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This story is about strength that doesn’t look like every one else’s.

It’s about finding your fire when the world thinks you are broken.
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He was going to make it here, or he was going to die trying.

That was Aeden’s initial thought as he stepped through the large Gothic doors to Aviara Academy. At least twenty feet tall, the doors were made of dark wood with intricate carvings of the very creatures that the academy taught its students how to tame: Aer-Kin. The outside of the door had a studded metal frame, with rivets that were bigger than Aeden’s fist, and he found himself getting lost in the sheer size of his new setting.

This was going to be his home for the foreseeable future, and that alone filled Aeden with a level of dread that would consume him if he allowed it.

He had a plan. He had applied and been accepted here just like all the other students. The difference was he had needed to do all the work himself – he didn’t have the backing of a large coin purse to get him his ticket. He had earned his place up to now; the hard work would only start from here.

Aeden took in a deep breath of air as he stood in the doorway to the academy, feeling like a fish out of water. His hands were clammy as he clutched his worn leather bag, which his grandfather had passed on to him. It contained what few belongings he possessed, including a change of clothes.

“Suppose I best get started,” he said to himself.

Scores of people were all gathered in the entrance hall, and there was a buzz of excitement as students hugged their loved ones goodbye while dropping them off along with their large pristine leather bags and fancy wooden trunks.

Large ornate trollies were placed all over, each filled with students’ bags, ready to be taken to their dorm rooms. Academy porters were busy, distinguishable by a gold broach that was pinned to their matching black clothing. They piled more bags onto the trollies before shipping them away into a different room beyond the main hall.

The main hall itself was huge. The floor was a chequerboard of black and white polished stone, and directly ahead was the main stairwell, which loomed at the back of the hall, splitting off into the left and right wings of the main building. The walls were clad in dark wood that went high up into the room above, where scores of intricately carved Aer-Kin were perched on ledges as if watching over anyone that entered.

Aeden pushed through the crowded space towards a section where people seemed to be gathering.

“Sorry,” he said as he knocked into a tall, slender man. His hair was slicked back, and he was wearing finery that Aeden could only dream of affording. The man gave him an unimpressed look before continuing to lecture a young woman who Aeden presumed was his daughter.

“Now remember, Isolde, work hard and the academy will reward you. I have seen to that.” He turned, giving Aeden a judgemental look. Everything about his stature told Aeden this was a wealthy, powerful man, one who Aeden thought he wouldn’t like to be on the wrong side of. He had a look of authority about him, possibly because of the way he carried himself, or perhaps due to the black cane that he walked with, which Aeden found odd given that he didn’t appear to need it. He had a large, greying handlebar moustache and a pair of glasses that sat on the end of his nose, behind which sat a pair of dark, untrusting eyes. “And goodness, whatever you do, be careful who you mix with. Be sure to focus on those from the Offence Aer-Kin bloodline.”

“Yes, Father,” the girl replied with a sigh and shake of her head. Her blond hair was perfectly placed, tied into a plait that ran neatly down the small of her back.

“Can I help you?” a softly spoken voice garnered Aeden’s attention as he was getting lost in the hustle and bustle of the academy entrance.

He turned to see a young woman standing behind a makeshift table that had been placed out. It would seem that Aeden had made his way to the front of registration. A whole host of desks were lined up next to each other, spanning from one side of the hall to the other in front of the main stairs. Each had what Aeden assumed was a student behind it given they were all wearing the same uniform: a dark-blue jacket with a white shirt underneath and an emblem of the academy – an Aer-Kin sitting on a mountain embroidered in gold thread – stitched into the upper righthand side of the jacket.

The student made a polite coughing noise. She seemed friendly enough as she smiled at Aeden, waiting.

“Oh, sorry.” Aeden laughed nervously as he reached inside his jacket pocket to remove his acceptance letter and invitation. He passed the girl the card, which served as his ticket to the academy.

“Thank you,” she said with another polite smile. “Name?”

“Aeden Harrington,” he said, trying to speak above the noise of the hall. It was difficult to hear himself think, let alone talk.

“Harrington, why does that name ring a bell?” the girl said as she started searching over an unrolled parchment in front of her.

“Harrington is quite a common name,” Aeden said with a feigned smile, raising his hand to the back of his head.

“Hmm. Here you are.” The girl passed a tag to Aeden. “Attach this to your bag and place it over there on one of the trollies. The porters will move your bag to your bunkhouse while the director is addressing the cohort.”

“I’d rather carry it,” Aeden said, pulling his bag closer to him.

“The main hall is going to be full to the brim with all the new students. The director has insisted that all bags are left in the entranceway to be transported to the student bunkhouses.”

Sensing that he didn’t have any room to push back, Aeden simply smiled and accepted the tag from the student.

“Once you have placed your bag on a trolly, please follow the corridor all the way down until you reach the main hall. You can’t miss it, as all the other students are already gathering there.”

“Thank you,” Aeden said. “Can I ask you your name?”

The girl’s cheeks reddened slightly. “Kiara,” she said with a coy smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Aeden Harrington.”

“You too,” he said before spinning on his heels and placing his solitary bag in one of the trollies as instructed. His nerves spiked with him leaving it there, but he couldn’t afford to push boundaries. Not yet.

He made his way down the bustling hall alongside scores and scores of other fresh-faced students. Behind them in the entrance hall, Aeden could hear parents saying goodbye and crying. He had asked his grandparents not to escort him; he would only have worried about them travelling home. Instead he had hitched a ride on a travelling caravan with what little coin he had to his name.

He could understand the upset; his grandparents had both been the same when he had said his goodbyes to them given what the death rate was for students here. What they were about to do was dangerous.

But Aeden had been preparing his entire life for this.

To become an Aer-Kin rider.

He cast one final look at the entrance hall where he could see parents hugging their children goodbye. It was a sentiment he wished he had the opportunity to share, but that had been taken away from him a long time ago. It was part of the reason why he was here.

He fixed himself up and focused on the main hall. The hallway itself was decorated with a whole host of portraits on the wall. It didn’t take long for Aeden to realise that they were all portrait paintings of the former directors of the academy, dating back hundreds of years. They all held the same self-righteous pose that academics felt they needed to hold. Head up, like they had caught a bad smell, one hand leaning on a desk or something similar, the other holding a scroll as if it granted them some kind of power.

There was understandably a nervousness in the air – after all, learning to ride an Aer-Kin was no small feat – but overall, the other students seemed excited to be there as they began introducing themselves to each other, already forming cliques as if some of their meetings were premeditated. It contrasted sharply with how Aeden was feeling; he didn’t feel like he was like anyone else here. He was here out of necessity, not for honour or fame that came with becoming a reputable rider. Aeden had his own reasons for applying to the academy. Unlike the others, he wasn’t nervous or excited.

Only indifferent.

When Aeden reached the main hall, the noise of hundreds of students gathered like cattle immediately threatened to overwhelm him as the students stood around talking to one another while making introductions. His head vibrated violently, like an earthquake shook the very ground where he stood. Some students hugged one another and shook hands like they were already familiar with each other, which made Aeden feel like even more of an outsider. He didn’t belong here. He had been raised on a farm in the eastern territories of Nevaria; that wasn’t where Aer-Kin riders lived. They lived with prestige, they came from prestige, and although his parents’ names did carry an element of this, Aeden had been orphaned at a young age and had no clear recollection of them. His memories of them were shattered fragments, like a broken mirror.

“Want to stand with us?” a voice said. The speaker was a young man who was well dressed in fineries, a smart shirt, and a jacket. He had a thick head of dirty blond hair and a glint in his eye that told Aeden he was all about mischief. Beside him was a young woman with light brown hair that was tied up into a neat bun. She was petite in frame and wore equally fine clothes as the man.

Both of them had a nervous energy around them.

“We’re lucky enough to already know each other, makes the whole settling-in-thing easier. The name’s Cassian.” The young man offered his hand to shake, which Aeden accepted. “And this is Rowan.”

“Are you two related?” Aeden asked. “Brother and sister, I assume?”

“Not quite,” Rowan laughed. “We get mistaken for that all the time, but we’re cousins. Our fathers are brothers.” Rowan shook Aeden’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Aeden, Aeden Harrington.”

“It feels kind of strange, don’t you think?” Cassian said. “Gathering around like we’re getting a serious education. We’re nothing more than cattle if you ask me.”

“Cassian, keep your voice down,” Rowan said with a hiss, tugging on his arm.

“Being invited into the prestigious Aviara Academy is the highest accolade,” a voice called from behind. The accent was well spoken and seething with passive aggression.

Aeden turned to see a young man standing straight and holding himself as if everything around him held a bad smell, much like the man Aeden had bumped into in the main hall. His platinum-white hair was slicked back into a tight plait that dropped down to his shoulder blades. He was wearing his academy blazer, but it was buttoned up at the front, his tie sitting perfectly around his neck. Aeden studied him with caution. This was certainly someone who thought highly of themselves and held the academy in high regard.

“Although it does seem like they’re lowering their bar for new recruits.” His ice-blue eyes roamed over Rowan and Cassian before landing on Aeden. “Must be a numbers thing.”

Aeden stood his ground, holding the man’s stern gaze.

There was a sudden tension in the air, and Aeden knew in an instant that whoever this person was, he didn’t like him.

“You probably won’t make it through the first week,” the young man sneered. “Even you two. Your family may have coin, but that doesn’t mean you should ride with the rest of us.”

Cassian moved towards the man, but Rowan stepped in front of him to stop him doing anything rash.

“Pah,” the man laughed, amused by Cassian. “I would like to see you try. Still, as much as I would savour the opportunity to put you in your place, now is not the time.” He eyed up Rowan and Cassian as if he was analysing them both. “I wouldn’t lower myself by scuffling with a Scout.” He grinned as he glanced at the crowded grand hall.

At the front of the hall, there was a stand that sat on a platform, which was where the first address would be given by the director of the academy.

The man gave one last snooty look before moving on, making sure to intentionally bump into Aeden on his way past. Aeden felt a flash of anger as the man disappeared into the crowd, pushing his way through dismissively, presumably to get to the front of the hall.

“Who was that asshole?” Aeden asked.

“His name is Kael Blackthorn,” Rowan said with a sigh. “And if there was ever a sign that he was no different from any other Blackthorn to step into the academy, that was it.” She gave Cassian a scolding look, but he barely acknowledged her. He was too busy staring into the crowd where Kael had just disappeared into.

Rowan gave Cassian a shove in the chest to regain his attention. “He is not who you want to be getting into fights with, especially not on your first day.”

“What?” Cassian said. “He totally started it.” He had a grin on his face.

“That doesn’t mean you have to react!”

Aeden was familiar with the Blackthorn family name. They were one of, if not the richest families in Nevaria, with links to the Queen herself.

“I agree with him,” Aeden said. He knew all too well how important it was that he didn’t come across as a pushover in the first few days at the academy. “Don’t get me wrong, I wouldn’t intentionally go looking for a fight, but I don’t see any problem with standing your ground and sticking up for yourself.”

Cassian grinned. “Kill or be killed, right?”

Rowan let out a gasp of despair followed by a growl of frustration. “You boys will be the cause of all my stress here at the academy, I can already tell.”

Cassian laughed. “Like you would expect anything different from me.”

“Cassian, please don’t act so nonchalant. You know as well as I do that the Blackthorns are not a family to be messed with. They are held in the highest regard at the academy, and Kael himself comes from a direct bloodline of prestigious Aer-Kin riders.”

“Doesn’t mean I have to like him.”

“But it does mean that if his attention is on you, you best get out of his way.”

“Well, as long as he stays out of my way, then we won’t have an issue, will we?” Cassian gave a glance over his shoulders. “It’s not like our family doesn’t have its own prestige.”

“This is me you’re talking to,” Rowan said with a pleading look. “You don’t need to puff your chest out in front of me.”

Cassian’s cheeks reddened slightly, but he tried to shrug Rowan off. “I’m not puffing my chest out,” he said, folding his arms.

Aeden felt awkward as he watched the two of them continue to bicker. He wasn’t sure whether to hang around or make his excuses and move to a different part of the hall.

The room continued to grow busier as more fresh-faced students filled the hall, an air of anticipation and excitement leaving a static charge in the air.

Aeden looked up at the ceiling of the Great Hall and took a moment to appreciate some of the finer details that were painted onto the mural above them. It felt fitting that it was so high up above them. It was a fierce battle, one that saw a wide variety of Aer-Kin and their riders locked in combat amongst darkened clouds.

It gave Aeden a swell of pride in his chest, one that he wasn’t expecting. Even though this was the very reason he was here, to become an Aer-Kin rider, that was not his sole purpose, but rather more a means to an end for him. Sure, he had deeper motives for being here, but first things first.

He needed to train to become a rider.

Hushes started from the front of the crowd, reaching Aeden and the others who were standing about halfway between the entrance and the front of the Great Hall.

It did not take long for Aeden to realise why. Footsteps echoed over the Great Hall as the commanding presence of the academy director was laid bare for all to see. Her presence in the room brought the hall to near complete silence as she took to the centre of the platform, stopping at the lectern to give the students their first address.

This was it. Aeden’s time at Aviara Academy was about to begin.

He had made it through the doors, which meant he was in the best position he had ever been in to find out exactly who was responsible for the deaths of his parents.


[image: ]


“Welcome to Aviara Academy. For those of you that do not already know me, I am Director Vale, and it is my duty to make sure this academy remains at the high standards that we expect of our students.” Director Vale stood before the crowd, her hands resting lightly on the lectern in front of her, which held the notes she had placed on top before beginning her address.

She wore a stony expression, and her face was pale and gaunt. She looked like she needed to spend a few days outside in the sunlight. Her dark hair was short, to the shoulder, and she wore a long grey overcoat with black buttons adorning the righthand side vertically. On the end of her nose sat a pair of small spectacles, which she adjusted with one hand before placing it back on the lectern.

“There is a lot that you will need to learn now that you’re all enrolled at the academy, and trust me when I say that you’re going to have to learn and adapt very quickly indeed if you are to survive.” She paused as she looked around the room at the canvas of nervous faces staring back at her.

You could have heard a pin drop as everyone was hyperfocused on the director.

“This is a decent number of students for a new cohort, and I have been told that there are three hundred and forty-five of you joining us today. Don’t let those numbers fool you. By our estimates, many of you will not make it to the end of the first week, let alone the end of the first term, which is when you will undertake the bonding ritual with your designated Aer-Kin.”

Nervous chatter started amongst the students.

Aeden was taken aback by how blunt Director Vale was and the coldness in her voice

Many of you will not make it to the end of the first week.

Director Vale did not look impressed as she gave the students a hard stare until the nervous chatter stopped.

She cleared her throat and addressed the room once again. “These are dangerous times that we live in, you all know that; Ostrafar would see us bend the knee to a foreign queen and unravel our way of life. We are Nevaria’s first and last line of defence. For years we have produced the most esteemed Aer-Kin riders Nevaria has ever seen, and I do not expect this to change, not under my stewardship. You are all here because you possess the rare bloodlines needed to complete the bonding ritual, one that will see the Aer-Kin we have bred here in our very own hatchery decide whether or not you are worthy of them. It is our duty to make sure that you are all ready for this ritual, or as ready as you can be.” The director’s stern, steely gaze spanned across the room, assessing the silent crowd of students in front of her.

“As you should all know by now, the training you are about to undertake is by no means easy or safe. When I have finished this address, you will have a short moment to decide whether you are going to stay or leave. Doubts and hesitancy will only lead to your own death or that of your peers.” Her eyes landed on the door at the back of the room. “For those of you who decide to stay, your training will begin right away. We have a lot to get through to prepare your bodies and minds for the bonding ritual, and this will only be the start of your journey here at the academy. You will work harder than you ever have before, because if you don’t” – Director Vale paused – “you will not survive the process.”

Aeden knew full well what he was getting into; you would have to be a fool not to by this stage. But that didn’t stop his chest from pounding as Director Vale addressed the room. It had taken years of preparation just to get here, to simply get through the door. He had already endured years of training just to make sure that he was strong enough to pass the initial tests to be accepted.

He thought for a moment about all the reading he had done, all of the physical endurance he had put himself through to get both his body and mind ready for this process. Now, though . . . now he was doubting that he had done enough. He couldn’t fail. He had no option. It was either live to fight another day at the academy and beyond, or die. It was that black and white. If he was going to find out what happened to his parents, he was going to have to endure this process. Because deep down, he knew the truth.

The academy was hiding something about what had happened to them.

“Over the coming days and weeks, you will be introduced to the rest of your educators or masters at the academy. They all have different styles, different ways of helping you and enabling your learning process. Some have been at the academy since before I got here, others have been personally chosen by myself to teach here. Do not think it wise to come to me with complaints on their methods. I have approved everything here at this academy. There are two things that I cannot abide at this academy: those that refuse to follow our rules, and those that are not strong enough to earn the respect of the Aer-Kin.”

That last line felt especially harsh to Aeden. He knew that the training was going to be more than hard – brutal, even – but hearing the director of the academy say that she had no time for those who she considered weak . . . would that mean you would be kicked out if you were not toeing the line? Aeden thought back to the situation with Kael Blackthorn not long ago and was glad that he hadn’t responded the way he had wanted to. He would surely have been kicked out of the academy before even getting started.

“This academy takes pride in producing the most skilled Aer-Kin riders, and this will not change. Your training will be brutal and dangerous, but ultimately it will lead to you being able to protect Nevaria, to protect the King.”

“Director Vale sounds like she needs to get laid,” Cassian whispered under his breath. He was greeted with an elbow from Rowan, who shushed him quietly and aggressively.

Aeden couldn’t help but snort a laugh, which drew unwanted attention and disapproving glances from the students that surrounded them. He felt a burning sensation in his cheeks as he blushed, and he quickly wanted the ground to swallow him up.

“First things first,” Director Vale said, her voice echoing off the walls of the Great Hall. “Please organise into groups based on your bloodline. I assume that you all know which group you fall into. However, if for some reason you are unsure, then see Master Ember at the far side of the hall. He will tell you which group you belong to.”

Director Vale stepped away from the lectern and walked towards the far left of the platform. “Can I have all of the Offensive bloodlines here?” She moved across a few feet. “The Guardian bloodline here.” After moving a few more feet, she said, “And the Support bloodlines here.” Finally she moved to the final spot on the platform and said, “And those with the Scout bloodline, line up here.”

She waited for a few moments, then sighed when nobody made a move. “Move quickly into your groups! The sooner you are organised, the sooner we can begin.”

The hall descended into chaos as all the students started pushing past one another to get to their dedicated class.

Aeden decided to hang back and wait. He wasn’t in any rush at all and didn’t fancy being crushed in the swell of bodies that moved against each other in front of him.

Director Vale did not look impressed as she seemingly analysed everything that was going on in the hall. Aeden watched as Kael Blackthorn made his way to the Offence class, pushing his way to the front of the line. He seemed well placed, as he certainly was ‘offensive’.

To Aeden it seemed strange for the director to set the groups up in such a disorganised manner, especially given that she seemed like she had a stick up her ass and was clearly a stickler for rules and organisation. He couldn’t help but think that there was a reason for all this, and all his fellow students were falling into some kind of trap.

“Come on, Cass, we need to move, I don’t want to be last.” Rowan tugged on Cassian’s arm, who was weighing up the situation like Aeden.

“See you on the other side, I guess,” Cassian said to Aeden.

“What class are you both?” Aeden asked. Kael had said they were Scouts, but neither of them had confirmed. “I assume you’re in the same given that you’re cousins.”

“We’re in the Scouts,” Rowan said. “First behind enemy lines, which means” – she tugged on Cassian’s blazer arm once again – “we certainly can’t be last to get into our group.”

“How about you?” Cassian asked. “Will we see you joining us with the other Scouts?”

Aeden shook his head. “I’m afraid not,” he said, pointing to the group that was forming beside the Scouts group.

“You’re a Support,” Cassian said, an air of surprise in his voice. “That’s a shame. I wouldn’t have put you there.”

Aeden would have liked to find out just what Cassian meant by that, but he didn’t have a chance as Rowan pulled on his arm even harder, giving him no other choice but to fall into line. By now the groups were starting to form and the chaos was slowly calming, leaving Aeden plenty of space to move forward into his group. When he saw the opportunity, he made the short walk and joined the Support group at the back of the line.

A small group of around twenty students had gathered around a short, bedraggled-looking man in the far corner of the hall who Aeden presumed was Master Ember. He was thickset and stocky and wearing a fur-lined coat. His long hair was plaited, as was his beard, which hid his thick neck. He clutched a large roll of parchment in his hands as he scrolled through it to help allocate the students to their groups. He wore a pair of goggle-like glasses strapped to his flustered face as the students surrounded him, all wanting their name checking first.

“Hurry,” Director Vale said, an air of frustration to her voice, “we don’thave all day.” She gave a glaring stare towards Master Ember, who continued to bluster his way through the parchment, gesturing to the lines as he addressed each student.

It gave Aeden an opportunity to look at the groups and see who was in each one. To his right he could see Rowan and Cassian standing halfway down the line of the Scouts.

To his left was the Guardians line, but there was no one he recognised. In the Offence class group, he saw Isolde, the girl whose father he had bumped into. For some reason he remembered her name. She was standing straight, focused and waiting for instruction. At the front of the line was Kael Blackthorn, his hands placed behind his back as he stood to attention.

Aeden looked around the group of students in the Support class. Their group was considerably smaller than the others. The largest was the Scouts, followed by the Guardians, then the Offence class. The Support group, however, was at least half of what the Offence group was. They seemed woefully short on numbers, and a knot formed in Aeden’s stomach; he was quite sure he knew the reason why.

The last student by Master Ember fast-walked to the line of Guardians as each of the groups looked up at Director Vale.

“It was interesting to see how disorganised you all were while getting into your groups. Your groups will dictate some of the classes you will be attending, as these subjects will be class specific. However, up until the bonding ritual, you will be studying together in mixed classes unless specified. Some will find these classes more difficult than others, but I cannot express enough how important it is for as many of each group as possible to pass the bonding ritual. After all, what is a Guardian without Support? And how can an Offence rider attack without information provided by the Scouts?”

The students stood in silence as they listened to the director, nervousness hanging in the air.

“The senior students will take you to your bunkhouses. You have a short amount of time to organise your belongings. You will find that your uniforms and training clothes, as well as your class schedules, will already be with your bags. Your first classes will start soon, so please unpack your effects quickly and efficiently, and no running in the corridors, please.”

“This way, please,” a broad voice said from behind Aeden. He spun on his heels to see who he presumed was a third-year student standing behind their group. She had her hands placed behind her back and held her posture well. She had certainly been well schooled from what Aeden could tell. Her hair was short and mousy brown, the back and sides shaved like a crew cut.

“I will take you to your chambers. The director isn’t joking when she says you don’t have much time, so please, follow me.”

She didn’t introduce herself and was businesslike in her approach. As she walked, her hands remained overlapped in the small of her back. Without saying a word, the group followed as the third-year student led them out of the hall.

She led the way down winding corridors, giving Aeden a chance to appreciate the sheer size of the academy. The main hall had been an impressive spectacle in itself, but the scale of this campus was something that Aeden hadn’t comprehended before arriving here.

The halls were excessively tall, as if they had been formed for giants. Much like the main door at the entrance to the academy, the architecture itself had a Gothic feel to it, with intricate carvings casting dark and ominous shadows caused by the lanterns that lined the walls. There was a scent in the air, too, some kind of incense. It was faint and gave a light floral odour, though it didn’t fully mask the damp smell that naturally came with such a large, old building.

The third year led the group down a final corridor until they reached a large room which looked like a carbon copy of the entranceway.

“This way, please,” she said, placing an outstretched hand towards the equally large wooden door, which was already open.

The gentle breeze that hit Aeden was refreshing, and he savoured the moment before making his way outside.

His eyes widened at what he saw. They were in a courtyard, where a white stone path guided them to the centre before splitting off into multiple directions. Scattered around the courtyard were varying statues of different riders, distinguishable by the armour they wore and the weapons they carried. Planters filled the space as well, boasting vivid green leaves and blossoming flowers. Small groups of senior students stood chattering around the courtyard, but their conversations stopped as their beady eyes watched the new students pass through.

“This is the courtyard,” the third-year student said as she caught up with Aeden, who was now at the front of the group. “In between classes, you are allowed to congregate here, provided that you follow the director’s rules. This path here” – she pointed to the pathway on the right – “this will take us to your bunkhouse, which is where you will sleep for the foreseeable future. Be sure to look after it. It might not be much, but it is your space, and checks will be made to ensure it is kept in an organised fashion. Take it from me; your bunkmates will be your allies. You will want to look after each other. If you don’t, you might find yourself sleeping with one eye open.”

The third-year student simply laughed before continuing down the path. Aeden dreaded to think what he was about to walk into.
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Their student guide led them to what looked like row upon row of identical stone bunkhouses. They had curving roofs from one side to the other, with small windows lining the sides all the way down.

“This will be your home for the first year,” the third year said, grinning as she took in all the shocked expressions of the other students.

“That’s when we’ll be given a rank, isn’t it?” Aeden asked. He already knew the answer, but thought it best to play dumb in front of all the other students.

She smiled. “At the end of your first year, you will have the opportunity to apply for a rank, and if you succeed, you will be given a room to share. Or, on the off chance you become an officer, you will be given your own room. Otherwise, you’ll remain in the bunkhouses.”

“And what if you don’t get a rank in training?” another woman asked.

“Then you will have to work that little bit harder.”

Having spent so long living alone with his grandparents, living in a bunkhouse with others didn’t faze Aeden. All he knew was working the farm, and although he wasn’t used to sharing a living space, he liked the idea of being around others that were of a similar age for once.

Aeden followed the third year past the first block of bunkhouses. He noticed that the first group had a series of red banners attached to them, a golden sword embroidered into the fabric that waved around in the breeze.

“These are the bunkhouses for the Offence class,” she explained as they walked by. “Yours are just over here.”

The next group of bunkhouses were just a little further on.

The Support class banner was a deep purple colour with silver embroidery depicting the image of a scroll.

“You will see there are fewer bunks for Support in active use. This is because of the dwindling numbers and⁠—”

“I think we all know the reason why,” a woman said.

Aeden appreciated her cutting off the third year, as he didn’t feel particularly in the mood for a history lesson. He knew the reason why, as did everyone else in his cohort.

The third year looked furious at the interruption. Folding her arms, she scoffed, “Your bunkhouses are sorted in a random order. There are only four bunkhouses, and yes, they will be mixed. You’re all adults, so the academy won’t listen to any complaints. Besides, they probably want you to mix with numbers being low, if you know what I mean.” She pulled out some folded parchment from her blazer and started reading it aloud.

“Turner, O’Rourke, Boltsmith, Harrington, Mitchell, Shaw, Parker, Burke, and Harrison, you’re up. This is your bunkhouse.”

“Any advice for a first year?” a young man asked. He was on the shorter side, with thick curls of red hair. His voice quivered, raising one of his eyebrows as he almost winced at the question he’d asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “Don’t die.”

“Shit, I was hoping for something a little more helpful,” the red-haired man said once their guide had left them to their own devices. He was scrawny in build, and though Supports didn’t need to be as physically adept as the other classes, even Aeden was surprised that he had been accepted into the academy.

“The name’s Harrison,” the redhead added. He held out a hand to Aeden, followed by a nervous smile.

Aeden recognised the name from his list of bunkmates. “Do you have a first name, Harrison? I guess we’re going to be bunk buddies.”

“Just Harrison will do,” he said.

“My name’s Aeden, Aeden Harrington.” He shook Harrison’s hand.

“Don’t take this too personally, but if we’re all going to die anyway, then I’d rather not get too attached to you.”

Aeden laughed. “I can respect that.” He understood Harrison’s sentiment; Director Vale had said it herself that she believed their numbers would greatly fall between now and the bonding ritual. “I’ll try not to get too attached if you promise to do the same.”

“Sounds like a deal,” Harrison said. “Now, shall we find out what kind of shit hole they’re putting us in for the next year of our lives?”

Aeden nodded and started examining the bunkhouses as the rest of the Support group started splintering off and heading to their designated living quarters. Aeden, Harrison, and the other students assigned here entered their bunkhouse.

To say the bunkhouse was minimalist was putting it lightly. Nine beds were lined up on either side of the living space with a small set of wooden drawers beside each one.

Each bed was low to the ground, with a blanket rolled up into a tight ball at the foot of each one, along with a small pillow.

Aeden was just about to swear out loud when Harrison beat him to it.

“Ah, shit!” Harrison walked towards a bed and picked up the bag that was sitting at the foot of it. “Guess we have the right bunker.” He tossed his bag onto his bed. “I have to admit, I wasn’t expecting much, but this is pretty dire, especially for a prestigious academy.”

Aeden, however, wasn’t fazed by how minimalist the room was, having been used to this from his room at home. He didn’t have many possessions, so this space would do just fine.

“Well, at least it’s clean,” he said as he scanned the room for his own bag. It was sitting at the foot of the bed beside Harrison’s.

When Aeden picked up his bag, his first thought was that he hoped what little he had was still inside and that nothing had gone missing in transit. Placing the bag on his bed, he started rummaging through it until he felt the coldness of his silver pendant inside. He breathed a sigh of relief, then hid it within the change of clothes he had before placing it in his bedside drawers.

Other students started following into the bunkhouse, each with a varying level of grumbling as they entered.

“They didn’t tell us that it was mixed rooms when we enrolled,” one woman said as she picked up her bag. She was tall, with hazel eyes and dark, bushy hair. “It’s one thing having to live in a bunkhouse, it’s another to be stuck here with a group of boys.”

“How did you think it would be?” another woman said. She had a thicker accent like Aeden, broader, stronger. She was a little shorter, with her hair cut short almost to the scalp, and she wore a terrifying scowl – one that told Aeden not to mess with her.

“Hello, beautiful,” Harrison said, becoming all doe-eyed around the less scary-looking student. He suddenly had a panicked expression on his face as he frantically looked around the room. “Shit, did I just say that out loud?” He looked at Aeden for reassurance, which Aeden could not provide.

All Aeden could do was nod and laugh. “Afraid so.”

“Ew,” the woman replied, “this is not okay. This is exactly why I don’t agree with bunking up with boys, especially the letchy, creepy ones like him.” She sat on her bed and clutched her bag to her chest like it was a teddy bear.

“Don’t mind Harrison, he clearly isn’t the best with his words. He seems pretty harmless to me.” Aeden smiled, rubbing the back of his head. The best he could do in this situation was try and keep the peace. “Isn’t that right, Harrison?”

“I am so sorry, I just say goofy things when I get nervous. I promise you, you will be perfectly safe.”

The woman’s bed was two away from Harrison’s, and she looked far from impressed.

The scary-looking woman moved to a bed opposite her.

“Tell you what, why don’t we split the room in two,” Aeden said, trying to act as peacemaker. “Ladies on that side, and us on this side. It would be easier to establish now, when most of us are here.” There were still a couple of empty beds in the bunkhouse on the far side.

“That’s better than nothing.” The scary woman shrugged.

The bushy-haired woman stood up and quickly switched sides.

“Look, I’m sorry⁠—”

“Save it, creep,” she said before Harrison could finish. “If you so much as cross that line while I am in this bunkhouse, I swear I will cut your throat in your sleep.”

Aeden was surprised at the threat of violence spewing from the mouth of such a meek and mild-looking woman

“You’ve got it, stay on this side,” Harrison said. He decided to focus his attention on his bag and spent longer than he needed to sorting through it, clearly unsure of what to do or say.

“Okay, I think we may have gotten off on the wrong foot. Seeing as we are going to be roommates for the next year, why don’t we start off with some names? I’m Aeden, Aeden Harrington. Harrison has already introduced himself, albeit like a bit of a dick, but I think I can safely say it wasn’t intentional.” Aeden looked at the scary lady, hoping she would help ease the tension in the room.

“Hey,” Harrison said.

Aeden simply raised an eyebrow at Harrison, who in turn shrugged and nodded his head in agreement.

“Vivienne,” the scary lady replied, “the name is Vivienne O’Rourke.” She looked at the remaining woman expectantly.

With a sigh, she said, “Serene Turner.”

“Okay, now that we have introductions out of the way, how about we get unpacked and ready given that we need to make sure we survive the next term.” Aeden saw on the ground a piece of parchment where he had picked his bag up from. Examining it, he realised it was his schedule.

“Judging by this, my first class is with Master Ember, at the hatchery.” Something about that excited Aeden – this was why they were here, after all. Not just to train but to be permanently bonded with an Aer-Kin.

“So have I,” Harrison said, looking at his schedule.

“Me too.”

“Same.”

“I wonder if the whole cohort is there?” Vivienne said. “That would make sense. Shall we head there straight away? Director Vale said not to take long.”

“I’m with her,” Harrison said, “we don’t want to be the last to turn up.”

The door to the bunkhouse opened up, and more students entered, a mixture of men and women that filled all the remaining beds.

“Hi there,” Aeden said, introducing himself. He explained that their belongings were at the ends of the beds and that they had split the room in half to make the women in the bunkhouse as comfortable as possible, which they all agreed to. After asking them to check their schedules, they quickly realised that they were right and all of them had a lesson with Master Ember. Aeden and the others helped the newcomers unpack, then readied to leave for their first class.

“Where do you suppose the hatchery is?” Serene asked.

“I’m not sure,” Aeden said, “but I think it should be easy enough to find.”

“Easy enough to find,” Harrison protested, raising his hands in exasperation. “Have you seen the size of this place?”

“Why don’t we just head outside and see if anyone else knows where we need to go?” Vivenne said, taking the lead and stepping outside. Aeden followed her, figuring they weren’t going to find out where to go by staying inside all day.

Outside, different groups of students were leaving their bunkhouses to do exactly the same.

“Seems like a good place to start,” Vivenne said. “Always follow the group.”

Aeden wasn’t sure he agreed with that advice, but in this situation, they had nothing else to go on, so he and Vivienne set off towards where the other students were congregating, with the others trailing shortly behind them.

“Hey, wait up,” Harrison said as he drew level with Aeden. “So do you think she likes me?”

“Who?”

“My goddess, Serene, of course. Do you think I have a chance?” He looked at Serene, who had moved just in front of them beside Vivienne. Sensing that Harrison was looking, she flipped him the finger.

Aeden laughed. “I’d say your chances are slim to none.”

“So, you agree that I have a chance?”

“If that’s what you take from my response, I can’t wait to see how all of this unfolds.”

They continued up the path until they eventually reached the congregation of students.

“What’s going on?” Vivienne asked another student.

“Settle in, settle in,” came a voice from the front.

Aeden stepped to the side to get a better look.

It was Master Ember.

“Gather around,” Master Ember said, smiling at the rowdy group. “It’s time for your first lesson. Today, I am going to introduce you to one of the most important topics you will study during your time here: Aer-Kin.” He offered the group a warm, albeit slightly nervous, smile. “Now, who is ready to see an Aer-Kin egg?”
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Master Ember stood at the front of the group, waving his hands in the air to get all of the students’ attention that were gathering around. The problem was, Master Ember couldn’t have been much over five feet tall by Aeden’s estimation. “Gather round, gather round,” he said as he continued to wave his hands around. He had a deep, grumbling voice, and at this distance, Aeden could see his enlarged eyes thanks to the thick lenses on his glasses.

“I am here for those of you who are scheduled to attend the hatchery for your first lesson. By my understanding, this should be everyone in the Support class. I know Director Vale explained that classes will be mixed, but it’s best not to at the hatchery. It can confuse the eggs, especially when it comes to bonding. So if you are not a Support class, please make your way back through the courtyard and towards the Great Hall. There you will meet some of the faculty who will show you where it is you need to go for your first lessons. The rest of you from the Support class, follow me.” Master Ember turned and set off back towards the courtyard.

The group followed, passing by a large outhouse building. It was stone at the base to form the foundations, but the rest of it was made of glass panels, a trail of ivy stretching across the roof. Inside there was a class underway filled with students who were standing around large potted plants that were lined up in front of them. They past a couple more outbuildings and a creepy looking courtyard that was strangely quiet. It was similar to the one at the rear of the main academy building, with strange statues of cherubs and gargoyles in various formations, pointing bows and arrows or staring menacingly into the distance. Aeden took the opportunity to take in the vast surroundings and boundaries of the academy, realising it would take him months to figure out where everything was. They continued until they eventually reached a large building that was not attached to the rest of the academy grounds. It sat alone, and although it looked just as Gothic as the rest of the academy, it was surrounded by a large stone wall that must have stood at least thirty feet tall. At the top of the wall, barbed wire was tangled around itself to form a trap for anyone seeking to climb over.

Aeden realised that his own parents had probably walked this same path countless times. He made a mental note to keep his eyes open for anything – or anyone – who might be able to help him uncover the truth about their deaths. But if his suspicions were true, he also knew he couldn’t draw too much attention to his investigation, so he would have to play it smart.

At the entranceway stood a couple of rough-looking guards, clad in black and carrying polearms from what Aeden could tell. Each weapon had a large, crescent moon-shaped blade at the end. The guards all wore expressionless faces. This was the hatchery to the prestigious Aviara Academy; it made sense that there would be armed guards protecting the Aer-Kin eggs.

“Damien, Galen,” Master Ember said as he nodded to the two of them.

The guards stepped to the side and allowed Master Ember and the group to enter. It was the first time Aeden had seen a weapon since arriving at the academy. He had known there would be guards around, especially around the hatchery, so it didn’t come as a surprise. Aeden knew he couldn’t comprehend the value of one Aer-Kin, let alone a hatchery full of them.

Master Ember turned to face the Support class when he reached the entranceway to the building. It resembled a giant barn, except that it was made from black stone. There was a farmyard smell that Aeden had already noticed as they were approaching, and he half-expected cattle to be walking around. It reminded him of home, and he thought of his grandparents, who he already hated being away from. He swallowed it down, reminding himself of why exactly he was there. He had no intention of going home before he accomplished what he had come here to do.

Besides, this was the first time in his life that he was going to see a hatchery, and he was beyond excited.

“Now, listen up,” Master Ember started, “this is a live hatchery, so inside you’re going to have to do everything I tell you. I can’t have you messing around inside, we can’t risk any of the eggs getting damaged. Do you understand?”

A collective “yes” from the class confirmed this.

“Master Ember, how many eggs are there inside?” Aeden asked.

“Please, call me Lyric,” he said with a warming smile. “And at present, there are one hundred and sixty-eight eggs at varying stages.”

One hundred and sixty-eight. Director Vale had said there were over three hundred students in this cohort. Was that really how few they expected to get to the end of the first term? What’s more, Aeden’s understanding was that a well-established hatchery housed around fifty eggs at a time. To have so many eggs ready to hatch and in one place was simply incredible.

“Now come on in, we have lots to get through, and I have to do this more times than I would like to over the next two days. Every time I let students in, there’s a risk of it unsettling at least one of the eggs, which can have a devastating effect on them.”

Lyric led the class into the hatchery, and Aeden’s jaw nearly hit the floor when they stepped in.

The centre of the hatchery was open, much like he would have found in a barn, except there were no stalls inside. On either side of them were tiered rows upon rows containing giant eggs, which were around three to five feet tall. They came in all different shapes and sizes, some plain, some with spots or other patterns on them, some tall and narrow, some wide and short. They spanned all the way down to the bottom of the building on either side and were nestled in a thick bed of hay.

Aeden found himself transfixed by the eggs as he examined them with wonder. In front of the eggs was a metal barrier, with the eggs far enough back that none of the students could reach over and touch them.

“Aren’t they just beautiful?” Lyric said. He looked like a proud father as he beamed at all of the Aer-Kin eggs on display. “Those of you that will successfully bond with these eggs are in for a treat. I think this is the best batch we’ve had in years.”

“How can you tell?” Aeden asked, fascinated. Had the eggs not been so far back, he absolutely would have been one of the students to try and touch one.

“A whole multitude of reasons,” Lyric said. “All of these eggs are emitting an energy, one that connects them to the very weave of magic you will all learn to tap into, not only to bond with your Aer-Kin but also to enhance both theirs and your powers and abilities. Now, before we get started, does anyone have any other questions?”

Nearly every student raised a hand, causing Lyric to look a little overwhelmed. “Ah, I see, well how abouts we get on with the lesson, and if there’s anything I haven’t covered, you can ask me your questions at the end. Now, who can tell me how many species of Aer-Kin there are in the world?”

