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For the ones like me –


believing the next moment will be better.

Where courage is taking the next step, the next breath,

That your story does not end here.

I see you. I’m so proud of you.

This is for you. <3

To my David –

For being the Eli to my Mara and never letting me go.

You are my safest place and believe in me

when I don’t know how to believe in myself.

I love you.
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CHAPTER ONE


“You shouldn’t be here.”

My father’s voice cutting through my temples makes me jump. This sprawling, icy wasteland is silent except for the words reverberating in my mind.

I take a cautious step forward, worn boots crunching against the frigid snowfall as I wrap my arms around myself, fingers tucked into my ragged sleeves to ward off the nipping chill. My tangled, black-as-lava-rock hair whips against my nose, reddened by the wind.

I can help, Father.

I lick my lips and tug my heavy-knit coat closer around my shoulders. The worn animal fur brushes against my flushed cheeks as I search the bleak stretches around me. It’s eerie and still, as haunting as the dead buried deep beneath the ice. Little survives for long out here.

I shove one scuffed boot after another through the dredges of snow. He was headed this direction when he left to hunt.

“Father? Where are you?” The words are breathless and rough, but I force them out through cracked lips.

I narrow my eyes at the dimmest rays of light glinting off the muffled ridges. No one can hear me for miles out here. But I’m not expecting Father to hear my words spoken aloud.

I know he’ll be listening where he always lives. Deep in my thoughts.

My guardian. My mentor. My father.

The one who helps me sort through the volatile whispers to keep my inner inferno in check. To bank the raging phoenix fire in my veins that sometimes surges against my control and makes my joints throb with every movement. My body doesn’t know how to hold this blaze dormant. Not without him.

For several stretching seconds, Father doesn’t reply, leaving my thoughts empty. Sweat drips down my forehead and heat ripples in my bones. Water sizzles as the sheath of ice trying to form on my sleeve thaws.

“Father?”

My boots are already soaked as I tread a few more careful steps, trudging over the hard-packed snow and toward the pallid crests towering ahead. This stretch of wasteland isn’t fully shadowed yet by the angle of the mountains. With the faint whisper of heat from the dissolving sun overhead, I expected Father to have laid his trap here. But he left a quarter sunpass ago to set it, and there’s no sign of him. I glance over my shoulder. Fresh drifts cover any footsteps I could have retraced.

It’s empty as a tomb out here. No whisper of the phoenix who raised me.

Or the hunt he’s out to capture, bringing home one last meal for our tiny village.

I try to slow my breathing. He hasn’t left. Not yet. He wouldn’t do that to you.

He wouldn’t let me follow him out into the Forsaken Lands just to turn his back when I need him. He knows how long it would take for me to freeze out here.

Not a quick death.

If my own blood didn’t turn my skin to kindling first.

“Mara, I told you to stay back at the temple.”

Warmth floods my body, melting the ice underfoot. I pick up the pace. My senses reach out for the familiar tone of his heat signature.

“I know, Father. But I wanted to help.” I only have a few precious hours left with him. With any of them. And then I will be as forsaken as these lands.

“You have been well prepared for what you must do, little one. You are not forsaken yet.” Father’s voice, listening in on the chaos of my ero—my thoughts, is like a blanket of snow cooling the fire inside me and bringing clarity. “If you want to help me hunt, then find me.”

The chilled gust picks up again, trying to rip my face open, but I can’t fight back my smile.

“I’m coming, Father.”

I’m surprised he hasn’t chided me yet for speaking aloud. None of the others like it when I do. But something about using my voice, letting the words linger in the air—it makes the world feel more real.

When you’ve existed this long, reality starts to feel like a dream.

Hunching my shoulders against the cold, my eyes fall closed. Instead of using the light from the dull sun to guide me forward, I search for the ripple of warmth.

Let it swell from somewhere deep inside me. Let it bring that too-familiar heat along my shoulder blades and twin scars that always burn there. And as the fire inside rises—I can feel the warmth beneath my feet echoing in reflection. A whisper through the interconnecting tunnels buried below me in the snow. There’s someone else out here.

I hum quietly to myself, filling my own head with sound to numb how achingly silent my thoughts are.

My feet skim over the divots in the frost, used to deftly gauging the stability of the next step. I’ve found an echo of his warmth—the faintest whisper that something else breathes out here. Something else fights to exist against this frozen landscape.

The closer I get, the stronger I sense him. Like a beacon that flickers in my mind’s eye against a backdrop of grey nothingness. His heat signature is a dull, reddish hue that blurs and dances in contrast to the haunting stillness of the ice. But when I open my eyes, almost on top of where he should be—the world is still empty.

The ridges towering on either side have changed shape, indicating how far I’ve come. But the small hillocks and faint valleys are devoid of any other life. A large outcropping rises from the snow just ahead, frozen so solid it’s almost reflective.

“You’re walking too loudly. You’ll scare them away.” His chiding blasts through my thoughts, and I’d swear he stands right beside me. I soften my steps, pressing my lashes together and searching for those heat signatures again.

This time, I don’t just see one. I see three.

Found them!

