too much,” Uqron’s voice softens. “It'll go well.”
He gives her the best smile he can muster. 

      [image: ]Talin sets his basket on the round table in the center of the burrow when he returns to the ward. On the way here, he ran through every possible scenario, and this is the only solution.
He's going to run away.
At least for the rest of today. If he stays here, Deulara will drag him off when the Alaia arrive. He can't meet someone as important as an emperor. He just can't. Besides, he doesn't have any attire appropriate for such an event since he's not permitted
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