Around a dozen hands shot into the air.

“One hundred and twenty.”

“Two hundred and fifty-four.”

“Three hundred and seventy-five”

Students kept calling out numbers, and Lyric stood there, shaking his head. “No, no, no, you’re all just throwing random numbers at me . Do any of you actually know the answer?”

Aeden remained with his hand raised in the air.

“Go on,” Lyric said with a deep sigh. “Don’t just throw a random number at me for the sake of it though, okay?”

“There’s four hundred and seventy-seven known species of Aer-Kin. Some might argue that some of the species should be in the same bracket, but yeah, there are four hundred and seventy-seven known species in the world.”

“So close, Master . . .” He waited for Aeden to introduce himself.

It took a moment for Aeden to realise that Lyric was asking him his name. “Aeden Harrington,” he said.

“Well, everyone, Master Harrington here was almost right. There are four hundred and sixty known species of Aer-Kin around the world. As with any creature in the world, some are drawn to certain regions and certain climates. That’s quite a lot, isn’t it?”

That information didn’t sit right with Aeden, and he raised his hand once again.

“Is everything okay, Master Harrington?”

“Yes, it’s just, you said there were four hundred and sixty, species of Aer-Kin in the world, but that’s wrong. Throughout history, these have been recorded, and that would mean there are four hundred and seventy-seven in total.”

Lyric shook his head. “Dearie me, how many bedtime stories were you told as a babe? Because I can tell you that those stories can fill your head with things that simply aren’t true.”

Lyric addressed the rest of the class. “Aeden here is referring to seventeen species of Aer-Kin that simply have never existed. Considered to be nothing more than a fabrication. Now, at our hatchery, we breed certain species of Aer-Kin that will complement their riders as well as the roles that we need them to fulfil. This academy has been bonding riders with Aer-Kin for over seven hundred years, and you are all the latest students to get the opportunity. Each and every one of you are incredibly lucky to be in this position. Can anyone tell me the types of Aer-Kin that you will find being bonded with a Support class?”

“Thorncrown,”

“Barbtail.”

“Ironshell.”

“Stormfang.”

The students started calling out breeds of Aer-Kin at Lyric, overwhelming him once more.

“Some of you are right there. Thorncrown and Ironshell make great Support Aer-Kin. Some breeds of Barbtails can be used in a Support role but also in a Scouting role. Can anyone tell me why they could also be used in a Scouting role?”

“Because of their ability to see in the dark,” Vivienne said.

Lyric beamed with pride, “Absolutely, Miss . . .”

“Vivienne O’Rourke,” she replied.

“Brilliant, Miss O’Rourke. You have shown great understanding. Am I right in saying you have a history of Barbtails in your bloodline?”

Aeden wasn’t the only one who had a look of shock on his face as Vivienne confirmed this was correct.

“A Stormfang would fall more into a Scout role, too. Does anyone else care to list any more species?”

As the students continued to rhyme off Aer-Kin species, Lyric nodded along in agreement. Those he confirmed as being correct were Thickhorn, Burrower, Razorwing, Rockmaw, and Frillthroat, to name a few.

“Now, what is the difference between a common beast and an Aer-Kin?”

“Their size,” Aeden said, without raising his hand. “Aer-Kin are big enough for humans to ride on. That is achievable through the bonding”

“Correct,” Lyric said. “Aer-Kin also grant their riders abilities based on the powers that they possess. And this in itself can range from a wide variety of abilities. Enhanced speed, strength, vision, hearing, telekinesis, mind manipulation . . . There is so much that can be achieved with the power of the Aer-Kin that we are bonded to.” Lyric looked at the eggs longingly, a sudden sadness appearing in his eyes – certainly enough for Aeden to notice, though he couldn’t speak for the other students.

“This is why we accept students based on their bloodlines,” Lyric continued. “The powers that lie dormant in your bodies are hereditary, meaning we know which Aer-Kin to bond with riders from the start. This improves our successful bonding rate just by connecting the right bloodlines with the right hatchlings. That said, each bloodline has a variety of powers that can manifest, but we won’t know what they are until you have successfully bonded. Now, would you like to see your eggs?” he said with an excited smile.

Chatter started around the room as the students grinned at one another at the prospect.

“I’ll take that as a yes. Come this way, your eggs are just over here.”

Lyric directed the students to around halfway down the hatchery before stopping and leaning against the barrier in front of a batch of mid-sized eggs, some slightly larger than others. It was interesting to see all the different varieties with their diverse patterns and colours.

These were some of the smaller eggs in the room, which was common for the Support class. Aeden knew their riders didn’t need to be overly big – they were needed to dart in and out of combat zones, supporting the Offence and Guardian classes in battle. Aeden didn’t care how big the eggs were. He was simply overjoyed to be in their presence. Potentially one of these was the Aer-Kin that he was going to bond with himself. Aeden’s heart skipped a beat at the thought.

“Ain’t they stunning?” Lyric said, his eyes wide like it was the first time he was seeing them. It was clear to Aeden why he was master of the hatchery. “Now, it is my job to make sure the Aer-Kin are ready for breeding each year, which is by no means easy. But once you get the compatibility right, it is just a case of giving the Aer-Kin space and time to let nature do its work. We did lose a couple of the males this time around, which was a shame. The females have become more aggressive since their numbers have lessened, ever since” – Lyric stopped himself as if he was drawing on a painful memory, and for a moment, Aeden thought he saw a tear forming in his eye.

Lyric shook his head and regained his composure. “If you close your eyes, you may be able to hear the eggs’ weaves forming. Go on, it will be interesting to see just how in tune you all are with the weave.”

Aeden wasted no time. This was the opportunity he had been waiting for his whole life, and he was not going to waste it.

Closing his eyes, he tried his hardest to concentrate, but it was difficult with all the noise from the other students. Still, he tried, even though he had no idea how to connect with the weave, even on a basic level.

“Just try to block out all of the outside noise,” Lyric said in a hushed voice. “Those still talking, either see if you can hear the weave or leave, I don’t want you spoiling this for the others.”

That sounded like it was easier said than done given that Aeden had no clue what he was doing and felt like a bit of an idiot. He opened one eye to take a look at the rest of the group and felt reassured when he saw all of the students with their eyes clamped shut, their faces concentrating.

Aeden focused, but he couldn’t hear anything other than his slowing breath, and as his breathing shallowed, he tried to keep his own noise to a minimum. He stood in darkness, his eyes firmly shut as he concentrated. After a few moments, his focus was drawn to his own heartbeat, the rhythm of which was slowing, calming him. It thrummed loudly, and for a while, that was all he could hear.

Aeden wasn’t sure how long he and his classmates had remained in this state, but he was just about to open his eyes when something garnered his attention. It was faint, like a whisper caught in the wind.

There was something there.

Slowly, a second beating heartbeat joined his own. They were out of sync, but Aeden could definitely feel something. It was weak, and a warm sensation washed over him, along with a feeling of fear and loneliness. It was a sensation that left Aeden hollow on the inside. He tried to keep his connection – he felt like he was grasping on to the weave with the smallest of grips, but the harder he concentrated, the harder it was to keep hold of. The sense of panic became too much to bear. His eyes snapped back open with a startle, causing him to take a short, sharp gasp of air.

Lyric was staring at him with the widest of smiles. “Now that is the face of someone who just connected to a weave for the first time.”

The other students opened their eyes, a lot more calmly than Aeden had.

Was he the only one to react like this? The feeling of loneliness had left a cold, blackened void in his chest that he simply didn’t like. It felt almost nauseating, but Aeden squashed down the urge to vomit as another hot flush came over him.

“Now, can any of you point to the eggs that you were feeling a connection to with the weave?” Lyric asked. “If you can, that’s a great sign that you will share a great bond with your Aer-Kin when it hatches. But don’t take that as a given that you’ll survive the process of getting to the bonding ceremony.”

Some of the students laughed nervously with one another as they pointed at different eggs that they had connected to in the weave. Aeden, however, felt nothing.

“You okay, boy?” Lyric asked.

Realising he was talking to him, Aeden said, “That didn’t feel particularly nice.”

“Your first time connecting with the weave can leave you feeling a little nauseous, but did you not feel the warm tingle in your chest when you heard it for the first time?”

Aeden shook his head as some of the other students started to focus their attention on him. “No, it felt like quite the opposite, if I am honest. I got an overwhelming sense of sadness and loneliness,”

“How strange.” Lyric turned and examined each of the eggs. “All of these eggs are happy and content. Let me tell you, they are well looked after. How well could you hear the weave?”

“It was barely a whisper. I could definitely hear something, but it was so faint.”

“Yet you felt a physical reaction as strong as you did?” Lyric removed his glasses and rubbed his tired eyes before placing them back on. “And you don’t feel a connection with any of these eggs? Sorry, what I mean is . . . you don’t think it was from any of these? Because trust me, you would know.”

Aeden shook his head. Strangely, he felt guilty about the experience, which was a far cry from how he thought he would feel by the end of this class.

“What’s your name again?”

“Harrington,” Aeden replied, “Aeden Harrington.”

“Well, Aeden, seems like I may need to keep a closer eye on you.”
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Aeden sat at the table in the busy food hall, along with the rest of his cohort, but he wasn’t hungry.

Some students were already sitting down, eating their food while they had the chance. Others were still lining up with their plates in lines that snaked up and down the hall in an organised manner.

The tables were huge, running pretty much the full length of the hall and made from huge slabs of oak which left little doubt about the size of the trees they must have been carved from. Aeden could tell it was oak because of the grain of the wood, which he had worked with often during his time at the farm with his grandfather. Seven tables were lined up, with all of the older students already sat down eating when the new recruits had arrived in the hall.

Not to Aeden’s surprise, the tables were already segregated by class and year group. He himself sat at the far end of the Support table, as far away from the food line as possible. He hadn’t gotten any food, nor did he feel like eating.

He sat with his head bowed in a stupor as he stared at the surface of the table. There had been no denying that connecting to the weave would be difficult, but there was a deep coldness in the hollows of his chest that had left him unsettled.

That overwhelming feeling of sadness, of being completely isolated, the underlying sensation of grief – it had all brought up Aeden’s own emotions.

He told himself it was just the weave, but despite knowing they were not his feelings – that they were that of the Aer-Kin with whom he had grasped the faintest of connections – he hadn’t expected to be bringing all these feelings away from the hatchery with him.

Was he somehow connected to the weave without realising it? He couldn’t feel a connection, yet he couldn’t describe the sensation or understand it fully. It was as though he had absorbed the feelings, and although he had removed himself from the weave, the feelings of the Aer-Kin were still with him.

He didn’t like it, not one bit, and his mind swirled with thoughts on the matter. The hatchery had been the one place he had been most excited to visit. It was where most of the students wanted to head to first. Now he couldn’t think of anything worse than going back.

“Are you okay?” Harrison asked as he took a seat on the bench opposite him. “You haven’t said a word since we left the hatchery.”

Aeden heard the words, but they were muffled as he was zoned out.

“Hello?” Harrison said, waving a hand in front of Aeden’s face.

Aeden snapped out of his trance and gathered himself. “Sorry, what were you saying?” He attempted to feign a smile of confidence but couldn’t help but feel that he failed miserably.

Judging by Harrison’s confused expression, he was right. “I said, are you okay? Shit, Aeden, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“As much as I hate to agree with him, he’s kind of right,” Serene said. She was sitting next to Vivienne, who was sandwiched between her and Harrison. Aeden hadn’t even noticed them.

“I’m fine,” Aeden said. He couldn’t help but feel defensive. He didn’t like being the centre of attention. “It’s just, connecting with the weave has left me feeling . . .” He paused while he tried to think of word to describe it. “A little off,” he settled on.

“At least you connected to the weave. I felt nothing,” Harrison said, his shoulders sinking slightly. “There’s always next time, I guess.”

“Well, you better connect to it quick if you don’t want to be kicked from the cohort before we even get to the trials,” Serene said.

Harrison grinned. “Do I sense an air of concern for me?”

“Ew, no,” Serene cut him off straight away.

Vivienne laughed as she continued slurping her soup. “You need to eat,” she said, “looks like we have combat training for the rest of the day after this.”

“I don’t have much of an appetite. I might grab something on our way out. I’m sure I saw someone with some fruit before.” Aeden was more than happy to eat on the move if he had to, but if he was honest with himself, he simply didn’t have the stomach for it.

“Wait, did you say combat training?” Harrison asked, the smirk on his face quickly washing away.

“Yes,” Vivienne said with confusion, “have you not looked at your schedule?” She glanced up at Aeden, raising an eyebrow. “Have you?”

Aeden shook his head. “I’ve been a little distracted,” he said, raising his hand to the back of his head and smiling.

“Well, if I was you, I would get your head out of your ass. You’re not going to survive the first week if you don’t,” Serene said. “Don’t let the niceties and the grandeur of this hall fool you. This place is deadly.”

Aeden was not naive. He knew all too well the reputation of the academy. It had been his goal just to get to this point. To find out exactly what had happened to his parents fifteen years ago.

“I see you have survived your first lesson,” a sneering voice said from behind Aeden.

He turned to see who it was and was greeted by the smug face of Kael Blackthorn, who was sitting on the bench on the other side of the table. He had an eyebrow raised as his eyes wandered judgingly over Aeden and the others.

“Pity.” Kael raised a vibrant green apple and took a crisp bite from it. “Still, there’s the rest of the day.”

He had a group of students around him who were all sat with sneering looks as if they were the fiercest of rivals, yet Aeden had no clue who any of them were.

“I’d just worry about you and your table,” Aeden said, waving a hand and turning his back. He didn’t want to get drawn into anything, and he had no time for Kael. He could already tell his type: a smug, self-assured rich kid who could do no wrong, as no doubt his parents would bail him out. The group that surrounded him did nothing but add to Aeden’s preconceived thoughts about them all. They sat as if they were a nest of vipers ready to strike.

As Aeden turned to face the others, he reached across to Harrison’s plate and grabbed an apple. “Hope you don’t mind,” he said, and then he started to cut the apple with a small knife on the table before taking a bite. It wasn’t as ripe as he would have liked and was a far cry from the apples they grew on the farm back home, but it would do for now.

Harrison and Serene sat dumbfounded, jaws wide open. Vivienne, on the other hand, seemed more interested in finishing her plate of food.

“Did you just make a threat?” Kael asked.

Aeden simply carried on eating his apple.

“What are you doing?” Harrison said, muttering under his breath. He looked as white as a ghost as the colour drained from him.

“Eating an apple,” Aeden said. “You guys told me I needed to eat.”

“I’m talking to you,” Kael said, his tone more than threatening.

Aeden continued to ignore him. Footsteps soon approached him from behind, and he could feel the frustration exuding from Kael as he stood over him.

“I don’t want any trouble,” Aeden said as he finished his apple without turning around. But something changed inside him. He couldn’t help but poke the viper’s nest just a bit, even though he knew he should keep his head down. The academy may have been a means to an end for Aeden, but that didn’t mean he was going to be a pushover while he was here. He certainly wasn’t worried about defending himself.

Kael leaned towards Aeden, placing his hand on the table as he tried to intimidate him.

Harrison’s eyes were wide with anxiety, and Serene looked ready to faint as Vivienne raised her head from her plate and realised the hostility of the situation.

Aeden didn’t understand why they were so intimidated by Kael. Sure, he had coin and the family bloodline, but here he was just another student. It was the same with Cassian and Rowan, although Cassian didn’t seem too fazed by standing up to him, much to the dismay of his cousin.

“I’m talking to you,” Kael said in Aeden’s ear.

“And I said, you should focus on your own table.”

“You should know your place,” Kael growled. “You’re all Support, and your role here is to do just that: support us so that we can do our jobs. You are literally needed for nothing else. You don’t lead, you don’t fight. All you are worthy of doing is wiping the muck from my boots.”

Aeden let out an exaggerated yawn. “Are you done now? Because we were just having a conversation, and you’re kind of interrupting things.”

Harrison let out a high-pitched whimper at Aeden’s response.

Kael’s face reddened, as if he was beyond boiling point. Aeden knew full well that he was a Support – that much was in his blood – but that didn’t mean he was going to be spoken to like this.

“Perhaps your friends here know how to stay in line better than you. What’s your name?”

Aeden turned his head and frowned. “The fuck has it got to do with you?”

He could see a vein throbbing at the side of Kael’s head. He had him right where he wanted him.

Kael stared across the table at Harrison, who started shrinking into himself with the unwanted attention.

“His name, now!” Kael slammed his fist onto the table, causing the others to jump and drawing instant silence from around them.

Harrison opened his mouth, ready to speak on command as if Kael had some kind of compulsion over him.

“Listen, if you have an issue, you’re welcome to take that up with me, but don’t speak to my friends like that, okay? My name is Aeden, Aeden Harrington. Now, as I said, if you don’t mind, me and my friends were having dinner.”

The next few seconds were a blur of movement.

Kael dragged his arm back to sucker punch Aeden in the side of the head. It was something Aeden had been anticipating, so he’d already figured out his next move. With the blunted knife still sitting loosely in his hand, Aeden tightened his grip and, spinning quickly, rammed it straight into Kael’s leg, who let out a pained roar.

Before he had time to do anything else, Aeden hopped from a sitting position to standing on the bench and threw out a punch to the side of Kael’s face, then jumped down and grabbed hold of the scruff of Kael’s blazer. He pushed him backwards with his forearm until they reached the wall of the dinner hall.

Still gripping the knife in his hand, Aeden raised the knife to Kael’s throat.

“Listen to me now,” he said through gritted teeth, “I watch everything, I analyse everything. You are not here by merit, you are here by your perceived birthright, your family name. You have no idea the shit I’ve had to go through just to get to this point.”

Kael didn’t flinch. He simply stared into Aeden’s eyes with burning hatred, his pupils aflame with anger. But he couldn’t respond, as Aeden had the knife pressed against his throat with enough pressure to solicit the faintest of cuts – not enough to cause serious harm, but enough to draw blood.

“Do you know who you’re dealing with?” Kael said.

“Does it really look like I give a shit? This place is brutal enough without having a dick like you breathing down mine or my friends’ necks, so I will tell you this: you can either take it or leave it.” Aeden pressed the knife a little more firmly against Kael’s neck; he wanted to find out how far he could push him.

Aeden showed no emotion, no anger, no loss of control, remaining composed as he continued. “Fuck with me or my friends, and I swear the next time I will have no problem with slitting your throat. Do you understand?”

Kael stared as Aeden refused to move. He knew that it was only a matter of seconds before one of the faculty intervened. He was surprised it was taking them this long.

Kael raised his hands to either side of him. “I understand,” he said, finally dropping his gaze.

Aeden knew too well how people like him worked, wanting to flex their muscles on the first day to establish the pecking order.

Aeden wasn’t interested in that, but he knew he needed to show that he couldn’t be intimidated and that he was willing to go to extremes to prove a point. Hopefully this little display would ensure that he and his new friends would be left alone. For the time being, at least.

“Step away,” a voice boomed.

Aeden stepped back and dropped the knife. The teacher in question was at least twice Aeden’s size, who now raised his hands as Kael regained his composure and straightened his blazer.

“Come with me,” the faculty member said. He was a bald, middle-aged man, and his sleeves were torn off at the shoulders, revealing tree trunk-like arms. His face was filled with scars that told Aeden this guy had seen a few fights in his time and had clearly not lost. He grabbed hold of Aeden’s collar and dragged him away with incredible power.

Aeden may have drawn blood, but he was aware that far worse things could happen between the students at the academy. After all, the academy did come with its own reputation. He knew that it wasn’t uncommon for fights to break out, factions to form, that kind of thing. This was survival of the fittest, and he was not going to allow anyone to intimidate him. He cast one last glance at Kael as he was led away. Judging by his face, Aeden knew he had made an enemy, but at least he had shown he was not one to be messed with.

Now he just had to deal with the consequences of his actions.
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Cohort VII - 345 students remaining

Days until bonding ceremony - 28

“Idon’t know where you think you are, but this kind of behaviour will not be tolerated. Especially against a Blackthorn. Do you have a death wish?”

Aeden was standing in a side room from the corridor where the faculty member had dragged him to, his strength and power far beyond anything that Aeden could fight back against.

“Is there anything you want to say?”

“Not really,” Aeden said. “That asshole had it coming. Ask those around me. He was about to sucker punch me. I was simply defending myself, which, according to the statutes of the academy, I am entitled to do.”

Aeden felt a rush of air as he was lifted off his feet and dragged towards the low, rumbling face of the teacher.

“So we have a smartass,” the teacher said in a low, threatening voice. He slammed a fist into Aeden’s stomach, winding him in an instant.

Aeden gulped for air, but he didn’t have a chance to do anything as the teacher grabbed hold of the back of his head with a fist full of hair and dragged his head back.

Aeden braced himself for a blow to the face, but it didn’t come.

“You will address me as ‘sir’, do you understand?”

“Clearly,” Aeden choked out as he struggled to breathe, his lungs burning as he stifled back a cough.

Another boulder-like fist greeted his stomach. His legs wanted to give way, but they couldn’t, as he was still being suspended by his hair.

“Yes, sir,” he replied, coughing and spluttering all the while frantically gasping for breath.

The teacher let go of Aeden’s hair and gave him a smug grin. “You’re spunky, I’ll give you that, but the quicker you understand that I am here to break you, the better. We can’t have disobedience in the ranks. This academy needs Aer-Kin riders that will follow orders.”

Aeden had done his research prior to coming, and given this teacher’s frame, horrifically scarred face, and penchant for violence, he knew exactly who he was dealing with.

Formerly a frontline Aer-Kin rider, Aleric Storme had come to the academy a few years past, although the full reasoning for leaving the front line to train at the academy was unknown to Aeden. He knew that this was not an instructor to be on the wrong side of.

“Listen, I get it. I’ve seen it for the last few years that I’ve been here. The students will all create little factions, and lines will be drawn. My role here is to be stop battles from raging within these walls. Besides, you must have a death wish, picking a fight with a Blackthorn. That family has deep pockets and influence far outside the boundaries of Aviara Academy.”

“Are you Master Storme?” Aeden asked. Breathing was slowly becoming easier, but that didn’t stop his body from throbbing.

“I am, and I want you to know that I do not like it when students step out of line, not on my watch, and certainly not in my classes. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir,” Aeden said, not making the same mistake again. He didn’t fancy another blow to the stomach. Besides, he had done what he needed to with Kael, which should now give him some breathing space when it came to the cohort dynamics.

“I am glad to hear it.” Master Storme’s face was still a picture of frustration and ire as he went and took a seat at his desk.

It gave Aeden a chance to take in his surroundings. By the looks of things, Aleric Storme was a neat freak, which was not what Aeden would have expected given his rough appearance. His desk was tidy, with scrolls and parchments laid out neatly across its surface, along with a quill and ink pot.

“Now I have a report to start writing for Director Vale, no thanks to you and Blackthorn.” Master Storme rolled his eyes, clearly less than impressed with the additional work that Aeden had given him. “I will speak with him after, but before you leave, can you confirm your name?”

“Aeden Harrington, sir.”

“Interesting.” Master Storme looked back at Aeden, who was still standing to attention, his posture straight as a pin. “You are just like him,” he said before taking the quill and starting to write his report.

His words piqued Aeden’s interest.

“Did you know my⁠—”

Master Storme glowered a warning look that made Aeden decide not to push further. Instead he made a mental note that there was possibly a link between Master Storme and his father.

“I have your group next for combat training. May I suggest you keep your tendency for violence in check until then? I do not want to see any fighting in these halls outside of your lessons, do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Because next time, you will be sent to the stocks to think about your actions.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Dismissed.”

Aeden did not need telling twice. He headed for the door, leaving the darkened room. Once the door had shut behind him, his breathing became heavier as he stopped suppressing the adrenaline that was coursing through his body.

The corridor was busier than when he had been dragged to Master Storme’s office. The rest of the students were now leaving the dining hall. Some gave him smiles and nods as they passed, while others ignored him, which he expected; he was a first year, after all.

The corridor was noisy, with the sound bouncing off the Gothic walls, amplifying the volume. Aeden figured there wasn’t much time now until his first combat lesson, but as he looked one way and then the next, he realised he didn’t have a clue which direction he needed to go.

As the dining hall contained all year groups, there were students walking past each other in both directions, like fish trying to swim upstream.

Aeden made a note of focusing on the fresh-faced students that looked as lost as him, and hopefully he would see someone that he recognised.

When he noticed the beaming smile of Cassian through the crowd of faces, it brought a welcome reprieve. The young man was beaming like a proud parent as he pushed his way through the crowd towards Aeden. As they got closer, Aeden could see the top of Rowan’s head as she shuffled alongside her cousin.

“How did it feel? That was awesome!” Cassian’s eyes were wide with wonder as he spoke to Aeden. “I knew the second I met you that we were going to get along.”

“Have you got a death wish?” Rowan asked, echoing Master Storme’s warning. “Pulling a knife on another student in the dining hall, on Kael of all people too!”

“In my defence, it was in self-defence,” Aeden said, raising his hands. He continued to look at the students flooding from the dining hall, but so far he had not seen Harrison, Vivienne, or Serene.

“That was so badass,” Cassian continued. “What I would give to be able to give that smarmy, good-for-nothing a punch to the face.” He feigned jabbing at the air.

“Come on, let’s get out into the courtyard and out of the halls,” Rowan said, leading them away.

Cassian gave Aeden another proud smile before shrugging and following his cousin. Aeden did the same.

“What happened to Kael?” Aeden asked, trying to keep up with Rowan, who continue to push her way through the crowd.

“He was whisked off to the healers. I imagine he may miss the start of the next block of classes. Still, threatening a Blackthorn with a knife isn’t the most intelligent thing you could have done,” Rowan said.

“I barely broke the skin on his neck,” Aeden said. He knew it wouldn’t need much attention from the healers. The cut he had given Kael was more superficial than anything, but the blood trickling down his neck had made it look far worse than it actually was.

“They will have seen far worse on the battlefield, let alone the academy, but that’s not someone you want to make an enemy of,” Rowan said with an air of irritation, glancing over her shoulder at Aeden.

“Have I done something to offend you?” Aeden asked.

They reached the courtyard, which felt much less suffocating than being cramped into the corridor. For the first time in a while, Aeden felt as though he could actually breathe.

Rowan continued a little further up the stone path, stopping when she reached a water fountain of a cherub holding its hand out. The water spouting from the stone statue’s mouth made a calming, trickling sound, and suddenly Aeden felt the urge to go to the bathroom.

Rowan took a seat on bench and let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m fine. It’s just . . . I would like to make it to the hatching ceremony at the end of term, but if you two have anything to do with it, we won’t make it past the first week.”

“I didn’t go looking for the fight,” Aeden said. He didn’t understand why he was protesting his innocence to someone that he didn’t know, but Rowan seemed like one of the good people, a kind person. Aeden needed more friends and allies than enemies – especially now that he had gotten on the wrong side of the Blackthorns. “Kael came over to me looking for a fight. He thinks all Supports are pushovers and are only here to serve him and his Offence class. I merely reminded him that this year it isn’t going to work like that, and I’ve given my friends some breathing space in the meantime.”

“You hope,” Rowan said. She reached into her satchel and took out her schedule. “Honestly, Aeden, Kael Blackthorn is not a nice guy. You really don’t want to stay on the wrong side of him. His family connections run deep inside and outside of Aviara Academy.”

“What Rowan is trying to say is, you better sleep with one eye open,” Cassian laughed, much to Rowan’s disapproval, who gave him a hard stare. He laughed again. “For the time being, anyway. Still, it was so satisfying to watch you wipe the smug look off his face.”

“I just did what I needed to for the situation.”

“I mean, where did you learn to fight like that? Supports are not usually combat driven, but I already think there are not many that could match what you just showed in the dinner hall.” Cassian started shadow boxing again, ducking and dodging his own strikes.

“I’m built a little differently,” Aeden said. “My parents” – he stopped himself. He didn’t want to disclose too much. It was his first day, and the last thing he wanted was whispers in the corridor. “I was raised by my grandparents. I’m not ready to talk about why yet, but what I will say is that I have been training since I was young to get into this academy.”

“And they let you combat train, despite being a Support?” Cassian asked.

“They understood my reasons for wanting to. Even if they didn’t agree, they never showed discouragement. My grandpa would even spar with me from time to time.”

“There is no way you learnt all that from your grandpa. Ro, can you imagine what Pops would be like if he tried to spar with us? Well, me. You have as much fight in you as a child.” Cassian smiled and playfully boxed in front of her.

Rowan shoved him to one side and shook her head in disapproval. “Not all battles need to be fought with our fists.”

“Still, it wouldn’t do you any harm to learn how to throw a punch,” Cassian said.

“Listen, if I promise to stay out of trouble and not get into any fights with Kael from now on, will you agree to give me a bit of a break?” Aeden asked.

Rowan thought on this for a moment. “Maybe.” Her smile told Aeden that was a yes, which was good enough for him. “We don’t have long before our next class, what have you got next?”

“Combat training. I was looking for some others from my class. I was hoping they would point me in the right direction.”

“Ah, why couldn’t we have had combat training? I hear Master Storme pushes all of his students to the edge to get the best out of them. What was he like when he took you away from the hall?” Cassian asked. Aeden was surprised at how excited Cassian was at the prospect of training with him.

Aeden rubbed his stomach, which was still bruising from their earlier encounter. “He’s certainly one for obedience. Whatever you do, just make sure you address him as ‘sir’.” He looked back at Rowan, who was looking at her schedule again. “What is it you two have?”

She put her schedule back into her satchel and offered Aeden a smile, which he certainly appreciated more than the stern look she was giving him previously. “Cartography.”

“Urgh, map drawing?” Cassian sighed. “I want to be in on the action.”

“You will be. These classes are some of the most important ones for us. What use are Scouts if they can’t draw maps?” Rowan said. Unlike Cassian, she actually looked excited for her lesson. “We need to get going, our lesson is in the tower on the East Wing, and I really don’t want to be late. Today is all about first impressions.”

Aeden sighed, thinking about Master Storme. He had already gotten on his wrong side, and worse than that, he had him for the rest of the day in combat training.

“Keep out of trouble,” Rowan said.

“Catch you later, Aeden.” Cassian playfully pushed Rowan as the two of them set off towards the East Wing.

Aeden stood there feeling lost, still not knowing which direction he needed to head in to get to class. Knowing his bag and schedule were in the dining hall, he figured he best head back and grab it.

One thing he knew was that he did not want to be late for Master Storme’s combat training.
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Aeden was panting and out of breath by the time he reached the open field on the west side of the campus.

His worse fears were realised when he saw that their lesson had already started. He had been pacing the halls frantically trying to find the room where their class would be, but it seemed everyone else was already in their classes and thus he had no one to ask for directions by the time he had grabbed his bag from the dining hall.

There was no chance of sneaking in the back of the class unnoticed, as Master Storme had all of the students lined up in formation side by side as he addressed them.

It was all Aeden could do to line up next to the others and stand to attention like the rest of them. Luckily for him, Harrison was standing at the end.

“How are you late?” Harrison whispered, not moving his head or lips.

“This place is huge, and everyone was gone when I got back,” Aeden said. He was still flustered – timekeeping was something he was precious about, and he hated not knowing where it was he needed to go. What made it worse was that it was also Master Storme’s class, who he had a feeling wasn’t his biggest fan already.

“Harrington, glad you could join us,” Master Storme said, his hands behind his back and his chin raised. He seemed calmer and less aggressive than earlier, and Aeden felt a weight lift off him; he had anticipated a beasting.

Then Master Storme took a somewhat stricter tone. “Discipline is something I abide by more than anything else. It is something that can mean the difference between life and death on the battlefield. That is what we’re all here to train for.”

He started walking down the line of students away from Aeden as he continued to address them all collectively. “As Supports, your numbers are already dwindled. It will take years to recover them. For this reason, your combat training needs to be more intense than any years prior. You need to know that no matter the situation you are placed in that you are equipped with the skills to fight. This class is not going to be easy. It is going to be tough. It is going to be dangerous. Some of you will die during training. I am sure you are aware of this.”

Master Storme stopped in front of a short male student that looked like a bag of bones, who stood trembling in front of him. “You look like you’re going to piss yourself,” Master Storme said, leaning into the terrified student’s face. “You better toughen up quick, because if you fail on the battlefield, you fail your squadron, and if you fail them . . .” He stood tall as his voice trailed off, his eyes becoming vacant for the briefest of moments as if he was tracing a distant memory. “It can lead to more deaths than your own.”

Aeden listened intently as Master Storme started making his way down the line of students towards him. It was an encounter that he was now dreading even more than when he had been racing to find the class.

Master Storme stopped in front of him, his gaze weighing down heavy on Aeden’s shoulders. “Discipline,” he said with a growl. “This is my fundamental rule for my classes in combat training, meaning you turn up on time, and you follow instructions.” He leaned down into Aeden’s personal space.

It took all of Aeden’s concentration to keep looking forward and avoid Master Storme’s vicious gaze. He wanted the ground to swallow him up, but the best he could do now was prove Master Storme wrong, prove to him that he could be disciplined.

“And most of all,” Master Storme continued, “be wearing the right fucking clothing for class.”

Aeden’s heart sank as he looked down at his blazer jacket. He looked to his left to see the rest of his class wearing black combat pants and tops for training in. He could have kicked himself.

Master Storme continued to stare at Aeden as if he was trying to make him burst into flames. The hatred was already dripping from him, and Aeden swallowed down hard.

“Sorry, sir,” he said.

Master Storme laughed loudly and stepped away from Aeden. “Did you hear that? Harrington here says he’s sorry. Well, I’ll let the rest of you decide what you think of his pathetic, meaningless apology.” He looked up and down the line of students. “Run. You can all run around this field until Harrington gets back here in the correct clothing for class. GO!”

A collective groan came from his classmates as they all set off at once, a couple students voicing their displeasure with Aeden as they passed him.

“What are you waiting for, Harrington?” Master Storme said, his voice stern and unapologetic. His attention then returned to the students, who he started jogging behind.

“Changing rooms are in the lodgings over there,” Harrison said, pointing at a wooden hut on the other side of the field. “Please be quick.” With that, Harrison set off to join the others.

Aeden felt bad for what he had forced on the others. Seeking to make amends as quickly as he could, he set off to the wooden hut.

He nearly took it off the hinges when he burst through the door. Out of breath and sweaty, he got undressed as fast as he could and found the last remaining pants and top hanging up on the wall. A pair of black shoes were waiting on the floor. He tossed his own clothes on the bench, quickly got dressed, and headed back out to the field.

The wet ground caused him to slip as he raced back towards the class. His chest was pounding as he joined up with them, waiting to meet Master Storme’s furious eyes so he knew he had returned.

“You all stop when I say stop, now that Harrington has graced us with his presence.”

Everyone groaned disapprovingly, and Aeden felt like everyone’s eyes were burning into him with the same hatred that Master Storme seemed to reserve for him.

He had them run multiple laps of the field, not allowing anyone to fall behind. To give the class their dues, they ran like their lives depended on it, all of them wearing tired and pained expressions as each of them looked ready to throw up at any moment. Master Storme, however, seemed to be relishing the situation; a wild grin was plastered to his face as he ran at a steady pace behind everyone else.

Aeden’s legs were burning and heavy as the students continued to run through the wet grass, which was becoming muddier and muddier as they ran their circuit. He knew he had a good level of fitness compared to rest of the Supports, but he chose to remain around the centre of the group, a short distance behind Harrison, as they continued their punishment. Vivienne was at the front of everyone else, while Serene, Aiden noted, was towards the back of the group.

“That will do,” Master Storme shouted as they completed what Aeden counted as their sixth lap of the open field.

The run had given Aeden the chance to observe what looked like a large wooden obstacle course in the centre of the field. Looking at its sheer size was intimidating enough, and that was before he noticed the spiked tracks that he could make out from this distance. He was not looking forward to getting up close and personal with that.

The class stopped their run, and nearly everyone folded over in half as they stretched and collectively heaved. One or two of the students started throwing up.

Master Storme stood with his hands on his hips, watching over the class and shaking his head disapprovingly. “You think we’re done?” He laughed. “That was just the warm-up.”

The look of horror on the rest of the students’ faces was apparent, and Aeden felt even worse than he already did. Was all this really because of him, for Master Storme to prove a point about discipline?

“Everyone on the floor where you are,” Master Storme demanded.

He watched as everyone got into position and started doing push-ups. The ground was cold against Aeden’s hands, but he couldn’t show weakness. He had to prove that he was physically strong enough, that he could survive the bonding ceremony.

By the time they were done, Aeden’s arms were trembling and weak, and he had lost count of how many push-ups he had done.

“That will do. Everyone take a rest.”

All of his classmates collapsed onto the floor, exhausted from their exercise.

“Except Harrington,” Master Storme said. “I’d say you have a little catching up to do. Say, two more laps and fifty more push-ups.”

“Yes, sir.” Aeden jumped to his feet and set off for the laps without complaint. Digging deep, he pushed as hard as he could. It was only a few more laps and then he would be done. He had to show Master Storme that he was up to the training. The last thing he wanted was to fail at the academy, especially in the first week. That wouldn’t help with his plan, and he had spent too long preparing to get to this point.

As he reached the far side of the field, he felt a strange sensation come over him – an emptiness, like he was completely alone in a darkened room with no escape. It was instantly overwhelming, and his legs gave way underneath him.

It was the same feeling he had felt when he connected to the weave for the first time. He wanted all of this to end. He wanted to be with his family. He wanted to feel safe, but he felt anything but that.

Aeden couldn’t focus as his hands slammed into the ground. He looked around him, trying to identify the source of this sensation. It was a strange energy that he couldn’t fully understand or explain. It was like a piece of rope had been cast around him and was pulling him towards something. The feeling made his stomach lurch, like it was physically pulling at his insides, as if the flood gates had opened to release a wave of emotions that weren’t his own.

Looking around him, Aeden noticed the students watching on, wondering what he was doing. Master Storme was standing with his arms folded across his chest, looking less than impressed.

Then Aeden glanced the other way, towards the far side of the field that led to a forest. The trees were tall and lined up uniformly along the outer edge of the field’s boundaries. More than anything, Aeden felt a compulsion to charge into the trees, to search for the source of this sensation he was feeling. It was like a primal urge had overcome him.

With trembling arms, he pushed himself up from the ground and started running again, fighting against the urge and making his way back to the others. He glanced over his shoulder one last time at the forest as the knot in his stomach slowly lessened.

“Welcome back, Harrington,” Master Storme goaded.

Aeden trudged past him, his legs almost collapsing again as he finished. Determined not to be broken, he dropped to his knees and began his remaining push-ups right in front of the teacher.

When he counted towards thirty, he didn’t think he had anything left to give. This had been brutal, but he was determined to keep going, despite the voices in his head telling him to stop.

“That will do, Harrington,” Master Storme said.

But Aeden ignored him and kept going; he had said fifty, and that meant he was going to do fifty.

His body desperately wanted to quit, his legs and arms burning, trembling as he fought to complete his punishment.

He could feel everyone’s eyes burning into him. They wanted him to fail as recompense for them having to do laps because of his mistake. Master Storme had done a brilliant job at making him feel isolated from the rest of his peers. Still, Aeden felt he had a point to prove, not just to himself but to Master Storme, too.

“Ready to give in?” Master Storme said. “If you want to quit, that’s fine. It’s best that I know who’s strong enough for the training now, rather than wasting my time with you only to watch you fail when it comes to the bonding ceremony.”

Aeden knew that he was baiting him; Master Storme wanted him to fail, and that gave him all the motivation he needed. He was not going to fail at the first hurdle.

His push-ups were so low to the ground that he could smell the sodden earth underneath him. His lungs heaved as he tried and failed to control his breathing.

He would never be late or dressed inappropriately for training again.

When he finished the push-ups, Aeden climbed back to his feet, fighting the nausea that was forcing its way through his body.

“Consider lesson number one taught,” Master Storme said. “I am not here to make friends, and I do not give two shits whether you like me or not. My job is to make sure your combat skills are in line with academy standards. These next few weeks are going to be some of the most brutal that you’ve ever experienced. Consider this a warm-up.” A wry smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. There was a sinister look to him that made Aeden question how he ended up being at the academy.