I drop to a crouch and inch forward, using the ledge of ice as cover. I peer over the frigid spire and can finally make out the small flock of furred birds. They’re quickly pecking and eating scattered iceplant in a shallow indentation of snow.

I still feel Father’s silhouetted warmth—but it seems dampened somehow. Distant. I’ll bring him my spoils when I find his hunting blind. I can practically see the look of pride that will cross his face—especially if I capture all three of the argots.

I dig the toes of my boots into the frigid curve of the outcropping of ice, giving myself a little more height, and reach inside my coat pocket for two curving blades. My daggers are made of pockmarked volcanic rock, sharpened to an obsidian point on one end and wrapped with a leather grip on the other.

I focus on the fluttering argots, watching their too-thin bodies fall and rise with breath and the way their fur fades into scaly wings.

They’ve fought so hard to live. Maybe I owe them that much.

No. No. You must prove to Father you can do this.

You can survive on your own. You can protect him.

So, I raise my right hand, perch the blade between my thumb and forefinger, set my sights on the largest bird—and flick the weapon with deadly accuracy.

“Mara—no!”

Father’s voice is so sudden and desperate that the second knife I’ve just unleashed from my other hand spirals to the side, missing the second bird.

“What?” I slide backward down the small shelf of ice. “What’s wrong?”

I approach the argots to find the first one I’d speared lying on its side. My dark weapon protrudes from its sallow little breast. The other two are long gone. Leaving nothing but a pair of crumbled holes where they burrowed away from their dead friend.

I’ll never find them again. Any creature that can still survive in this world has mastered the art of hiding from predators.

“Mara!” Father’s angry tone splits through my temples like a headache, and my knees give way. I sink to the ground, arms over my head.

“I’m sorry! What did I do? Where are you?”

When my eyes flutter closed, I can sense the pulsating source of heat just ahead that I’d thought was only the argots. But he was hiding behind their heat signature. Stalking them.

Oh, brimstone.

I destroyed his hunt.

Shame crashes over me like a tossed storm and makes my body tremble.

Idiot. Idiot!

Of course he knew where they were. He specifically told me not to scare them away.

I should have asked his permission. Should have waited for him to tell me to move.

“I’m sorry, Father . . .” I whisper, staring at my soggy boots. “It was so foolish of me.”

“You are careless.” His words boom inside my head. Tears prick at my eyes.

I’m a stupid child.

I run my gaze across the frigid ground in front of me, catching on the edge of something curved and dangerous sticking out of the snow. Something at the base of another sharp cliff of ice—pointed and flickering, almost crystalline.

My shoulders instinctively twinge, but I don’t move. I just wait for him to reveal himself.

I should have waited before. Should have listened better.

Why did I think I could go and do this on my own?

The curved edge sticking out from the snow quivers. Ice and slush slide away as a massive ripple of feathers arches out of the snow. A bruise-tinted wing, easily as long as I am tall, cuts upward, shaking off frozen clumps, and reveals a cloaked figure bent over. My father lifts his other buried wing, their full span stretching twelve feet from end to end.

The wings expand, crystallized feathers withered with just a flicker of blue flame within. His gaunt shoulders are bent, but even so, he stands several heads taller than me. Father already seems weary, but seeing those ashen wings arching on either side of him makes the scars along my shoulder blades twinge.

I’ll never have wings like his.

But he’s always said that was for the best.

“I was waiting for the rest of the flock . . .” Even though his crackling grey eyes meet mine, he still chooses to communicate telepathically. “And now they will never resurface here.”

My chin drops to my chest. “I should never have acted on my own. I’m sorry. I only wanted to help.”

He takes a limping step, letting his wings drag in the snow behind him, creating dual, scar-like indentations. His eyes are bloodshot, dark bags beneath them. His heavy, ragged coat hangs loosely around his too-thin limbs and shuddering chest, those wings sweeping out of slits in the material that wraps his spine. He looks even worse than yesterday. “How can I trust you to guard us if you spoil a simple hunt?”

My throat tightens. I don’t trust myself for what’s to come, either. “I will protect you with my life.”

He reaches out with a spindly hand and cups my chin. His skin is cold. Too cold.

“You’re afraid, little one.” His eyes narrow. “Good. You ought to be terrified. I am.”

My gut twists into a hundred knots. “Y-you’re afraid, Father?”

His hold on my chin tightens. “Speak to me in your head.”

There it is. The expected chiding.

I swallow against his palm brushing my throat. “You’re afraid?”

Something volatile flashes in his wan features. He lifts his free hand to gesture to the dead argot, whose body is already covered in a thin layer of frost. “We are about to be as vulnerable as that creature. More, even.”

And I’ll be the only one standing between Father and the others—the Hollow Ones who hunt us like animals. Cursed creatures who create no heat of their own, so they hunt us and carve the warmth out of our people.

They are ice-borne nightmares.

“Exactly.” Father’s voice growls through my thoughts. “You know the Hollow are ruthless.” He spits to the side, as we always do when speaking of them. “We can hardly trust you to protect us when you bumble into a hunt. Maybe I should stay awake.”

I don’t realize how much I’ve been hoping to hear him say those words until they thaw through the tightness in my chest. He lets his waxen hand fall from my face.

I whisper, “Could you stay with me?”

If Father stayed awake, he could help me protect the rest. As we have always done.

He could help me think the right way.

Help me push away the fear that shuts me down. Makes us vulnerable.

If Father stayed awake, his voice in my head would help me be safe.

He’d tell me when to move.

I trust my head if his voice is there.

From the way his silver eyes flicker over my face, I can tell he’s considering it. He knows how dangerous the pulsating heat inside of me can be. To anyone around me, even to myself.

Our people have grown more used to me. Tempered to my flame—he made sure of that. But it’s still unpredictable.

The fire in my blood doesn’t lead to the aethor sleep—a fact we discovered when I was just a child. That part of me still terrifies our people. But since I am the only phoenix who doesn’t need sleep, I am also the only one who can protect them.

“I’ll think on it.”

But even as he speaks, I can see the weariness in his eyes. The thin veins that carve through his pale, sagging skin. Father is sick. He has been awake too long.

The longer he stays with me, the sicker he gets. Can I let him choose to risk death for me?


[image: ‡]
CHAPTER TWO


Father brings his wings in, curling them around himself and tucking his razor-sharp feathers through an inner layer of his large coat. Wrapped snugly as an extra shield of insulation and protection. Plus, flying low enough to scout is dangerous these days. Too easy for a Hollow to spot us and send out a hunting party.

“I’ll discuss it with the others. Not whether you are ready—” After helping me tether the argot with a stretch of cord that makes it easier to carry, he limps away from me, in the opposite direction of our temple. “But, whether we can trust you. Whether you can control your flame.”

That is the question.

Burrowing deeper into my jacket, I quicken my pace, boots crunching over the snow. “Where are we going?”

He glances over his shoulder. “To give you another chance to prove yourself. Our people still need their last full meal. And you’ll want to dry your own supplies.”

If I let those words stand alone, let them drift in the chilled air, I can almost believe he does trust me. That they do have faith in me.

I squint up at the dull crimson fireball in the sky. We used to navigate using the sun, but every day it grows more dim. Like it, too, has been awake too long.

As if Sol itself struggles for breath.

Sol, the creator of our sun. A deity my father doesn’t even believe in anymore.

The sun’s slow death has made it nearly impossible to find enough food to keep our people alive. Some say Sol is to blame for the Hollow stalking our every movement. For the frozen rivers and starved wildlife. But anger at a mythic creator who abandoned the sun and our world doesn’t change anything. And, as Father says, all the old gods are dead now. Even their names lost to time—Sol, being the only echo of an ancient memory. But that name will fade as well, just as everything does out here.

“Mara?” Father’s voice is softer now, and I speed up to trot beside him.

“Yes?”

“Help me find the nearest haja. We’ll set our trap where we know prey will be.”

This I can do. This I usually do.

Father used to be able to find these haja, gaps where warmth rose from the nemior tubes beneath, easily on his own. But as he and the rest of our people have been awake longer, and have grown more sickly, it is increasingly difficult for them to sense where the magma tubes carry a bit of warm air through to the surface.

So they let me help find haja. Sometimes when we’re hunting, and sometimes when we are searching for a place to hide our people away when they must sleep.

I am the youngest. The only young, actually. The first nora.

The first female child ever created. Ever found.

I’ve only existed for about two hundred years, still a youth on the cusp of full adulthood, while Father and the others were coaxed to life with the dawn of this world’s sun. In that time, I’ve aged at a slow, vulnerable pace all my own.

Father was born with the dawn of this world—but, from the looks of it, it won’t be long until he also sees the day the sun dies. When that day comes, it will only be a matter of time until we all freeze like the argot slung over my shoulder as we walk.

It’s cold and stiff as a rock, but I keep hold of the rope I’ve tied to the dead creature, now leading just ahead of Father.

Every few steps, I let my eyes fall closed, reaching out. Letting that pulsating fire buried deep inside search for the pockets of warmth around me. But so far, everything is just—cold. Frigid. Lifeless.

I angle north. We skirt around a sprawling, dark ravine and keep heading into the incoming icy wind.

“Are you sure you want to go this far, little one?” Father’s spindly hand clamps onto my shoulder. He’s worried about the Hollow.

I glance back at him. “I think I sense something ahead. Something larger. Maybe a lyran?” Not shaped like a hunter.

He gives the slightest nod and we keep moving. I’d better not be wrong.

We walk for another dozen steps before I can really sense it. The air rising from below, warming a small, frigid section and letting a few stubborn weeds grow.

Where plant life manages to survive, there are always animals nearby.

Father gestures for me to be quiet. He inches ahead, slowly letting his wings unfurl again. Ready to fly, if that’s what it takes to win this fight.

Moving in tandem, booted feet whispering over the ice, we creep around the edge of a large boulder piled with snow—and we see her.

About sixty paces away stands a beautiful, slender creature on all fours. Her back reaches about as high as my chest. The beast’s thick coat is a shimmering, the pale blue shade all the females share, with soft spots for camouflage. A lyran. She’s already shed her antlers, but the silvery stubs are starting to grow back. Padded paws gently scrape at the ground as she lowers her snout to pull at rough patches of grass.