Why would he want to be here if he hated the students so much?

“Now, shall we get started on the next part of your lesson today?” Master Storme turned around to face the large open field behind him that they had all just been lapping. Looking over his shoulder towards the students, Master Storme said, “Who is ready to see an Aer-Kin?”
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The buzz amongst the students was electrifying as a nervous energy overcame everyone. Aeden suddenly felt his attention well and truly switched on as he stood bolt upright and to attention. This was a moment he had dreamed of for so long.

He couldn’t speak for the other students, but he had only ever seen Aer-Kin in drawings or stories, never in person. They were always reserved for the academies and the front lines of battle, meaning that unless you were in either of those camps, you simply did not have access to them. Once a squadron had passed over his grandparents’ farm, but they had been too far to make out in any discernible detail.

He had never been this close to one, and Aeden’s body vibrated with the anticipation.

The news gave him a reprieve from the cursing eyes of the other students as he approached the larger group. A reprieve that Aeden was grateful for.

Master Storme continued to stare into the open field, then his head tilted as he started to watch the skies. Clouds littered the skies, dark and unforgiving, varying in different shades of grey. The darkest clouds were the closest, meaning that a rainstorm was brewing, or potentially a thunderstorm.

Both were something Aiden was willing to face if it meant seeing an Aer-Kin up close. Despite the initial physicality to the lesson and his confrontation with Kael at the dinner hall, today was turning into a good day after all.

Master Storme raised his finger and thumb to his mouth and let out a curt whistle. It was sharp and loud and was carried by the open field.

Nothing happened.

Master Storme kept searching the skies with utmost discipline.

“Keep your eyes on the skies, see who is the first to spot him.”

The way that Master Storme looked – the admiration on his face that softened his usual scowl – told Aeden that this wasn’t just any Aer-Kin. This was his.

There was a grumble from the sky. At first, Aeden mistook it for a low rumble of thunder, but then when it happened again, it was followed by a distinct, high-pitched noise that Aeden recognised straight away. He had read everything he could on Aer-Kin, yet the adrenaline he felt now was like nothing he had ever experienced.

Aeden continued to stare up into the sky, holding his breath as he waited for Master Storme’s Aer-Kin to make an appearance.

“Over there!” Harrison called out, pointing towards the centre of the clouds where they hung slightly lower than the others.

And then Aiden saw it: the shadow of the beast flying towards them, its large wings flapping slowly up and down.

When it penetrated the clouds, it let out another high-pitched shriek as it approached them at an alarming speed.

It slowed as it made to land in front of Master Storme, who had his arms stretched out in the air above him.

Aeden’s heart hammered against his chest as the Aer-Kin lowered itself to the ground.

The Aer-Kin stood in the centre of the field, its massive frame crouched low but no less imposing for it. The overcast sky above cast a dull, grey light over the world, muting the colours of the grass and darkening the metallic sheen of the grey and white scales that decorated the Aer-Kin’s body. The creature seemed to gleam faintly, its interlocking scales rippling like liquid metal with each subtle movement of its body.

Its head turned slowly, almost lazily. The sharp ridges along its neck flared slightly with every turn, the motion so fluid it was almost hypnotic. Aeden watched with the wonder of a child as the Aer-Kin’s golden eyes darted from side to side, scanning its surroundings with a predator’s precision.

The beast adjusted its wings, folding and refolding them against its sides. The sheer size of it was enough to steal Aeden’s breath. Even sitting, the size of its wings was breathtaking. The faintest pulse of light coursed through the veins of the wings, like the heartbeat of a storm gathering strength.

The overcast sky above rumbled faintly, a low growl of thunder rolling in the distance. The Aer-Kin lifted its head at the sound, its mouth parting just enough to reveal the sharp, glinting teeth within. The muscles along its neck tensed briefly before relaxing again, the motion rippling down its body like a wave of controlled power. Its slow, rumbling breaths reminded Aeden just how intimidating this creature was. There was no textbook or illustration that could have described how majestic and terrifying the Aer-Kin looked.

Master Storme beamed as he bowed his head and stretched out his arm towards it. The Aer-Kin mirrored him and lowered his head towards Master Storme’s hand, until its large snout pressed against his palm. The Aer-Kin let out a noise that, despite it being a low grumble, gave Aeden the feeling that it was happy to see his bonded rider.

Master Storme rubbed his hand over the giant Aer-Kin while simultaneously stroking the side of its neck, which the Aer-Kin pressed into, seemingly appreciating the gesture.

It was as if there was no one else on the field other than the two of them, as if the class of students had vanished and it was only them. Aeden found the whole moment completely fascinating as he found himself staring at the exchange.

“Now, if you approach closely, I am sure Vegar will allow you to get a closer look,” Master Storme finally said, though his eyes were unmoving from Vegar. “Take heed of my words when I say slowly. As experienced as Vegar is, he doesn’t like sudden movements, so I suggest you sit this one out if you’re of nervous disposition.”

Aeden slowly took a step without hesitation, his focus remaining on Vegar. The closer he got to the Aer-Kin, the more sense it made; it was a fierce name – one that, judging by the scars spread across its body and neck like darkened cracks you would find on cave wall, was a reminder of previous battles, perhaps. Aeden noticed that one of Vegar’s eyes was white as he drew closer, a claw mark raked down that section of its face. It gave a silvery shine down its face that, despite it being a scar, had a magical look to it as it shone in the light.

Glancing his left and right, Aeden realised there were only seven other students that had moved forwards to get a closer look. The expression on each face was the same, one of wonder and curiosity. The others remained grouped up together, their faces tinged with apprehension and, understandably, a dash of fear.

As Aeden drew closer, something in the air changed. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it, and it wasn’t something he could see or even smell, but a sensation of a presence seemed to linger in the air.

“That sensation you can feel right there,” Master Storme said as if he was reading Aeden’s thoughts, “that right there is Vegar’s power, his weave. As his bonded rider, I am connected and attuned to it. Your ability to master the weave will depend on the intensity that you’re feeling. Don’t let that trick you into thinking you can connect with Vegar’s weave, only a bonded rider can do that. That very weave allows me to communicate directly with Vegar. I can hear his voice as clear as day. As if his thoughts are my own.”

“It’s incredible,” Aeden said, drawing closer. A warm, pulsing sensation seemed to wash over him, and any fear he might have had vanished. It was like he was sitting in a warm bath.

“Different Aer-Kin have different abilities,” Master Storme continued. “They usually complement the rider that it’s bonded too. Vegar here has an extra special ability – a passive skill that makes everyone in his vicinity feel that little bit braver.”

So that was what that warming sensation was. It made Aeden feel like he could take on the entire world.

“That isn’t all he can do, but if I overload you with too much information, you’ll likely not remember it all.” Master Storme gave a sharp whistle, and Vegar shifted position to sit upright, revealing a belly of soft, faintly yellow skin.

Vegar made a rapid clicking noise that came from within his snout, which was firmly shut. His body language may have softened around Master Storme, but his eyes still reminded Aeden of a predator waiting to pounce.

He wondered if Vegar would be so amenable to the students approaching him if Master Storme were not there. Vegar’s eyes told him no; there was a wildness still within them.

Either way, the bond between the two of them must have been incredible for Master Storme to solicit so much control over his Aer-Kin.

“It takes years of training to master your connection with the weave. Those lessons will not start until you are bonded with your own Aer-Kin. For now, I just want you to familiarise yourself with the presence of the weave.” Master Storme turned and cast Aeden and the others a flickering grin, accompanied by a glint of wonderment in his eyes. “Besides, if this is your first time experiencing the weave around an Aer-Kin, then you don’t have much more time.” Master Storme’s expression turned into a menacing grin.

“What do you mean” – it hit Aeden all at once, a dizzying sensation like he had been spun on the spot hundreds of times. The world around him vibrated violently, yet the ground did not move. It was all in his head as a warm flush crept up his body. When he looked at the other students, he quickly realised that it wasn’t just him.

Vivienne was on her knees, violently being sick. The other five students were the same, stopping one at a time to hurl their guts up. A putrid smell reached Aeden that nearly tipped him over the edge, but despite the overwhelming sensation to be sick, he continued to fight against it.

“What you’re feeling is normal,” Master Storme said. He seemed to be enjoying every moment of this. “You are completely inexperienced when it comes to the weave, and you all have a long way to go when it comes to weaving. But with dedication, hard work, and time, some of you will be able to master it.” He laughed as he watched the students around Aeden continue to cough and struggle with the sickness that had taken hold of them. “We call it weave sickness. With time and exposure, it gets easier.”

Was he some kind of sadist? How could he be enjoying this?

Master Storme’s attention turned to Aeden, who was the only student still standing from the ones that had approached the Aer-Kin.

There was no mistaking the look of shock in Master Storme’s eyes as Aeden continued to walk towards Vegar, fighting back the urge to collapse to the ground like everyone else. Was it the weave, was it Vegar’s passive skill, making him feel brave enough to continue, determined not to be defeated by it?

The closer he got, the stronger the feeling became, and wave after wave of hot flushes continued to radiate around his body, his cheeks burning as much as the back of his throat from the bile that was rising. But he persevered, simply in awe at the beast that stood in front of him. Despite the sickness, despite the discomfort, he didn’t want this moment to end.

“Can I touch him?” Aeden asked. He spoke slowly, concentrating on each word as he pushed forwards.

“If you can get to him,” Master Storme said, “but you shouldn’t be able to, not with how powerful his weave is.” His brow furrowed as he studied Aeden. “Tell me, Harrington, have you been around Aer-Kin before?”

“No, sir.” Aeden took another few steps forward. “This is my first time.” A pressure built up inside his head, as if he were swimming too deeply, and his ears started to ring. Lifting his legs to walk became even more difficult. They felt as though they were made of stone as Aeden’s movements slowed and the discomfort that was radiating through his body intensified.

When he reached Vegar, he slowly held his hand out towards him, placing his palm against the rough scales of his leg. The Aer-Kin’s size was incredible, making Aeden question how a rider would even get on.

“How old is he?” he asked.

Master Storme seemed flummoxed by the simple question. “You shouldn’t be able to stand this close to an Aer-Kin for the first time, let alone ask questions.” He sighed. “Vegar is eighteen years younger than me. He hatched at this very academy before I bonded with him.”

Aeden rubbed his hand against Vegar’s scales. This close, they were almost stone-like in appearance, cold to the touch and rough against his skin. He felt incredible as he examined every part of the majestic creature, all the while the pressure building in his head, the high-pitched noise buried so deep that Aeden had no clue how to make it stop.

“Master Storme, I don’t feel too good,” Aeden said. Everything around him started violently shaking, and then the world went dark.
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When Aeden opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was Harrison standing over him, worry in his eyes as he leaned down and tapped his face lightly.

In the time that Aeden had been passed out, it had started raining. Not heavily, but enough to ensure that he was completely soaked.

“Oh, great, you’re awake,” Harrison said with a smile.

Aeden groaned as he sat himself upright. “What happened?” It took him a few moments to gather his bearings as he endured a head rush.

“You blacked out,” Harrison said, but for some reason he was smiling. “What was it like? Being so close to an Aer-Kin?”

“Horrendous yet amazing at the same time.” It was the best way that Aeden could explain it.

“Master Storme said that’s the closest he has ever seen a first year get to an Aer-Kin, especially on their first attempt. I still think he hates you, but he was definitely impressed.”

“Where is everyone?” Aeden said, realising they were in the field near the changing rooms. As he spun around, another hot flush came over him, and Aeden couldn’t fight the sensation anymore. He leaned over and vomited, much to the disgust of Harrison, who moved to his side and patted his back.

“There we go, better out than in,” he said. “The others that got sick are inside the changing rooms freshening up. Master Storme said we had to get back to training as soon as you were awake.”

Aeden wiped at his face with the damp sleeve of his top and looked at the field behind them. Vegar was nowhere to be seen, and Master Storme was standing in the centre of the field with the rest of the students, who stood opposite him, mirroring moves that he was showing them.

Aeden got back to his feet with Harrison’s assistance. He was unsteady, but he felt like he would be okay once he had come around. “If everyone is inside the changing rooms, why are we out here?” Aeden asked.

“You have Master Storme to thank for that,” Harrison said. “He said that the rain would help bring you back around, turns out he was right. Who knew that he would know what he’s talking about after all. There’s me thinking he is just a mass of bulk and anger⁠—”

Master Storme bellowed at the students he was training, apparently not happy with their performance. His voice echoed, making it boom even louder than it was naturally.

“Well, he’s still a mass of bulk and anger,” Harrison said with concern. “One that we best get back to. I don’t fancy having to do extra laps or anything like that. This first lesson has been brutal.”

“Why are you outside with me?” Aeden asked.

“He wanted someone to stay with you so I volunteered. Something about swallowing your tongue, told me to keep an eye on you until you woke up.”

“You’re awake,” Vivienne said as she exited the changing room. She was pale, looking like she had continued to be sick long after Aeden had passed out. “That was intense, good but intense.”

“How is it in there?” Harrison asked. “Sounded like a massacre.”

“I think everyone is finished being sick now. That weave was like nothing I’ve ever felt before.” She raised her head and closed her eyes, allowing the rain to run down her skin. “Ah, now that is refreshing.”

“Thank you,” Aeden said to Harrison, who seemed distracted. “For waiting with me.”

“No problem. Do you think Serene noticed? You know, that I offered to stay with you?”

Aeden laughed. “Seriously? Is that the reason you waited for me?”

“Well, if I can help a friend and impress the love of my life, then I class that as a win-win situation.”

Vivenne shook her head as she set off towards the rest of the class. “Boys will be boys,” she said, but Aeden was sure he sensed a playful tone to her voice. “Just a heads-up though . . . Any woman here will be looking for a man.”

Aeden let out a sigh. He was both physically and mentally exhausted. “You haven’t known Serene for a day yet. I don’t think it’s love that’s guiding you.”

“What can I say. When you know, you know,” Harrison said. He was either completely deluded or extremely overconfident, but Aeden just laughed again.

“Come on, let’s get back to the others. I want to make sure Master Storme knows that I am strong enough to be bonded with an Aer-Kin.”

After experiencing the weave, after seeing the connection that Master Storme shared with Vegar, Aeden felt more determined than ever to experience the powerful bond himself one day with his own Aer-Kin. That thought, that wish, was all the motivation Aeden needed right now.

After all, he couldn’t put his plan into motion if he didn’t make it through the bonding ritual.
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By the time the session was over, Aeden definitely felt like he was done with the day. He lowered himself into the bath and let out a groan of pain, exhaustion, and joy. Master Storme had given the class no reprieve from their experience with the weave, and had expected all of the returning students to start where they left off. Except he hadn’t stopped to show them the moves they were practising.

Instead, Master Storme had the students show them by practising the moves on them. They’d had to adapt quickly to figure out what the moves were and how to defend against them. Now Aeden felt like he had been rolled down a cliff, his body battered and broken.

This bath, this was the first bit of luxury that Aeden had experienced since arriving at Aviara Academy, and he wanted to savour every last moment. He closed his eyes, wanting to drift off into some kind of meditative state, his breath slowing as he finally felt like he could rest.

Aeden allowed himself to submerge into the water, and for a moment, he was in a state of peace, of the harmonious balance that his mind needed. The day had been nothing short of relentless, and so much had already happened since he first walked through those large gilded gates of the academy. He remained in this moment for as long as he could manage, then raised himself out of the water and rubbed his hands from his eyes and over the top of his head to slick his hair back.

A dry cough told him he was not on his own.

“Harrison, is that you?” Aeden asked as he opened his eyes.

It wasn’t Harrison.

Standing next to his bath was Kael Blackthorn and a group of other students who Aeden didn’t recognise. They all had menacing looks on their faces, and Aeden knew in an instant that they were all there for him.

“Fellas,” Aeden said, trying to come across as cocksure, but inside he was concerned.

“There’s a reason why people don’t fuck with my family, Harrington,” Kael spat. He leaned forward and grabbed the back of Aeden’s head, snapping it back.

Aeden didn’t have time to react before Kael hammered a fist into his face. Lights flashed across Aeden’s vision, and another blow followed, and another. Aeden tried to push up from the bath but just kept slipping. He lashed out himself but could only flail against Kael’s arms.

“Not so tough now, are you?” Kael said, his voice low and menacing.

Aeden opened his eyes. They stung like crazy, and his nose and face were throbbing. Then he noticed that his bath had turned crimson.

“The worst thing you could ever do is make an enemy of me,” Kael said, leaning into Aeden while still gripping the back of his head by his hair. “And you have.” His jaw was clenched tightly as he pulled Aeden’s head backwards into the bath, submerging him under the water.

In a panic, Aeden pushed, kicked, and flailed wildly as he attempted to pull himself free.

Kael pulled him back out of the water, and Aeden was greeted by another blow. He was unable to register who it was, as the other students were now circling Aeden. After being struck a couple more times, Aeden found himself submerged underneath the water again as Kael continued to repeat the process.

Aeden was defenceless. There was nothing he could do as he was beaten to a pulp, pulled in and out of the water, and beaten again. The panic was the worst part; Kael seemed to know exactly the right time to pull him free of the water, just as his lungs were dangerously low on air. He would allow him up, where Aeden would take one gasp of air before being struck again and submerged.

He didn’t feel he could go on much longer. Every second felt like an eternity as he continued to endure the sustained torture. At times, he didn’t even know whether he was under the water or above it.

With a panicked breath, he accidentally tried to breath in while submerged, and it was the worst feeling he had ever experienced in his life. Fear overtook him. This was it. He was going to die, murdered by Kael, who would likely have his crime covered up by his wealthy family. Aeden grabbed hold of the top of Kael’s arm and started tapping it, but it didn’t take long for his grip to start to loosen. He had no fight left in him.

It was at this point that Kael dragged Aeden from the bath and slammed him onto the floor. Aeden gasped for breath, coughing and choking as his lungs heaved from the trauma. A dark circle wrapped around the periphery of his vision as he started crawling towards the door. That was all he could do. Each blow that rained down on him as he was persistently kicked by Kael and his group felt like nothing more than a dull thud as Aeden tried desperately to escape.

“You’re not getting away that easily!” Kael growled. “Get him.”

Aeden found himself dragged to his feet, his head lolling to the side. He just wanted to close his eyes and drift away into unconsciousness. He had no fight in him. He was broken.

“No, no, no.” Kael slapped Aeden across the face, then pressed something into his skin. Whatever it was, it was a sharp, acrid smell that forced Aeden to lift his head.

“I want you to remember every part of this,” Kael said through gritted teeth. There was nothing but anger and hatred in every word that slipped from his venomous tongue.

Aeden’s head lolled over again, but Kael snapped his head back once more. He could barely keep his eyes open. The swelling was getting worse, the taste of iron in his mouth becoming unbearable.

Kael lifted up a knife and held it tightly, his other forearm pressed against Aeden’s chest as two of the other students took hold of his arms, keeping him upright.

“Recognise this?” Kael asked, a maniacal glint in his eyes. He was enjoying every moment of this. “You seem to have left it stained with my blood earlier today. Only fitting that I return it to you.” He looked the blade over. “Even sharpened it, just for you, just for this moment.” Kael looked at the students holding on to Aeden’s arms and gave them a subtle nod. “Hold him still.”

Aeden tried to fight. He willed it to happen. He wanted to struggle, he wanted to kick out, but he had no fight in him. He watched in a daze as Kael leaned towards him with the knife.

A searing pain greeted the lefthand side of his chest as Kael started carving something through his skin.

Aeden let out a cry of agony. His feet started slipping in the blood that was pooling underneath him, and his head became fuzzy.

Don’t give up, don’t let them win.

He didn’t know where the thought came from. It wasn’t his own. He wanted to give in. He wanted all of this to be over. Something washed over him similar to the feeling of Vegar’s bravery, except this time it wasn’t bravery – it was determination, it was hope tinged with that same feeling of sorrow, despite feeling so alone, so ashamed that he couldn’t fight back. It gave Aeden the smallest glimmer of fight.

He raised his head and stared into Kael’s eyes as the young man finished carving his chest. Breathing heavily, he didn’t say another word or make another sound.
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Everything was dark. Aeden hung motionless in the air, and there was nothing around him but an emptiness that filled him with sorrow. It was a feeling that reminded him of the hatchery, the first time he had reached out in the weave. As Aeden started to come to, he panicked, kicking his arms and legs out as he readied himself to fight.

He was in a strange place. His legs and arms moved as though they were passing through a pool of tar, slow and laborious.

“Hello?” he called out. His words echoed as if he were in a cavern, one of eternal darkness, as that was all he could see.

Confused, Aeden’s mind raced as his heart thundered. Was he dead? Had Kael pushed things too far? He brought his hand up to his chest. He couldn’t feel anything. He didn’t know where he was, but the air or atmosphere around him felt heavy. There was nothing on his chest when he traced his fingers over it.

“Hello!” he called out once again, this time more panicked and desperate.

The sadness, the black void he had felt in his very soul after the hatchery, returned. This time it was different. This time it was his own thoughts of desperation and loneliness instead of someone else’s. He hadn’t even made it a day without making a mortal enemy and having his life ended.

The helplessness became too much for Aeden to bear, and he started to sob. This wasn’t part of the plan. This wasn’t how he was going to find out what really happened to his parents. He hadn’t felt this alone since he was a child when he was first told of their deaths by his grandpa, something even as an adult he had never truly accepted. That sadness weighed heavy on him as tears streamed down his face, his eyes stinging as a huge lump formed in his throat.

One of Aeden’s problems was that he didn’t show his emotions. He bottled them up until it was too late, rather than talking about how he was feeling. All through his childhood, this had led to more than one confrontation, as Aeden learned to do the talking with his fists to those that did wrong by him. Look where that had gotten him: stranded someplace between life and death, with no clue how to get back.

Perhaps he was dreaming? He continued to look around him, his arms and legs hanging loosely beneath him as if he was suspended in the air.

He was all but ready to give up hope, to accept that wherever he was, it was a consequence of his interaction with Kael. If only he hadn’t reacted as strongly as he had in the dinner hall.

In the distance, a faint sound reached out towards him, almost melodic in its tone, soothing and searching. Aeden listened more intently, at first thinking that he was simply hallucinating.

The sound was almost angelic as it reached out across the void, giving Aeden a renewed sense of hope.

“Hello?” Aeden called out again. “Is anybody there?” His words were distorted and dampened, unlike the noise that he could hear. Wherever the sound was coming from, it brought him a level of comfort that he needed. He felt at peace rather than in a panic. “Where are you?” he said.

The melody faded away.

“Please, don’t stop.” Fear rose up inside him once again. He didn’t want to be alone again, not here, not in this place, whatever this place was.

There was no reply. Aeden found himself feeling downcast and defeated once again. He let out a sigh. He had nothing left.

Ahead of him, from where he thought the melody might have come from, a speckle of light appeared in the distance, as if singular star had appeared in a night sky.

Aeden’s focus remained on this fixed point as it seemingly grew bigger and bigger. And then he realised that it wasn’t growing bigger – it was getting closer to him. The tendril of light became elongated like a thin stream of spider silk, shining as brightly as white-hot metal. It traced around in the air around him, one singular stream of light until it finally reached him.

No sooner did it reach him than the overwhelming anxiety subsided, a calm coming over him just like when he’d heard the melody a few moments before. A strange sensation tugged in the pits of his stomach as the light connected with him. If it was a hook, then he was the fish, and it pulled with more force than he expected.

Aeden felt invigorated. Whatever was producing the light, it was drawing to him, calling out to him specifically.

Was it his parents’ spirits? The thought comforted him, but he quickly banished it – that would have been too good to be true. This felt like something different, something warming, something new. The warmth that coated his body when the light touched him was like a warm hug. Perhaps that was why he was drawing similarities with his parents. He was holding on to the remnants of his childhood memories of them, before they were lost to the war.

Reaching out, Aeden grabbed hold of the light, half-expecting his hands to pass through it as it connected to his stomach. Instead, the light stream bent around his hands, tangible yet spectral at the same time. It gave him a lurching feeling like he had pulled on something connected to his insides and let go. The sensation was nauseating.

Perhaps . . .

Aeden took a deep breath and grabbed hold of the light stream once again. Perhaps he could pull himself forward using the stream. With a tug, he found himself moving slowly, as if gliding in nothing, feeling utterly weightless as he did. He pulled on the stream, not wanting to move too fast, excitement filling up inside of him. In the distance, the faintest of melodies started again. It was closer this time, more like humming rather than singing, and Aeden felt himself drawn to it like a moth to a flame, the urge to continue almost unbearable. He had to reach whatever it was, as if his very existence depended on it somehow.

When he tugged on the thread again, a searing pain erupted in his shoulder, and the light stream snapped, the connection to his stomach fading as fast as the light had formed. The melody was replaced by a pain-filled screech, which brought an overwhelming sensation of discomfort to Aeden as his body crumpled into a foetal position.

“No, no, no!” he cried, clutching at his legs. It was all he could do to stop the dull ache that was now forming in his chest, the sadness returning once again.

The noise ahead of him echoed until there was nothing but the dark void surrounding him again.
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With a shocked gasp, Aeden sat bolt upright, panting. He coughed and spluttered as if he had just been pulled up out of the bath. His memories came flooding back to him all at once. Kael trying to drown him. The knife. The blood. He looked down at his chest, bringing his hand up to trace his fingers over the scar that was now formed there.

He continued to gasp for air, his panic worsening as he frantically looked around him. There was no sign of Kael or the others. In fact, there was no sign of the bathroom where he had been.

The cold floor he was standing on had been replaced with the comfort of a bed, where he was now sitting upright. Rows of tightly made beds lined up on either side of him and opposite, twenty or so in total. Each of them was pristinely made, all of them empty apart from the one that Aeden occupied.

“Ah, you’re awake,” a woman’s voice said. She was well spoken and approaching at a quickened pace, wearing a friendly smile. She had curly, greying hair and a rotund figure.

From what Aeden could tell, he was on some kind of medical wing. The woman approaching him wore an all-white uniform. She had a neat and tidy appearance and was carrying a tray of fruit.

“What happened?” Aeden asked, his voice crackling. His throat was dry, and he gave a little cough to try and clear it.

“What happened, dear? You nearly died is what happened. How could you be so foolish?” The woman reached the foot of his bed, placing the tray of food on a small table that stood beside it.

Aeden looked around him, still feeling groggy as he came around from his unconsciousness. His vision was slightly blurred, but his focus slowly came back to normal as he gathered his bearings. He wasn’t in agonising pain, but he was in discomfort. His body ached, and his head throbbed as if he had been out all night drinking ale.

He started patting his hands against his body. He was wearing a thin, cream-coloured gown, the fabric of which had the texture of parchment, giving the impression that it could tear easily. He reached towards his chest, pulling down the light fabric to check his wound. Had it all been a dream? Not just being in a blackened void, but the attack by Kael? Aeden’s head spun as hundreds of conclusions started racing through his mind. Most importantly, why wasn’t he in more pain?

Rubbing his fingers over his chest, he traced the raised scar that now sat there. He looked down at it as best he could, but he couldn’t see what it looked like properly.

“How am I” – Aeden paused, wondering how best to describe how he was feeling. “How am I okay?” It didn’t take a genius to realise that he should have been in a far worse condition than he was. He rubbed his hands over his face, feeling his nose. It was seemingly unbroken.

“That is the question,” the woman said. She reached for the soft pillow behind Aeden and started plumping it up while he was sat upright. “You’re in the healers quarter. I’m Mistress Plato. Not only do I teach the Support class how to use their healing and barrier spells, but I am also able to cast them, which is why you’re waking up to my face, dear.”

She placed the back of her hand on Aeden’s forehead for a few seconds. The chill of her hand felt calming against his skin, and the fact she was nursing him made him feel a sense of ease that he hadn’t felt since he was much younger.

“Kael,” he said aloud, but it was unintentional; Aeden felt he was capable of dealing with his own business and didn’t want to rely on the academy managing the situation.

“He has been reprimanded. You are certainly foolish to go picking a fight with a Blackthorn. That family is not one to be messed with. Although some would argue that his retaliation was simply a reaction to your assault on him. Do you see how fast things can escalate at the academy?” Mistress Plato reached for a cup of water and passed it to Aeden, supporting his trembling hands as he raised it to his lips to take a drink. “I had to heal a nasty cut to his neck earlier in the day after the incident in the dinner hall. It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what happened here. Kael and those that helped him most definitely had repercussions for their actions, though he should have been expelled if you ask me.” Mistress Plato sounded frustrated as Aeden finished his drink. “It’s obvious it was him that did this to you, but someone else has taken the fall.”

“What do you mean?” Aeden asked. “I threatened him with a knife, I kind of started all this.”

“You didn’t nearly kill him, and what you did could still have been argued as self-defence, dear. After all, he was seen drawing his arm back before you took any action. What he did was just plain wrong. The fact he has gotten away with it shows” – Mistress Plato stopped herself, as if she remembered it was a student she was talking to.

“What’s happened?” Aeden pressed. Something clearly had Mistress Plato riled up.

“Another student took the fall. He has been dismissed from the academy. The Blackthorn boy has had no further action. I said they should have waited for you to wake. That you could clarify what had happened and then appropriate action could be taken, but Director Vale . . . Well, this academy is dangerous enough without students trying to kill each other.”

“Thank you,” Aeden said, “for healing me.”

Mistress Plato stopped and gave Aeden a concerned look. “That’s what isn’t right with this whole situation,” she said. “When you were found, you were already partially healed.”
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Aeden dusted himself down, re-dressed, and made his way back to his quarters. Mistress Plato had explained to him that he had in fact been unconscious for a day and that she deemed him well enough to return to his education on campus. That was time that Aeden should have spent learning skills to keep him in the academy, time that was now wasted. It was late evening now, the hallways of the academy proving particularly quiet apart from Aeden’s hollow footsteps as he traversed the hauntingly beautiful corridors.

Mistress Plato was adamant that the wound on Aeden’s chest was already partially healed when he’d been found, and this was the focus of Aeden’s thoughts as he made his way through the darkened academy halls. Not the attack, not the symbol that had been carved into his chest, but who exactly was it that had healed him. Mistress Plato could account for the other healers from her wing, as they were with her at the time of the attack. Surely there would be other students at the academy with healing powers? This just confounded Aeden even more. Why would they heal him in secret, and why only partially? Had they been disturbed? That didn’t make sense to him either, and he found a dull headache forming at the base of his skull.

He saw the occasional student as he made his way back, but thankfully there was no sign of Kael or his goons. Aeden had an air of nervousness around him, taking extra care to follow the route back that Mistress Plato had told him. He was that little bit more wary of the shadows he found, wondering if Kael would be waiting to ambush him once again.

Maybe he wasn’t stupid enough to attack him again. Perhaps he was. Either way, Kael had shown Aeden precisely how far he was willing to push things, and Aeden now had the scars to prove it.

As Aeden made it outside to the courtyard, he took a moment to appreciate the soft breeze that grazed his face, and he looked up at the crescent moon above him. The sky was littered with stars, not a cloud in sight, and he wondered what it would be like that high up, riding an Aer-Kin, truly free of the burden that the academy would place on them as bonded riders.

The courtyard itself was dimly lit, with strategically placed torches lining the pathways to the different wings of the academy. Aeden recognised one of the statues as where he had stopped earlier with Cassian and Rowan. That already seemed like such a long time ago. As he continued to make his way to the bunkhouses, Aeden’s mind returned to the vivid dream that he’d had. It had felt so real, like he could physically feel and hear the things he had experienced. He looked down at his stomach where he had seen the light reach out to him and latch onto what felt like his insides.

The whole experience left a lasting feeling of curiosity and intrigue, though it also left him exhausted; right now, he just wanted to get back to his quarter, get into bed, and sleep until tomorrow.

Any intentions of resting that night were quickly put to bed when he opened the door to the bunkhouse to find his bunkmates conversing noisily.

Harrison, Vivienne, and Serene all stood together, talking. A young woman with jet-black hair sat with her knees to her chest, reading a book. She hadn’t seemed to notice Aeden entering the room. A young man with shaggy brown hair and a thickset frame who was smoothing over his bed gave Aeden a polite nod before carrying on. The third was nothing but a large bulge underneath their sheets with their back turned to him.

“You’re awake!” Harrison said with a beaming smile. He rushed towards Aeden and wrapped his arms around him like he was his big brother, except Aeden had only just met the guy, so he felt a little overwhelmed.

“I am,” Aeden said. He let out a nervous laugh as Vivenne and Serene approached.

“Give him room to breathe, Harrison,” Serene said, offering Aeden a nervous smile and brushing her hair behind her ear. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m okay,” Aeden lied, “just a little tired.” He wasn’t okay; his mind was swirling, his own thoughts of revenge now circling his head. He couldn’t allow himself to be drawn into any more arguments. If he was dead or even kicked out of the academy, he wouldn’t be able to achieve what he had set out to do – the whole reason why he was at the academy in the first place.

Harrison suddenly became more self-aware and let go of Aeden, allowing him to catch his breath. “Sorry, I was just worried what would happen, if you’d even wake up. You were out cold when I found you.”

“It was you that found me?” Aeden asked. Mistress Plato had told him that when he’d been found, he had already been partially healed. The situation could have been far worse for Aeden if someone hadn’t helped him.

Harrison went from a look of relief to cocksure as he gave Serene a side-glance. “That healing lady told me I saved your life.” He paused, as if waiting for adulation from Serene, but she didn’t so much as glance in his direction.

“Was it you who healed me?” Aeden asked. He wanted to get to the bottom of this, but most of all, he wanted to thank whoever had helped him in his time of need.

Harrison shook his head. “No, you were all bloodied when I found you, so I ran for help. It was only when Master Storme got you to the healers quarter that I heard one of them say you were partially healed. I asked if I could stay with you, but they dismissed me and told me to leave. Besides, I’m not bonded, so I don’t have any powers yet.”

“Those bastards will pay for what they did to you,” a fired-up Vivienne said. She was wearing a black sleeveless vest, revealing a jagged pattern tattooed into her upper arm.

Her arms were filled with muscles, and from their small group, it was clear she was one of the more athletically gifted students. Quite rare for a Support.

“What happened?” Serene asked. “All we have is a bunch of gossip, but no one actually knows the truth.”

“They mess with you, they mess with me,” Harrison said, slapping Aeden in his upper shoulder.

“We heard that Kael and some other students attacked you, not just from our cohort but from the more senior cohorts, too,” Serene continued. “Everyone knew Kael was behind it, but as always with the Blackthorns, he has been absolved of any guilt. It was a third-year student who took the fall and got expelled. I mean, the whole situation is preposterous. Just because the Blackthorns are a financial contributor to the academy doesn’t mean they can go around trying to kill students!” Serene spoke in an agitated tone, clearly pissed at the situation.

“All I can say is they attacked me,” Aeden said. “I did start all of this with the fight in the dinner hall.”

“You can’t blame yourself for this,” Harrison said defensively.

“Trust me, I am not blaming myself for that prick and what he did,” Aeden said, a fire rising in his belly. “What I am saying is, I’m not entirely blameless in all of this. An eye for an eye and all that.”

Aeden felt his curiosity piqued, however. If Harrison hadn’t healed him, then who had? “Did you see anyone leaving where I was?” he asked. “Before you found me?”

Harrison shook his head. “No, there was no one else around. I saw streaks of blood and footprints coming from the washroom, which is why I rushed in and found you. Then I called for help. I don’t know anything else other than that. Do you think it was someone in our cohort?” he asked.

“That’s not possible,” Vivienne said. “Only those bonded with an Aer-Kin are able to tap into their power. That rules out all of our cohort given we’ve only just started at the academy.”

The whole situation felt off to Aeden. “I guess I’ll never know. I just wanted to thank them.”

“That’s understandable,” Serene said. “Is there any long-term damage?”

Aeden shook his head. “Mistress Plato said I am incredibly lucky, that whoever healed me potentially saved my life.” He looked down at his shoulder. “The wounds were healed, but there’s a nasty scar on my chest where Kael hacked at me with the knife.”

“A battle scar already,” Harrison said.

Serene tutted in disapproval, shaking her head and rolling her eyes.

“What?” Harrison raised his hands and shrugged. “You have to admit, that’s kind of badass.”

“I still haven’t seen it properly,” Aeden said.

“Show us,” Harrison said, to Serene’s gasp of horror.

“Harrison, you can’t ask things like that.”

“It’s okay,” Aeden said, removing his blazer, “I could do with having a closer look myself.” He removed his shirt. “Does anyone have a mirror?”

“Holy shit.” Harrison’s eyes widened, not in awe but in disbelief.

Vivienne, Serene, and the other students were the same, their mouths wide open with shock.

“That motherfucker,” Harrison said.

“Here, use this.” Serene rummaged through her belongings and passed Aeden a small vanity mirror. It was made with polished silver, the handle of which was thin and twisted, with ‘ST’ stamped into it.

Aeden took the mirror and angled it so he could see the scar on his chest.

When he saw it, he muttered the same sentiment that Harrison had stated just a few moments ago.

Kael had carved a symbol into his chest. A rough circle sat at the centre of the scarred tissue, and above, below, and to either side of it were small, uneven triangles, with the smallest points reaching inside the circle.

“That’s the mark of Balor,” Vivienne said, “the mark of cowardice.”

“Not so badass now,” Aeden laughed, trying to make light of the situation – but he would be lying to himself if he didn’t acknowledge the wave of shame that washed over him. The mark of Balor was a mark of shame, reserved for those that were found to have fled battle.

He had been branded with that very mark, by another student.

Aeden could feel his arms and legs shaking as anger replaced that feeling of shame. Up until this moment, he had never experience hatred, not true hatred. He had experienced anger and frustration plenty of times, but never this. This was a rage that had been ignited inside of him.

“At least the wound is healed,” Harrison said.

Aeden appreciated his optimism.

“What are we going to do?” There was a fight in Vivienne’s voice and anger in her eyes.

Serene looked horrified by the scar, her eyes wide with shock.

“Yeah,” Harrison said, “just say the word, and we will retaliate, show Kael and the others that you don’t fuck with the Supports.”

“And do what?” Serene said. “Don’t get me wrong, Aeden. I hate them for what they’ve done to you, honestly, I do. But we’re the Support class with minimal combat experience, if any. Whereas they will have been training their whole lives to fight. It’s what they are known for, that’s their role on the battlefield, after all. It would be like going into a knife fight with a wooden stick.”

Aeden knew that Serene was right; as much as he thought he could hold his own and prove a point with Kael, he had been knocked down a peg or two to say the least. As things stood, the retaliation had only happened to Aeden, and he didn’t want what had happened to him to happen to anybody else.

“As much as I appreciate the sentiment, I agree with Serene,” Aeden said. “I created this situation, and with any luck, it is put to bed.” He traced his fingers over the new scar on his chest. It was about the size of a fist. As angry as he was feeling, and as much as he wanted revenge, he didn’t want any of his peers to end up injured or worse because of his actions.

“Are you sure?” Vivienne asked, sounding almost disappointed. “Just say the word, Harrington, and we will sort this.”

“Vivienne!” Serene walked into the centre of the bunkhouse. “Look around you, look at the rest of us.” She spun in a circle, gesturing to the other students in the bunkhouse. “You and Aeden might be built differently and able to hold your own in combat, but the rest of us are not. We are Supports. That’s what we’re meant to do. Support, not fight. If we pick a fight with the Offence class, let alone the Blackthorns, then we are just asking for trouble. And I, for one, would like to make it to the bonding ceremony.”

“As I said,” Aeden started, “I don’t want anyone getting into trouble or danger because of me. Consider the matter closed. Kael has proven his point, and I am done with this pissing contest.”

It was a lie.

But if Aeden was going to do anything about Kael, he was going to take his time and strike when he least expected it. And he was going to do it alone.
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Aeden tossed and turned in his bed. His legs were restless, and his mind couldn’t switch off. He was dreading the next day, having to go about things and attend his sessions like nothing had happened. He could already imagine Kael’s smug face when he eventually bumped into him. It was only a matter of time.

He found himself staring up into the dark space above him. A light rain tapped on the metal roof of the bunkhouse. To Aeden it was hypnotic, calming. Usually the sound would lull him to sleep, but not tonight, not when he was this worked up.