Stunning. It’s been over a hundred sunpasses since I’ve seen one up close.

And this one seems pregnant, from the gentle curve of her belly.

“Father . . .” I whisper, and he lets his wings slowly lower and settle back around him.

“We won’t kill a pregnant creature. Young are too rare. We’re not that desperate.”

Respect glimmers through his expression as he watches the lyran quietly graze.

I drift closer to Father, my shoulder bumping against his. Instead of pushing me away, he reaches out, pulling me in. He rubs my shoulders to keep me warm.

“You did well, little one.”

That single phrase comforts me more than any warm blanket or meal ever could. Letting my gaze fall back to the pregnant lyran, I whisper a prayer for the small ones in her womb. Someday, they will probably lose their mother like I did. Very little survives out here.

But if they do, I hope they find a safe pack to join.

Suddenly, as Father and I watch the regal creature—lightly camouflaged behind a slope of icy drift—something zings through the air. An arrow imbeds in the lyran’s chest. She shrieks, making a desperate gurgling noise that echoes my own silent scream.

No!

My body goes numb, the world blurring as I watch several forms descend upon her. Tall creatures wearing armor made of patches of animal skin and pounded metal. Their faces are covered in gaping metal masks with sharp prongs that spiral the outside of the helmet. Jagged and tipped with poison, just in case anyone tries to go for their heads.

Fear burns under my skin like frostbite.

But it’s not the warriors’ fearsome masks or raised spears that make bile rise in my throat—it’s the blood that coats their armor. The gleaming, cobalt blood that licks across the metal plating and pools in pockets stitched inside. There are a few hints of golden blood there too—like mine. Like Father’s once was, before the cold stole the warmth of color from even his liquid flame.

These creatures are dripping with our blood. The blood of my people.

Possibly even the blood of my mother.

Slathered across their bodies like a warning.

The Hollow Ones are soulless creatures clinging to this desolate wasteland by cutting apart the last glimpse of safety and beauty and life that exists in this world.

Just like they cut apart my mother.

Just like they’re attacking this innocent lyran now.

With raised spears and bloodcurdling shrieks, they set upon the gentle animal’s body. Unable to watch, I flinch away from the gruesome sight. Only then do I realize Father’s voice has been howling in my head, “Mara! Run!”

But I can’t. The numbness spreads over my body, my legs immobile. The panic is crippling. Those savage Hollow Ones would sooner get their hands on us than that lyran. I can only imagine how quickly they would cut us open.

Carve out our blood.

I try again to force my boots across the snow.

But something else resounds in my head. A memory I burn alive daily. A memory I’d tried to bury deep in my ero, under layers of pain hardened like volcanic rock. But it keeps coming back, bringing fresh terror, trying to consume me.

The memory of my tiny self hiding behind piles of furs and animal skins, frozen, as a hunting party of Hollow discovered my sleeping mother. Watching them unsheathe knives. My mother’s flickering, golden blood pouring into buckets.

She was deep in the aethor sleep—but I could hear her screams.

They echoed in my head.

Just like they echo now.

The Hollow Ones took my mother. Cut her apart like an animal.

And now they’ll slaughter us too.
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CHAPTER THREE


Get out! Get out! Get out!

The words ricochet in my head, every heated pulse of my heartbeat telling me to run. But I’m frozen in place. Father is shaking my shoulders, trying to pull me out—but panic batters at my ribcage like an argot trying to fly away as my mind becomes a prison. Trapped in the memory. I can taste it. The same fear that has haunted me since I was a child.

The unwanted memory flays me open, surging up from that raw, boiling place deep inside.

“Hold it back, Mara!” Not even Father’s voice, slicing through the pounding in my head, is enough to dam the flood.

I’m a child again, barely old enough to form words, and certainly not old enough to lose my mother. But we had been on the run for a dozen years. Hiding. She never dared let herself sleep. Until the day she carried me over a frigid mountain range where we almost froze to death, into an abandoned camp—and allowed herself a single day of rest.

A single day where she made sure I stayed safely inside while she slept. While she healed. While she regenerated. A process that should have taken years—but she only planned one sunpass for. Her body haggard and spent, desperate for rest. As she slept there, sunk deep into sleep, I could still hear her voice in my head. Keeping me company. The flicker of her subconscious reaching for me.

Only, somehow, the Hollow Ones found us.

“No!” I scream internally, digging my fingers into the icy ground. Trying to escape reliving it. I refuse to release a scream and put Father in any more danger than I already have. He’s grabbing me, dragging me away from our hiding place.

I can still see the intruders in my mind’s eye, overwhelmed by the memory of them bursting through the door, ripping it off its hinges. Three Hollow warriors in those wretched masks, shrieking in victory and carrying curved spears. I crawled under the bed where Mama slept, curled into a ball, furs pulled around me, hands clamped over my ears—but I could still hear her screams consuming my thoughts.

I couldn’t move. Couldn’t protect her from the monsters. Only hide till it was too late.

Then my last shred of terror ignited. Lit the boiling heat trapped inside my chilled, shaking body.

I was barely old enough to walk the first time I razed a Hollow One’s house to the ground. Left it nothing but ashes.

The same day the hunters ruthlessly ripped my mother apart in front of me.

“Aaagh!” I bite out a gasp as Father drags my limp body over the bleak terrain. I force my legs under me to keep up. My hand strays to my shoulder blades—fingers burrowing into the scars there. The ones Father said were necessary. The scars he said ground me to this world. Remind me what it takes to survive. The numbness starts to recede, my vision sharpening. Legs growing stronger. I wipe away the dribble of warm blood leaking from my nose.

But even as I drown the memory in that well of fire in my chest, the heat churns deep in my gut. A raw, open wound. Volatile.

I try to focus on the sloping mountains in the distance as Father and I trudge across the snowbank, deathly quiet. Try to rivet my attention on the frigid wind crawling over my flushed nose and cheeks. Try to ground myself in the snow melting beneath my palms, cooling the heat pulsating in waves over my body. Boiling just under my skin.

“Run! They’ve seen us!”

Father fills my vision with his dark hood and fierce eyes. Grabbing my arm and picking up our pace. We race across the icy ground, even as the thudding feet of the Hollow hunting party pursue on our heels. We’re their new prey.

“Focus, Mara!” Father screams into my head. “You can’t feel this.” The sentence is a command. One that whiplashes through my ero and numbs the dangerous emotions bundled deep. But the force of it slices through my thoughts with a pain all its own.

Father is right. I led us into a trap.

I should have sensed them. I should have stayed away.

He tried to warn me.

I cannot let him down again.

If Mama hadn’t already been dead, my first explosion would have killed her. The fire that burns hotter than any other and scars even our own people. I sometimes wonder if—like Father—my mother was running to hide me from the world.

I won’t let my volatile body hurt anyone else.

My ero is mine. I can control it. I must.

Forcing my body to stay upright and my quivering legs to match Father’s pace, I ball my fists. Shut it down. My nails bite into my palms—and break skin.

Oh—oh, no.

I hadn’t meant to press that hard. To let it out.

But the release feels strangely good.

Thin streams of alia, blazing liquid lifeblood, run in rivulets down my shaking hands. The golden-red fire flickers and gleams as it traces thin paths, and then splashes against the icy ground below. It immediately sizzles, burning through the ice and showing bits of dark, volcanic rock underneath.

I focus on my breathing, on the nipping wind, focus on letting those shallow wounds close.

Father’s tense shoulders soften slightly, and he gestures for us to take a hard left. Toward the ravine we walked around earlier.

We only stop running when we come to the edge. I glance over my shoulder. We’re faster than the Hollow Ones on foot, but they’re still gaining on us. The glint of their spears cast pricks of light across the frozen landscape. They’re only seconds away.

“Father?” I peer down into the ravine, trying to catch my breath. The deep chasm fades into nothingness, crusted by snow. Only one of us can fly.

He shakes out his wings again, stretches their dark, crystalline breadth, and reaches for me.

“Hold on tight.”

One arm wraps around my waist, and then he’s throwing us off the edge. He shudders mid-air and we sink for a painfully long moment, crashing back into the wall behind us. I lock the gasp inside and cling to him, his body dangerously gaunt. “Come on, Father!”

He grunts, sweat running down his face. He beats his wings with several powerful strokes and we start to gain height. His entire body thrashes as he forces his wings to lift us up over the ravine.

The edge of the other side flashes beneath me and his wings stutter and give out. We both fall into the hard-packed snow.

I struggle to my feet and reach for Father. He’s shaking, his wings splayed at a weird angle. He pulls them back in, a cough wracking his body. I grab his arm and help him to his feet.

“Father?” I’m not sure what to ask, but he leans against me and forces us to keep moving. My breath comes in quick, pained beats. But we’re safely out of reach of the Hollow. For now.

As we gain speed trekking across the frigid landscape, I chance another glance over my shoulder at the hunting party tailing us. The small group of Hollow Ones is stopped on the opposite side of the ravine, cursing behind their helmets and thrusting their weapons into the air. A few of them try throwing a spear across the divide or shooting off a volley of arrows.

The weapons clatter against the edge of the ravine and fall into the darkness below.

“Mara, we must keep moving.” Father grips my arm and pulls me, his words viscerally shoving away my own darker thoughts.

It will take the Hollow far too long to traverse the ravine and find our tracks again, and by then we’ll be long gone. But he isn’t taking any chances.

We blur our footprints as we walk, and another flurry of snow comes along and helps to further hide us. The cold starts to stick to my lungs, and it takes us painstakingly long to double back before heading in the direction of the temple.

Father is being careful. But the damage is already done.

I practically led us into an ambush. And then I froze.

The undercurrent of fear ripples off Father in waves. He’s not making eye contact, just trudging through the snow. Angular shoulders shifting beneath his ragged coat. If I lean in, I can make out the echo of his mounting dread. At least, what doubts he lets me graze past.