Mistress Plato and her team of healers had done a fantastic job in healing his physical wounds, but the battle he was facing now was in his head.

Letting out a sigh of frustration, Aeden sat up in bed, pulling the thin sheet back and rubbing his legs. He hoped it would help with the restlessness. He had never experienced this feeling before. It didn’t help his feeling of unease.

Looking out at the rest of the bunkhouse, he could see the shapes of everyone tucked up in bed. Most of the room was sleeping peacefully, though Harrison’s heavy breathing had turned into snoring.

Aeden was just about to lie back down when the strange tugging sensation pulled at his stomach, causing him to fight back a wave of nausea. It was the third time this had happened, and Aeden wasn’t one to believe in coincidences. It had all started at the hatchery, when Master Ember had challenged them to connect to the weave at its base level.

If he thought his restless legs were frustrating, it paled in comparison to this. It felt like he had hundreds of butterflies fluttering around inside of him, and he had an overwhelming urge to get out of the bunkhouse. Where to, Aeden had no clue. All he knew in this moment was that he needed to escape. Deciding that maybe a short walk and some fresh air might help him settle, he listened to the compulsion, put on his boots, and headed outside as quietly as he could.

“You okay, Harrington?” Vivienne asked, startling Aeden as he walked past her.

“I’m fine,” he lied, “I just need some air.” He spoke in a delicate whisper, not wanting to disturb the others.

She sat up in her bed and rubbed her eyes. “Want some company? Do you think it’s wise wandering around on your own with what’s happened?”

“I’ll be okay. Thanks, though. Sorry for disturbing you.”

Aeden pushed the door open and stepped outside, immediately appreciating the cold air and the light rain that greeted him. Raising his head towards the sky, he closed his eyes and took a deep inhale of breath through his nose.

The tugging on his stomach didn’t ease, but looking up at the moon, he had the urge to head in its direction, so he did. His instincts seemed to take over as he wandered around the academy grounds, barely watching where he was going. The more he walked, the more he seemed to calm. The strange sensation in his stomach was still there, but it seemed to get stronger or weaker depending on the direction he was walking, as if he were following a compass.

By the time he realised where he was, he was on the far side of the academy grounds, heading towards the hatchery. His white shirt was soaked. He had barely noticed the time that had passed, as if he had been transfixed on following the sensation.

The sky above him was hauntingly beautiful. Dark clouds hung above like a thick blanket sitting around the half-moon. The air itself had turned stagnant as mist drifted on the ground all around him.

“Can I help you, boy?” The voice sounded more like a low, grumbling growl, and Aeden looked up to see Master Ember staring at him. He was wearing a thick red gown that was wrapped up tight around him. He had a pipe in one hand, the end lit up as he placed the pipe against his lips and inhaled.

“It’s freezing out here. You’ll catch a fever being out in this without a coat or jacket.”

Aeden looked around him. He had barely noticed the drop in temperature. If anything, he felt warm, even with his clothes soaked through.

“Is it?” Aeden said.

“You didn’t answer my question.” Master Ember’s accent was strong, but his tone was more of curiosity than sternness. Aeden could only imagine the reception he would have gotten had it been Master Storme he bumped into at this time.

“Sorry, sir, I couldn’t rest. It’s not been the greatest of days.”

Master Ember eyed Aeden up and down, then took another drag of his pipe before exhaling a thick, choking plume of smoke towards him. Aeden didn’t appreciate the smell or taste in the air, and he coughed slightly. The smoke seemed to hang in the air longer than he would have liked, so he swatted it away with his hand.

“Harrington?” Master Ember said. “You’re the Harrington boy.” He wasn’t addressing Aeden but rather talking to himself. “Sounds like you’ve created quite the storm today, boy.”

“As I said, it’s been a long day.”

“Why don’t you come on in and tell me all about it. I’ll fix you a hot drink.” Master Ember offered a welcoming smile that barely escaped his huge beard.

It was clear that Master Ember was the complete opposite of Master Storme in the way he spoke to the students at the academy. There was something about his presence that made Aeden feel that little bit calmer.

Master Ember led Aeden through the entranceway and past the two guards, but this time, instead of heading straight into the hatchery, they took a right.

Aeden didn’t know what he was expecting; part of him thought Master Ember might have lived inside the main chamber with the unhatched eggs.

Master Ember let out a slight laugh as if he heard Aeden’s thoughts, the strong smell of smoke still choking the air as he led the way.

“This way, son,” he said, “not much further now.”

Aeden continued to follow Master Ember down the darkened corridor. They were still outside, but the exterior of the hatchery and the thirty-foot wall surrounding it at least gave him a reprieve from the drowning mist. When they reached the far side of the hatchery, Aeden noticed what looked like a shanty house attached to the side. The walls were made of stone, with a thatched roof that had been more than patched together. Small, circular windows sat on either side of a wooden doorframe that had seen better days. In all honesty, Aeden wondered how the building stood up.

“Built it myself, what do you think?” Master Ember said with a hint of pride in his voice.

“It looks lovely,” Aeden said. The pulling sensation was still rooted to the pit of his stomach, but it was subsiding ever so slightly. Aeden was just grateful for the reprieve, even if it was only for the briefest of moments.

Master Ember entered the house first, pushing the door open before turning and welcoming Aeden inside.

“Take a seat, son, I’ll go fetch us some tea.”

Aeden stepped in and was immediately greeted by a wall of heat from the roaring fire in the far side of the room. The outer edges of the space were darkened, hidden by the shadows, but the centre was lit up by the open fire, the wood cracking loudly as embers spat up into the air.

It was warm enough that Aeden’s cheeks started burning instantly. The sudden change in temperature was a little overwhelming. He didn’t have a jacket to take off, having been wandering around in nothing more than his boots, trousers, and bed shirt.

Two old wooden chairs sat on either side of the fire. Both had a cushion on the base. They were worn and frayed but thick enough that Aeden imagined they were comfy to sit on. He stopped himself, however, realising that he was wet through to his bones. Not wanting to dampen the cushions, he opted to stand in front of the fire, holding his hands out and rubbing them together as he embraced the warmth.

He turned around to allow the heat on the back of his clothes. Perhaps if he dried a little, he would feel more comfortable.

Master Ember was in another room, clattering and banging around as if it wasn’t the middle of the night. It was a good job he didn’t have any neighbours other than the eggs; he would likely have woken up half of the academy at this rate.

Aeden took the moment to look around the room. He had gotten over the initial sting of the heat and was now embracing it, his stomach still lurching.

The room was perfectly tidy with everything in its place – the complete opposite of what Aeden had expected given the look of Master Ember’s house from the outside.

Everything was old and dated. Nothing matched. There were the faded red curtains, the yellow cushions on the chairs, and the furniture was different sizes, some made from dark wood, some lighter woods like beech or oak. In front of Aeden sat a circular ulan table, big enough for two or three people to sit around. When Aeden looked underneath, he realised the tabletop had been placed on top of an old whisky barrel. Had Master Ember built all of this?

On the far side of the room stood a large bookcase, filled from top to bottom with leatherbound books of varying shapes and sizes.

“Here we go,” Master Ember said, walking into the room with two large tankards in his hands. “Lucky for you, I had not long since brewed some tea.”

“Thank you, sir,” Aeden said as Master Ember passed him the beverage. The tankard was metal, meaning it conducted the heat well, and Aeden wrapped both of his hands around it as his fingers started to thaw.

The tea smelt strong and earthy, and was that a hint of whisky, too?

It was a strange flavour, slightly sweet but definitely earthy too, and Aeden couldn’t decide whether he liked it or not.

“Take a seat,” Master Ember said. “The fire will soon have you warmed up.”

“I didn’t want to get your cushion wet.”

“Pah,” Master Ember laughed, “take a seat, son, it is quite all right.”

Doing as he was told, Aeden sat down on the chair. It groaned underneath him, and he worried that the whole thing would collapse. When it didn’t, he leaned back and allowed the rest of the chair to swallow him up. It was surprisingly comfortable.

Master Ember groaned louder than the chair as he sat down opposite Aeden and let out a sigh of comfort before drinking his tea. “So, why are you out at this time? Is it the weave?”

Aeden gave him a look of shock.

He laughed before taking another sip from his tankard, slurping it loudly, avoiding spilling any on his beard. “Let me guess, you’ve been feeling nauseous and a strange tugging feeling in the pits of your stomach like an invisible piece of string is pulling you.”

“How’d you know?” Aeden asked.

Master Ember let out a raucous laugh and slapped his free hand on his knee. For a moment Aeden wondered if he would fall over the back of his chair.

“Remember where you are, Aviara Academy. We have seen thousands of students connect to the weave as part of the bonding process. Do you think you’re the first student to be wandering around aimlessly? I could tell in the hatchery that you already had a strong connection to the weave. That’s a good sign for your Aer-Kin bond.”

“What about the dreams?” Aeden asked, taking another sip of his tea and nursing it on his knee between his hands. “They’re so vivid, like they’re real.”

“Dreams?” Master Ember said, his eyebrows lowering and his tone changing.

“Yes, dreams. I had one while I was unconscious. I was in a black space, I felt loneliness, sadness, like when I connected to the weave in your lesson. But this time, it was my own. A glowing light moved towards me from a distance, and when it attached to me, I felt a little more settled, like the weight on my shoulders had been lifted.”

“No, no, no, that can’t be true, it’s too early.” Master Ember shook his head as if he was arguing with himself.

“It is true,” Aeden said somewhat defiantly. “Trust me, after today, I want nothing more than a good night’s sleep. But ever since that dream, I have felt like I’m being drawn somewhere, like a moth to a flame. I can’t shift the feeling. It’s driving me insane, like it makes my skin itch. All I can say is, the more I walk in the right direction, the stronger the pull gets, but the less it feels uncomfortable. If that makes sense.”

Master Ember sat silently for a moment before drinking the last of his tea and placing his tankard beside him. He rubbed his hands over his face as if giving himself a wash before staring intently at Aeden. “You are definitely in the weave. Your connection is intensifying, but what you’re describing is what students experience during the hatching ceremony, and I don’t need to remind you that we are some way off from that yet. Your body shouldn’t be ready for that level of connection and” – Master Ember cut himself off as he gathered his thoughts. He started muttering under his breath, but Aeden was unable to discern what he was saying.

“What is it?” Aeden asked, leaning forward. More than anything, he was worried there was something wrong with him. “Am I going to be okay?”

“That remains to be seen. The bonding process is not for the faint-hearted, son. After all, two souls combining into one is no easy feat. If you’re not ready, it can kill both you and the Aer-Kin.”

Aeden felt like there was something more, something that Master Ember wasn’t sharing with him. He already knew how dangerous the bonding process was. That was why they had to train so hard.

“What are you not telling me?” Aeden asked, choosing that directness was the best course of action.

“I have tended to the eggs at Aviara Academy for the last thirty-three years. There is not a single egg that has come out of here that I didn’t know everything about. The Aer-Kin that are the parents, their breeding cycles, the incubation periods, everything. This batch of eggs have been personally cultivated by me. Do you have any idea how long the incubation period for an Aer-Kin egg is?”

“Eleven months and one week,” Aeden said. “I understand it is a slow process. Some Aer-Kin can take even longer.”

“You’re right, son,” he said, “and the way we breed the Aer-Kin means that they are all ready to hatch around the time of the bonding ceremony, as it is the bond that allows them to finally hatch and complete their initial cycle. If an unbonded egg remains that way for too long, they simply turn to stone and become nothing more than a decorative ornament. We don’t want that. The dream you have described . . . that is something you should experience when an Aer-Kin is close to hatching. The light you have described attaching to you, that is the pull you are feeling towards your Aer-Kin. That’s how students and eggs are matched up, the students are drawn to their Aer-Kin’s egg.”

Aeden thought about what Master Ember was saying, but it was all a little too much for him to take in.

“So you think I’ve started bonding with my Aer-Kin already?” Aeden asked, confused.

Master Ember leaned forwards in his chair, the air around him becoming more ominous as one side of his face was lit up by the fire with the other half-shrouded in darkness.

“As I said, I have curated and cared for every single one of those eggs in the hatchery. You could point any out, and I would be able to tell you their parentage, their size, breed, potential powers, and most importantly, I know when each and every one of them is ready to hatch. At this stage, I am checking each and every egg for signs that they are where they should be. Let me tell you, they are not ready yet. Not one of those eggs is ready to hatch yet.”
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After Master Ember escorted Aeden back to his bunkhouse, Aeden did not sleep a wink for the remainder of the night, his mind whirling with everything they had talked about. Master Ember was adamant that he had somehow started the bonding process, but that didn’t make sense, and neither of them had any answers.

The morning passed in a blur. Aeden simply went through the motions as he attended breakfast in the hall and then headed to a lesson on cartography. It wasn’t the most enthralling class, but it was one of the key parts of learning for Aer-Kin riders.

The teacher, Master Aldous Walker, was an older gentleman who liked to take things at a slow pace, which more than suited Aeden in his state of tiredness.

He still couldn’t shift the feeling of nausea. It was driving him mad, along with the hot flushes that came in waves, nearly causing him to vomit. He hadn’t eaten much that morning, but he’d had his fill of water and freshly squeezed orange juice. He just didn’t have the stomach for food.

Still, he managed to get through the lesson without any drama from the students. By now, he was already getting used to the whispers and prying eyes when he walked down the Gothic corridors.

Talk of what had happened between him and Kael had quietly spread like wildfire. Luckily, Kael was nowhere to be seen that morning.

Aeden had missed a full day of classes while in recovery. Worried about already falling behind, he put his head down and worked hard throughout the lesson to prove his worth, to show that he was strong enough to be at the academy, and that Supports could keep up with the rest of the students, too.

Physically as well as mentally.

By the time their second class came along, Aeden found himself standing at the training field, in his training gear and ready for his next lesson. Unfortunately, Aeden had discovered that Master Storme didn’t only teach combat skills at the academy.

All the students stood around in clusters, staring out at the open field where they had met Master Storme’s Aer-Kin a couple days before. That seemed like such a long time ago. Most of the students had fearful expressions on their faces as they waited for Master Storme to arrive. It wasn’t just the Supports here today; according to Cassian and Rowan, students from the Scout class were joining them as well for this one.

Cassian had been more than descriptive about what he would gladly do to Kael if he saw him, and Rowan had tried her best to calm him down. It would seem that everyone at the academy now knew what had happened to Aeden, what Kael had done to him, and Aeden’s frustration was beginning to bubble.

He had a point to prove. He wasn’t weak. He could look after himself, and he would do whatever he needed to prove this to all the other students. His determination was more fired up than ever.

“Line up,” Master Storme’s voice boomed over the open field, sounding more like a crack of thunder than a man’s voice.

The students scurried around like rats on the deck of a ship as they rushed to line up in formation.

Aeden stood straight, facing forward with his arms by his sides.

“Well, at least you’re all in the correct uniform,” Master Storme said as he approached from the rear. He walked past the students on the outside and to the front of the class. “I believe some of you have made quite the impression on your first day.” His eyes fixed onto Aeden, who wanted the ground to swallow him up. Instead he swallowed down his pride and remained focused on the turf in front of them. “And I do not mean that in a good way.” Master Storme’s arms were placed in the small of his back as he started walking up and down the line of students, inspecting them. “Now, endurance is something that the Guardian and Offence classes are expected to excel in. Apparently the expectations are not as high for Support and Scout classes.”

He stopped to eye up Harrison, who, despite his best efforts to stand tall, remained significantly shorter than the two taller, more strongly built students on either side of him.

“Bullshit, is what I say. I expect every single one of you to train just as hard and show me exactly what it is you’re made of. Those that are not strong enough know where the exit is.”

Master Storme stopped for a moment, either for dramatic effect or to put the fear of the gods into the students. He managed to do both.

Aeden was pretty sure he heard a whimper from one of the students.

“This is an endurance class, meaning I need to push you to see where your levels are at right now.” He raised his hand to his side, around knee-level. “This is where most of you will be now,” he said. He then raised his hand to his shoulder height. “And this is where you will need to be when you leave the academy to be posted, when I am finally done with you.”

There was a growl in his voice, which gave Aeden the impression that Master Storme hated each and every one of them. Whenever his eyes glanced upon Aeden, he couldn’t help but feel that Master Storme hated him more than anyone else.

“Today is a simple endurance test so that I can see your markers and make note of your capabilities,” he explained, continuing to walk up and down the line of students as he addressed them. He spoke as if he were about to lead them into battle, and Aeden wondered if Master Storme cared that it was only their fourth day of a minimum of three years’ training.

“Today, you’re all going to run.” He turned and pointed out at the field ahead of them. “Across the field and into the forest, I have hung markers on the trees. You don’t go beyond the boundaries that I set. This is the safest route, and I don’t want to lose a student in class. Trust me, it isn’t worth the paperwork and the letters I’d have to send to your families. When you’re finished, you will come out of the far side and make your way back to this point. If you fail to complete this exercise within the allotted time, you will be asked to leave the academy, with immediate effect. No excuses.”

The tension in the air was palpable as Master Storme turned back to face the students.

“As I figured you might be off the pace, I invited some of the other students to act as pacesetters for you, having already completed this session.”

Four students sauntered past, lining up on either side of Master Storme.

Aeden’s blood ran cold.

Suddenly the temptation to throw up increased tenfold, but Aeden suppressed the urge as he stared into the smug face of Kael Blackthorn and three of the other students that had jumped him the other night.

“Consider this your extra credit for your misdemeanours,” Master Storme said to them.

Kael and the others stood with their arms behind their backs, in the same uniforms as the rest of them except for a red flag bound around each of their left arms. Kael’s head was raised like he had caught a bad smell.

Aeden’s chest thundered as he contemplated lunging forward and showing Kael exactly what he thought of him. If he had a dislike of him before, he hated him now. There was so much anger flooding into him that it was almost dizzying.

“These students will be the pacesetters for today’s session. You fall behind them and you’re out. There will be two at the front and two at the back. For the purpose of this exercise, you will treat them with the same respect that you would afford your teachers.”

Great, Aeden thought, not that Kael needed any encouragement to think himself better than everyone else at the academy. He just hoped Kael was at the front, as he simply did not want him running behind him. He didn’t trust him one bit.

“Get into position,” Master Storme barked. “And remember, I know how long this exercise should take you. If I find out that anyone has cheated or cut corners, then you have my assurance that I’ll be dealing with you when you return. Don’t give me more of a reason to kick your asses.”

The students readied themselves to set off. Cassian, who was standing behind Aeden, leaned forward and whispered, “Just say the word. We could easily take him. I’d happily take a beating from Storme.”

“I appreciate that,” Aeden said. “Let’s focus on the test, though. I’ve had a shit enough start as it is. I really don’t want to end up being kicked out inside the first few days of enrolling.”

“Spoilsport,” Cassian said in a playful tone.

“Cass!” Rowan nudged him. “Focus.”

“I am focused.”

“Go!” Master Storme shouted without warming, his voice startling all of the students into action.

With a deep breath, Aeden set off quickly. He couldn’t fail. With all the training and getting into fights and attending class, he’d had no time to investigate his parents’ deaths. If he failed at the academy now, he might never get the chance. But beyond that, a small part of Aeden wanted to prove that he could succeed at the academy for real. That he was good enough to be here.

The ground quickly passed underfoot as he set off at a fast pace across the field. Kael and another pacesetter – a woman with long, flowing blond hair that Aeden thought he recognised – had taken to the front. As fast as Aeden had set off, Kael and the woman were faster, demonstrating their fitness straight away. Aeden remembered that he had bumped into the young woman’s father on the way to register a few days ago. Judging by how he had responded to Aeden, he assumed his daughter, Isolde, would be exactly the same.

“The Offence class are real assholes,” Harrison said as he sprinted to keep up with Aeden.

“They certainly are.” Aeden locked his eyes onto the their backs as he followed them across the field. They were fast approaching the imposing forest, the pine trees rising high into the sky. Now they were getting closer to them, they looked even bigger, their evergreen leaves blocking out the sun as they approached an opening between two of the trees, each of which had a red ribbon wrapped around it.

“Wow,” Harrison said, already struggling for breath, “you can run fast. Like, really fast.” His speech was fragmented as he tried to run and talk at the same time. “I – don’t – think – I can – keep – this up.” He stumbled slightly, and for a brief moment, Aeden worried that Harrison was about to face-plant into the ground. He just about managed to gather himself, however, and slowed down his pace to something more manageable.

Kael and the other pacesetter entered the forest first. Having already run the route, they knew exactly what to expect. Aeden gave a quick glance to either side of him and could see that he was at the front of everyone with Vivienne, Cassian, and a couple other students. They had already opened up a gap between them and the rest.

When they reached the waypoint and passed through into the forest, the outside noise of the world stopped, and suddenly all that could be heard was the breathing of Aeden and the others, and the rustling of leaves and fallen branches as they stepped onto them. Aeden could see the pacesetters just ahead of them. All he wanted was to finish in the first group, and he had started off strong.

He knew his athletic ability was greater than many in the Support class. It was how he had trained himself in the build-up to joining the academy. Now was the time to prove that the Support class could hold its own. He just needed to manage it without drawing any more attention to himself. After all, if the faculty caught wind of why he was really here, they would soon kick him out.

The course between the trees was not easy to navigate, especially when running through at speed. Roots reached out from the sides like mini traps, waiting to snare and trip students as they ran by.

Everything was darker inside the forest, the tree canopy above dense and unforgiving.

Remaining focused, Aeden continued to run fast and hard, his determination growing with every step.

A searing pain ripped through Aeden’s stomach, and he cried out in pain, doubling over and stopping in his tracks.

“Are you okay?” Vivienne asked, stopping beside him. Cassian stopped immediately, too.

“I don’t know.” Aeden’s head started spinning. The pulling sensation had returned and was gripping his stomach again, stronger than ever. “Keep going, I’ll catch up,” he said.

“Are you sure? I don’t mind hanging back.”

“No, go on, I don’t want you both falling behind because of me. I’ll try again when the others reach me.”

Aeden started worrying about the pain as it intensified. It was bad enough that he patted his stomach just to check he hadn’t been stabbed. “Go,” he demanded.

Vivienne and Cassian set back off. Aeden knew he would be able to catch up if he really pushed himself. Had he torn something? As he took deep breaths, another wave of pain wrapped around him.

Behind him, he could hear the next group of students catching up, so he decided to set off and see if he could run it off. The pain didn’t worsen when he moved, which seemed promising; he just couldn’t understand what was causing it.

He exhaled deeply and once again tried to stop himself from vomiting as he continued his run around the course, determined to make it to the end. A strange, overwhelming urge to veer off track became unbearable. It was as if his legs acted of their own volition as he left the track.

He knew what the repercussions would be. Failure wasn’t an option. And yet, it was as if his instincts had taken over completely. The pain in his stomach dulled slightly as he trekked further into the forest, away from the trail. It was just like the night before, except this time a lot more painful.

Aeden continued to run, letting his instincts guide him. All he was able to hear was his own breathing and footsteps. He wasn’t sure how long he had been running or how far away from the others he was. All he knew was that he was well off track by now, being drawn to something like a moth to a flame, despite knowing that he had to complete the course, he had to finish this test.

His foot snagged as he caught it on a root that wrapped around his ankle, slamming him to the ground. His momentum sent him rolling down an embankment of dirt that he hadn’t seen. The world spun around him as he bounced up off the ground at speed, feeling every rock and bush that he skidded over.

He stopped when he slammed into the ground with a sickening thud and gasped for air. He hoped he was only winded, but he knew it would be a miracle if he hadn’t broken his ribs.

He looked up at the embankment that he had fallen down. Perhaps if he followed it around, he would be able to climb back up.

As he stood up, he felt a wetness on his face, and when he brushed his fingers through his hair, it was to find wet blood.

“Shit!” he cursed. What had he been thinking? Why had he gone off the path?

When he took a step forward, he let out a yelp of pain as he quickly realised he had damaged his ankle. He looked down at his foot. It definitely shouldn’t have been pointing at that angle.

“Shit.” He looked around. When he saw the entrance to a cave, he knew he should have run; nothing good ever came from delving into a deep, dark cave in the middle of the forest.

And yet it was calling to him.

In an almost trance-like state, Aeden headed towards it.
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Aeden took a few steps inside the entrance to the cave before the pain became almost unbearable. He knew what he needed to do, he just knew it was going to hurt a lot. There was a large rock protruding out of the ground, perfect to lean against. He hobbled over and perched himself against it, angling his foot so he could get a better look.

From what he could tell, it appeared to be dislocated. As much as he tried, he could not move his foot in any direction, and he was greeted with a searing pain whenever he tried.

Aeden let out a frustrated cry. He had ruined his chances at the academy. He had almost certainly failed the test, and that meant that his time at the academy was going to come to a close. He would never find out what really happened to his parents.

He scanned the ground for a few moments until he found a small branch, which he tested the durability of before placing it in his mouth. Raising his leg, he psyched himself up for a few seconds, placing his hands on either side of his foot. He hoped this worked.

The pain that followed as Aeden set his ankle back into position was excruciating, and Aeden went dizzy as he nearly passed out from the pain. When he heard a pop and a crunching sound, he knew he had his ankle in the right position as he bit down hard on the branch in his mouth, crying out in agonising pain.

If he thought the nausea was bad before, it paled in comparison to what he was feeling now. His cry of pain turned into a scream of frustration as he spat the branch onto the floor and slumped down on the ground, his back against the cold rock.

Panting, he waited for his breathing to slow and the echoes of his screams to die down before starting to contemplate his next move. If he was going to make it back, he was going to need some kind of splint for his foot.

He could already picture Master Storme’s reaction when he returned to the field. With luck, maybe they wouldn’t even notice he was missing.

But of course they would. Master Storme wanted him to fail, and Aeden’s frustration grew again as he ran scenarios through his head of the current situation, most of which ended with his being kicked out of the academy. He hadn’t even made it to the end of the first week.

Why hadn’t he just remained on the track? Why couldn’t he follow simple commands? But the defiance hadn’t been coming from him. He had wanted to do those things. He had wanted to keep up with Kael and make it around the course without any issues. But here he was, leaning against a rock with a freshly reset ankle and no way of knowing how he would get back.

He wondered if Master Storme would come and search for him, or if they would just leave him out here to die. After all, the academy was known for being deadly. Would they treat him as going missing like any student who perished in one of the trials? Like just another number that could be replaced with someone stronger, more willing, more determined, and most importantly, able to bond with one of the academy’s hatchlings?

Aeden’s thoughts continued to race. More than anything, he was disappointed with himself and the situation he had put himself in. If only he hadn’t pushed himself so hard. How was he going to find out the truth of what happened to his mother and father now? Simply put, it would be a miracle if he could get back to the academy given that he had no clue as to where he actually was, not to mention his injured ankle.

Then the feeling of helplessness and intense loneliness threatened to drown him as Aeden thought on everything that had happened since he got here.

He started to cry, and a single tear traced his dirtied cheek until it dropped off his face into the dirt. He couldn’t remember the last time he had cried, but he feared now that the dam was broken, he might not be able to stop himself.

“Fuck!” The word echoed in the mouth of the cave just as heavy rain started falling outside, lashing against the ground with purpose.

As things went, today could not have gone any worse for Aeden. He let out a large, rasping sigh and leaned back against the rock, tilting his head back slightly and resting it against the stone.

It was only after a few moments of silence that he realised something was off. Something didn’t feel right. And then a moment later, he realised why. When he turned to face the rock he was leaning against, it dawned on him that it wasn’t cold like stone should be.

It was warm.

Using the cave wall for support, he climbed back up onto his feet before turning to inspect the rock closer.

He gasped.

It wasn’t a rock. It was an egg.

At least, it looked like an egg. A little shorter than Aeden, it was certainly egg-shaped, but it had the texture of rough stone, despite the scaled pattern on the exterior.

Was it calcification? Was this a consecrated egg? Master Ember had discussed this with him the night prior, and Aeden could distinctly remember him saying that unbonded or consecrated eggs were known to harden and effectively turn to stone. He had referred to them as decorations and said that some of the richer families would have these on display in their mansions and manor houses. That kings and queens would showcase them like prized trophies.

But these were rare, and extremely valuable. For a second, he wondered if he would be allowed to sell the egg at the academy, but he quickly banished the thought. He had no chance of getting it out of the cave or finding his way here again. After all, how can you return to something when you had to be lost to find it in the first place?

But it was warm. Tentatively, Aeden reached out and placed an open hand on the surface just to double-check. The surface was damp and coarse, almost jagged in places; if Aeden were to rub his hand over its surface, it would cut him. Perhaps it was just a rock that happened to be shaped like an egg. But the warmth he felt under his hand quickly banished these thoughts.

Rocks were not warm.

When he felt a pulsating beat, he quickly pulled his hand away. Had he just imagined that?

Slowly, he placed his hand against the surface once again, this time holding his breath. He didn’t want to confuse his own breathing and beating heart with what he had just felt. He was acting out of pure instinct.

Perhaps he had knocked his head harder than he thought, and all this was a vivid hallucination. But then he felt another pulse under the surface of the rock, which vibrated intensely in his hand. This time he kept his hand in place, and he soon felt another vibration, and then another. The fourth time it was like something had charged up inside of him as his own heart beat so loudly that Aeden worried it would rip straight from his chest.

When the rock shook, it all but confirmed what it was he was dealing with. This was an Aer-Kin egg.

And it was hatching. He was sure of it.

He found himself transfixed as his hand remained planted on the surface of the giant egg. Then he realised something: every time a vibration emitted from the egg, it was in time with his own thunderous heartbeat. As if the two were beating in tandem.

Aeden kept his hand in place. The warmth from beneath his hand transferred around his body, and for a moment, his body stopped aching. Then the egg shook slightly, and Aeden staggered backwards with a wince as he planted his injured foot on the ground.

He tried to remain standing, but it was no use; his leg crumpled underneath him as he let out another agonising cry of pain, amplified even more by the cave.

Dropping to his knees, Aeden slammed his fist into the ground in frustration, over and over again, his temper spilling over. It was the only way he could think of coping with the pain.

When he looked back at the egg, it shook again. He still couldn’t determine if he was imagining this or not.

Another shake, this time more vigorous. The egg started picking up momentum as it rocked from side to side. The whole situation looked bizarre, like a strangely shaped boulder trying to move itself. Aeden thought about the hatchery, about how the academy cultivated all of their own eggs. Were they even aware that this egg made of stone existed? Panic consumed him when he wondered if the academy would blame him for an unsanctioned egg hatching outside of their grounds.

When it cracked on one side, Aeden’s attention piqued. He contemplated dragging himself towards the egg to try and help it hatch, but he decided against it. He was certain he had read somewhere about how that could be damaging for a hatchling and could potentially cause sudden death in them. Instead, he sat back, fighting hard to ignore the throbbing pain that was climbing up his leg as he took in the spectacle of an Aer-Kin egg hatching right in front of him.

The crack grew bigger as the egg continued to rumble, now reaching halfway across the centre from the righthand side at a slight angle. The egg shook again and the crack continued even further across, until it reached nearly all the way.

Then it stopped moving just as fast as it had started. Aeden’s heart sank. Had it not survived the process?

With a grinding noise, the last of the crack reached the other side, and the egg vibrated again. And then, with a pop, the crack splintered upwards and spread out in all directions.

This was it.

Aeden didn’t know what to expect. He had only seen an Aer-Kin up close and personal for the first time recently; otherwise all he had to go off were diagrams and illustrations.

What Aeden didn’t expect was the high-pitched noise that burst into focus inside his head, followed by a pressure. It was enough to cause his eyes to water, and Aeden wondered what was going on. The pain in his stomach intensified as the high-pitched noise became louder and louder. Aeden clasped his hands to either side of his head to try and drown it out. It was all in vain, however, as the sound wasn’t auditory, it seemed. If it was a true sound, it would have echoed around the cave like Aeden’s cries had. No, this sound was more focused. Either way, he wanted it to stop. He sank to his knees and writhed around, tears streaming down his face.

The noise continued until he heard something else: chirp-like chittering. That’s when he realised what the noise was: it was a high-pitched noise of an Aer-Kin.

A hatchling.

Aeden worried that if it carried on, his eyes might start to bleed, or even worse his head might pop.

He slammed his eyes shut as he tried to focus his thoughts, trying his hardest to distract himself from the pain.

“Hhhhhhhh.” It was a strange sound, but one that sounded like the forming of a word. “Hhhhhhhe,” it continued, softer in tone. “Hheeeelp.” It was an almost feminine, childlike voice.

And it was inside Aeden’s head.

“How?” he said out loud, feeling as though he had lost his mind. “How can I help? I don’t know what to do.”

“Ffffocus,” the voice said again. It was a feminine voice, soft and scratchy, like words were new to them.

“I don’t know how to help.”

“P-Please.” The voice was pained, and there was a tearful stammer in it.

Aeden squeezed his eyes even tighter as he tried to focus on the voice. He had no idea what he was doing, but within a moment, he felt as though he was suspended in air again, surrounded by the black void he had witnessed in his dream.

“Hello, are you here?” he called out.

There was a vivid blue light stream, but it wasn’t connected to him like before. It was crisscrossed all over the place, and the more Aeden studied it, the more he realised it was tied in a knot.

“Please, help. I need you to break that knot. It’s strangling me.” The voice sounded like they were ready to burst into tears at any moment. The pain they were feeling must have been unbearable.

“How?” Aeden asked. As far as he could tell, he couldn’t move while in this space. He recalled Master Ember and Master Storme’s warnings about bonding and the consequences of not being strong enough. For a moment, he wondered if he might die, but strangely enough, he wasn’t afraid. An overwhelming urge to protect the egg filled his very core. He had to help the hatchling at any cost, even against his better judgement.

“Fffocus, please, help me, I can’t hatch until” – the voice cried out in pain, and it broke Aeden’s heart.

Reaching forward, he grabbed hold of the light stream and pulled it towards him. It straightened the stream, ironing out the kinks within it.

“Keep going, please hurry.”

All the while the pain in Aeden’s head as well as in his stomach persisted, but he pushed through, continuing to pull on the stream as the knot got closer and closer to him. After a few more pulls, it was close enough for him to reach the knot, and he grabbed hold of it with his right hand, pulling it towards himself. When he got two hands on it, he realised how tight the knot was, but that didn’t stop him from starting to pull and twist at it. Each moment hurt, like a burning, searing pain. It felt like an animal was inside Aeden’s stomach clawing at him from within. It was unbearable. He didn’t give up, however. The urge to untie the knot was too strong. He had to help whatever it was, he had to end their suffering.

When he managed to force a gap in the knot, he knew he had done it, and with a few more twists, he managed to unload the light stream and remove the knot entirely.

“You did it!” the voice cried with happiness.

The pain subsided almost immediately as the voice became clearer.

The light stream brightened in front of Aeden as he instinctively grabbed hold of it. The pressure in his head was building even harder, but this time, it sounded more like a heartbeat.

He let go of the light stream, and it stopped.

“Don’t let go,” the voice said, “you need to complete the bonding.”

Aeden reached out and clutched the light stream again. The pressure and beating in his head were intense. The temptation to let go was there, but he felt as though he couldn’t. He had to hold on.

The tendril of light wrapped around his arms and started climbing up towards him, his veins glowing with a white-hot light that was as painful as it was scary. It was as though the very blood inside of him was boiling, and Aeden let out another pained cry.

“I can’t hold on,” he cried out.

Everything started to darken around him as the pain became too much to take. He blinked with tired, heavy eyes, his breathing becoming laboured until he eventually passed out.
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When Aeden opened his eyes, he let out a pained groan before rolling onto his side. When he was greeted with a cold, hard floor, he knew that it wasn’t a dream and that he was still in the cave. He had no clue how long he had been unconscious, but his head ached like he had sunk one too many ales.

When he remembered what had happened, he pushed himself up as fast as he could and looked for the egg straight away. It was right where he had left it, except now it was half an egg; the other half was collapsed on the floor, the hardened shell broken into hundreds of fragmented pieces much like a shattered vase.

There was no sign of anything else.

Aeden spun around towards the cave opening behind him.

“Shit.”

The Aer-Kin had likely escaped. Now he had no chance of ever finding it, or seeing it for that matter.

“What’s the matter?” a girl’s voice asked inside Aeden’s head.

Aeden shot back around, his jaw almost hitting the ground at what he saw.

The creature stood awkwardly on four legs. It was as tall as he was, even though it was only mere moments old, unsteady and wobbly. Its scales were a curious mix of onyx and red, with charcoal-black streaked with veins of yellowish orange. A jagged crest of red-tipped, scaled plumes crowned its narrow head, catching the light like embers in a dying fire, while its golden chest scales shimmered faintly, too soft yet to be the armour that they promised to become.

It blinked, its wide amber eyes gleaming with a piercing intelligence, as though it knew more of the world than it had any right to. Its wings, still damp and crumpled from hatching, hung at its sides like dark cloaks.

For a long, breathless moment, the Aer-Kin simply stared, its gaze fixed and unblinking, its head moving from one side to the other as it examined Aeden as though it could see through him. And then, with a soft chiming of its scales, the creature moved, uncertain, each step hesitant and unsteady. It was like watching a babe take its first steps. It was small now, fragile even, but there was no mistaking what it would become. This was an Aer-Kin, and it was beautiful.

“Are you okay?” the voice said. It had a surprisingly concerned tone, yet its mouth did not open. All the same, Aeden heard the words as clear as the morning sun. “H-How are you talking to me?” Aeden asked. “Why can I hear you?”

“It’s our bond,” the Aer-Kin said.

“Our b-bond?” Aeden had never heard of anyone bonding with an Aer-Kin before the official bonding ceremony. He wasn’t even sure what the rules were about this, but he was quite certain he had just broken every single one of them.

“I was drawn to you in the weave. At least I think that’s what it is called, it is difficult to explain,” the childlike voice said.

“How can you talk? How can you know all this? You have only just hatched,” Aeden asked, rubbing his eyes just in case he was dreaming.

“Language is easy. My words form in the tongue that you are familiar with. The knowledge I have is mainly based on the things you already know. Does that make sense?”

“Kind of,” Aeden said. “It’s a lot to take in. You said we had a bond . . . Does that mean⁠—”

“Yes.” The Aer-Kin started padding its feet and let out a soft, delicate chirping sound that actually came from its beak. “You and I are bonded to one another. You helped me hatch. Our souls are now one.”

Aeden didn’t know what to think of the situation. Then the fear of the gods dawned on him. How was the academy going to react to this? He had bonded with an unsanctioned hatchling.

Was she a Flamebelly? A Barbtail? A Rockmaw, perhaps? Aeden had a decent understanding of Aer-Kin on paper, but he couldn’t be sure what breed she was.

“What are you?” Aeden asked.

“I am your Aer-Kin, and you are my human,” the delicate creature said, turning its head sideways and talking in a slightly confused tone.

“No, I mean what type of Aer-Kin are you?”

She looked over her body, stretching out her elongated neck to give herself a good look-over before saying, “I don’t know. I don’t have a name yet, either.” She gave Aeden an expectant look.

He wasn’t expecting this, and the thought of giving her a name filled him with dread. The responsibility was huge.

“You want me to name you?” Aeden asked.

He took a step towards her and stretched out his hand. The hatchling reached her head forwards, then placed her cheek into Aeden’s palm. The two of them exhaled deeply, as if in tandem. The texture of the scales was softer than Aeden thought they would be. They looked to have a hardened shine, like stone, but they were warm to the touch.

“I’m Aeden,” he said.

“I know.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“I know,” she giggled playfully.

Aeden let out a strange noise that was part excitement, part exhaustion, and the Aer-Kin seemed to mirror him, letting out her own chirp-like sound.

“Are you a female Aer-Kin?” Aeden asked. Her voice sounded feminine, but he just wanted to be sure.

“Yes,” she said, nuzzling into Aeden’s hand once again.

Aeden started to think of names for her. “How about Legartha?”

The Aer-Kin winced, shaking her head in disagreement.

“Okay, how about Ziara?”

The Aer-Kin let out a screech of disapproval.

“Okay, okay,” Aeden said, laughing as he studied the creature more closely. She was a thing of beauty as he examined every scaled feather on her body. They looked like they were coated in light fluff.

Aeden continued to think on names when one pushed its way to the forefront of his mind. He said it aloud more like a compulsion than an idea. “How about Nyra?”