Ashen whispers swirl deep in my ero like a mounting snowstorm. That cryptic voice I bury, along with all the fears that seem to rise like sparks from a spitting fire. Why are the attacking thoughts always the loudest? I hid when Mama needed me most. What if I freeze up when Father and our village are vulnerable too?

“We’re here, little one.” Father’s voice is soft, tinged with a note of sympathy. His tone pulls me out of the swirling blizzard dampening my mind.

I lift my head to see the familiar stretch of almost-translucent frost that always forms over the entrance to our home. This particular channel of magma tubes is buried deep beneath a small valley of jagged, snow-coated hills. It’s so dark, I glance up to make sure the sun is still there.

The dim crimson ball still dangles precariously over our heads. But every day it dulls a little more. Dying like the world around us. As a child, I used to beg Mama for stories of how the world used to be. Myths of the flaming, flying creatures who could kiss the sun.

I watch Father’s frail form bend and press a hand to the mirrored ice beneath our feet, see him strain to force heat to his skin.

The sun isn’t the only thing dying.

Father is too. And what remains of our people, if they can’t have the rest they need.

Freezing from the inside out.
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CHAPTER FOUR


I duck around Father, kneel beside him, and rub my hands together. Glimmers of fire dance over the lines of my palm. I press it against the chilled surface, and my heated blood starts to sizzle. Cracks spiderweb across the ice, and the thin sheet groans around us.

We take a half step back and then Father slams a boot into the splintered section. It gives way, falling through a dark hole rimmed in charred, volcanic rock. An entrance to a nemior—a magma tube.

This is one of the largest entrances we’ve found to the interconnective maze of magma tubes deep beneath our feet. They run all over this planet, and in the myths, used to flow with magma and connected to the fire-breathing cones that towered above the plains. Now, our volcanic world is as barren as the animals struggling to survive—but at least the thick walls of these nemior keep in just enough warmth for some creatures to do so.

Until the last tendrils of heat run out along with our sun.

“Ready?” Father asks. There’s a sense of finality in his tone, and I swallow. Once we step inside, there’s no going back. We’ll have to explain why the only fresh hunt we have is the lone argot and handful of small reiva Father caught before I found him. Why we’ll have to stretch the food again, dried meat and the spindly moss that grows inside these tubes.

This is my fault. I will face it.

“Keep up.” He jumps into the nemior. Father lands hard, and his pained grunt echoes back to me. I leap in after him.

We walk quickly through the curving, softly heated tunnel. Even a few steps in, the subtle presence of warmth starts to filter in through my heavy coat. I undo a few knots and let the hood fall away from my face.

As we get closer to our little encampment, slowly my ero fills with other voices. The comforting, familiar tone of our people. The fior-errans, as they call themselves. Forsaken by this world, but remembered by each other. Our little flock. Warm and loud and chattering. A soothing chorus of different tones all speaking to each other and around each other. Animated. Excited.

Expectant of our return.

“The child is back! She found him!” I know it’s Hana’s voice, even before I can see her. She’d been nervous for me when I snuck out to find Father.

Now she and the others are going to really wish I’d stayed home.

Father lets out a long sigh, limping beside me. He was limping when I found him earlier too. “Were you hurt, Father?” I push the question directly into his thoughts.

He gives a sharp shake of his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

As we round a bend in the tunnel framework, the chorus of voices in my head grows louder. Welcoming.

Two more steps, and the tunnel widens, opening into a sprawling cavern easily a hundred feet high. The volcanic rock is smoother in here, the walls softened from years of wings beating against it.

We’ve hidden here for the past fifty years. Before that, we’d lived in a nook high in the mountains.

The best part of this place is the temple carved out of the volcanic rock itself, rising from the dark floor. Covered in carvings of myths and narratives, four pillars hold up the domed roof and walls of the ancient structure.

While a small place of worship, this temple was once a flourishing hub and trading post. The magma would freely bubble up from these tubes, turning to lava that ran in rivers through this planet. A kind of heat that didn’t endanger our people and brought warmth to the tropical land. It’s said that even the jungles that grew around the pooling streams of lava knew how to feed off the golden canals and not be burnt by them.

Now, the walls are missing chunks, and straggly weeds crawl over most of the pillars. Any ceremonial items that used to be here were long since stolen, leaving behind only strange, spiraling markings in the cavern ground, with deep drainage holes every several feet. I can only wonder what the ruts were once used for.

Water? Gifts from the worshippers? Something else entirely?

My boots pad softly across the pockmarked surface, heels skimming the curve of a shallow trench that curls outward from the heart of the temple. The voices in my head swell with excitement. The cavern is filled with two dozen of us—tall, spindly creatures with dark wings draping from their shoulders. Crystalized wings that flicker with liquid fire trapped inside each jagged feather.

The fior-errans. Forsaken Ones with Wings, the name they gave themselves when the Hollow Ones forced Father and the rest out of their homes in the mountains and into the icy cold of the Forsaken Lands.

At least we Forsaken Ones still have each other. They’ve already packed up most of our supplies, the woven baskets piled in a corner. Each of the worn-looking creatures has prepared for their aethor sleep. There are piles of furs on top of coats and jackets set out in a semicircle.

Awaiting the flock’s rest.

Just seeing the dozens of makeshift beds makes my stomach twist.

“Mara! You made it.” Hana is the first to look up from readying her bed, and she sweeps toward me. She always looks fragile, her pale face, skeletal cheekbones, and dewy eyes set against the wisps of dark hair that escape from her thinning braid and rim her face. But in the flickering light of this cavern, lit only by the soft glow of my people’s wings, she seems even more delicate.

She reaches for me with quivering, bony hands, then pauses. Eyes widening. And glances up at Father.

“What happened?” she asks us both.

He looks away. “There was a hunting party. They took our larger prey. They almost got Mara.”

Hana purses her lips. “Shael! They are getting closer and closer to finding us.”

Father places a thin hand on my shoulder.

“We must be even more careful. I don’t believe the child is ready yet. She nearly got us both killed.” His words rain down around me like a hailstorm. His breathing is labored. “I will stay awake one more cycle with her. We will protect our people together.”

I lift my eyes slowly and take in Father’s downturned mouth. The crease of his pale forehead.

It’s the most logical decision. I don’t deserve his trust.

With his voice in my head, he would help me protect our people. He would help me drown that haunting echo of screams. He would help me shut out the writhing fury in my chest.

But I can’t ignore that Father is very sick. He almost didn’t make it across that ravine. Sleep may not be enough to heal him. If Father stays awake with me and dies, then his death really will be on my hands. In the past, he would trade off – sometimes Hana would stay awake with me, sometimes Father, as the others slept. But now, they are all far too sickly. And I only have to sleep after I explode – so as long as I can keep my flame in check, I can keep watch over them. Something that terrifies Father more than he’d admit.

But, I can’t let him risk himself. I’ve already lost one parent. I can’t risk the family I’ve found.

I lift my shoulders a bit, raise my chin, and meet his eyes.

“Father, you need sleep.”

His expression turns dark in a way I’ve never seen. But I’ve never challenged him like this.

My breath falters, but I keep going. “I promise I can do this.” Even if it pushes me to the breaking point – I know the consequences if I freeze again. “I will make my mind strong like yours. I will protect you all.”

I’ll prove to him somehow this was the right choice. That I’m still a good daughter.
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CHAPTER FIVE


“Mara.” Father’s wings arch around him and he descends on me, words quick and cutting. Searching for my weakness. “You cannot make this decision yourself.”

Hana gives me an apologetic look, but drifts away, knowing she can’t get in the middle of this. None of them can.

My eyes burn as I turn to face him. “I know. I know I’m not ready, Father. But if you don’t sleep”—I bite my lip—“I’ll lose you too. And I can’t lose you.”

As the devastation marring each quivering word settles over him, fading into the reaches of his mind, his wings soften back around him. His hackles lowering as he realizes I’m not asking to override his authority.

I’m asking to stop hiding. To protect him, as he’s protected me.

“I would sacrifice anything for you. To keep you all safe.” I tell him, echoing the same words he’s told us over and over. Sacrifices keep us safe. The scars along my spine twinge at that, but I lift my chin. I will not lose my family again.

“Please, let me do this.”

His eyes narrow. He searches inside my thoughts with such force that the tug of his consciousness makes my head hammer. Finally, the tension in his sharp jaw eases. “I will leave you behind on one condition.”

I hold my breath. “Yes?”

His next words fill my head with such ferocity, they drown out the other dozens of phoenixes in the room. “You must promise me the Hollow will not capture you alive.”

My knees almost buckle at the intensity of his voice, his words splintering through my head. “Father?”

“Promise me, Mara.” His hands clamp my shoulders. “They will creep into your ero. If they attack you—or worse, if they discover what you are . . .” His eyes are intense, frantic. “We are all doomed. You are better off dead than captured by the Hollow Ones. Do you understand?”

I just stare at him. “I-I think so.”

He now grips my arm so firmly that I gasp in pain. “Do you understand?”

With every word, he reaches deeper into my ero. His telepathic link is an extension of the fingers he’s digging into me. His thoughts root around in my mind and dredge up the screams I’ve worked so hard to lock away.

He pulls the memory to the surface like a clap of thunder. I fall to my knees, arms over my head, trying to block it out. The bloodcurdling shrieks.

My own mother’s cries for help.

“S-stop!” I beg, clawing at my head, clawing at him. “Make it stop!”

But Father doesn’t. He simply kneels, facing me, and shakes me again. “If you trust the Hollow Ones, they will take everything from you. If you let them find us, our screams will drive you mad. You must do whatever it takes to keep them away from us. And from yourself.”

I’m trembling. “Yes, Father. I’ll keep them away. I promise.”

As Mama’s screams echo louder and louder in my head, churning with Father’s forceful words, that bubbling fire deep inside starts to spill out too. Heat pulsates through my body, turning my skin a flickering orange. Father abruptly lets go of me and staggers. His eyes flicker, taking in my trembling body. Thin lines of flaming blood start to drip from my palms where I’d accidentally cut myself earlier.

I feel the blood run down my shoulders, pouring from the raw wounds along my spine that never quite healed. My own fire is making my body ache and spasm.