“I love it,” she squealed with delight as she bounced up and down in the air.

Aeden felt a wave of happiness wash over him that wasn’t entirely his. To say it was confusing was putting it mildly; it was like he had butterflies in his stomach.

“It’s such a beautiful name, thank you for blessing me with it. I will bring honour to it as well as to your mother.” She lowered her head as if bowing to Aeden.

“Nyra it is, then.” Aeden smiled and rubbed his hand over the crown of her head once again. He wished he could stay in this moment for as long as possible, just the two of them. He had so many questions that he wanted to ask her.

“This wasn’t meant to happen this way,” Aeden said. “I don’t know how people are going to react when we leave this cave and head back to the academy.” He didn’t know what to do.

“I am yours and you are mine,” she said simply. The sentiment seemed to settle Aeden’s growing nerves from thinking about the academy.

Surely they couldn’t kick him out now that he was bonded to an Aer-Kin, even if it had happened in an unconventional way.

Nyra let out a squeal of pain that instantly made Aeden feel uncomfortable. She tried to move her wings, or at least it looked like she was trying to spread them out.

“What is it?” he asked, concerned and desperate to ease her pain.

“My wings.” She tried to flex them again, but she let out another pained squeal, her wings trembling as she attempted to stretch them out.

“Steady, girl,” Aeden said, rubbing his hand down her neck to try and settle her. “Let me take a look. I’ll be as gentle as I can.”

Nyra straightened up her neck and lowered her body to allow Aeden to reach her wings.

Taking a closer look, it was clear that something wasn’t right with them. They looked disjointed, drooping slightly down her sides. Aeden took hold of the wing nearest him and attempted to lift it. It was heavy, but there was little to no resistance at its base.

Nyra let out another pained cry.

“I’m sorry, girl, I don’t mean to hurt you.” As far as Aeden understood, wings retracted back on an Aer-Kin before settling by their sides. Nyra’s wings didn’t look like they were set in the right position. Aeden was no expert.

But he knew who was.

“Let’s get you back to the academy,” he said. “I know just the person who should be able to help with your wings. Master Ember is responsible for all the hatchlings at Aviara. He will know how to help you, I am certain of it.”

“I hope so, they hurt really bad,” Nyra said. There was a sadness in her voice that Aeden didn’t like.

“For the time being, try not to move them. We don’t want you in any uncomfortable situations, and I don’t want you to cause any damage to yourself.”

Aeden brushed his hand softly over the surface of Nyra’s head and down the back of her neck. Her feathers were soft, like bedding, and he bedded his fingertips in gently to give her a light scratch. Nyra arched her neck and let out a chitter of appreciation.

“Is there something wrong with me?” she asked, a slightly scared tone to her voice.

“You have only just hatched, and we’re able to have a full-blown conversation, Nyra. I’m not going to lie, I don’t know what’s normal. I am pretty sure you shouldn’t be in this much pain.” Aeden couldn’t describe it, but he had an overwhelming urge to protect Nyra, to make sure that she was okay. Right now, his instinct told him that he was going to have to get her back to the academy and explain what had happened – and hope he was not about to be expelled.

This wasn’t part of his plan.

When he was back at the academy, he would speak with Master Ember about Nyra’s wings. He was the most knowledgeable person on the campus about hatchlings and the most logical person to speak to about the matter.

“You will be okay.” Aeden paused. “We will be okay.”

“Thank you, Aeden. I’m glad it is you that I have bonded with,” she said before letting out another gentle chittering noise.

“Now all we have to do is figure out how we’re going to get back to the academy.” Aeden looked out from the cave. “Are you able to walk?”

Nyra stood back up and shook herself down, then took a few unsteady steps forward. It amazed Aeden that she was able to move at all, having only just hatched from her egg. She staggered to one side and then the other, making sure to keep her wings tucked up tightly against her side.

She bumbled forward, and Aeden instinctively wrapped his arms around her chest in a hug-like motion to stop her from tumbling over.

“I’ve got you. I’ll try and keep you steady,” he said as he looked up at Nyra’s large eyes. “There’s just one problem.” He looked down at his swollen ankle. “I don’t know if I can walk.”

Nyra let out another chitter before padding her feet on the ground excitedly. It was all Aeden could do to let her go and stop himself from falling over. Taking a step back, he cried out in pain as he bore weight on his injured foot. It felt as though white-hot burning fire raked all the way up his ankle and calf.

Leaning against the cave wall, he buried his head into his hands and concentrated on not screaming out profanities.

“Sorry,” Nyra said, pushing her head into Aeden’s side.

Aeden took a few short, sharp breaths. “It’s okay. I guess we need to help each other.”

Aeden looked outside the cave again. There was no way the two of them were going to be able to climb back up to where Aeden had fallen from, which meant they were going to have to walk all the way around until they found a way up to the top path.

“I think I can help with your foot,” Nyra said, sounding slightly confused as if she was questioning herself.

“How do you mean?”

“I don’t think I can fix it, but I think I can help lessen the pain. That might help you with walking.”

“How?”

“Our bond, and the magic that flows between us.”

The very concept of magic was something Aeden had completely forgotten about, but now that he was bonded with an Aer-Kin, he would have access to it. His powers would manifest.

“Are you okay?” Nyra asked, concerned.

“Yeah, I’m okay. It’s just a lot to take in. Just a short while ago, I was on an exercise with the academy, and now I have an Aer-Kin.”

“And I have a human,” Nyra said excitedly, padding her feet on the ground.

Aeden’s own joy lifted, his heart fluttering as an overwhelming feeling of happiness lit up in his core. He felt a warm flush rise up, settling in his cheeks. It was almost dizzying, the euphoria that had overcome him.

“What is this?” he said, pressing his hand against the cold wall of the cave once again as a head rush came over him.

“My feelings are yours and yours are mine. It’s in the bond that we share. It will get easier.”

“But I don’t know that, so how do you? You said the language you use, it’s through me that you can communicate. But how can you be so sure? You’re barely an hour old.” In truth, Aeden expected to wake up at any moment only to find that this was all a dream and that he had simply banged his head really, really hard.

“I can’t explain it myself, but there are things that seem to be imprinted on me, like a library. Perhaps this person at the academy would be able to help shine some light on this.”

“You’re right,” Aeden said, “there’s just a lot to take in.” His face started to cool as his joyous emotion began to stabilise, although that feeling of nausea was still there.

Now she was here and bonded to him, he knew one thing: his life was about to change forever.


[image: ]


“Are you sure this is going to work?” Aeden closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

“I think so,” Nyra said, not quite sure herself. “I am going to attempt to reach out to you through our bond, Aeden. When you feel this, let me know.”

Aeden wasn’t so certain messing with magic he knew nothing about was the best idea, but at the same time, Nyra’s confidence settled his anxiety. The only other option was to sit in the woods with his injured ankle and simply hope that someone would come along and find him.

“Okay,” he said, nodding to Nyra. “Let’s try it. I trust you.” The words naturally spilled from his lips as comfortably as a song. Here he was, putting all his trust into a hatchling that he had only just met.

Aeden continued to keep his eyes closed and focused on his breathing until he saw faint tendrils of lights in front of him. The more he focused, the more he started to see, until the light that formed was right in front of him. It was shaped like a large ball, close enough that he could reach out and touch it.

When he did, his hand was greeted with the body of Nyra, and the ball of light started to pulsate.

“I see it!” Aeden said, excitement in his voice. “Is that your heart?”

“Kind of? It is my core and what binds us.”

“Is this what you see of me?”

“I think so,” she said.

Aeden focused on the orb in front of him as it pulsated in time with his own heartbeat. Then one of the tendrils stretched out slowly towards him, slow and fragmented.

“Keep concentrating,” Nyra said.

As the tendril of light grew closer, a warming sensation returned to his ankle, but this time it was more comforting. The tendril wrapped around his ankle like a snake. It squeezed gently, with Aeden bracing himself for a swell of pain that didn’t come. He was half-tempted to open his eyes and see what it looked like with them open.

“Don’t do that,” Nyra said, as if reading his thoughts.

The tendril flickered, as if the connection between the two of them had been disrupted.

“Concentrate,” she told him, and it sounded like she was biting her tongue.

Aeden continued to focus on the light. It gently pulsated around his broken ankle, and he could feel the pulsation around his leg. It was like nothing he had ever felt. There was a familiarity about it though, and Aeden didn’t understand why.

After a few moments, the light stream retracted, and the light orb centred in Nyra continued to pulse slowly and rhythmically.

“You can open your eyes now,” she said softly.

Aeden blinked his eyes slowly, transfixed by what he’d just seen. A haze of light caused them to squint as he adjusted to the light beaming in through the mouth of the open cave.

“That was amazing,” he said with bewildered smile. “What did you do?”

“Our bond isn’t strong enough to fix broken bones, but I was able to take away some of the pain,” Nyra said. “For now, anyway. It should be enough to help us get back to the academy. I would advise against putting too much pressure on it.”

“Thank you.” The intense throbbing in Aeden’s head had all but stopped, and although he could see that his ankle was visibly swollen, there was much less pain radiating from it now. Reluctantly, he placed his foot onto the ground and pressed down slightly before taking a step forward.

“Shit!” he cursed as a flash of pain seared up his leg, not as bad as before but still enough to send a rush of blood to his head. “I thought you said it would stop the pain?” Aeden said, frustration in his voice.

“I said it would help with the pain. Our magic is limited, I have only just hatched.”

“Sorry, Nyra.” Guilt weighed heavy on his brain. The Aer-Kin was sitting in a defensive position, like she was ready to curl up in a ball. “I didn’t mean to snap. The sooner we can get back, the sooner I can get this fixed and we can get some answers as to what has happened. See if anything can be done to help you with your wings.” Aeden placed his hand out towards Nyra, who chirped gently as she pressed the crown of her head against his hand. She was warm to the touch, and Aeden felt like he could spend all day petting her.

That wasn’t going to help him with his ankle, though.

“Come on, let’s get out of here,” he said, turning and hobbling towards the cave’s opening. A sense of anxiety came over him that he didn’t recognise as his own. It wasn’t all-consuming, but it was present enough for him to recognise. He knew that this was going to take some getting used to. His feelings weren’t his own, and Nyra had already confirmed that this bond worked both ways, meaning she could feel what he was feeling, too. Did that mean she could read his thoughts?

Aeden glanced at the green foliage outside of the cave. “Outside there, just you watch. Everyone is going to be so excited to meet you.”

Deep down he hoped so, but he knew how seriously the academy took their breeding process with the hatchery, keeping the bloodlines of the Aer-Kin pure.

“You don’t mean that,” Nyra said, “but thank you for trying to reassure me. It makes me know that I have bonded with the right human.”

She padded her feet, like a babe bracing itself to take its first steps, and surged forward, although it didn’t look intended. She wobbled from side to side, shaking her body and head simultaneously. Aeden’s heart fluttered with concern as he feared that Nyra was about to topple over, but she stopped just beside him before puffing up and giving her body a shake. A handful of softer scaled feathers fell from her body as she winced. She turned her head to inspect her tightly pinned-back wings.

“Are they still hurting?”

“It’s more discomfort than pain. I’m sure your healers can help when we get back to the” – she paused for a moment while she searched for a word.

“Academy?”

“Yes, that’s the word. Sorry, it’s all new to me.”

“That’s understandable,” Aeden said. Nyra was barely out of her egg, and she was able to hold a full conversation. That was far beyond the realms of anything he had ever witnessed before. He had read about the bonding process, but now he knew that it was something that needed to be experienced rather than read about to get a true understanding.

“Here, we can help each other.” Aeden moved to stand closer to Nyra before pressing his body against her side. Her breathing was steady and calm, but when he rested his hand at the base of her neck, he swore he could feel the fast beating of her heart, as well as his own. “This way you can help stop me from putting too much pressure on my foot, and I can help you keep steady, until you feel more confident.”

“Thank you,” she said, her chittering a sign of her happiness.

“Come on, we have a lot to talk about on the way back.”
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They had been walking for what felt like hours, to the point where Aeden was grateful that the fitness test had been first thing in the morning. Any later, and it easily could have been dark now, which would have made navigating their way back even more difficult than it already was.

They didn’t move at a brisk pace – they couldn’t even if they wanted to – but aside from a few trips and stumbles, they had made what Aeden felt was good progress.

They followed the steep embankment, which remained on their right as Aeden continued to search for a way back up onto the path he had fallen off. He was sure if they could get back up that, he would be able to navigate his way back. Although the more he looked around at the vast network of trees and the overhead canopy of leaves above, the more he wondered just how deep this forest went.

The forest itself was calm and quiet, save for a light rustle in the leaves from a soft breeze and the crunching branches that Aeden and Nyra stood on. The ground was hard, which actually worked in their favour. If it had been wet, the terrain would have made their journey back even harder than it already was.

They walked, sometimes in silence, sometimes in conversation. Nyra listened with intent as Aeden told her all about the academy, absorbing every ounce of information that he shared with her while intermittently stopping to ask questions about anything and everything, such as why lessons were scheduled in a certain order, or why the dining hall was split into sections rather than arranged as larger, communal groups that blended the classes together.

Aeden found the whole conversation astonishing. He still couldn’t believe that he had an Aer-Kin. He was certain he would have made it to the bonding ceremony – after all, he was quietly confident in his skills – but never in a million years would he have imagined being bonded to one so soon after joining the academy. His mind raced with thoughts of how the academy would react to him turning up with an Aer-Kin. He had no idea what the process was for this situation. As far as he knew, this had never happened before. Would they be accepting of her, with her not coming from their hatchery? All he knew was that he and Nyra were too weak to try to make it on their own, too inexperienced. Aeden still had his injured ankle to contend with. Logically their only choice was to return to the academy and hope that they would accept her and that Lyric or someone else would be able to help Nyra with her wings.

Eventually they reached a section of the embankment that was blocked off by a fallen tree. Upon closer inspection, Aeden realised that there was a further drop on the other side, meaning they had walked around as far as they could. Stopping, he looked around a little more before letting out a frustrated sigh.

“Is everything okay?” Nyra asked, her voice tinged with concern.

Aeden inspected the thick, broken tree. It had snapped towards the root, falling up the embankment, which stood between them and the top path back to the academy.

“We can’t go any further,” he said, looking up at the embankment. It was filled with vines and bushes and smaller trees that reached up out of the ground. Aeden thought they might be able to hold his weight, but he imagined they wouldn’t be able to hold Nyra’s, just from her size alone.

He took a moment to examine the fallen tree. The trunk was thick enough, and its branches could actually work to their advantage. He just wasn’t sure how this would work for Nyra.

“Do you think you could make it up the embankment?” he asked. “There’s a clear run to the top.”

“I think so. What about you?”

“I think I can use this tree like a ladder.” He pointed at the differing branches that spread out from the tree trunk and across the embankment. “If I can get to there, I should be able to use momentum and those other trees to help me get to the top.”

Nyra walked to the fallen tree and looked over, her large eyes moving fast as she analysed every part of it. She then leaned forward and grabbed hold of one of the branches with her beak, snapping it clean off before turning to pass it to Aeden.

“Will this help you balance?” she asked through their bond.

Aeden took the branch to examine it. It was thick enough to hold his weight, but thin enough for him to hold tightly as he wrapped his muddied hand around it. The wood was damp and covered in moss, showing just how much time had passed since the tree had fallen. The moss looked more like a blanket covering the trunk. Aeden went to work on scraping the moss off the top section of the makeshift staff so that he could grip it that little bit harder.

“This is great, Nyra, thank you.” He slammed down the wooden staff a couple times to test it. Perhaps he would have just enough to get to the top of the embankment. His ankle throbbed, but the pain was still nowhere near as severe as when he had first injured it.

Nyra padded her feet and shook her head with excitement, clearly proud of herself for being able to help Aeden.

“Do you want to try and go first? I think I would rather see that you can get to the top before I try.” The last thing he wanted was to reach the top, only to then find that Nyra couldn’t. At least this way if she was successful and he wasn’t, she could always come back to the bottom of the embankment more easily than Aeden could.

Nyra stepped back, eyeing the embankment, and Aeden took a few seconds to admire how truly beautiful she was – her scales, her beak, her focused eyes, all of her. She was truly majestic in his eyes. She set off running, still more unsteady on her feet than Aeden would have liked, but better than how she was just a few hours prior. Her feet slammed into the dirt, her talons churning up the earth as she made her way up the embankment, her focus remaining on the top.

“Keep going, Nyra, that’s it, you’re doing it!” Pride swelled in Aeden’s chest as he watched the determined Aer-Kin make short work of the climb, which was at least forty or fifty feet high. Dirt and stone flicked up behind her as she continued to use her weight and claws to her advantage, and the accelerated speed seemed to help her gain ground. She slipped a couple times, and Aeden felt a spike of fear as he worried that she would fall back. With her being unable to use her wings, she would have nothing to brace herself with.

She defied all expectation as she reached the top of the embankment with relative ease. She raised her head and chittered in delight.

“Well done! You did it,” Aeden said, waving his makeshift staff in the air like it was a prized trophy.

“I did do it!” Her enjoyment quickly changed to a flash of pain and her body jerked as she looked behind at her wings again.

“What is it?” Aeden asked. There was only a short distance between them, but seeing her in discomfort did something to Aeden. His stomach lurched. He felt physically uncomfortable being this far from her and not being able to comfort her.

“It’s my wings. I forgot they were broken when I got excited.”

“Try to keep them still. I am sure Master Ember will know what to do when we get back.” Now it was Aeden’s turn to make his way to the top. “Hold on, I’m just behind you.”

“Okay, please be careful.” There was genuine concern in Nyra’s voice that made Aeden that little bit more determined.

Aeden grabbed the first branch, pulling himself up with his left hand while using the staff to relieve the pressure from his ankle. It helped more than he thought it would, and he pressed it into the ground to give himself that little bit more leverage.

Taking another deep breath and gaining confidence, he pushed forward to grab the next branch before repeating the same process.

On the third attempt, Aeden’s confidence got the better of him, and his staff slipped, causing him to plant his injured foot against the steep incline. Magic aside, pain ripped through his leg, and he cried out in pain through gritted teeth.

Nyra shot forward to the edge, her body coiled and ready to spring down towards Aeden and help him.

Aeden raised a hand. “No, no, no!” he said, his jaw clenched tightly. “Stay there, I don’t want you falling and hurting yourself.” Her wings were already messed up, and Aeden didn’t want her to cause any further damage to them.

Nyra reluctantly stepped away from the embankment’s edge, chittering her disapproval but thankfully listening to him.

Aeden gathered himself, taking some deep breaths before trying again, until he reached what he thought would be the last tree.

His legs burned and his arms ached, but he was determined to make it to the top. He had come so far, he wasn’t going to let anything stop him now. That was, until he took his last step, which was right into a divot in the ground, covered by fallen leaves.

“Shit!” he cursed as he slammed to the ground, winding himself. The staff fell from his grip and he started sliding downwards. “Shit, shit, shit!” He braced himself to slide all the way back down to the bottom.

He didn’t, however. Aeden looked down and then around him. Perhaps he had snagged on a branch; his shirt was pulled up behind him.

But it wasn’t a branch, it was Nyra. She had stopped him from falling down by darting forward to catch him, and she had the scruff of his shirt clamped tightly in her beak. She started to step backwards slowly, dragging Aeden up and over the edge to safety.

In those brief moments, Aeden could feel the power and strength that Nyra already possessed, far beyond any strength he could muster. When he was a safe distance from the ledge, Nyra let go, leaving Aeden to collapse in a heap. He rolled onto his back, panting and exhausted, but still determined to get back to the academy.

“Thank you.”
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As Aeden and Nyra walked through the dense forest, Aeden was more than happy to see the ribbons wrapped around trees that had served as the markers from their initial run.

Furthermore, the tracks from the other students were imprinted into the soft earth, meaning that from Aeden’s point of view, the walk back should be plain sailing from this point forward.

The magic that Nyra had used on him was definitely wearing away, judging by the heat and pain radiating up his leg from his ankle once again. He asked Nyra if it was possible to use magic again, but she had said she didn’t have enough power to cast another so soon. Aeden could swear that Nyra’s scales looked dimmer, like their shine had been buffed out since she’d first hatched, but he didn’t know if he was simply just imagining this.

Aeden was starting to feel a little woozy, his energy levels spent.

When he heard a rustle in the bushes ahead of them, he breathed a sigh of relief. “Hello?” he called out, exhaustion in his voice. He listened for a reply, but none came. Had he imagined it?

Nyra stopped in her tracks, her body language changing. Her tension pulsated into Aeden’s hand as her scales tightened up, a dark ridge forming all the way from the crown of her head to the tip of her tail. She lowered her head into a defensive position.

The low grumble that rumbled in her throat like a storm told Aeden that this wasn’t a defensive position – it was an aggressive one. He could sense her fear through their bond in an instant, as if it was his own. And not just fear, but also a willingness to fight to protect him.

“Easy, Nyra, it will just be someone from the academy,” he said, rubbing his hand down her side as he tried to soothe her. The last thing he wanted was for her to attack a student. That would make bringing her back even harder. Although Aer-Kin attacks between riders was not uncommon at the academy, Aeden did not want to push his luck any further than he already had.

Nyra didn’t speak, her body language staying on high alert, like she was a coiled viper ready to strike.

Aeden tried to nudge her with his hand, pushing her slightly to get her attention, but she wouldn’t move.

Another crack of a branch on the ground. The hairs on Aeden’s neck stood on end, and his own senses went into hyperalert. In an instant, Aeden felt more focused, more alert than usual to his surroundings. The sound of the air around him was louder, whooshing past his ears. He could taste the earth in the air, which left a peat-like taste on the back of his tongue. His sense of smell intensified, and he was suddenly able to smell the trees, plants, and shrubs that surrounded him. He knew this would be a side effect for bonded riders, an increase in senses, but nothing could have prepared him for how overwhelming it was. It was almost nauseating, but his hairs stood on end, as fight or flight seemed to kick in within his body. Something wasn’t right, something was watching him.

Aeden knew there was something more, something that shouldn’t be there, and he felt a tension surge through his body. Was this the bond? Was he feeling what Nyra was feeling? Instinctively, he turned to face Nyra, to the right of the track they were walking on.

A figure shot out from the trees. It surged towards Aeden and Nyra at speed, as if its feet weren’t touching the ground.

Aeden’s blood ran cold. It wasn’t a person they saw flying towards them. It was something entirely different – a creature that looked like they were trapped between this life and the next. That couldn’t be true, though. This was something make-believe that Aeden’s grandparents told him stories of as a child.

Half man, half spectre, the creature was veiled in a thick, dark cloak that made it look as though it was shrouded in shadows as it glided over the terrain at speed. A guttural, clicking noise left the creature’s mouth, but there were no features to its face that Aeden could see, as they were too shrouded by darkness.

The closer the creature got to them, the heavier the air felt. Aeden felt as if he was standing in snowy terrain and not the forest.

Nyra lunged forward, using her head and neck to push Aeden behind her. The dark ridge running down her back became even thicker as she lowered herself to the ground, the low grumbling noise in her throat becoming a harsh growl. She bared her small, dagger-like teeth, visible through her beak.

Nyra charged at the creature, and the two slammed into each other with a sickening thud. The thing went soaring through the air before crashing into a nearby tree. The force was enough to strip bark from the trunk as splinters flew through the air like poison darts. The creature landed on the floor, its arm and head bent unnaturally.

To Aeden’s horror, the creature raised itself from the ground, jerking and cracking its bones as they reset into position. It let out another guttural scream, like bone grinding against bone.

It rushed forward again, but this time, as Nyra tried to hit it again with her head, it dipped down, dodging the blow.

It was charging at Aeden.

As it drew nearer, Aeden found himself frozen to the spot, as if his feet had taken root in the earth. He was paralysed with fear and his mind drew blank.

The horrible sound of grinding bone got louder and louder as the creature let out a pained gasp and reached for his face. Aeden closed his eyes and flinched, bracing himself for impact.

It didn’t come.

Nyra had adjusted her position and snapped forward, grabbing hold of the creature’s ethereal cloak with her beak before snapping it back and shaking it around violently.

Her mouth glowed white with tinges of red, like she was summoning magic. The creature coiled and shrieked, writhing in agony as Nyra’s magic engulfed it.

When Nyra threw it to the ground, the creature shot back into the air and retreated, vanishing into the trees as fast as it had appeared.

Nyra didn’t move. She remained alert, her eyes scanning their surroundings as she readied herself for another attack.

The goosebumps prickling Aeden’s body faded, but the rest of Aeden’s senses remained on high alert as Nyra let out a roar. It wasn’t the loudest – after all, she was only just a hatchling – but it was still impressive for such a young Aer-Kin.

“Wh – what was that?”

“I don’t know,” Nyra spoke through their bond as if through gritted teeth.

Aeden had his theory, but he was still in a state of disbelief. The creature was something from fairy tales, stories designed to scare children into behaving. It wasn’t supposed to be a real thing.

“I think that was a spectre,” Aeden said. There was a slight tremor in his voice.

“Whatever it was, I didn’t like how it made me feel,” Nyra replied. The ridge on her back grew fainter as her muscles started to relax.

“You were amazing.” Aeden hobbled over to her and rubbed his hand down her neck. Nyra leaned into him, nuzzling her head against his hand. “What was that thing you did? Your mouth lit up with a bright flash of light.”

“I’m not sure, it just happened.”

Their conversation was interrupted when there was further disruption ahead of them. Nyra spun fast, poised and ready to strike again.

Aeden readied himself for the spectre to return but breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the concerned faces of Vivienne, Harrison, and Serene approaching.

Nyra let out several low growls, but these softened as Aeden realised who they were, as if she could sense through him that they were not a threat.

“Over here,” Aeden shouted.

Harrison spun to his left at the sound of Aeden’s voice, his face turning from elation to shock to fear before settling on something in between.

“What the fuck is that?” he asked without a moment’s hesitation, alerting Vivienne and Serene to Aeden and his newly acquired Aer-Kin. Harrison’s jaw could have been scraped off the ground as he stood with his mouth open wide.

“It’s okay, she’s friendly,” Aeden said as he took a hobbled step forward. “Wait here a moment,” he said softly as he passed Nyra.

Nyra sent a note of approval through her bond as she padded her feet, but she didn’t sit down. Instead, she remained on alert, watching the trees.

It was a strange feeling, like a butterfly had been let loose inside Aeden’s chest. This whole bond thing was going to take more than a little getting used to.

“Are you sure?” Serene shouted. She was standing to the left of Harrison, her arms spread beside her like she was on a balance beam over a pit filled with spikes.

“Erm, Aeden,” Harrisson shouted, trying his best not to move, as if sudden movement might send Nyra into frenzied aggression. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but there is a fucking Aer-Kin behind you.” He managed the words without moving his lips. “A wild Aer-Kin in the forest, is that even a thing?”

Aeden sighed, closing the distance between himself and the others. For the briefest of moments, he forgot his broken ankle, such was the relief at seeing his friends. That was until he put too much weight on it and it gave way underneath him.

Vivienne shot forward and scooped her arm around Aeden, helping him with his balance as he gathered himself.

Looking up at the others, Aeden said, “She’s not wild. She’s a hatchling.”

“She?” Vivienne asked, casting the faintest of glances over her shoulder at Nyra. “How can you tell?”

“The lack of a dick not give it away?” Harrison said, before remembering he was trying to keep still.

“Relax,” Aeden said, “she won’t bring any harm to you.”

“How can you be so sure?” Serene brushed away the hair that had matted to her face. Her cheeks were reddened, much like Vivienne and Harrison when Aeden looked more closely. “We have been looking for you all day. Master Storme barely agreed to let us come into the forest, told us that if you were too weak to make it out of the forest on a simple run, then you were never going to be strong enough to be a rider.”

This only solidified Aeden’s dislike for the faculty member. He really was showing everyone just how ruthless he could be. Would he have been happy to leave Aeden in the forest to die? Seemingly so. Aeden knew straight away that he didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. He couldn’t wait to see his face when he marched back onto the academy grounds with an Aer-Kin in tow – one he had managed to bond with without any guidance or support.

Aeden smiled at Serene before looking back at Nyra, who was still unmoving in her stance, ready to strike out if she needed to – but not so much at his friends; he could feel that she trusted them like she had known them her whole life, thanks to their shared bond. A bond that she seemingly trusted wholeheartedly. Aeden thought it was overwhelming. Could he be as trusting with Nyra as she was with him? For her it seemed natural, but Aeden was filled with uncertainty and apprehension. Trust didn’t come easily to him.

Aeden took a deep breath, deciding to rip off the proverbial bandage. “I can be sure because I can feel what she feels, and she trusts you because I trust you.”

“How is that possible?” Harrison asked, but he seemed a little more at ease.

“I can be sure,” Aeden said, “because I am her bonded rider. She is mine, as I am hers.”
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The words felt strange to say aloud, but as he did, Aeden felt like the world had been lifted from his shoulders. The spectre attacking him and Nyra seemed like a distant dream. He had no clue what it was or why it attacked them, and he worried the others might think he had lost his sanity, so he opted to keep it between him and Nyra. There was enough to explain already without him sounding like a madman ranting and raving about ghosts.

His friends grilled him on just about everything all the way back to the academy. What had the bonding process felt like? Was it painful? How did he do it?

Master Ember was who Aeden wanted to speak to more than anyone right now, so they headed towards the hatchery.

As they approached the outer edges of the courtyard, Aeden’s chest beat like a battle drum. The last thing he wanted was all eyes on him as he strode right through the middle of the academy with an Aer-Kin in tow.

“Harrison, can you go ahead and alert Master Ember? The sooner he can get to us, the better.”

“I’ll go with him,” Vivienne said.

“I’ll stay with you.” Serene’s attention diverted to a group of students who were staring at them. “Is there a problem?”

Aeden thought he recognised them from his cohort, but he couldn’t be sure. What he could be sure of was that the group looked just as shocked as Harrison had when he first laid eyes on Nyra. Serene’s challenge had startled them, causing them to divert their attention elsewhere, but there was no doubt now that their hushed words were entirely about him.

Nyra walked beside Aeden, slowly and carefully. Her head was lowered, not from defence but from apprehension, most likely from mirroring Aeden’s thoughts and feelings.

As they continued to walk through the academy, more and more students stopped in their tracks, the hushed words becoming more of a crescendo, like an orchestra reaching its peak. Soon they no longer spoke in hushed whispers, but loud conversation.

Serene scowled at each and every one of them, even the students from the second and third years.

“You can’t fight all of them,” Aeden said, trying his hardest to ignore them. He held his head high, wanting to show he was proud, but he was trembling like never before. He had never known fear like it. Uncertainty caused his anxiety to swell. The academy was responsible for cultivating and hatching all the Aer-Kin eggs, and one thing they were clear about was their own rules. Aeden was pretty certain he had broken every single one of them by bonding with a hatchling outside of the hatchery. Not knowing how the academy might react, that was what was causing him the most anxiety, and judging by the looks and whispers he was getting, he was right to feel nervous.

The last thing Aeden had wanted when he first stepped through the doors of the academy was to draw too much attention to himself, and he had failed miserably. Starting a fight in the dining hall, being jumped by Kael and nearly killed – these were things that would prompt any other student to lie low for a while. Now Aeden was walking through the academy grounds, having been missing all day from a simple endurance exercise, complete with an injured ankle and a newly hatched Aer-Kin.

As much as he tried to ignore what the other students were saying, he could feel his cheeks reddening as students began to notice Nyra’s wings.

“Isn’t he a first year?”

“He’s bonded?”

“What’s wrong with its wings?”

“That’s forbidden.”

“I wouldn’t want to be in his shoes.”

“Don’t give them the satisfaction of a response,” Nyra said gently. Her voice was so childlike that it made Aeden feel even worse. She was a hatchling, she didn’t know this world, and Aeden’s heart bled for the fact that she was already being exposed to such cruel behaviour.

“It’s hard not to,” Aeden replied through their bond, so that only the two of them were able to hear their exchanged words. “It makes me so angry.”

“I know,” Nyra said, “I can feel your anger rising. Please try not to react, it’s making it difficult for me.”

Guilt weighed on Aeden as he realised that as much as Nyra’s emotions and feelings affected him, it also worked the other way around.

“Okay,” he said, “let’s do this walk together.”

He glanced at Serene, who was offering more than a hard stare to any student who dared look at them a moment too long. “The sooner we get to the hatchery, the better,” Aeden said out loud.

“I couldn’t agree more. These assholes are acting like they’ve never seen an Aer-Kin before,” Serene said, wearing a furious expression.

As much as he appreciated Serene’s sentiment, Aeden thought about how he would react if it was another student in his shoes. If he was truly honest with himself, he would be behaving no differently. Had this ever happened at the academy before? Aeden thought back to all the textbooks he had read prior to enlisting. He couldn’t remember reading anything about this kind of situation.

One student had the gall to the spit on the ground towards them. Aeden didn’t recognise him from his cohort, so he must have been a second or third year. He made a not-so discreet remark about Nyra being an abomination. If not for Nyra’s calming presence through the weave, Aeden would have likely challenged the senior student.

If the anger in his face was a reflection of the academy and his peers, then Aeden had everything to be worried about.

They passed under a large archway, away from the growing crowd. Finally the hatchery was in sight. Two guards were standing still at the entrance, but they became more animated once they noticed Aeden, Serene, and the unmistakable Nyra walking alongside them.

“This should be interesting,” Serene said. “There’s no backing down now.” She let out a nervous cough and straightened herself out.

“I just want to know what happens now,” Aeden said. “More than anything, I want to know if they can help Nyra with her wings.”

As they got closer to the hatchery, the guards looked dumbfounded, both of them taking a defensive stance with their polearms.

“Halt!” the one on the right said. He was a thickset man with a deep, commanding voice. His greying beard and mottled face hinted that he was the more experienced of the two and enjoyed a drink when not on duty.

Aeden raised his hands. “I just want to see Master Ember.”

“Aer-Kin are only allowed in designated spaces,” the man said, raising his weapon slightly.

“I understand that,” Aeden said, “but something happened, and I really need to speak to Master Ember.” He looked to his side at Nyra, her size and shape already imposing despite her young age. Standing, she must have been at least seven feet tall already, and he wondered just how big she would become. Her black and orange scales shimmered in the light, her colours mesmerising. To Aeden, at least. He could have sworn her snout was more elongated now, which made sense, as she had been condensed into her stone egg before hatching. Rows of razor-sharp teeth reminded Aeden just how dangerous she could be if she wanted, although her temperament seemed to be more calming than anything.

“Then why are you out here with an Aer-Kin?” the guard asked, his voice elevating to a frustrated tone.

“What do you means he has an Aer-Kin?” Master Ember called out from behind the entranceway the guards were protecting.

“It’s hard to explain, you have to just see,” came Harrison’s voice with an air of excitement.

Master Ember marched from behind the wall, his large overcoat almost trailing on the ground. His face was flustered and his eyebrows furrowed.

His eyes widened when he saw Aeden and Nyra standing outside the hatchery. He looked up at Nyra, taking in every detail of her, his mouth widening through his thick, matted beard. “By the gods,” he said slowly, each word spoken as if he was questioning what exactly he was seeing. “How in the blazes?” His eyes didn’t move from Nyra’s.

It was part wonder, part shock in the way that he stared, and Aeden stood patiently waiting for him to say something.

“She’s beautiful,” Master Ember finally said, breaking the silence. Then a serious look took hold of his face. “Where did you find her?” He raised his hands and stepped slowly towards Nyra.

Nyra remained calm, which in turn helped Aeden remain calm. Out of all the teachers of the academy, Master Ember was the one that Aeden felt to be the most trustworthy.

Nyra was unmoving as Master Ember approached her until he was close enough to touch her chest. He continued to move slowly, not wanting to startle the young Aer-Kin, practically holding his breath as he inched closer and closer. Finally, he pressed his head against her and listened intently for a few moments, softly stroking her scales.

Aeden could sense that Nyra was okay with this. In fact, she quite liked having her scales stroked, information that Aeden felt he should hold on to.

When Master Ember’s eyes darted to Aeden, he let out a sigh. “You’re bonded to her, aren’t you?” He gave Nyra a pat and stepped back from her to examine her features once more as Nyra looked over his thickset frame. He looked like he belonged in the wild, his coat tattered and torn, his coarse, greyish red hair and beard unkempt and shaggy.

Aeden was surprised when Nyra lowered her head to Master Ember and he accepted the invitation to rub the side of her head. He was clearly a natural with Aer-Kin, which made sense given he was in charge of the hatchery.

“How can you tell?” Aeden asked. Harrison and Vivienne had moved to join him and Serene, the three of them looking on in anticipation of what would happen next.

“Her heart rate, the way she has let me come this close to her. Most hatchlings would be feral for the first few days. I can tell by her scales that she’s not long out of the egg.” Master Ember paused, brushing his hand over all of her scales as he moved around her body. “I have so many questions.”

“Before I answer them, can you examine her wings? They look like they’re injured. They hurt Nyra whenever she tries to move them.”

“I see you have already named her,” Master Ember replied, moving around to Nyra’s side. “If you could ask her to kneel down for me.”

Aeden didn’t need to ask. Nyra nestled her feet and sat down, making her wings more visible. She shuddered and failed when she tried to stretch them out, letting out a pained whimper and clasping them tightly to her sides again.

“Easy, girl,” Master Ember said, patting her as he examined them. “This might hurt a little. I’d appreciated it if you didn’t try to take my head off.” He grabbed hold of one of Nyra’s wings and tried to flex it, pulling it out and up at the same time.

Aeden’s stomach lurched. He couldn’t feel Nyra’s physical pain, but through their bond he could feel that she was hurting, and hurting a lot.

“Stop,” Aeden called out, “you’re hurting her.” It was all he could do to stop himself running over and pushing Master Ember away.

“It’s okay, Aeden,” Nyra said with a croaked voice.

“Sorry,” Aeden said to Master Ember, who still had hold of Nyra’s wing. “It’s just⁠—”

“You could feel she was in pain?” Master Ember finished as he looked at the underside of Nyra’s wing. “I’m surprised you’re that in tune with your bond already, especially when you’ve not had any training. It’s – it’s . . .” Master Ember had apparently found himself lost for words. “Well, it’s just not possible.”

“Not possible or not probable?” Serene asked.

“Up until right now, I would have said it’s not possible. This is unheard of.” He stretched out Nyra’s wing again, and she let out another pained whimper. When he was done, he gently lowered her wing and patted her side. “I’m sorry, Nyra, I just need to examine your other wing now.” He was delicate in the way he spoke, similar to how Mistress Plato had spoken to Aeden in the healers wing, gentle and delicate. Nyra appreciated this, as did Aeden, though he wasn’t sure if that was his own feelings or those shared with his Aer-Kin.

“It’s okay, girl,” Aeden said through their bond, “Master Ember is nearly done.”

“I hope so. It hurts so much when he moves them.”

“Be gentle, please,” Aeden said as Master Ember raised Nyra’s second wing. This one looked in even worse condition than the other. It seemed smaller, the wing itself withered and her feathered scales holding less of a shine to them.

“I’m being as gentle as I can,” Master Ember responded. He made strange noises to himself as he muttered under his breath. Finally, he lowered the wing and stroked Nyra’s side again.

“Attagirl,” he said, “your character is certainly strong.” His expression changed when he faced Aeden, from one of genuine concern to sadness. “I’m really sorry, Harrington. There’s nothing that can be done for her wings. They are damaged far beyond the capabilities of any magic that we know of.”

Serene gasped as Harrison shuffled around nervously. Vivienne continued to study Nyra and Lyric, her face unchanging.

The world seemed to slow down around Aeden with the gravity of Master Ember’s words. His blood ran cold, his heart sinking like a boulder falling from a cliff as he struggled to form words.

“There – there must be,” he said finally, swallowing down what felt like a rock in his throat.

“I need you to tell me everything, Harrington. How you found her, how you got back.”

“I was out on exercise. I fell off the track, hurt my ankle, and found a cave. That’s where I found her egg.”

“Did you see her hatch? What was her egg like?” Master Ember was frantic in his speech.

The more Aeden thought about the egg, the harder it was to pick out any discernible details. He couldn’t remember any spots or patterns on the egg. “I don’t know,” he finally answered.