“Mara, calm down.” His voice is steady, but it’s a façade. I see the fear in his eyes. “This is not the time. Settle your fire. I only meant to remind you.”

“I’m trying,” I spit out through clenched lips. I bend over to plant my palms against the cool, volcanic ground. Trying to orient myself. To push all the boiling, fiery pain back into its box.

I’m trying, Father.

I wipe the dribbles of gleaming blood off on my coat, lifting my head to find the rest of the phoenixes huddled in one corner of the room, watching through their pale irises.

They’ve seen this before. They know what will happen if I let the fire out.

Even Hana stands with them, body tense. Their voices are uncharacteristically quiet and dull. I try not to listen in, but I can’t help hearing the snatches of words and emotions. Their uncertainty. Their whispers. “What is she? Is her power growing?”

None of them were ever this volatile.

And none of them were ever a child. I am the first of our kind to age, and to start out so tiny, so young. A baby Mama said she found, hidden in a crater. Far too full of flame to be anything other than full-blooded phoenix—but also, nothing like the rest of them.

My flame doesn’t bring me into a peaceful aethor sleep. It just burns everything in its path to the ground.

Deep down, my flock still doesn’t know how to fully trust me.

Their thoughts chorus through my head, over and over:

“Shove it down. Shove it down. Shove it down.”

But I’ve been shoving it down for two hundred years. Shoving away the pain. The grief.

I’m not sure how much longer I can.

Has my own ero already betrayed me?

“Listen to my voice, nora . . .” Hana’s soft tone drifts into my thoughts like a welcome breath of air. I lift my eyes to search out her kind ones, even as Father takes a few more steps back. He’s repeating for me to stave off the fire, to control it, but it’s Hana’s words that actually start to cool the raw wound cut open deep inside. The raw wound that bleeds fire.

“You’re safe, nora,” Hana whispers in my ero. She steps closer. “You’re safe here. And so are we. No one is hurt. You can breathe. You’re safe.”

Her words start to slow the racing of my heartbeat. Start to cool the heat raging over my body. Start to soften my panic.

“What is your name, nora?” Hana asks, picking up a blanket as she comes toward me. I can hear the rest of their voices telling her to stay back, but she reaches for my hand.

“Mara.” I answer her question through cracked lips. “My name is Mara.”

She helps me to my feet and gently drapes a blanket over my shoulders. “And who are you, Mara?”

The question should be easy to answer, but any response lodges in my throat along with a choking sob. The fire has almost completely ebbed, leaving an empty pain in its wake.

“I’m not sure who I am. Especially without you and Father.”

Hana gently smooths my hair back. “You’re our nora, that’s who you are. A fior-erran, one of us.”

As I sag against her, Hana’s words echo through my head, pouring relief into the shattered places. She keeps brushing my hair, and I hear a shuffle as the rest of our small flock detaches from hiding behind the temple walls and moves closer.

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Father watching. His expression is hauntingly stoic.

Hana tucks the blanket around me. “You can let out some of that fire later. For now, we need your help with the aethor sleep.”

I wipe my dripping nose and blink back the blur in my eyes. A part of me feels ashamed at even showing this kind of weakness in front of her, but it helps steady my pulse. “Alright.”

“Are you stable?” When I give a hesitant nod, Father leaves me leaning against a temple pillar and quickly joins the circles of whispering phoenixes.

I take in the room of Forsaken Ones. The temple is practically empty. Everything we own stuffed in the woven baskets and locked away in a storage room. The main courtyard is now filled with rows of makeshift bedding and furs.

I’ll have to drag each of them onto those beds when they start to reform.

There are fewer than thirty of us left, and even fewer that are well enough to hunt.

My back against the carved surface of the pillar, I focus on the warmth from my flock that hums and swirls around me. This deep in the nemior passageways, I can also feel another source of heat, living and breathing beneath my feet. The core of the planet simmering and humming with energy.

I watch my little family buzz with activity as they gather up their beds of furs and move them closer together. A bead of sweat runs down my temples as I watch them bind up a handful of open wounds on each other—gashes left from recent fights with the Hollow. Fights with weapons that leave wounds not easily healed.

And they mend more slowly than ever these days. How long will it take them to wake up this time?

A shiver sweeps me—how long will I be alone?

Most of our people are covered in scars, wings drooping from their shoulders. The fiery blood inside them is already dimmed in a way I can physically feel. I watch them bundle up, even here, in our own home. Fighting not to freeze from the inside out.

It’s ironic. The Hollow Ones hunt the phoenixes to use their blood as a source of warmth—but these flame-creatures are starting to lose their heat just as much as the rest of the world.

I run my fingers over the carvings etched into the pillar. Old stories of when the world wasn’t consumed by ice. When there were jungles and seas and waterfalls. My eyes trace where the curve of the pillar drifts to meet the domed roof and remnants of the temple.

This catacomb used to be a place of warmth and worship. Father once told me the Hollow would come to them from miles away to get a glimpse of the fiery creatures with wings. To lay treasure and prayers at their feet. To bask in their glow.

And then the sun started to die.

And the Hollow Ones began to hunt the creatures they’d seen
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