“Don’t know?” Master Ember replied, confused. “What colour was the egg? In all my years, I have never seen a breed like hers, I couldn’t tell you what kind of Aer-Kin she is.”

“She is mine, that’s all that matters,” Aeden said defiantly.

“I have no doubt Director Vale will be here soon with other members of the faculty. When that happens, everything is going to change, for you and for Nyra.” Master Ember looked to his side and rubbed his hand once again across the surface of Nyra’s scales. “Any detail you can give me will help me to try and identify her breed.”

“I dunno,” Aeden repeated. The more he tried to remember, the further away the memory seemed, like every time he reached for it, he was pushing the memory deeper into the shadows. “All I can remember is that her egg was made of stone.”

“Stone?” Master Ember said in shock, he raised his hand to his thick beard while he mused on his thoughts. “That would certainly explain her wings, but that simply can’t be.” He shook his head. “Aer-Kin can’t hatch from stone eggs. That would mean the egg is consecrated, derelict, dead.”

Aeden remembered the conversation they’d had just the night prior. Master Ember had explained that unhatched eggs consecrate, turning to stone, never to hatch.

“You must be mistaken, Harrington,” he said.

“I’m not! I know what I saw.” Aeden could feel his frustration rising. He didn’t want interrogating like this, he just wanted to comfort Nyra about her wings. “When she hatched, it was like watching crumbling stone, I remember that part clearly.”

“This can’t be, it just can’t happen.”

“Yet here we are,” Aeden replied. He walked across to Nyra, who was beginning to shuffle around.

“I don’t like the fighting,” she said as she stood up and spun around on the spot, padding her feet on the soft ground. “Please, don’t shout, it scares me.”

“Sorry,” Aeden said as he reached her. He could feel her calm as soon as he touched her. It had the same effect on himself.

Master Ember was pacing around. Finally he stopped and faced Aeden, Nyra, Harrison, Vivienne, and Serene.

“Whatever you are asked, you do not repeat this. When you are asked to go into more detail on Nyra’s egg, you just say it was grey, with no pattern. Do you understand?”

“Wait, what?” Harrison said, clearly confused by the strange request.

“Do you understand? If you tell them her egg was made out of stone⁠—”

“Stay where you are!” a voice called out from behind them. Aeden knew who it was straight away by the assertive tone.

He turned to see Director Vale marching towards them with a face like thunder.
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Director Vale cut a furious figure as she stood in front of Aeden, Vivienne, Serene, and Harrison, who all stood to attention at the director’s presence. She wore a long black overcoat, her eyes darting between each and every one of them. Master Storme was standing beside her, his hands placed behind his back and his chin raised, alongside two other faculty members who Aeden did not know. One was a burly woman with mottled skin and scraggy grey hair. She wore a serious look on her face that accentuated her hooked nose. Her eyes were dark, circled by bluish purple bags that hung heavy under her eyes. Beside her was a strongly built man, although not as large as Master Storme. That didn’t make him any less imposing. Unlike Master Storme, he had long dark hair, which was tied back tightly, and an equally dark beard which covered most of his face. A thin jagged scar ran down his right cheek.

Aeden’s hands were trembling as he stood with his hands by his sides, waiting for the director to address them. Nyra was picking up on his anxiety as she sat beside Aeden. She was still aching from Master Ember’s examination of her wings, something that Aeden got no enjoyment from feeling. He felt powerless to help her right now.

“This will all be over soon,” he said to her through their bond, and Nyra seemed to take some comfort from that.

“What is the meaning of this?” Director Vale asked. “It is simply unheard of to bring a wild Aer-Kin onto campus grounds. Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?” Spittle left her mouth as she spoke. There was a sternness to her that caused Aeden to wither inside. He really did not want to get on the wrong side of the academy. And yet, he still found himself answering back in defence of Nyra.

“She’s not wild,” he said, keeping his eyes fixed forward.

“Pardon?” the director said, stopping in her tracks and spinning on her heels to address Aeden.

“You said we brought a wild Aer-Kin onto the academy grounds, but she isn’t wild.” Aeden could sense the thickening coat of anxiety that rippled through the group as the air suddenly felt heavier around them.

Director Vale marched towards Aeden, stopping just in front of him and coming within inches from his face. “That is an unregistered Aer-Kin hatchling, one that belongs in the wilds, not in the academy. We have rules in place for a reason. What if the hatchling’s parents descended on the academy? Would you want the death of your fellow students on your hands?” Her face continued to redden with rage as she addressed him, edging closer and closer.

“Master Ember.” She addressed him without looking in his direction. “What is the protocol for unregistered hatchlings at the academy?”

Master Ember shuffled around awkwardly, clearly not wanting to answer the question.

“Master Ember,” she demanded again.

“The codex says that all unregistered hatchlings should be exterminated, such as it dictates in section twelve, paragraph three.”

“You can’t!” Aeden stepped out of line, closing the space between Director Vale and himself. He heard Harrison audibly gasp at his action. Vivienne and Serene managed to stay still, although sweat was starting to pool on Serene’s forehead.

“Master Storme, Master Joren, please escort Cadet Harrington to my chambers for further interrogation.”

Interrogation? What did she mean by that? Aeden had nothing to hide. Before he had a chance to do anything, Master Storme and the other burly man now identified as Master Joren stepped forward and took hold of an arm each, pinning Aeden tightly in place and rendering him useless. They overpowered him with ease, and Aeden couldn’t help but think that this was an overreaction.

“You can’t exterminate her, you can’t kill her!” Aeden protested, struggling in vain against the two men’s superior strength.

“I can, and I will. I order this Aer-Kin’s extermination in concordance with the codex, Cadet Harrington. It is my duty as Director at the academy to hold you all to the bylaws that define us. Without them . . .” She paused and straightened a strand of hair that had fallen down her face, tucking it behind her ear. “Well, without them, there would be chaos.” The director’s eyes darted to the rest of the group. “The rest of you will also be punished for this.”

“Please, they had nothing to do with this! I acted on my own, you can’t punish them for something I did.”

“You seem to think you are in a position to tell me what I can and cannot do.” Director Vale’s voice was cold and stern.

Aeden’s stress levels were rising, and Nyra was becoming more and more restless.

“Master Ember, you will exterminate this hatchling.”

Master Ember didn’t move. Instead, he shuffled his foot through the dirt in front of him, as if drawing an imaginary line in the ground as he muttered something under his breath.

“Master Ember!” the director said, her voice spiking with frustration. She turned to face Master Ember, who couldn’t raise his head to meet her stony gaze.

“I can’t,” he said, barely audible.

Director Vale covered the ground between them. “Pardon?” she said as she towered over the short master.

“I can’t exterminate the hatchling, Director,” he said, still refusing to meet her gaze.

“Master Ember, this is your job, need I remind you. Your role here is to cultivate the eggs until they hatch, and exterminate the ones that do not meet the criteria.” She turned to glance at Nyra, a wry sneer forming in the corner of her mouth. “And from what I can see, this one has deformed wings, does it not?”

“That is my role, yes. But as much as you want me to exterminate this Aer-Kin, I can’t.”

The director leaned right over the top of Master Ember, speaking slowly, not taking any care to hide the disdain in her voice. “And why is that?”

“Article five, chapter seventeen, paragraph four of the codex.” Master Ember raised his head but not to meet the eyes of the director. Instead, he held Aeden’s gaze. “I’m not at liberty to exterminate an Aer-Kin that is bonded to a rider. To do so would be in contradiction of the academy’s mission here in the mountains. We are here to train riders, not destroy them.”

“Bonded?” She spun around to face Aeden once again. “Is this true? Have you bonded with this unauthorised Aer-Kin?”

Aeden nodded. “I have, Director. I stand by my words though. These students had nothing to do with it. They simply took part in a search to find me when I had gone missing. As for my punishment, I will accept any you may deem necessary, but please do not exterminate her. She does not deserve that.”

Director Vale stood rooted to the spot, seemingly at a loss for words. Each second felt like an eternity as Master Storme’s grip grew tighter around Aeden’s arm.

“This is unheard of,” she finally said, breaking the silence that had filled the space. “No rider has bonded with an Aer-Kin in the wild outside of the academy’s grounds.”

“Technically the forest falls within the boundaries of the academy.” Harrison blurted the words out before quickly shrinking into himself when the director’s attention landed on him.

“The boy is right,” Master Ember said. “Harrington, was it the forest where you discovered your Aer-Kin’s egg?”

“Yes,” he said, “we were out on exercise. I fell down a hill and stumbled on the cave where her egg was. As I approached, she hatched and bonded with me straight away.”

“Well, Director, I’m sure that despite the situation, that removes exterminating his Aer-Kin as an option. To do so would also kill Harrington.”

The director stood in silence, her eyes switching from Aeden to Nyra and then back to Aeden. “You went through the bonding ritual without any training and survived?” She spoke as if she didn’t believe her own words, like she was trying to figure out a complex puzzle.

“I did. I didn’t have any say in the matter. I don’t think Nyra, did either. I can’t say how it happened or why it happened, only that it did before either of us had any chance to do anything. It was out of our control.”

“And you have named her already,” she said, looking at Nyra, who was twitching. She was uneasy, and it showed on her scales; a thick, dark ridge had formed down her spine again. “And the two of you are bonded?”

“Yes,” Aeden said, and he began explaining everything he had experienced – the pulsating core, the light threads that wound around them, and the shared senses that they had experienced since bonding.

“You can feel what she feels? What is she feeling now?” Director Vale asked.

Aeden homed in on their bond. It was hard to differentiate between his own feelings and hers. “Right now she is scared and angry.”

“Let Cadet Harrington go,” the director demanded. “The two of them are bonded, and she hasn’t retaliated or attacked us. Most hatchlings would have acted on instinct alone by now. The fact that she feels this and hasn’t shows that she is pliable to the academy.” She spoke as if Nyra was a simple commodity. “Master Ember, when did you discover this?”

“Just as you arrived, Director,” he said. “They came straight here to seek advice on the situation.”

The director remained silent as she mused on her thoughts. “I see,” she said. “You’re right, we can’t exterminate a hatchling that is bonded to a rider. However, that does not eliminate them from needing to pass the necessary examinations to advance in the academy.”

“But her wings,” Master Ember protested, “they are damaged beyond repair in my opinion. They won’t pass examinations.” His colour drained, leaving him a deathly shade of grey.

“We will do whatever it takes, Director,” Aeden said. He had no choice. They wouldn’t last two seconds outside of the academy grounds, especially without any training. Damaged wings or not, Aeden felt they would be up to whatever challenge the director threw at them.

“You do understand what this means, Harrington?” Master Ember asked.

“That we will either pass the examinations or die in the process,” Aeden said, the gravity of his words weighing heavy on him.

“There must be another way,” Serene interrupted. “They aren’t ready for any kind of examination. We only just enrolled, and he shouldn’t have an Aer-Kin until the end of term.”

The director smirked. “Well, he should have thought of that before he came parading through the academy, breaking every convention known to us. He should be grateful that he is being given a fair chance.”

“You call this fair?” Serene said. “You’re sentencing him to death, both of them.”

“I accept,” Aeden said.

“Are you sure?” Nyra said. “I don’t think she likes us. I don’t want to hinder you.”

“We’re bonded, which means she is mine and I am hers. I wouldn’t want to be treated any differently from the other riders at the academy.”

“Very well, but please understand that this will affect your schedule to some degree. You will be expected to attend classes the same as the other students, but you will need additional training now that you’re a bonded rider.” The director shook her head. “You will receive no leeway when you train with the riders in second year. Fall behind, you get left behind.” She looked over Nyra as she moved in front of her, tutting and shaking her head. “It remains to be seen what use to the academy an Aer-Kin rider will be that cannot fly. Master Ember, the Aer-Kin will remain in the hatchery, unless on exercise or training, no exception. I want a report on my desk by the morning, covering everything you know about it.”

“Yes, Director.”

“As for you, Cadet Harrington . . . Consider yourself lucky today but not so much for the future. I have seen some thoroughbreds fail the gauntlets. I imagine you two will fail, too.”

Aeden continued to look straight ahead. He didn’t want to rise to the bait, and he didn’t understand the hatred that the director was aiming at the two of them. They had done nothing wrong. None of this was what Aeden had asked for, but it was the situation they were put in. As for Nyra’s wings, he didn’t want her to be treated differently from the other Aer-Kin. He was determined to prove the director wrong, as well as anyone else who might doubt them.

“If that’s what is to happen, so be it. I’d rather fate was left to our own hands,” he said.

“I do admire your confidence, Cadet Harrington.” Director Vale’s eyes raked over Nyra once again, who was trying her hardest not to react. “However misplaced.”

With that, she left, Master Storme, Joren, and the other faculty member following close behind.

Aeden could still feel the vice-like grip of Master Storme and Master Joren around his arms as he massaged them. Something told him that his time at the academy was about to get even more dangerous than it already was.
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“Holy shit,” Harrison said, pacing up and down in front of Aeden so fast that he risked burning a hole in the sole of his shoes.

Aeden was sitting on the step of the bunkhouse, fighting yet another wave of nausea, this time from the magic that had been pushed into his body by Mistress Plato.

He had spent most of the afternoon at the healers wing, receiving treatment again. This time, however, he got to watch the healer in action as she set his ankle before using her magic to accelerate the healing process. It hurt in more ways than Aeden could describe, and Mistress Plato had warned him of the effects of too much magic being used in too short a time, which was what had led to the nausea.

Master Ember had taken in Nyra as instructed by the director. However reluctant she and Aeden were to separate, it was all they were permitted to do at the academy. Aeden had assured her that once he was healed up, he would come and see her to check how she had settled. But the guards at the hatchery had sent him away, instructing him that the hatchery was out of bounds for the rest of the day.

What Aeden had found was that he was still able to reach out to her through their bond while they were separated. Although he didn’t know how far this would stretch, he felt like it would be something they could test in the coming weeks. He was hoping to catch an early night and get to the next day as soon as possible so that he could go and see her again. They hadn’t been bonded for a full day yet, but all he could do was think about her, pine for her. It hurt to not be near her, a feeling that was truly unbearable.

“This is fucking unbelievable,” Harrison said with a beaming smile. “You have an Aer-Kin! I have so many questions right now.”

“I’m not really in the mood for an interrogation. Today has been a lot. There’s a lot to process.”

Harrison acted as though he didn’t hear a word Aeden said as he carried on firing questions at him anyway. “Tell me again, what did it feel like? The bonding process?”

Aeden sighed at the repeated questioning from Harrison, having already explained as best he could. “I can’t explain,” he said, “not fully, anyway. It was like we were in a dreamscape in complete darkness, surrounded by a magic core that pulsated like a glowing star, except it was right there in front of me., with the light reaching out to me until we were one.”

“Okay, any tips you can give me for when I bond?”

“It literally just happened. I still haven’t processed everything myself. And I don’t think I’ll have time to, judging by what Director Vale has said.”

“She needs to get laid,” Harrison said. “Walks around like she has a stick up her ass.”

Aeden couldn’t help but laugh. Harrison wasn’t wrong in his appraisal, not one bit.

“Wonder what she does for fun?” Harrison said, stopping his pacing to stand opposite Aeden. “Probably poisons babies.”

Aeden let out another laugh. It was what he needed. That and a hot bath and a serious massage to relax his muscles. He had never felt tension like it, and his neck and shoulders ached from falling down a huge embankment and into a cave. No amount of magic would fix the level of tension he was holding, only a good night’s sleep.

“This whole situation is fucked,” he said, leaning forward and placing his head in his hands.

“Have you seen the shit you’ve pulled off in just the first few days of being here, Harrington? You took on a Blackthorn, were nearly murdered, survived the murder attempt, injured your ankle before finding and bonding with an Aer-Kin without any training . . . Give it a few years and there will be a statue in the courtyard dedicated to you.”

“When you put it that way,” Aeden laughed. It was actually ridiculous when he thought about everything that had happened to him since joining the academy. “I guess I’m just not looking forward to what comes next. I thought I had until the end of term to get ready for this, but now I am here, and I don’t know what to do. I still know nothing about Nyra. I don’t know what breed she is, I don’t know what her powers are other than being able to ease the pain in my leg.”

“That’s why we train,” Harrison said. “Don’t put so much pressure on yourself. It’s not like it’s life or death.”

Aeden couldn’t help but laugh. “It is life and death if we don’t pass the training. I still don’t know what it is that we’re going to have to do outside of the classes with the rest of the cohort.”

“Maybe this is your opportunity to find out.” Harrison pointed towards the pathway that led towards the courtyard. The dark outline of the unmistakable Master Ember was walking towards them. As his features became more visible thanks to the moonlight, it was clear that he was holding some kind of letter in his hand.

“Harrington,” he said, nodding at him before looking at Harrison. “I’m not familiar with your name.”

“It’s Harrison, sir,” he said, turning to attention.

Aeden stood up a bit too fast, judging by the head rush that greeted him.

“Steady, boy,” Master Ember said, placing his free hand on Aeden’s elbow to stop him from falling over. “I’ve spoken with Mistress Plato, and she informed me just how bad that break of yours was. I also know just how much magic she’s had to pump into you to fix it.”

“How’s Nyra?” Aeden asked. “I mean, I’ve spoken to her through the weave, but I need to hear from someone else.”

“To make sure that she isn’t lying?” Master Ember rubbed his hand through his thick beard and let out a sigh. “She is as well as can be expected in this situation. She’s resting in the nursery, which is why you probably haven’t heard from her in a while. You probably won’t for a day or two; you’d be surprised at the amount of energy it takes out of a hatchling to bond with a rider. It’s just as dangerous for them as it is for us.”

“I wondered why she had gone quiet. I’d been struggling to sense her.”

“That’s normal. Aer-Kin need more rest than us. You and I need a minimum of six hours of sleep per day to stay healthy, but with an Aer-Kin, you can more than double that, and with a hatchling, you can triple it easily. I would advise to give her tomorrow to rest and then come and see her the day after that. When she’s awake, she will feed and likely sleep again. I’m sure she’ll speak with you through your weave when she’s awake.”

“So that’s how we are communicating, through the weave?” Aeden said, thinking he had misheard Master Ember.

“Do you not pay attention in your classes, lad?” Master Ember said, shaking his head once again. “I remember you showing a particular sensitivity to it when I first introduced you to the hatchery.”

“I know what you meant, I just hadn’t realised that’s what we were connecting through.”

“Aye,” Master Ember said with a sigh, “well, you know now.” He passed Aeden the folded-up letter in his hand. “This is your updated schedule. I told Director Vale I would drop it off for you on my way back from the healers wing.”

“Thank you,” Aeden said, accepting the letter with anticipation. Not that he had spent much time studying his other schedule; he hadn’t had a chance to. More than anything, he didn’t like the idea of being segregated from the rest of his cohort, or training with the second-year riders.

“And please, you don’t need to stick to formalities around me. Call me Lyric. I don’t see myself like the rest of the teachers here at the academy.”

“Why’s that?” Harrison asked. Aeden had almost forgotten he was there.

“Unlike the rest of the faculty here, I don’t have an Aer-Kin,” he said with a faint smile. “I passed the initial training, but after the allowed three attempts, I simply couldn’t find one to connect with. After that, I was considered not strong enough. Although I could no longer train to be a rider, it was decided by Director Vale’s predecessor Master Thawn that I had an affinity or natural rapport with the new hatchlings. There is a whole story there that I won’t bother you with. But aye, that’s why I don’t have one.” He scratched his bearded face before offering Aeden and Harrison another smile, but there was a dullness in his eyes when he drew on the memory.

“What will happen if we don’t bond?” Harrison asked, brash in his approach.

Aeden jabbed him in the ribs with his elbow. Now wasn’t the time to press the matter.

“Ow,” he said, “what was that for?”

Aeden ignored Harrison and said, “Thank you, Master Em – Lyric.”

“That’s okay,” he replied with a wave of his hand. “Besides, Nyra had been on me all afternoon to go and check on you. Told me she wouldn’t rest until I did. So I agreed to. It’s there where I saw Mistress Plato and then Director Vale.”

He was so casual with how he spoke that Aeden almost missed the detail.

“You spoke to Nyra?”

“Yes,” he replied matter-of-factly.

“You can speak to her? How? I thought only I could hear her through our bond.”

“You’re right, it is your bond, but it’s more complicated than that. It will take you years to master the weave that you share.”

“But if it’s our weave, how can you talk with her?” Aeden was still unable to wrap his head around what Lyric had said.

“That is for another day,” Lyric said, waving him away. “For now, just know that Nyra is safe and comfortable. When she wakes, I’m sure she’ll let you know. Try not to worry about her. I assure you she is safe with me.” Lyric turned to leave, but stopped in his tracks. “Oh, almost forgot. Figured you would want to see my report on Nyra. I made a second copy from the one that I passed on to the director.” He reached into the inside pocket of his thick jacket and took out a second letter. This one was sealed in an envelope.

“Thank you,” Aeden said as he took the letter. “You didn’t have to do this.”

Lyric waved it away again, playing down the gesture, but Aeden was so appreciative of everything he was doing for them.

“Just do me a favour?” Lyric said as he turned to leave. “Don’t die. There’s something different about Nyra, and I think you and her are a partnership worth keeping an eye on.” With that, he disappeared back towards the direction of the hatchery.

Aeden looked down at the two letters grasped tightly in his hands.

“Well,” Harrison said, “which are you going to read first?”

As eager as he was to learn about what his new training schedule would look like, his first and foremost priority was Nyra.

He passed the training schedule to Harrison, who watched on in anticipation as Aeden opened up the report from Lyric. The wax seal cracked on the envelope as he opened it to read over the report.

Dragon Name: Nyra

Status: Hatchling

Bonded Rider: Cadet Aeden Harrington

Bloodline: Unknown

Breed: Unknown

Class: Support

Magic Type: Healing

At the time of report, I am unable to ascertain the breed if this Aer-Kin. Further time will be needed to explore the literature I have available at the hatchery. With no discernible data, I am of the opinion at this stage that Nyra is a mixed-breed Aer-Kin, which would not usually be sanctioned at the academy. I will need more time with her to ascertain her lineage and will seek to acquire a scale sample to examine closer. I estimate that this process could take me ten to fifteen days to complete. I have held a brief conversation around the egg from which Nyra hatched. Cadet Harrington was unable to recall more detail other than the egg being grey. This offers little insight for us to work with, but at least it is a start. My intention is to try and mark a location for where the egg was found and seek to receive a sample for further examination.

Lyric Ember

Aeden read over the letter a second time, then skimmed over it a third. The more he read over it, the more he wanted from it. It was concerning that the master of the hatchery had no clue what breed Nyra was. The less information they had on Nyra, the more at risk she was from Director Vale’s attention, and that was the last thing Aeden wanted. He had so many questions that he wanted to ask Lyric that he considered for a moment running after him, but he decided not to. He would catch up with him tomorrow when he was free from his training sessions.

Lyric had omitted one major detail from the report, and Aeden was unsure if it was deliberate. Aeden had told Lyric that Nyra had hatched from a stone egg, but that wasn’t in his report. Was that on purpose or something he had simply missed? One thing was for certain: Aer-Kin didn’t hatch from stone eggs. They were considered dead and consecrated. Was it a detail that Lyric didn’t believe himself? As far as they all knew, this simply wasn’t a possibility.

Aeden’s mind whirled as he considered what details he could remember from her hatching. He was certain that her egg had been made of stone. Eggshells didn’t crumble into ash when they hatched.

“What does it say?” Harrison asked. He was chomping at the bit for more information.

“Not much.” Aeden sighed, staring at the ink on the parchment. “He doesn’t know what breed she is yet.”

“But he’s the master of the hatchery! He knows all the Aer-Kin breeds.”

“Exactly.”

“Does it say anything else?”

Aeden skimmed over the letter once more. “It says that we have healing magic through our bond.”

“Holy shit, you have magic?” Harrison’s tone became instantly more excited. He was practically vibrating on the spot. “Like actual magic that you can draw on. This is incredible. None of us should have our magic until next term, after the hatching ceremony.”

“I guess so,” Aeden said. Of all the powers they could have gotten, healing was not something he wanted. He had never entertained the thought of being a healer, in the healers wing or on the front line.

“Is that what your parents are?” Harrison asked.

Aeden’s shoulders slumped as a knot formed in his stomach. He wasn’t ready to talk about them yet. Even after all these years, it was still too painful. Each fragmented memory of his childhood brought a measure of sadness that he couldn’t tolerate in his current headspace.

“No, neither of them were.”

“Oh,” Harrison said, thankfully getting the cue that Aeden wasn’t interested in discussing this any further. “Magic usually passes down the bloodline though.”

“I know. Lyric says in the letter that it will take time to carry out the tests that will help him establish Nyra’s breed.” He didn’t know why, but not knowing what breed she was affected him greatly. Hopefully they would know more details soon.

Folding up the letter, Aeden placed it in the back pocket of his trousers before turning to face Harrison. “Best find out what my new schedule looks like then.”

Harrison passed the folded parchment over, and Aeden opened it to look over the schedule.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me.”
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Aeden hated the day already, and yet it had only just started. Having spent the night studying his schedule intently with the help of Harrison, Vivienne, and Serene, he had drawn the conclusion that this was a stitch-up. His lesson schedule had been changed – his already packed schedule was now more packed, leaving him even less time to dig into the history of his parents’ deaths, something that he simply couldn’t lose sight of. After all, that was the fundamental reason he was here, even if his plan had been catastrophically derailed. Cartography, weave training, meditation, history, magic, and physical exercises were enough to manage already. Now he had the added sessions of magic mastery, Aer-Kin riding, advanced flight mapping, and one-to-one tuition.

They wanted him and Nyra to fail. His schedule had been changed to incorporate one-to-one training with Master Storme, and Aeden would rather stick hot needles in his arms. But today’s schedule specifically listed that his friends were also there. Not for the rest of the term, but only for this morning. It had to be some kind of punishment.

Deflated, Aeden soon found himself standing in an area they hadn’t been shown around before: the battle room. It was a large square space, lined with tiered benches around the outer edges for people to watch whatever training sessions were going on.

The space was only big enough for riders and not their Aer-Kin to hone their fighting skills, whether that be hand-to-hand combat or weapons training. There were no windows in here. Thin slats of wood lined the wall, their dark mahogany stain amplifying the darkness. Lit torches on both sides of the room created a dark and atmospheric tone that threatened to swallow Aeden up if he allowed it.

This session had not been on their schedule beforehand. What alarmed Aeden now was the fact that it didn’t just affect him. It affected his friends too. They had been drawn into all of this, all because of him, by being associated with him.

Guilt weighed heavy on Aeden’s shoulders. He hadn’t intended for any of this, but this was where they were.

Aeden, Viviene, Serene, and Harrison all stood in their training uniforms, lined up to the side of the battle room. Aeden couldn’t speak for the others, but his heart raced as they waited for their instructor to enter the room.

“What do you think they want from us?” Harrison said, breaking the silence with a nervous laugh. “I mean, I understand you having extra training because of your Aer-Kin, but why do we need to be here?”

Serene huffed, and there was a petulant edge to it that was tinged with frustration. “Isn’t it fucking obvious? Director Vale wants to punish us, and what better way to punish us than one-to-one training with Master Storme?”

The thought of it filled Aeden with dread. He had felt Master Storme’s wrath in his office where he had given him a blow to the stomach. None of them had a clue what was in store for them.

“It’s pretty obvious,” Vivienne said. Her hands were by her side as she didn’t break her stance. Her expression hadn’t changed, she was focused and seemed undeterred by their current situation. “He will spar with us as a group to show us where we are when it comes to our training. I expect we will have more than a few bruises following this training session.”

“Great,” Harrison said. “He’s huge, how are we meant to fight him?”

“Together,” Vivienne said, her eyes unmoving as they waited for the door to open.

“I’m sorry for all of this. You wouldn’t be in this situation if it wasn’t for me. I don’t understand why they would drag you in here,” Aeden said. There was a tremor in his hands as he clenched them into tight fists. He dropped them by his sides as he stood to attention.

The door swung open, nearly crashing off its hinges as it slammed into the wall. It was a miracle that the wall itself didn’t splinter from the force.

Serene and Harrison let out shocked whimpers in unison, jumping in their spots before trying their hardest to maintain their composure.

The doorway was filled by the hulking frame of Master Storme, and he looked furious. He looked even more unhappy to be here than Aeden and the others.

“Your combat sessions from now on will be with me on your own. For this particular exercise, the three of you have been chosen to attend. After this, however, it will be Harrington and myself.” He stomped into the centre of the room, leaving the door open behind him. “Today’s exercise is about actions and consequences. Hopefully by the end of this, you will have learnt a valuable one so as not to make the same mistakes you’ve insisted on making already. Harrington!” His eyes darted to Aeden, who raised his head, ready to accept whatever it was they were about to do. More than anything, he just wanted to get it over and done with. Surely whatever Master Storme had in store for them couldn’t be any worse than what Aeden had already faced since arriving at the academy.

Master Storme’s words bounced around the room, his voice hammering inside Aeden’s chest. He didn’t like the teacher, and he was not ashamed to admit that the brute of a man intimidated him. Why wouldn’t he? He was more than twice Aeden’s size, his arms thick as tree trunks, his neck barely visible from the hulking mass of his upper body.

“What do you want me to do, sir?” Aeden asked, calling out from formation.

“To learn your fucking lesson,” he snarled, venom on his tongue and spittle flying from his mouth.

Aeden felt this was all a massive overreaction to him bonding with an Aer-Kin.

“To do that, I have enlisted the help of four students from your cohort,” Master Storme said.

Aeden looked to his right at Harrison, Vivienne, and Serene. Harrison and Serene appeared utterly terrified, despite their efforts to hide it. Harrison was that pale that he looked ready to pass out at any moment.

“Not your friends, Harrington. The other students will be considered your enemy for this exercise.”

Confused, Aeden looked back at Master Storme with a puzzled look before it became clear what he meant. Four students entered the battle room. Kael, the other student from their last exercise, the one with the pushy father, and two more that Aeden didn’t know but recognised nonetheless. Their sinister grins drew back memories from when Kael and the others had jumped him.

The student to Kael’s right had a lean, athletic build, the dark training leathers he wore clinging to his frame, scuffed and worn from hours of practice – which was concerning, as this was Aeden’s first training session like this. His deep brown eyes scanned the arena with quiet focus. They had already been briefed on what was going to happen, although it didn’t take a genius to figure that out. Braided hair framed his sharp features, and his grip tightened briefly on the hilt of a practice blade at his side as he prepared for the drill.

The other unknown man was broad-shouldered with a build that leaned more towards stocky than athletic. The training leathers stretched slightly across his chest and midsection, the worn material creaking with his movements. His pale skin was flushed like he had already been training, and a few strands of damp, sandy-blond hair clung to his forehead. His blue eyes flicked around the battle room at the four of them, a smug grin tugging at the corner of his mouth.

The other student was petite, with a wiry, agile build that spoke of speed over brute strength. Aeden recognised her from his first day at the academy, having bumped into her asshole father when he arrived for registration. Aeden hadn’t seen much of her other than in passing, but he did recall her name being Isolde. Her training leathers fit snugly, scuffed at the knees and elbows from countless drills, but they moved with her like a second skin as she walked into the room with confidence. Strands of blond hair tied back in a messy braid caught the light from the lamps as her piercing green eyes scanned the room.

When Kael sauntered into the room, Aeden wanted to dive across the floor at him straight away and wipe that smug grin off his face. He felt his fists clench into even tighter balls as his jawline tensed just by his presence.

What did Director Vale hope to achieve from this? Aeden tried to fight back the frustration, but it was too difficult. He could already see that he was losing his head before the session had even started.

“You and Blackthorn are already acquainted,” Master Storme said. “This is Dawson” – he pointed at Isolde – “Sawyer,” he added, pointing at the largest student out of the four, “and Vignell.” He gestured to the remaining student. “They have all already began their combat training, in line with that of the Offence class. This is why I have drafted them into today’s session.” Master Storme walked into the centre of the battle room as he continued to address the group. “All four of you will have combat training today, and the Offence wing will be your sparring partners.”

“But why?” Serene said. “This doesn’t make sense, and it isn’t fair. They’re built for combat. Why make us spar when we haven’t had any training yet?”

“I’m sorry, Turner, I wasn’t aware you were part of the faculty. Do you think you know our systems better than me?” Master Storme’s fury for insubordination was clear from the protruding vein at the side of his head. He was fast becoming Aeden’s least favourite member of the faculty by some margin.

“I was just⁠—”

“On the mat, Turner.”

Serene froze, her eyes widening in horror. “But⁠—”

“On, the, mat.” Master Storme spoke slowly, his deep tone amplifying the thinly veiled threat of what would happen if she didn’t comply.

“You can spar with Sawyer first. The rest of you, stay in line and do not break rank, or you’ll have me to deal with.”

Aeden’s heart sank. Sawyer was twice the size of Serene. This wasn’t a fair fight.

“Sir, this isn’t right.”

Master Storme crossed the room at alarming speed and slammed a fist into Harrison’s stomach.

The gurgling noise that Harrison made only served to infuriate Aeden even more.

“That includes answering back,” Master Storme warned through gritted teeth.

Harrison took in large gasps of air as he tried to gather his breath, clutching onto his front.

“Anyone else need a reminder?” Master Storme asked, looking at Aeden and Vivienne. He was challenging them, baiting them, and as much as Aeden wanted to step forward, it wouldn’t achieve anything.

This was the true face of the academy. They were just numbers to the superiors. That was all. A commodity. Aeden needed to remember that Aviara Academy was not a good place. It was a place where young men and women came to die or become Aer-Kin riders.

Master Storme grinned at them before returning his attention to Serene, who looked completely out of her comfort zone. Her shoulders were slouched and she had her arms wrapped around herself as if trying to draw whatever comfort she could before fighting Sawyer.

Sawyer, on the other hand, was seemingly savouring the moment. He grinned like a madman as he stepped onto the mat, shadow punching the space in front of him before standing in the centre of the room. He clicked his neck and stretched his shoulders while he waited for Serene, only adding to her visible anxiety.

“On the MAT!” Master Storme demanded again. His raised voice startled Serene, and she hesitantly walked towards the mat to stand opposite Sawyer.

“You can do this, Serene,” Aeden said, his eyes not moving from Kael, who stood opposite them alongside the other students, his arms folded against his chest. Aeden was counting the seconds until he was on the mat with him. Then he would show him not to fuck with him.

He waited for Master Storme to strike him for calling out, but that didn’t happen, so he made the assumption that they were allowed to offer verbal support.

“He’s bigger than you, and he’s a fat fucker compared to the others. That means he’s going to be slower. Whatever you do, don’t let him grapple you,” he said, quickly weighing up her options while simultaneously seeing just how far he could push his communication.

Master Storme didn’t move, his own focus on the fight that was about to start.

“Serene, use your speed against him as best you can. And if he does grab you⁠—”

“Don’t worry, I won’t give him the satisfaction.” Serene’s fear was replaced with a determination that Aeden could only admire.

Sawyer didn’t take any time doing exactly what Aeden had anticipated. He lunged forward to grapple with Serene, but she jumped backwards, avoiding the attack. Sawyer swung his right hand out with a solid fist, Serene ducking under it just in time.

“Fuck,” Aeden said under his breath. They must have been briefed not to pull their punches. Had that connected, Sawyer would have taken Serene’s head clean off. Serene pushed forward, throwing her shoulders into Sawyer’s legs. Aeden understood what she was trying to do – if she could get him to the ground, he would be in a weaker position than his large frame afforded him while standing.

Aeden winced as she barely caused him to flinch. Why hadn’t she just moved back to keep the distance between them?

Growing up, Aeden had taught himself how to fight. He had learned from a young age how cruel other children could be. Unfortunately for Serene, she clearly hadn’t.

Sawyer raised both arms into the air and slammed his hands down onto Serene’s back with a sickening thud. She slammed into the mat, her body pressed tightly to the floor by Sawyer. He reached down, grabbed the scruff of her leathers, and dragged her back into the air before slamming her down again.

Harrison shot forward to help her, but Aeden reached across and grabbed his wrist to stop him.

“They’re baiting us. They want us to respond so that they can punish us further. Don’t fall into the trap,” he said through gritted teeth.

“We can’t just stand here and do nothing,” Harrison said. His eyes were filled with dread, fear, and everything in between.

“Trust me, we won’t do her any favours by stepping in.”

“Aeden is right,” Vivienne said. Judging by how tense her shoulders were, she was just as eager for a fight as Aeden was, her fists also clenched into tight balls, her knuckles white.

Serene was gasping for air as she lay on the floor, writhing around in pain. Sawyer was throwing her around like a rag doll, which was to be expected given their vast difference in size. Serene’s lower lip was bleeding, and as she groaned in pain, Aeden saw a glint of fierce determination which filled him with hope. She pushed up from the mat, trembling but determined to get back to her feet. Sawyer, however, wasted no time in dragging her up by her hair before slapping an open hand across her face, not once, not twice, but three times.

The asshole was toying with her.

“Tell him you yield,” Aeden said, his voice elevated. “She yields,” Aeden said, looking at Master Storme desperately to stop the fight.

“Turner can speak for herself,” he said.

Sawyer slapped her across the face again. This time the top of her cheek split open, and blood started to streak down her face.

“I yield,” she said.

But Sawyer went to strike again.

Master Storme grabbed hold of his wrist, stopping him in his tracks. “Did you not hear her, Sawyer?”

Aeden baulked. This was where he drew the line? He had set up this whole situation.

Sawyer let go of Serene, and she crumpled onto the floor.

“Fuck,” Harrison said.

“You two.” Master Storme pointed at Harrison and Vivienne. “Drag her off the mat and get yourselves ready. You’re next.”
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Vivienne and Harrison rushed to Serene and helped her to her feet. She was dazed and her right cheek was swollen, but aside from that, her injuries were not as bad as they could have been.

At least now Aeden and the others knew that they were able to yield when they’d had enough, and for some reason Master Storme seemed insistent on following the rules of combat to the letter.

Vivienne and Harrison brought Serene to stand beside Aeden, and he wrapped his arm around her to help hold her steady. She was trembling, and her pupils were large. She was most likely concussed, but it could have been a lot worse.

Next up were Harrison and Vivienne, who returned to the mat as Master Storme had told them.

Was he going to make them fight each other next?

“Blackthorn, Vignell, Dawson, you’re up.” The three all grinned as they stepped onto the mat as instructed.

“Three against two? That’s bullshit,” Serene said. Her speech was slightly slurred, most likely from her concussion. “What the hell are we meant to learn from this?”

“I’d hazard a guess not to cause any more trouble,” Aeden spoke quietly. “The director clearly wants us all to take a beating and learn to stay in line.”

“Bitch,” Serene said.

“Keep your defences up,” Aeden called out to Harrison and Vivienne, who already had their hands up in a defensive position. “I can’t speak for Dawson, but those other two are sneaky bastards. Don’t let your guard down.”

“Easier said than done,” Harrison said as Kael moved towards him.

“I can take him,” Kael said with a growl. “You two take her down. I’ll be with you soon.”

The other two started circling Vivienne like a pack of wild dogs, jabbing towards her without any hesitation, but she was able to slap away their strikes.

Out of the two of them, Vivienne was built more like a fighter, and Aeden would have been less concerned for her had she not been facing two opponents at the same time. Most people would struggle with that. Given they were from the Offence class and attacking was their speciality, she didn’t stand a chance. This was about damage limitation.

Dawson threw another jab, testing Vivienne’s defensive stance. From the way she was holding herself, it was clear she knew how to fight. Maybe, just maybe she would be able to pull this off.

Dawson threw a quick left-right combo before Vignell stepped forward with a low kick to Vivienne’s thigh. She tried her best to block it, but it was enough to divert her attention, allowing Vignell and Dawson to get a couple of jabs on her face.

Vivienne stepped back to make some distance. She sniffed and wiped her nose with her hand, revealing a small streak of blood that had started trickling from her nose.

Vignell took a step forward, swinging a haymaker at her. This time Vivienne was quick to it and blocked the strike with her left arm before slamming a solid fist with her right hand straight into Vignell’s jaw. It gave a satisfying crunch.

“Yes!” Serene said, and Aeden held the same sentiment.

The small win was short lived, as Dawson took her chance to land another strike on Vivienne’s face from her unguarded side, then slammed a kick into her back, dropping her onto one knee and into a vulnerable position.

Behind Vivienne, Kael danced around Harrison, who had his guard up, as small testing jabs clashed against his forearms. Kael manoeuvred around him, his speed already impressive. It was clear he had been training long before he arrived at the academy. His parents had likely been preparing him for this his whole life.

Harrison didn’t try to strike, he just kept his guard up, which was the best he could do with Kael being so offensive with his strikes. He didn’t leave Harrison an opportunity to strike as he kept jabbing and jabbing until he feigned striking right before darting to the left.

He caught Harrison out, who left his righthand side completely open, and Kael didn’t miss the opportunity to strike. He slammed a fist into Harrison’s ribs, whose guard dropped from the force straight away. Kael then stepped into him and slammed his forearm straight into his face. Harrison staggered back but somehow managed to stop himself from falling over.

He shook his head and tried to compose himself, rubbing his thumb against his lip. The tip-tap of dripping blood sounded as it splashed on the training mat, and Kael simply grinned at Harrison.

“Are you even going to try and strike me? I mean, I expected you to be weak as a Support, but a coward, too?”

“I’ll show you coward,” Harrison said. He swung a wild punch at Kael, his inexperience clearly getting the better of him.

“Don’t” – Aeden tried to warn him, but it was too late.

Kael stepped out of the way, dodging the strike with ease while showcasing his speed before unfurling a quick volley of blows – two to Harrison’s torso and a third across his face. There was nothing Harrison could do to keep his balance. He spun before slamming down into the mat face-first with a slap that made Aeden cringe.

Vivienne wasn’t holding up much better as Dawson and Vignell struck her while she was on her knee. Dawson grabbed the back of her head and jumped into her with a knee, smashing it into her face.

There was an audible crunch, and Serene gasped. “They have to stop, Aeden. They have to stop, this isn’t a lesson, it’s torture.”

Vivienne tried in vain to keep her composure, but she slipped forward face-first onto the floor and remained unmoving. She was unconscious.

“Well done, Offence team,” Master Storme said, “exploiting their weakness by targeting the stronger fighter with two of yours. That was a good strategy.”

“How is that a good strategy?” Serene said, her voice breaking as she fought back tears. “We would beat any of them if it was three against one.”

“It’s not over yet,” Harrison said, his voice slow and broken.

Gods no, Aeden thought. “Shit, he needs to stay down,” he said, leaning into Serene.

“What is he doing?” Serene asked.

To Aeden’s surprise, Harrison was somehow still conscious as he slowly dragged himself back to his feet before facing the three other students. His right eye was completely swollen shut, his mouth and chin covered in blood.

Harrison raised his fists to defend himself again. “Is that all you’ve got?” he demanded.

“Harrison, you don’t have to do this,” Aeden called out, despite the stern gaze of Master Storme. “You can’t allow this fight to go on.”

“I suggest you hold your tongue, Harrington. Remember who is in charge here,” Master Storme snarled without giving Aeden a second glance as his focus remained on Harrison. The others were circling him like a pack of wolves. There was a wildness in Master Storme’s eyes that Aeden didn’t like one bit; the sick bastard was seemingly enjoying every second of this.

“You actually think you stand a chance?” Kael goaded. “You couldn’t match one of us, let alone all three of us.” He scoffed before stepping into Harrison’s space and slamming a forceful fist into his stomach.

Harrison laughed and staggered back, an audible wheeze on his breath. He smiled at Kael, raised a hand, and flipped him the finger.

Dawson and Vignell darted forward, grabbing hold of each of Harrison’s arms and holding him steady. He struggled, but their combined strength was too much for him, and despite his best efforts, he couldn’t do anything. He was defenceless.

Before Aeden had time to react, Kael threw a volley of punches at Harrison, with a combination of blows to the body and head.

Aeden went to step forward, but he felt a tug on his arm.

“Don’t,” a distraught-looking Serene said, her eyes welling with tears. “You’ll just make things worse.” There was a hint of resentment in her tone that Aeden instantly recognised.

Did she blame him for this? How could she? This was the academy’s fault. This was down to the sadistic fuck Master Storme who was allowing this.

Kael stepped back from Harrison, whose head lolled in a motion that Aeden was not comfortable with.

“To hell with this,” Aeden said. He couldn’t stand by and watch this go on for a moment longer.

“No!” Harrison said, raising a hand towards Aeden. “I’m okay.” He spat a mouthful of blood at Kael’s feet. “We all know who the coward in this situation is.” He tried to smile, but his face was two banged up to allow it. He winced before laughing to himself. “I mean, even at three against one, you had to pin me. What’s the matter, Kael? Worried that pretty face of yours might get damaged?”

“I’ll have your tongue,” Kael snarled, lashing out at Harrison again. “Let him go,” he demanded from Dawson and Vignell, who reluctantly did as they were told.

It was as if Harrison had planned for the moment, because no sooner did they relinquish their grip on him than he pulled his arms free and drove forward, piling headfirst into Kael like a battering ram.

Aeden heard a satisfying crunch before Kael snapped his head back. Was that twice now he’d had his nose broken?

Harrison staggered forward, clearly dazed from the blows to his head. He had thrown himself forward with that much force that Kael quickly adjusted his standing position and held Harrison down.

“You’re going to pay for that,” he said, and then he raised his fists into the air and slammed them down onto Harrison’s back, sending him crashing to the mat.

Harrison let out a groan from the floor. He was done.

Kael, however, wasn’t.

“You will learn your place, fucking mongrel.” Kael stamped down on Harrison’s back and started to kick him over and over.

“That’s enough!” Serene cried out. “You’re going to kill him!”

“I’d be doing the academy a favour,” Kael snarled. A wildness seemed to take over as blood poured from his nose. He kept kicking Harrison over and over again.

Aeden darted forwards, only to have Dawson and Vignell step in his way. He slammed a fist into Vignell, whose head snapped sideways a lot more violently than he had anticipated. Aeden then used his weight to barge into Dawson, sending her flying across the mat and into the wall.

Aeden’s strength was far beyond what it should have been as his anger took over. He launched himself at Kael, grabbed hold of the scruff of his shirt, and scooped him from the ground before slamming him into the wooden wall behind him. The boards broke under the force as the wood splintered under the pressure.

Aeden gripped Kael’s jaw tightly. “I’m going to fucking kill you,” he said as he saw red. “You wouldn’t know a fair fight if it stood right in front of you.”

There was panic in Kael’s eyes, and Aeden wanted to savour every second as he contemplated what his next move would be. He looked down to his right. Dawson was groaning in pain and trying to pick herself up from the mat. Vignell was unconscious in the middle of the room. Vivienne appeared to be stirring, but Harrison was still. Serene was kneeling by his side, trying to roll him onto his back.

“Tell me, Harrington, how does it feel to be an orphan? Left by parents that should have been branded like you are?”

Aeden’s rage turned crimson. He wanted to see blood, he wanted Kael’s blood.

Aeden pulled his hand back, ready to pummel Kael’s skull. He didn’t care what happened next.

As he brought his fist forward, he found it stopped forcefully, and he was pulled back away from Kael, who dropped to the floor, gasping for breath.

“That’s enough, Harrington,” Master Storme said as he dragged Aeden away by the arm. Aeden struggled in vain but was reminded by Master Storme’s vice-like grip just how strong he was.

“Let me go,” he demanded, “I’ll kill you!”

Master Storme looked at the rest of the group. “Blackthorn, get your squad out of here, now. Vignell should be fine. You two.” He looked at a distraught Serene and Vivienne who had scrambled to the other side of Harrison. “Take him to the healers wing. He’s banged up, but he should be okay.”

Serene looked back with hatred and contempt in her eyes, but she didn’t respond. If anything, she seemed to be in shock with what had just been allowed to happen.

Aeden felt the same amount of rage and anger for Master Storme as he did Kael, amplified by how nonchalant Master Storme was about Harrison’s injuries. He tried to pull free from Master Storme, but the man was simply too strong. His throat burned, and he spewed vitriol and profanities at Kael as he and the other Offence students left the room.

Vivienne and Serene helped a dazed Harrison to his feet, hooping his limp arms over their necks.

Serene’s eyes were large and filled with tears, her cheeks reddened as she struggled to hold Harrison up. Vivienne, on the other hand, looked just as pissed off as Aeden felt. She didn’t even give Master Storme a second glance.

“Calm it down, Harrington,” Master Storme said, his grip unrelenting as Aeden continued to struggle. “Don’t make the situation even worse than it already is.”

“Make it worse!” Aeden cried out as fury washed over him. If his hands were free, he would have happily lashed out at the teacher for acting so nonchalant. “They could have killed him! You’re a teacher here! How can you allow that?” Spit flew from Aeden’s mouth as he spoke.

Master Storme spun Aeden around and slammed him against the wall with incredible force, pressing his forearm against his chest. “If you want to last more than a second on the battlefield, you’re going to have to learn to keep your head, Harrington.”

“We’re not on a battlefield!” He reached up to grab hold of Master Storme’s arms, attempting to relieve some of the pressure.

“Exactly, and look at you. It is safe to say you failed this test. But let this be a lesson to you. Your actions have consequences. This academy is not here to hold your hand. It is here to make sure you’re ready for the cold, hard truths of war. And you are nowhere near ready. It’s a miracle you survived being bonded to that runt.”

“Don’t you talk about her like that!” Aeden said. He stared into Master Storme’s eyes with nothing but contempt.

“Or you will what, Harrington?” Master Storme pressed into Aeden’s chest even harder, gritting his teeth as he growled at him.

Aeden found himself struggling for breath, but he didn’t care. He continued to stare into the master’s cold, unforgiving eyes.

“You have his fight, I’ll give you that,” he said before letting go of Aeden. “Now, get out of here. I don’t want to see you until tomorrow, when you will begin your combat training with me.”

Aeden stood still for a moment, confused by what he had just said. Who exactly did Aeden remind him of? Whose fight did he have?

“I can’t have you in combat with any of the other students in your cohort now, not until they’re bonded with their Aer-Kin. It’s safe to say any advantage you have now will soon be lost once they are bonded, too.”

Aeden couldn’t think of anything worse than training with this brute.

“Get out of my sight, Harrington, and try to keep out of trouble. You don’t want to see your friends being made an example because of your actions again, now do you?”

Aeden didn’t say a word. He simply shrugged his twisted tunic and straightened up before leaving, his hands still balled into fists so tight that his knuckles cracked. One day Master Storme would pay for what he had done to his friends.

As Aeden stormed out of the room, the one thing that ran through his mind was just how much he was beginning to hate being at Aviara Academy.
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Aeden’s chest swelled as he continued his brisk walk to the healers wing, his mind dizzying as he replayed what had happened over and over again.

The academy had allowed Master Storme to do that. They had given him permission.

This all but solidified in Aeden’s mind just how unsafe this place was – not that his recent experiences hadn’t already planted the seed of doubt.

He had been naive in thinking the teachers at the academy were there to support the students. He had been wrong; the students were all just a means to an end. Another number in the quest for aerial supremacy.

He would make them pay for what they had done. He had no idea how or when, but he found himself ruminating on the desire.

No, you have to keep focused on the task, he thought to himself. You have to find out exactly what happened to your mother and father. That was the mission. That was the only reason he had signed up to join the academy. He wasn’t here to make friends, he wasn’t here to get attached to others. He was here to get an Aer-Kin, so that he could become strong enough⁠—

His thoughts jarred as he swung around the corridor onto the healers wing. Serene was sitting on a bench opposite some large wooden doors, which were closed shut.

She had her head in her hands and was sobbing into them.

Aeden forced his anger to one side as he made a slow approach towards her, his footsteps echoing around him loudly. This was all down to him – what had just happened to Serene, Vivienne, and Harrison was all his fault, and he hated himself for it.

But bonding with Nyra had been completely out of his control. As much as he knew it was the academy’s rules that were to blame, it did not make the weight of guilt pressing down against him any lighter.

A twisted knot formed in his stomach, making him feel like he was going to be sick all over the finely polished floor.

Serene raised her head as Aeden approached, her face blotched from her tears. Her cheeks were wet, and there was a sadness in her eyes that pained him to see.

“How is he?” he asked, his voice sombre as he fought with the internal guilt.

Serene sniffed and dabbed at her face with a tissue. “He’s a fucking mess,” she said. “Mistress Plato was far from impressed with how banged up he was. Vivienne, too, although her injuries were not as severe.” Serene pointed at the door. “She took both of them in there, along with some other healers. They could have killed him, Aeden. Why did he get back up? Why didn’t he just stay down?”

“This whole situation is so fucked,” Aeden said as he took a seat besides Serene. “This is all my fault.”

“Stop!” Serene’s tone changed from one of upset to frustration, maybe even anger. She continued to face the door as she spoke, as if she was tentatively waiting for any sign from the other side. “After today, do not make this about you, Aeden. Not when Harrison is as badly injured as he is.”

“But it is, if I hadn’t⁠—”

“Just cut the shit!” she snapped. “We knew what we were doing when we stood beside you and Nyra. We’re in the same class. You’re our friend, and friends are meant to support each other.” She turned her head to glance at Aeden. “And to tell you to take your head out of your ass when you’re being a dick. Now, I’ve already told you. This isn’t about you or me right now. It’s about making sure that our friends are okay.”

Aeden opened his mouth to speak, but closed it again given Serene’s reaction. Instead, he sat on the bench beside her, the cold stone wall soothing the dull ache he felt in his back. It was bruised from Master Storme slamming him against the wall not long ago.

The two of them sat in silence while they waited for anyone to open the door and let them know what was happening.

The entire time they waited, Aeden replayed the sparring match. If you could even call it that. He analysed each section of the fight, reflecting on what they could have done differently and how that might have played out. Should he have intervened sooner? Could he have stopped Harrison’s beating?

Then the thought jumped into his head, his heart rate suddenly elevating. Aeden bolted forward on the bench. “Where’s Kael?” he asked. They were also bringing one of their own to the healers. He clenched his fists tightly again until his knuckles whitened. What he would give to be left in a room alone with Kael for just five minutes, maybe even two. That was all he would need to make the asshole pay for what he had done.

“Relax, they’re not here. The room they took Viv and Harrison into was empty when we got here. They must have just headed back to the Offence wing. I think they have their own healers there. Even if they were here, I don’t think getting into another fight would help anyone, do you?” Serene stood up. “What’s taking them so long!” She sighed as her frustration spilled out, and she started pacing up and down in front of Aeden.

“You’re angry, your heart is elevated, what has happened?” Nyra’s voice reached out to Aeden through their bond, catching him off guard. She sounded as clear as day, as if she was right beside him.

“You okay?” Serene asked with a puzzled expression.

“I’m fine,” Aeden said, rubbing his temples. There was a ringing noise that accompanied Nyra’s voice, which caused him to wince as his eyes started to water.

This was going to take some getting used to. There normally wasn’t a ringing noise when they spoke. Why was that happening now? Aeden deduced it must have something to do with the distance between them. In fact, he was certain he had read that somewhere. “It’s just Nyra reaching out to me through our bond.”

“What has happened to make you feel this way?” Nyra asked, a panicked tone to her voice.

“I thought you could read my mind?” Aeden said as he reached back through the weave. His voice sounded tin-like, barely noticeable. Just hearing her voice brought a level of calmness to Aeden that he so desperately needed.

“It doesn’t work like that. I can’t read your thoughts, but I can read your emotions,” Nyra said with a slight air of discontent. “But not when I’m asleep. What has happened?”

“Kael and Master Storme,” Aeden said with a sigh. “They made us spar, and my friend, Harrison . . . he got injured pretty bad.”

“The flame-haired one?” Nyra asked.

“Yeah, that’s him. We’re at the healers wing now, waiting to find out how bad he is.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t reach out sooner. I’ve only just woken from my sleep. Lyric said I’ll need to rest loads as my body adapts. He seems nice. He has a good energy around him.”

“I think that too,” Aeden said. “Is he looking after you?”

“He is. He has brought me food and water, and my bed is filled with the most comfy” – she paused as if searching for a word – “straw,” she finally settled on, as if not quite sure if what she was saying was correct.

“Straw sounds about right,” Aeden said. “Are you still in the hatchery?”

“Yes, Lyric has said I am not to leave the hatchery unless it’s with you for a lesson, or if there is an emergency. He is trying to spend as much time with me as possible, I think. Every time I open my eyes, he’s watching me. I don’t think he wants me to be alone. It’s nice to be able to talk to him.”

Hearing Nyra’s voice only solidified how much Aeden actually missed being around her, being able to see her all the time. It was like having an itch at the centre of his back that he couldn’t scratch. He couldn’t fully settle or relax. But at least in this moment, hearing her voice, being reassured that she was okay and that she was being looked after – that made things easier.

“I’m glad he’s looking after you.”

“Hang on, Lyric is saying something.” Nyra’s speech slowed, like she was reading the words off parchment. “He’s saying to come to the hatchery when you can. He has something he wants to update you on. He doesn’t seem happy, though. I sense a sadness about him.”

Aeden wondered what it could be about, but at the same time, he wanted to get to Nyra to check over her anyway.

“I’ll come over as soon as I’ve seen Harrison.”

“I can’t wait to see you. Lyric has brought me some food, and he says I have to rest again. I do feel awfully tired,” she said with a yawn.

“I’ll see you soon, Nyra. Rest easy, girl.”

“I will,” she said and then her voice faded away.

An air of contentment came over him that wasn’t entirely his own. Aeden smiled to himself; just having the briefest of conversations with Nyra had re-centred him.

“Is everything okay?” Serene asked.

“Yeah, Nyra’s just woken up. She says Lyric is taking good care of her, but he wants me to head over to the hatchery. I’ll head over once we’ve seen Harrison.”

“I can update you later if you need to head over now,” Serene said.

As much as Aeden appreciated the sentiment, he wanted to see Harrison. He would only fully settle once he knew that Harrison was going to be okay. They were still none the wiser about how severe his injuries were.

“It’s okay, thank you though. I want to make sure both of them are okay before I go anywhere else.”

The large oak door in front of them groaned loudly as is creaked open, the hinges clearly needing some oil. The outer edge of the door was larger than it needed to be, much like the entranceway to the academy. As the opening grew wider, a familiar face greeted them on the other side of the door. Mistress Plato gave them both a soft smile.

“I thought I could hear chitchat. Are you waiting to see your friends?” she asked. Her voice was tender and caring, completely different from the rest of the faculty members that Aeden had met so far, aside from Lyric.

“If that’s okay,” Serene said. “We don’t want to stay longer than is okay. More than anything we just want to know that Viv and Harrison are both all right.”

“Come on in,” she said, stepping inside the room to allow both of them past. “Now, it isn’t visiting time, so you can’t stay for long, but you’re more than welcome to check on them. There’s not enough empathy in this place if you ask me,” she said as she led the way to the far side of the room.

Aeden recognised the space as he walked past the bed that he himself had woken up in after his encounter with Kael.

Towards the bottom of the room were two beds which sat opposite each other. A lantern lit up the space, despite there being large windows that lined both sides of the room.

Vivienne was sat up in her bed, a bandage wrapped around her head. She wore a look of frustration, her arms folded as she sat stony faced, staring ahead of her. When she saw Serene and Aeden approaching, her features softened.

Harrison, on the other hand, was lying down in bed, and there were two healers still tending to him. Their white robes were splashed with stains of red.

Aeden’s heart sank.

“I would suggest starting with Vivienne,” Mistress Plato said before walking over to the bottom of Harrison’s bed. “We should be finished with Harrison soon too.”

Aeden couldn’t help but stare as the mages continued to channel their healing magic into him, a soft, pulsating energy emitting from them as their hands hovered just a short distance over Harrison’s body.

The healers’ positions meant that he couldn’t see Harrison’s face, but he felt drawn to the magic that they were wielding.

“How are you holding up?” Serene asked as she sat on the bed by Vivienne’s feet.

Vivienne remained stony faced. “A few bruises and a cut to my head.” She tapped a finger against the bandage that was wrapped tightly around her crown. “I’m absolutely fine.”

“Why are you bandaged up? Could the healers not heal your cut?” Serene leaned forward as if she was inspecting every inch of Vivienne in case the healers had missed anything.

“I asked them not to,” Vivienne said. “I would prefer it if they saved their magic for a more serious injury. Besides, I want the scar.”

Serene looked both confused and horrified at Vivienne’s reaction. “Why?”

“It will serve as a reminder of today. Next time, my opponent will not get the better of me. This scar will serve as a promise to myself.”

Aeden couldn’t help but think that Vivienne was a bit of a badass as he mustered up the courage to talk. He wanted to apologise, but after the way Serene had reacted, he was unsure if this was the best approach. Instead, he reached over and grabbed a jug of water that sat beside Vivienne’s bed on a table, then poured it into a glass and passed it to her.

“Thank you.” When Vivienne took the glass, Aeden noticed that light lacerations marked the edges of her knuckles.

“Have they said when you can leave?” Aeden asked. He glanced over at Harrison once again, but the healers were still working on him.

“They’ve insisted I stay the night. They suspect I have a mild concussion, but nothing serious.”

“That’s positive.”

“That asshole really wanted to teach us a lesson, didn’t he?” Vivienne said.

“He told me that actions have consequences. That was clearly a dig at me. He wanted me to see what would happen to you all. He even told me I’d be too strong to spar with anyone else in our cohort, until everyone has bonded with Aer-Kin.”

“Don’t blame yourself,” Vivienne said, echoing Serene’s sentiment. “This was all them, not you.”

As well intentioned as Vivienne’s words were, they fell on deaf ears. Aeden felt every part to blame for all of this. His true plans were quickly unravelling.

“You can see him now,” Mistress Plato said, disrupting their conversation. Her hands were resting on top of each other in front of her. “His wounds are healed, but he still needs to rest. He suffered a lot of trauma to the head. I really hope you all don’t make a habit of ending up here,” she said. “It’s always the first ones who come in injured that keep coming back. Please take care. Healing magic certainly has its benefits, but too much power at once or too often is not good for anyone.”

Mistress Plato moved aside to reveal a beaming Harrison. He was sat up in bed, and his shirt was off, revealing his slight frame with a bedsheet covering his modesty.

“Why are you so happy?” Aeden asked.

His gaze was firmly on Serene, who was looking over at him as if the world had been lifted off her shoulders. Evidence that she had been crying was etched all over her face.

“Admit it,” Harrison said. “You like me.”
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For once Aeden felt an air of optimism as he made his way into the hatchery. The day had been brutal to say the least, but at least Harrison had come off with no long-term injuries. He certainly still had his humour.

Serene had been less than impressed with Harrison’s comments towards her, huffing and protesting that she was upset for both Vivienne and him, but Harrison had taken all that he needed to from the exchange.

To be fair, Aeden had found it funny watching Serene get caught up, fumbling her words as she tried to think of a comeback for Harrison, and she had failed miserably.

Harrison’s whole demeanour showed Aeden he was more than okay, to a point where you would not have thought he had taken a beating at all. It was only at Mistress Plato’s insistence that he remain at the healers wing over night so they could keep him under observation. Other than that, he was okay. Once Aeden had spoken with him and was satisfied that he was okay, he headed across to the hatchery.

Hushed words and whispers followed Aeden around every corner as Aeden walked down the hallways, wandering eyes casting judgement over him.

Aeden had thick skin, but that didn’t make it any easier. His biggest worry was the huge magnifying glass it placed over his head. The last thing he had wanted was to draw this much attention to himself. His plan was to uncover the truth behind his parents’ deaths, and to do that, he needed to go incognito. So far all he had managed to do was the exact opposite of that.

As he approached the hatchery door, he could hear Nyra chittering away, and the warm feeling of contentment reached him through the weave, causing him to smile. He wondered what she was doing to be so happy.

No sooner did he open the heavy wooden doors into the hatchery than he saw the source of her happiness. Nyra was in a large pen that had metal bars running across the front. She was padding her feet on a thick pile of straw that looked fresh; Lyric must have added more to her nest.

“Aeden,” she said through their bond, clear delight in her voice. She stopped what she was doing and rushed towards the edge of her pen. She leaned her head straight over the top of the railings and lowered her crown to greet him.

“Hi,” he said back as he walked straight across to her and rubbed her head. The scaled feathers were both smooth and rough at the same time. It was a strange texture, and Aeden moved his hand around to the side of Nyra’s head. She pushed her head into Aeden’s hand, and another pang of comfort reached him through their weave. Aeden gave her a little scratch, and she started chittering almost instantly.

“I missed you,” she said.

“I missed you too, girl.” Aeden looked around for Lyric and found him standing within the pen on the opposite side of them, where loads of Aer-Kin eggs sat, waiting to hatch. Lyric was taking measurements of the eggs and muttering something to himself. Under his thick beard, the words came out as nothing more than muffled jargon.

“What are you doing?” Aeden asked.

Lyric finished measuring the large egg that he was standing beside. The thing was even taller than he was, light blue in colour and speckled with light brown spots.

“I’m just taking measurements to make sure all the eggs are incubating well. I assume you got my message from Nyra?” He climbed over the railings of the incubation chamber and dusted himself down. Dirt and straw fell from his tunic, although there was still plenty stuck to him. There were even a couple pieces of straw in his beard.

Aeden gestured to him to let him know, pawing at his own fake beard. It took a moment for Lyric to understand what Aeden was saying. Finally he laughed and rubbed his large hands over his face, feeling for the straw and brushing it away.

“How’s Nyra doing?” Aeden asked. “She seems happy.”

“She certainly is.” Lyric walked across the hatchery towards them both, then patted Nyra on her side. “She loves the straw for her bed and is definitely fond of a scratch or two.” He dug his fingers into her side and gave her a scratch, to which Nyra continued to chitter. “All in all, she’s just as playful as you would expect a hatchling to be. She still needs rest, and lots of it. A hatchling’s growth acceleration is far quicker than a human’s. She will get bigger pretty quickly, especially if she’s happy and well fed.” He offered Aeden a smile, but it came across as forced, and Aeden couldn’t help but think that there was something Lyric wasn’t telling him.

“Is something wrong?”

“There’s something that I need to speak to you about, and it isn’t the best news, I’m afraid.”

“Please just tell me,” Aeden said. “Especially if it’s about Nyra. I need to know she’s okay.”

“Very well.” Lyric finished scratching Nyra and turned to face Aeden, folding his thick arms across his chest. There was a solemn look on his face. “As you know, there’s an issue with Nyra’s wings. Now, you’re absolutely certain that she hatched out of a stone egg?”

“Yes. I remember parts of it crumbling away like an old statue as she hatched.”

“Well, with her forming in a consecrated egg – which in my opinion should not be possible – I believe it caused an issue with her wing development. This is only a theory, but look at these other eggs and the varying sizes.” He pointed to the rest of the eggs in the hatchery around them. “These are all at different stages of development, and they will not all hatch exactly at the same time because each Aer-Kin inside is a different breed. But even if you look at the same breeds and their eggs” – he pointed at two eggs that were both light yellow and had the same light orange speckles on them, just in different patterns. The one on the left was about one-third bigger than the egg on the right. “These two eggs were laid by the mother at the same time. What do you think the difference in size will mean?”

“That the Aer-Kin on the left is bigger,” Aeden answered. It was the only answer he could think of.

“Exactly, except when both these eggs came into the hatchery, they were the same size. The one on the left, however, has developed stronger, and as such, the egg that they are incubated in has grown with them.”

“Okay,” Aeden said, not fully understanding where Lyric was going with this.

“My theory with Nyra is that – if it is true that she hatched from a consecrated egg, which I have never read or heard of happening before – then this has potentially hindered her development.”

Aeden gave Lyric a blank look before looking at Nyra and then back to the eggs on the far side of the hatchery.

“I think that as Nyra has grown in her egg, the stone has not grown with her, causing her wings to press into an unnatural position. As they started to grow, the egg didn’t expand with her. I mean, it’s a miracle that she hatched in the first place, but also that it is only her wings that are damaged.”

Aeden didn’t like Lyric’s concerned tone, and his own apprehension swelled inside him.

“Now, I have been examining her wings, and I am afraid they are damaged beyond repair. The way the muscles have formed, the ligaments, tendons, the bones themselves . . . they are fused and formed in an unnatural position that I do not believe we can fix. Even if we had the finest surgeons try to tend to her, they would all say the same thing.” He sighed a deep sigh as he looked at Nyra, lowering his head in defeat. “She would be deemed a runt and would have been executed.”

“They can’t!” Aeden said, his heart thundering against his chest. He would fight the gods themself if they tried to harm a single feathered scale on her body.

“Woah,” Lyric said, raising his hands. “Don’t worry about her being executed. I said she would have for a reason.” He placed his hands on his hips as he continued to speak. “It’s the main thing I do not agree with at the academy. But sometimes if an ailment is too severe for a hatchling, the kindest thing to do is free them from this world. I am absolutely sure that, had Nyra hatched inside the academy with these eggs, that would have been her fate.”

“They would have killed her?” Aeden said, horrified by what he was hearing.

“It is done in a humane way, but yes, that is what would have happened. The good news is that she wasn’t, and she has already bonded to you, so the academy will not move to have her destroyed. To kill a bonded hatchling would also kill the rider that they are bonded to, and we are short on riders as things stand. This will mean that Nyra is safe.” Lyric’s face softened, and more than anything, he looked sad, defeated almost. “The bad news is that with Nyra’s wings the way they are, I can’t see a way that she will ever fly. Her wings are too damaged. Just moving them slightly causes her agonising pain.”

The news hit Aeden in the chest like a sledgehammer. His breath hitched, and the room felt as though it was vibrating violently as suddenly his legs seemed to be made of stone.

“I’m okay, Aeden.” Nyra’s soft voice brought him back into the room as his thoughts whirled around his head about her future, about their future. “I will be okay.”

“How can you be so brave?” Aeden asked, reaching out to her through the bond. He could sense her sadness, feel her sorrow, but here she was, comforting Aeden.

“Because I have you.”

Aeden raised his head to meet Lyric’s gaze, who looked every bit as devastated as Aeden with the news.

“Are you sure there’s nothing that can be done?” Aeden asked.

“As certain as water is wet. There is nothing we can do to repair them.”

“There must be,” Aeden snapped. “They can’t be truly damaged beyond repair.” He pointed towards her. “In the cave, she used her magic and our connection through the weave to help mend my ankle. If that’s her power, could she not use it on herself?”

“As much as that shows how strong your bond was at such an early stage, no magic can repair her wings. Even magic has its limits.”

“What if we tried?” Aeden raised his hands, willing himself to hold the same magic as Nyra so that he could help her. If he could soothe her pain, if he could help her wings to move freely, he would do whatever it took. “We can train until her magic is strong enough.”

“You can train as hard as you want, lad. I’m telling you, there is no amount of magic in this land that will help her” – he cut himself off from finishing his sentence.

“Fly,” Aeden finished it for him. “Nyra is never going to fly, is she?”

Lyric simply shook his head.

“I will find a way, Nyra, I promise,” Aeden said through the weave.

“If this is the way it is, then so be it,” Nyra said.

Aeden could only admire the bravery she was showing with the gravity of the news. She would never fly. They would never fly. The very thing that came most natural to Aer-Kin was to fly, and Nyra would never experience that. She was grounded for the rest of her life through no fault of her own. She was also naive when it came to the cruelty of this world and the people who inhabited it. Aeden had never in his life heard of a single Aer-Kin rider that could not patrol the skies. After all, what use was a rider who couldn’t fly?

“There are a couple of options,” Lyric said. “Nyra is in a considerable amount of pain whenever she tries to move her wings. That will only serve as a weakness. My advice in this situation would be to either sever them entirely from her body, or bind them tightly. It will take her a while to get used to it, and it will be incredibly uncomfortable for her, but once she gets use to it, things will get easier for her.”

Cutting them off simply wasn’t an option. If they did that, they wouldn’t have any chance of ever healing them. If they bound them, though, there could still be the chance that one day, they could heal them. Either way, it needed to be Nyra’s decision for what they did next.

“Do you understand what Lyric just said?” Aeden asked, reaching out once again through their weave.

“I think so,” she said. “As much as my wings hurt, I don’t want to lose them completely.”

“So you want to bind them?”

“Yes, as much as Lyric says it will hurt, I think this will be the better option.”

“She says she wants to bind them,” Aeden said. “Are you sure this is the best thing for her?”

“I wouldn’t have suggested it if I didn’t.” Lyric was a picture of sadness, his shoulders slumped, his eyes vacant. “It’s good that you allowed her to make the choice. I think if you asked many riders what they wanted to do, it would be them making the decision, not their bonded Aer-Kin. I respect that, and I am sure she will too. I’ll just go and grab the tools that we need.” Lyric made to leave.

“What, we’re doing it right now?”

“If you don’t want her to suffer any more than she already has, then yes. It will be a difficult experience for her, but I agree that this is the best course of action for her.” And then he walked off towards the far side of the hatchery.

That hit Aeden in the chest like a sucker punch. He had been so distracted by everything that was happening that he hadn’t considered the discomfort Nyra was enduring, and a heavy knot formed in his stomach. Was he being selfish to want to continue with his own personal mission? He couldn’t only think of his needs now. He had to train harder for Nyra, too. He had to fight for her, and that was something that had become intrinsic to his very being. It was a compulsion, an overwhelming urge to do right by her, to make sure she was okay. That was what made hearing Lyric’s words even harder to bear. She was in constant pain and discomfort because of her wings. He had to do whatever it took to ease this, even if that meant pushing back his other plans.

His parents were no longer here, but Nyra was.

Aeden turned to face Nyra once more, and this time he pressed his head against hers.

“You’re going to be okay,” he said as his and Nyra’s breathing seemed to sync together. Her height already dwarfed his own, but he had to remind himself that she was still just a hatchling. The way she was handling all of this drew nothing but admiration from Aeden.

“I want you to be the one to do it,” she said, “I want you to bind my wings.”

“But I don’t know what I’m doing,” Aeden said. “Surely Lyric is the best person to do this?”

“He may well be, but I want you to bind my wings for me.”

“Are you both ready?” Lyric said, startling Aeden.

He spun around to see that Lyric had a large pile of fabric in his arms, much like bandages, but on a scale that was clearly meant for Aer-Kin.

“She says she wants me to do this,” Aeden said, still unsure about this himself.

“I figured she might. It goes to show how much she trusts you already. Your bond is strong, I’ll give you that. I can talk you through everything.” Lyric held a concerned expression on his face, however – one that told Aeden there was more to this process than he was letting on.

“What is it?” Aeden asked, rightfully concerned for Nyra.

“The binding will push you both. Your feelings and hers are shared with one another, and that runs a risk on its own. This process is dangerous, especially with your bond being so young.” He looked at Nyra with a pained expression. “That said, it would be cruel to let her endure the discomfort that she has.”

“Then that settles it. I don’t care about the risk. She may be able to survive without me, but I can’t survive without her, and I certainly can’t let her continue in pain. Whatever it takes, whatever the burden on my body, I will do what I have to, as long as Nyra is happy.”

A flutter of happiness swelled in his heart. It was Nyra. She was scared and anxious, but Aeden’s words brought her comfort, and in that moment he sensed their bond had gotten that little bit stronger.
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“Are you ready?” Lyric asked. He was standing on the outside of the pen, with Aeden waiting on the inside of the enclosure by Nyra, who had crouched down as low to the ground as she could.

“I’m ready,” Nyra said, bowing her head.

“Now, Nyra, this first part is going to be the most painful, as Aeden needs to lift your wing up from your side. If he is struggling on his own, I will come in and help, but . . .” Lyric paused for a second. “The reason I am out here is you are likely to lash out when you’re in pain, if someone other than your rider is in with you.”

“Have you done this before?” Aeden reached for the wooden steps that were propped up by the side and fetched them over to Nyra’s body. Her breathing was short and fast, and her energy was nervous, which formed a tightened ball in their weave. She was trying to be brave, but nausea gripped Aeden as his stomach lurched with his own concern.

“I’ve helped bind sections of a wing when there has been an injury, but not to this degree, not both wings at once like this. I know what must be done, and I first did this kind of procedure when I was an apprentice. It’s safe to say this doesn’t happen very often.”

“Why’s that?” Aeden asked.

Lyric sighed as he hunched in on himself. He clearly wasn’t comfortable talking about this.

“Because, normally an Aer-Kin wouldn’t have made it to this stage in growth,” Nyra said matter-of-factly. “They would have destroyed me when I first hatched if they had the chance.”

“It’s because” – Lyric started, but Aeden cut him off.

“Nyra has just explained it to me. You had already explained this earlier.” Aeden didn’t mean to be rude or abrupt, but he was frustrated at the topic. His gaze fell on the unhatched eggs at the far side of the room. “How many of those eggs over there will end up being destroyed?” he asked, hostility pouring out of his mouth. He had been so blind to what happened behind the scenes with eggs deemed to be broken.

Lyric shifted about uncomfortably, a pained expression on his face. “That’s a conversation for another time. For now, we need to focus on Nyra and making her comfortable.” He sighed again and shook his head before bringing his eyes level with Nyra’s. “This is going to be uncomfortable, but we just need you to be brave. That said, if it gets too much, let Aeden know and he will stop. Now, are you ready?”

Nyra bowed her head slightly, and for a moment Aeden wondered if she was communicating to Lyric through the weave.

“Very well,” Lyric said, answering Aeden’s inner question. “If you are ready, get as comfortable as you can, and I will talk Aeden through the process.”

Nyra shuffled herself into the thick bed of straw that surrounded her, rustling loudly as she got herself into as comfortable a position as she could.

“There is some salve in that bucket there.” Lyric pointed at an old wooden bucket that was by Nyra’s side. “Use the brush to apply the salve to the base of Nyra’s wings. It won’t make it completely numb, but it should lessen the pain.”

Aeden grabbed the large brush that was inside the bucket. The salve was clear, thick, and viscous, and as Aeden pulled the brush out, he was greeted with an overpowering antiseptic smell combined with earth and mud. As scents went, it was a strange mixture, and he couldn’t quite tell if it was alluring or displeasing.

“I’ll be as gentle as I can,” he said.

“I know you will,” Nyra said calmly, but Aeden could sense that her heartbeat was anything but calm as he approached her with the brush.

“Just make sure you don’t get any of that stuff on your hands,” Lyric said, startling Aeden. “Rest assured, if you get that stuff on your skin, it will completely numb the area, but you’ll need both your hands for this procedure.”

Aeden took a deep breath, a slight tremor in his hands as he tentatively reached for Nyra’s wing to raise it ever so slightly.

Nyra shuddered in discomfort and Aeden felt his own sensation of discomfort through the weave. “Sorry, girl,” he said. He lightly pressed the brush to the base of Nyra’s wing and over the top of her scaled feathers. He dipped the brush in the salve and repeated the process several times, then again on her other wing.

Nyra managed the discomfort well, closing her eyes and taking a short breath when Aeden raised her second wing. It was a strange sensation that they shared through the weave. He couldn’t feel Nyra’s pain directly, but he could feel that she was in pain, and that in itself was torturous for him to endure. Even still, it paled in comparison to what Nyra was having to endure, and they were only just getting started.

When he was done with the salve, Aeden dropped the brush back into the bucket and moved it to the far side of the pen by the metal railings that stood between Aeden and Lyric.

Lyric watched intently. “Well done, but that was the easy part,” he said, offering little assurances to Aeden, who moved back to the centre of the enclosure to be at Nyra’s side. He brushed his hand over her to reassure her as best he could. He didn’t need to speak; he could sense that simply being with her was all that Nyra needed to feel safe, regardless of how scared she actually was.

“So now if you look by your ladder, you will see four rolls of fabric, two white, two black.”

Aeden looked down at a wooden tray were two large rolls of fabric sat. Both looked as if they had different textures to them, with the white fabric looking thicker and softer than the coarser, thinner black fabric.

“You will need one of each for each wing,” Lyric explained. “First, you’re going to apply the softer white fabric. This is padded and will offer comfort as best we can. Pick it up, lad.”

Aeden did as he was told and picked up the white fabric. It was soft to the touch but heavier than it looked, the fabric itself drawing more resistance than he had anticipated as Aeden tried to manoeuvre it. He looked at Nyra and then back at the fabric, wondering how he was going to wrap this around her.

“You need to set the fabric up in the coil,” Lyric said, pointing to a wooden contraption that was sat against the wall behind him. “I’ve set it there so you can get a good run of fabric as you start the binding.” The contraption looked like a barrel that had been turned over and had its sides removed. Only a thin metal rod connected the two end pieces together.

“Take the end piece off and slide the fabric on. The rod should fit in the gap in the middle.”

Aeden stepped through the straw, almost tripping for his efforts as he carried the fabric in both of his arms. He placed it on the ground, then removed the side of the coil and inserted the fabric. Once done, he placed the end of the coil back on.

“Excellent. That will allow you to pull out the fabric that you need. Grab the end and give it a pull. The coil should roll as you pull on the fabric. Does that make sense?”

Aeden nodded as he did as he was told. Sure enough, the fabric came loose as he pulled it back towards Nyra.

“Now be careful not to get the straw mixed in with the base layer. That will cause her discomfort if it gets trapped under the binding. It could dig into her skin and cause an infection if it nicks her, so let’s just be extra careful, okay?”

As Aeden reach Nyra, he pulled the fabric as tight as he could, raising his hands into the air as he tried to keep the fabric away from the straw.

“Nyra, I am going to need you to raise your left wing for me, the one closest to Aeden. Not all the way, but just enough so that Aeden can start wrapping the inner bandage around your wing.”

Nyra shuddered as she raised her wing as instructed. Given the pain he could sense, Aeden wondered if the salve had been of any help at all, but he reminded himself that Lyric knew what he was doing.

“This is going to be the trickiest part,” Lyric explained, gesturing with his hands as he continued to talk Aeden through the process. “Place the fabric on top of the wing and plant your free hand on top of that to hold it in place.”

Aeden did as he was told, lightly pressing his hand against the soft bandage.

“Next you need to feed the fabric underneath and over the top. Pull down on it when you remove your hand. I can’t express the importance of not wrapping her wing too tight. We don’t want to cut off her circulation. The intention here is to make her comfortable. So once you have done that, keep looping the fabric around until you have completely covered her wing. Don’t worry about it looking perfect. As I said, the key is to not wrap it too tightly.”

Aeden followed the process as he was told, wrapping the fabric around Nyra’s wing. He was as gentle as he could be, but time and time again, he noticed Nyra shuddering or her breathing becoming shorter as she managed the pain.

“I’m sorry,” he said as Nyra winced once again. The process was cumbersome, and Aeden’s thoughts constantly whirled around Nyra’s discomfort, which he could sense through the weave. Soon enough, with the help of the rickety ladders Lyric had provided, he was able to completely wrap Nyra’s wing in the softer fabric.

He took a step back from her to take a look. It was strange seeing her wing compacted and smooth from the thick material in contrast to her other wing. It wasn’t the neatest of jobs, but it was the best he could do.

“How does it feel?” Aeden asked.

“Sore.” Nyra’s voice was pained, almost tearful. Her eyes were tightly shut, like she was concentrating.

“Good job,” Lyric said. “Nyra, if you could spin around so Aeden can do the same with your other wing.”

Nyra stood up and spun around, her movement slower and more hesitant than before. She had been scared when they started, but now she seemed more nervous.

“I’ll be as fast as I can,” Aeden said, stroking his hand over her scales. As soon as he touched her, he could sense her happiness at the contact. However short lived it was, he could tell she appreciated him and what he was trying to do for her.

He set the ladders up and followed the same process, wrapping her wing as he had done with the first. The second time around was a bit easier for him as he wrapped the base layer around her wing.

“Brilliant!” Lyric said. “You’re getting the hang of it. Switch that fabric around with the black one now.”

Aeden did as he was told and picked up the roll of black fabric. This one had a slightly rubbery texture and was heavy in comparison to the base layer. He switched them around and pulled the fabric tight so that it didn’t trail along the floor.

“Do the same again,” Lyric said. “This fabric is designed to stick to itself as you wrap. It’s more robust, but make sure you don’t let it crease, as that will affect its use. You’ll understand what I mean when you start to use it.”

Aeden took a deep breath. “We’re nearly there now.” As far as he could tell, they were halfway through the process.

Nyra shuddered in anticipation, and Aeden noticed a raised dark ridge of scales form down her spine and all the way to the tip of her tail. The texture of this outer layer was almost sticky but without leaving any residue in his hands, and the material was thinner than the other, like fine silk. As with before, he set about wrapping it around Nyra’s wing, careful not to allow it to crease.

He offered more than a few choice words when the fabric creased, and he needed to unroll what he had done and re-do it. With each binding, Nyra’s breathing seemed to steady as she got used to the discomfort – not that it made it any easier for Aeden to manage through the weave.

When he got to the end, he left enough fabric to fold under her wing and then cut it using some large shears. Afterwards, he pressed it down and smoothed it over with his hand.

He exhaled deeply as if he had been holding his breath the whole time, mopping his forehead with his arm before repeating the process with Nyra’s remaining wing.

When he was done, his legs felt heavy, and he stood by Nyra, stroking his hand over the side of her head. Nyra was exhausted from the process.

“Well done, lad,” Lyric said. “You too, Nyra.” He watched her closely for a few moments before stepping over the railings and into the pen. “For the pain she will have been in, she managed that really well. The fact she hasn’t lashed out is a really good sign of her temperament.”

Nyra lay in her bed of straw, her breathing laboured and her eyes shut tight. She wasn’t quite sleeping, but Aeden could feel all too well just how much the process had taken out of her. Aeden himself felt a weariness come over him that wasn’t entirely his own. The urge to curl up next to Nyra and sleep became more and more tempting with every second that passed.

“What now?” Aeden asked. “Will she be okay?”

“She’ll need rest, and a lot of it. It’ll take her a while to get used to these bindings, but eventually the pain will stop. She has been incredible.” Lyric’s eyes were wide as he walked around Nyra to inspect the bindings. He leaned in close to examine them, all the while remaining cautious in his approach. “This fabric will harden as it sets now that it’s in position. The air helps activate it. They should last three to four weeks before you’ll need to replace them.”

“I’ll have to do this again?” Aeden asked. He hadn’t even given a thought to this matter.

“Aye, lad, you will. She’s growing fast. You’ll need to do this regularly until she is full grown, then less regularly thereafter. But you’ll still need to replace the bindings for the rest of her life.” A solemn look fell on Lyric, one that Aeden didn’t like.

“What is it?” Aeden asked.

“Nyra will never fly. You need to make your peace with that, because your experience at the academy is never going to be the same.” Lyric finished inspecting Nyra’s wing before moving to the coil and leaning against it. He rubbed his hands over his tired face and let out another deep sigh. “People will treat you differently now, and I don’t mean that as a positive.”

“I don’t care,” Aeden said, crossing his own arms. The way he spoke came across as petulant, but he didn’t care.

“This situation is unheard of. In the academy’s eyes – and in the eyes of those who fund the academy – Nyra will be seen as a runt, no matter what she does. You thought life at the academy was already harsh? It’s only going to be worse. People will look down on you. They’ll expect you to fail.” He paused for a moment as he studied Nyra’s body. Her breathing had changed. It was slower now. “Ah, good. She’s asleep.”

“They can do what they want. I will show them, all of them.” Aeden looked at Nyra. She seemed so peaceful now that she was asleep, and contentment greeted him through the weave. “Whatever it takes, I will find a way to fix her wings. She will fly one day, I’ll make sure of it.”

Lyric’s expression remained unmoving. “Lad, I admire your spunk, I really do, but know this: there is no amount of magic in this world that will allow Nyra to fly. There is only one outcome that awaits you if you were to run off the edge of a cliff with her. The sooner you make peace with that, the better.”

Defiance ripped through Aeden. Lyric was the hatchery master. He knew Aer-Kin better than anyone else, but here he was, already defeated. Aeden wanted to show him that he was wrong.

“I will find a way!” Aeden said defensively. “And in the meantime, we will show everyone that we deserve to be here and that we can hold our own.”

Lyric walked over to the gate and opened it up. “Come. Let’s let Nyra rest. She’s going to be asleep for a while now.”

Aeden examined Nyra’s newly bound wings. They sat comfortably, but they stood out against her scaled feathers. “I think I want to stay with her for a while. I can tell she knows I’m here, I’ll do whatever I need to to make her comfortable.”

“I admire the bond you two already have, and it will only get stronger with every day that passes. However, you have training and classes to attend. I can give you a pass for your next one, but after that, you need to be following your schedule. I can’t express how important it is that you master the weave that binds you and Nyra together.”

“My focus is on Nyra, my focus needs to be on helping fix her wings.”

Lyric’s shoulders dropped, sensing Aeden wasn’t taking in everything he was telling him. “By all means, stay with Nyra until your next class. But promise me you’ll keep your head down and study? If not for your benefit, than for Nyra’s. There’s a lot to learn about being an Aer-Kin rider, and you need to focus on your studies.” Lyric didn’t offer Aeden a chance to speak any further. He turned and headed back to his workstation.

Aeden looked over Nyra once more before sitting down beside her, his back leaning against her side. He would stay with her for as long as was needed.
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“Is this all you have?” Master Storme bellowed as his hulking shadow engulfed Aeden.

Aeden was face down on the mat, hands pressed against the floor as he panted for breath. Sweat dripped from his face, splashing the surface of the floor underneath him.

Oh, how he hated this guy. If only he had the strength to back up what it was he wanted to do to him. He was a long way from forgiving him for what he had done to Vivienne, Serene, and most of all, Harrison. He may not have landed the blows on them, but he had orchestrated everything. It was him who Aeden held responsible for that lesson.

“I don’t understand what you want me to do,” Aeden said through gritted teeth. The two of them had been sparring for a while now, and this was the session he had been dreading, one-on-one training with the combat instructor.

The academy had banned Aeden from sparring with the rest of his cohort until they had at least bonded with their own Aer-Kin. Aeden understood that, although he didn’t feel stronger nor had he seen any evidence of it. He had been told that the weave would make his speed and agility more enhanced than the other students.

That meant he was left sparring with Master Storme for the rest of the term, and the thought of that filled him with dread. To say the session had been gruelling was an understatement. So far the session had consisted of Aeden attempting to maintain a defensive position while failing to out-manoeuvre Master Storme’s attacks. All Aeden had learned was that he was no match for the battle-hardened teacher.

Master Storme was relentless, and Aeden lost count of how many times he had been sent crashing to the mat, his body aching, his temper flaring.

“I want you to defend yourself. There are far stronger people out there than me. You need to be able to evade attacks and counter or escape using your skills.” Master Storme was pacing up and down in front of Aeden. “That’s if you have any,” he muttered under his breath. The frustration in his voice matched how Aeden was feeling.

Aeden climbed back to his feet and took up a defensive position, his hands raised slightly in the air.

Master Storme charged at him faster than Aeden could react, and with a roar of frustration, he wrapped his arm around Aeden from behind and lifted him up from the floor.

Aeden instinctively grabbed hold of Master Storme’s forearm, trying to relieve the pressure as he was choking him out. But Aeden had no chance. He continued to struggle, his feet flailing in the air like a rag doll as Master Storme’s grip tightened.

“Yield, Harrington,” Master Storme growled, his knuckles clicking as his vice-like grip only tightened.

“Fuck you!” Aeden said through struggling breath. There was no way he was going to yield to this asshole. The edges of his vision darkened as he tried in vain to kick back at Master Storme.

“Yield!” he demanded.

Aeden slammed his hands into the tree trunk-like forearm that gripped him, each blow getting softer and slower as he was choked out.

“For god’s sake!” Master Storme bellowed, followed by a roar of anger. He used his weight and strength to his advantage as he loosened his grip, only to grab hold of Aeden by the scruff of his neck and toss him to the other side of the room. “That stubbornness will get you killed on the battlefield.” Master Storme walked to the side of the room, picked up a towel, and dabbed it against his face. “You get that from your mother!” he spat.

Aeden sat bolt upright. This was the first time one of his parents had been specifically mentioned since he’d arrived at the academy, though Master Storme had alluded to possibly knowing his father.

“You knew my mother?”

Master Storme shifted uncomfortably. It was clear he regretted what he had said in his own frustration.

“How do you know my mother? Did you know my father?”

“Forget what I said.”

“Humour me. I’m stuck here training with you for the rest of the term. The least you can do is answer my question.” Aeden remained on the floor, his arms folded in defiance. “And until you answer, I’m not going to train anymore. What do you know about my mother?”

He could practically sense the cogs turning in Master Storme’s head as he thought about what his options were.

“FUCK!” Master Storme bellowed, turning his back on Aeden. “Fine, I’ll answer one question, but then we spar. That’s what we’re here to do, and you aren’t going to get stronger if we sit and talk all day.”

“Sounds like a fair trade.” Aeden got to his feet and adapted a defensive stance once again.

“Just one question though.”

“How – do – you – know – my – mother?” Aeden asked slowly and clearly, his eyes fixed on Master Storme, who clicked his neck with an audible crunch.

“I was in her cohort, same as your father,” he said before rushing at Aeden.

For a split second, time stood still as the heavy footsteps of Master Storme crashed into the floor.

Aeden didn’t know why it affected him so much, but as much as he hated the teacher, Master Storme had known his parents, he had trained alongside them at the academy. Had he been at the battle where they both died? Did he know what happened to them? One question turned to two, then three, then four, all cycling through his head in quick succession. He barely even noticed the teacher charging towards him.

Master Storme grabbed hold of his arms and squeezed them in his grip before spinning and throwing him like a hammer. Aeden flew through the air before crashing into the tiered benches at the far side of the room.

Wood splintered as he not only fell into them, he smashed through them, leaving a pile of destroyed benches in his vicinity.

All of Aeden’s body ached, and he coughed and spluttered as dust settled down on him, planks of wood digging into his back.

“Your defence is borderline shambolic,” Master Storme said as he stood over Aeden.

Aeden raised his hand for Master Storme to help him up, but Master Storme simply tutted, shook his head, and walked away.

What an asshole, Aeden thought as he wriggled around uncomfortably until he was in a position to stand up. He looked around him at the broken benches. Wetness dripped down his face, and when Aeden mopped it with his hand, his fingers turned red.

“Defence is definitely what we need to work on,” Master Storme said.

“You said you were in the same cohort as my parents,” Aeden said, panting. His body ached, and the pain coursing through his back was intense.

“I did. I fought alongside them.”

“You fought with them?”

Master Stormee nodded. Aeden went to speak again, but Master Storme cut him off quickly. “I said one question. If you want my advice . . . let this go. Whatever you think this is, it isn’t worth it.”

Something felt inherently cryptic about what Master Storme was saying. Let what go? All Aeden had asked was if he had known his parents, and even that question had only been asked because Master Storme had mentioned his mother.

“How can I let it go? For all I know, you’re the only person in the academy that knew them.”

Master Storme walked over to his towel, picked it up, and tossed it over his shoulder before heading towards the door. “This sparring session is over, and so is this conversation.”

Aeden was about to follow when Master Storme raised a dismissive hand, stopping him in his tracks. “Make sure you tidy this mess up. I’ll see you at our next session. Seems like I have my work cut out with you.” With that, Master Storme vanished, leaving Aeden with nothing but his thoughts as he looked at the splintered benches around him.

Letting out a sigh, Aeden set about cleaning the mess up, finding himself in a trance as all he could think about was his parents. Guilt overcame him and tied a vicious knot in his stomach. With everything that had happened to him, he had lost sight of the very reason he was here.

With this being the last session of the day, he knew where he would be heading after he had finished tidying the room. The one person Aeden had met so far who seemed to know anything about his parents – who might be able to help him in his investigation – just happened to be the teacher he hated most. He would either have to swallow his pride and find a way onto Storme’s good side, or he needed to find someone else who could help him.

He continued to pick up the broken panels of wood until they sat in a neat pile just in front of the benches. His back should have been broken from the force, but here he stood, only a bit battered and bruised. It caused him to wonder just how much the weave had altered his body already. Then his thoughts returned to his parents and the very reason he had enrolled at the academy. He couldn’t afford to lose sight of that, no matter what happened in the meantime. It was a shame that it had taken a beating and a throwaway comment from Master Storme to remind him of that.

Aeden fetched a broom and started sweeping up the last of the mess when a noticeable cough drew his attention from the doorway.

Turning around, Aeden saw Cassian standing in the doorframe, examining the room.

“Holy shit,” Cassian said, his eyes wide, a grin tugging on his mouth. “What the fuck happened in here?”

“Sparring with Master Storme,” Aeden said, continuing to brush up the mess.

“Fuck.” Cassian stepped into the room and picked up a second broom from the side. “Guessing that hole here was caused by you?”

“More my body.”

“That’s brutal. I’ve heard words of what’s been happening with you. Sounds like you’ve had it rough.” Cassian started brushing up the debris, forming his own pile.

“Thanks for the help, but you really don’t have to.”

“I’m not here to gossip,” Cassian said, raising his hands in the air in mock surrender. “I’m here as a friend and an ally. I know we’re not in the same class, but I just want you to know that with me and Rowan, you have at least two people who are friends.”

Would Aeden class him as a friend? He didn’t really know him that well. Aeden then wondered if he was simply being oversensitive about the situation. Maybe confronting and fighting everyone wasn’t always the best option.

“I appreciate it,” Aeden said, finally settling on accepting help.

The two of them continued tidying the room until eventually the rest of the wood and splinters sat in a neat pile.

“So, can I address the huge Aer-Kin in the room?” Cassian asked.

“Go on.” Aeden knew exactly where this was going.

“What’s it like? Like, how did you bond with your Aer-Kin without any support?”

Aeden spent a short period of time talking Cassian through everything that had happened, from the moment he fell down the embankment, to finding Nyra’s egg, and up to this morning where he had bound her wings. One detail he did omit was that she had hatched from an egg made of stone. There was already enough of a spotlight on her with her wings. Cassian remained silent throughout, clearly fascinated with the whole process.

For Aeden, it felt nice to offload, to talk through everything, and it kind of helped him make sense of the situation himself. Since he got back to the academy, he hadn’t had a second to process it all. Talking to Cassian helped, although he did wonder how many times he was going to have to tell this story.

“So yeah, Nyra is currently resting, and Lyric” – Aeden paused for a second before correcting himself – “Master Ember has said she will need to rest. He’s working on something for her but didn’t elaborate on what. He’s also warned me that people are going to look down on us because, you know, she can’t fly. But I have already said I will do whatever it takes to fix her wings.”

“Fuck anyone who wants to give you shit for being bonded to an Aer-Kin, especially our cohort. They could only dream of being in the position that you’re in right now.”

There was a knock at the door, and the two of them spun to see Rowan stood in the doorframe. “Am I interrupting something?” she asked, tucking hear hair behind her ear. She looked at the mess and the broken benches. “What happened here?”

Cassian smiled. “There’s a lot to fill you in on, but let’s just say Aeden has been learning things the hard way since we last saw him.”

“I was just heading back to our bunkhouse. Saw you two so thought I would see what you were doing. I can catch up later.”

“It’s okay, you’re not interrupting,” Aeden said. “It’s nice to see you again. I’ve not really had a chance to catch up with everything that has been going on.”

Aeden was awkward in the way he spoke, reciprocated by the flash of pink that greeted Rowan’s cheeks.

Cassian’s eyes darted from Aeden to Rowan, and then he laughed and shook his head. “Whatever this is, I’m keeping the hell out of it.”

“There’s nothing here,” Aeden said defensively. He panicked, fumbling his words. He then looked at Rowan. “I mean⁠—”

Cassian simply laughed again. “Are we heading out, or do you plan on staying in here all day?” he asked. “What are your plans this evening? We can always catch up somewhere, maybe the archives. It’s nice and quiet there.”

“Because people want to read,” Rowan said, rolling her eyes, “not sit and talk.”

“Relax, Rowan, no one goes there, that’s why I suggested it. It’ll be empty, which will give us plenty of space to catch up. Besides, I want to hear everything about being an Aer-Kin rider.”

That statement in itself was enough to cause Aeden to pause. He had never looked at the situation like that. He had bonded with Nyra, but up until now, he hadn’t once considered himself a rider, and he didn’t believe he could until he had actually ridden her.

“Are you in?” Cassian asked. “I have so many questions.”

Aeden would have liked to, but he had already formulated a plan for the evening. It was something he had been dreading, but something he needed to do nonetheless. Tonight was when he was going to do it.

“I can’t tonight,” he said. “I need to go through my schedule, and I need to check in on Nyra,” he lied. Lying made him feel uncomfortable, no matter how good the justification was. Lyric had already told him that he didn’t need to check in until the morning. But even then, Nyra would likely be asleep for the next two to three days, maybe even longer.

“Oh, okay,” Cassian said. “How about tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow sounds great.” Aeden offered a tired smile. He was exhausted.

Tonight, however, was about visiting his mother and father.
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Aeden had tried reaching out to Nyra multiple times through the course of the evening, but he had been met with nothing but a darkened void – no essence, no core for him to speak to her. He wanted so badly to hear her voice, and he was unsure whether this was so that he could reassure her, or himself.

He knew she was in safe hands with Lyric, but it already felt uncomfortable not being able to sense her thoughts or feelings while she slept.

Aeden was learning fast to ignore all of the eyes that were burning into him. When Vivienne, Serene, and Harrison asked if he wanted to sit with them in the dinner hall that evening, Aeden politely declined, wanting to be on his own. He also didn’t want them associated with him if it was going to affect their experience at the academy – especially after what had happened to them during the sparring session. Master Storme had made it clear that what had happened was punishment for Aeden stepping out of line and for them supporting him.

The best way he could protect them was to keep them at arm’s length as best he could. That was the plan until they were bonded with their own Aer-Kin. Something told him they would be less vulnerable then. For now, he tried to ignore the hurt in their eyes when he chose to sit alone.

After leaving Cassian and Rowan, Aeden had filed the necessary paperwork to request a transfer from his bunkhouse. Hopefully that would make things less awkward. It wouldn’t take them long to figure out what he was doing, and he didn’t want to get closer to them, as that would only serve to put them all in more danger than they already were just by being at the academy.

Now he found himself heading to the last place he wanted to be. But after Master Storme had let slip that he knew his parents, Aeden knew he needed to come here.

Aeden made his way to the northeastern side of the academy grounds. It was quiet, with only the moon above offering any light as the grass around him reflected its sliver light.

The Memorial Garden.

There was an eerie feel in the air, the air sitting still with barely a breeze. The Memorial Garden summed up the academy perfectly; it wasn’t a place for quiet reflection, it was a monument for those who had fallen in battle, but only for those who had graduated at the academy.

It was uniformed and precise in its set-up, with row upon row of smaller pillars lining all the way down to the bottom of the garden – far too many for Aeden to count. There must have been thousands of pillars buried into the ground, indicating fallen riders.

Aeden’s legs felt like they were made of lead as he started the walk down the first line of pillars.

He stopped at the first pillar. It stood at around eight feet tall, the same as all the others. It was square in shape, carved into a triangle at the top. Each side of the pillar hosted a series of metal plaques with names engraved into them. One rectangular plaque sat at the top, displaying the name of the battle or location etched into it.

This one read ‘Battle of Novura, 089TV’. That was easy enough to navigate; it told Aeden he would have to walk to the far side of the Memorial Garden to find what he was looking for: his parents’ graves.

Well, as close to graves as they could get. They died in battle – or so he had been told his whole life. With no bodies recovered, it meant all he had to go off was the memorial. He hadn’t been here since the day they etched his parents’ names onto the plaques, alongside all the other Support riders that died that day. It was the reason why their numbers were so much lower than all the other classes. They had been nearly wiped out in a single battle. Aeden was present when their names were added to the memorial ceremony, but he was too young to remember it clearly, although the sight of the pillars felt strangely familiar to him.

He was a child when he was last here, supported by his grandparents who had brought him up ever since.

He continued to walk between the pillars, taking his time, part from hesitance, part from respect. He wanted to read the names of the riders that had passed in battle since Aviara Academy was formed – the first aviation school established in Nevaria.

After all, if not for their sacrifices, he wouldn’t get to live the life that he did, just like all the other students at the academy. Just like they were all told. This was Aeden’s chance to pay his respects to each and every rider who had made the ultimate sacrifice, just as he was meant to do someday. It was seen as a great honour to die in battle.

Aeden, however, thought differently. How he viewed the world had changed the day that his mother and father died, and he found himself ruminating on this as he continued to pass by more and more pillars. The more he walked, the more desensitised he got, which was why he had an issue with the Memorial Garden.

Nevaria had been at war with Ostrafar since long before Aeden was born. That was the very reason the academy existed, the very reason Aeden himself existed. His parents’ marriage, their bloodline that extended through him, their ability to bond with Aer-Kin continuing so the next line of Aer-Kin riders could be forged. This was how the academy worked, creating a lineage of riders through the academy for now and for the future. Aeden wondered what they would think of Nyra, of him, of what they died for. Was their sacrifice worth it?

In the end, each rider became nothing more than a stone totem, a reminder of just how many souls had been lost, which led to the biggest question of all.

What exactly were they fighting for?

When Aeden reached a plaque that read ‘Battle of Gora, 576TV’, he knew he was close.

His pace slowed as he began to examine each pillar in even more detail, the dates inscribed rising with every group of pillars that he passed, getting closer to the current year. The names inscribed into the plaques were in alphabetical order, which would make life easier when he got to the pillar that he wanted.

When Aeden read the plaque that said ‘Battle of Weir, 585TV’, his heartbeat surged. He hesitated, knowing that he was drawing close. This was it. This was the battle where his parents had fallen – or so he had been told.

Eventually he reached the names that began with the letter H. His heart thundered as his eyes scanned each plaque until he found what he was searching for.

In the centre of the pillar sat their names.

Nyra Harrington, 585TV.

Piotr Harrington, 585TV.

No sooner did he see their names than the sensation of fifteen years’ frustration came spilling out of him all at once, like he was a bucket filled with holes. His childhood, growing up as an orphan, the trials he had faced in adolescence, the trouble he had gotten himself into, and finally, the academy.

Oh how he hated the academy. He hated everything they stood for, everything they took, and everything they did to their students.

Before Aeden even had a chance to process, he was sobbing. Tears wetted his cheeks. He missed them desperately, even though he couldn’t remember them clearly. What he would give to have just one conversation with them, for them to be able to hold him and tell him that everything was going to be okay.

He sobbed and sobbed as every lost moment that they should have had came to the forefront of Aeden’s mind. He didn’t care. He could cry as loud as he wanted. He could grieve here, and no one was around to witness it, to see his weakness. All the suppressed rage and anguish flowed through him as he screamed out loud until his voice grew hoarse.

Dropping to his knees, Aeden rested his hands on the pillar. Raising his head, he stared at his parents’ plaques, his mother’s sitting above his fathers, surrounded by a sea of names that meant nothing to him. That was the problem. Other than to Aeden, these were just two names on a plaque. No one else knew them, knew their story. They were not consigned to the history books. Their story meant nothing to the world, but it meant everything to Aeden.

“I made it in,” he said aloud. If anyone was walking past, they would have thought a madness had taken Aeden, but to him, in this moment, it felt as though he could speak to them for the first time in his life. “Grandpa wasn’t happy. He wanted me to walk down a more academic path, but that isn’t me.” Aeden took a second to compose himself, taking a deep breath. “So much has happened that I want to tell you about.” He looked at his mother’s plaque. “I bonded with my very own Aer-Kin. She is called Nyra, after you. Things are complicated with how that happened. I know the academy isn’t going to make life easy for us. Her wings are damaged. Lyric tells me they are damaged beyond repair, but I promise I will find a way. Everyone is saying she’ll never fly, and I am going to show them, going to prove them all wrong. Then they will see. Because like Grandpa always tells me, Harringtons never quit. We keep going, no matter what. I’m going to train harder than everyone else. I’m going to show them just how powerful we can become, regardless of what they say, regardless of what they think we can do.”

Aeden stood up straight and smartened his jacket. His body ached from the training, but his ribs swelled from his outpouring of grief. He had never felt anything like it, suppressed and contained all these years to be suddenly unleashed like a wildfire.

“That wasn’t the plan,” he said, composing himself as best he could, although his words were still stifled. “Finding Nyra’s egg, her hatching and then bonding with me. That was never in the plan.”

He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a letter that was tucked inside. He looked over the creased envelope before turning it over to where the seal had been broken. Inside it was a note, which Aeden pulled out and stared at before raising it into the air.

“This is the whole reason why I enrolled, the whole reason why I’m at this academy. I didn’t want to be here, but now I have to be . . . because of this fucking note!” He opened the note in front of him before speaking the words aloud.

“Truth dies in daylight, but fire reveals all.

Your parents’ fate was not forged in battle, but in betrayal.

Go to the place where Aer-Kin rise – only there will you find the ash-covered truth.

Trust no one with a sigil.

The storm is waking, and your blood is not what you believe.”

He crumpled the note up in his hand. “What does this even mean?” he said. “I came to the academy. This is where Aer-Kin rise. But this note . . .” He looked up at his scrunched-up hand. “This note means I cannot rest until I know what really happened to you. I believe everything the academy has told us what happened to you is a lie.”

He lowered his hand to his side, but it still formed a fist. “And I swear I will make them pay for taking you away from me.”
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Two weeks had passed since Aeden stood in the Memorial Garden, and to some extent, a huge weight had been lifted from his overburdened shoulders. At the same time, he had known things were only going to get harder from that point, a fact he soon found to be correct.

All combat training was now one-to-one with Master Storme, and Aeden hadn’t enjoyed it one bit. Master Storme normally remained silent during the sessions, refusing to divulge any further information around Aeden’s parents, despite him making his best efforts to press the brutal teacher for more.

“Your form is terrible,” Master Storme would remark snidely at him. He frequently reminded Aeden how weak he was for a bonded rider and just how much stronger than him he was. Aeden’s body had turned all shades of purple from the bruising he had sustained. The only saving grace Aeden felt around this was that it kept him away from the others.

As per his request, he had been moved from the bunkhouse, something that Master Storme had actually been key in getting permission for. He argued that given Aeden’s increased strength thanks to his bond, if he were to get into an altercation with another student, he could seriously hurt them.

Although this helped Aeden keep his distance from his friends, it didn’t help with the rest of his cohort, many of whom now felt he was receiving preferential treatment since he had bonded with Nyra. Rooms fell silent when he entered them. Students turned their backs on him when he walked past, and most looked at him with nothing but disdain.

Even Aeden had been surprised when he was offered his own quarters, although the director had made it explicitly clear this was only until the bonding ceremony had been completed, and then Aeden would return to his initial bunkhouse. Still, it provided him with the breathing space that he needed.

Keeping his head down had been difficult – just as hard as biting down the urge to confront Kael for what he and his goons had done to Harrison. But so far, Aeden had managed to do it.

He attended his classes as his schedule outlined. All physical training and assessments were kept separate from the other members of his cohort, but he did attend educational sessions. He often chose to sit at the rear of the classrooms to keep himself out of trouble but also to avoid any conversation with others.

He hadn’t been rude or impolite to them, but so far he had been that busy that if anyone tried to talk to him, he would make his excuses, explain that he needed to be somewhere else with either a one-to-one session or at the hatchery with Nyra and Lyric.

“Have I done something wrong?” Harrison asked one day as Aeden walked past him and the others in the dining hall. Aeden had mumbled his excuses and moved on.

For now, though, he would forget everything else that was going on. He could forget the drama from within the academy, the searing looks from other students and faculty members.

The hatchery was his favourite part of the day, a place where he could be forgiven for forgetting his true reason for being here. Aeden was sure his parents would understand. He spent as much time as he could at the hatchery with Nyra, studying her as if he was learning to breathe for the first time. He watched her movements, how she responded to certain foods, how her personality continued to develop.

As he approached the hatchery, Aeden’s mood lifted. Every day spent with Nyra was exciting. Her rest following the binding had been longer than Lyric had anticipated, and Nyra had slept for four days straight. Thankfully, as time wore on, she was slowly getting used to the bindings around her wings.

When Aeden walked into the hatchery, Lyric couldn’t be seen. The furnace was on, and Aeden was taken aback by the heat that it was kicking out. It was just about bearable, but Aeden was thankful that he was only wearing his shirt and pants as his core temperature rose in an instant.

“Aeden!” Nyra chittered as she padded her feet into her bed of straw with excitement. She stretched out, and her scales darkened in patches on her sides as she did.

Aeden took a moment to savour the contentment that reached him through the Weave as he smiled at her. He was as happy to see her as she was him.

If the choice was left to him, he would skip his schedule and spend all of his time here with Nyra, where he felt most at ease, safe from judgement, where he could keep her shielded from prying eyes.

Nyra stretched out her neck and another wave of contentment washed over Aeden. She was stretching and from what he could tell, she really liked the feeling.

She had grown more in the first two weeks than Aeden had realised she would. Her body was double the size of when she had first hatched. Stretching out like this, she must have been over twelve feet tall. Her features looked more defined, her face more angular, and Aeden could have sworn that her scales had gotten darker.

On top of this, Aeden had already needed to change Nyra’s bindings twice; Lyric was concerned that as her wings grew, they would become too tight and cause more pain than was necessary for Nyra to endure.

“Morning,” Aeden said as he stood on the railings of her pen. Nyra shuffled forwards and bowed her head. Aeden rested his own against hers, and the two of them shared a tender moment.

No sooner did the two of them make contact than Aeden’s worries drifted away. In here, in the hatchery, they were free from it all.

“How are those fresh bindings feeling?” Aeden said. He leaned to the side to examine Nyra’s wings. They were ten times neater than the first set of bindings he had applied, and with this being the third set, it was getting easier, although it was taking longer given how fast Nyra was growing.

“Better,” Nyra said. She concentrated for a brief moment, then raised her bound wings slightly into the air, wincing from the pain.

“Don’t push yourself too hard,” he said. “If they feel too tight, remember to let me know straight away so I can check your bindings.”

“You know I will, although I don’t think I’d be able to hide this from you. You seem good at picking up my feelings through our bond.”

Aeden looked around the hatchery and then again at the roaring furnace at the top of the room. A large fireplace was carved out of the wall, surrounded by darkened stone blocks and a large stone slab sitting above it.

The furnace itself was burning intense, white-hot flames that were licking up the sides of the fireplace, the sound just as fierce as the flames that danced around inside.

“Where’s Lyric?” Aeden asked, wondering if he should open the door to the hatchery and let some air in. “It’s so hot in here.”

“I think it’s lovely,” Nyra said as she nestled down into her bed of straw once again. “It’s a perfect temperature for me.” She yawned halfway through her sentence, and Aeden laughed.

“Don’t tell me you’re tired already. You haven’t been up that long.”

“I’m growing fast. Lyric says this is normal. With that fire on, though, it just makes me sleepy.” She let out another yawn, this time longer and more exaggerated.

“Well, try and stay awake a bit longer, would you? I’ve only just got here.” Aeden laughed again as he walked around the hatchery and settled at the window to see if he could spot Lyric outside. The window itself stretched up vertically into a crescent at the top. Metal bars buried into the stone at the base and above it, presumably to stop anyone getting in. That said, the eggs that were inside the hatchery were now wider than the windows themselves.

Outside, Aeden couldn’t see anything other than Lyric’s hut. There was no sign of him inside or out, and Aeden wondered once again where he could be. He was always at the hatchery.

“When did you last see him?” Aeden asked.

“I’m not sure. He wasn’t here when I woke up. Usually he has some food for me, maybe that’s what he’s doing.”

“I’ll go see if I can find him.” Aeden gave Nyra a smile as he walked past her and to the hatchery entrance. “Do me a favour and try to stay awake.”

“I’m not promising anything,” she said, yawning again and nestling even deeper into her bedding.

Aeden stepped back outside and looked around for Lyric, but there was still no sign of him anywhere.

“Hello!” he called out. “Lyric?”

Bemused, he took a right turn out the door and made his way to the opposite side of the hatchery grounds to where Lyric’s hut was. He called out a number of times, but each time was in vain. Perhaps he had left the hatchery in its entirety. Aeden was just about to turn and leave when he noticed another building detached from the hatchery and twice the size of Lyric’s hut. It was square in shape and built with what looked like the same stone as around the furnace. A slightly angled slate roof sat on top, with one or two of the slates missing, leaving large black voids on the roof’s surface. A wooden door that looked like it had seen better days hung slightly ajar.

As Aeden moved closer, he could hear mumbling, muttering, and the odd curse word thrown in for good measure. When he reached the door, it was clear that he had found the missing master. He pushed the door open to sneak a look at what he was doing and found Lyric standing at a workbench, a large leather harness hanging down in front of him. He was doing something to it with his hands, but Aeden wasn’t entirely sure what. What he did know was that it had Lyric’s concentration entirely.

“Lyric,” Aeden said, not wanting to startle him.

Lyric was concentrating that hard that he didn’t hear Aeden, so he took a step inside before saying his name again, this time slightly louder.

“Lyric.”

The master jumped back, swinging around with rage in his eyes. Whatever he was fumbling with, he dropped, and a metallic clink chimed as it landed on the surface of the workstation.

“Blasts!” Lyric bellowed. “How long have you been standing there?” He shook his head and raised the large clear goggles from his eyes, which had left a deep indentation in his blotched skin. “Are you trying to draw a last breath from me, sneaking up like that?”

His thick accent combined with his flustered state drew a laugh from Aeden, who raised his hands to feign innocence.

“I’m sorry, Lyric, I was worried when I couldn’t see you around the hatchery, so I thought I would have a look around to try and find you. I didn’t mean to startle you, but I did call out for you a number of times.”

“Still, next time have the decency to knock. It’s a miracle my heart didn’t stop.” He shook his head and brushed his thick, coarse hair back from his face and over his head.

“What are you doing?” Aeden asked, intrigued as to what the harness was for.

“This? I’ve been working on it for a couple of weeks. Needed a few modifications, but it’s pretty much ready once I manage to fasten this clasp to it.” Lyric looked down at his thick, sausage-like fingers. “These hands were made for the anvil, not for finer details.”

“Is it something I can help with?” Aeden asked. He walked towards the worktable, and Lyric stepped to the side to allow him access. When he picked up the bronze clasp, it was warm to the touch and finely polished, the light of the room reflecting well on it. “What’s it for?” he asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Lyric said. “This is your harness, for riding Nyra. Now, I’ve made some modifications to it to help with her wings, but I will go through that once it’s ready to be fitted, which will be as soon as that clasp is clicked on. I’ve already done the other half, it just needs fastening into place. Care to help?”

A large wooden beam hung above, which Lyric had used to suspend the harness in the air, likely to make it easier for him to work on it.

Aeden hadn’t given much thought to actually riding Nyra. He was enjoying simply being in her company and talking to her, their bond getting stronger with every passing day.

When he didn’t answer, Lyric said, “You are an Aer-Kin rider. Well, to ride an Aer-Kin, you need a harness to sit comfortably but also to help you steer. Yours needed a few modifications given Nyra’s issues with her wings. I started working on it as soon as I realised that Nyra’s wings were permanently damaged. It’ll help her be more comfortable in general, but also when you are mounted.” He tilted his head and gave Aeden a puzzled look. “Are you okay, lad?”

“It’s just, I hadn’t given much thought to riding her.”

“Well, I would get used to that thought, because she is now at a size where you can. You won’t have much time before the director will insist on seeing her in action. That means you’ll start having some classes around flight” – he stopped himself. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to – I mean, although she can’t fly, I imagine you’ll still need to learn how to ride her. Is that not what you want?”

Aeden looked up at the harness again and reached for a loose strap that was hanging down. It stood out, as it was the only strap without a clasp attached, so he set about attaching it. It took him a couple of attempts, but it was easy enough to do, looping the leather in and out until the clasp could be pulled tightly without coming loose.

“It is what I want,” Aeden said. “More than anything. But with her wings being damaged, I didn’t think I would be able to.”

“Well then, you’re in for a treat, aren’t you? Can you help me carry this back through?”

Lyric pulled on a chain to the side, a mechanism squeaking as if it was in dire need of a good oil as the harness lowered until it filled the workbench.

Aeden grabbed hold of one side and Lyric the other, and the two of them carried it back to the main hatchery. The harness was far heavier than it looked, and Aeden had to stop twice to allow himself to reposition his grip so that he didn’t drop it.

When they reached the hatchery, they were greeted by the wall of heat from the furnace.

“Why is the furnace on so high? It’s so hot in here,” Aeden asked as Lyric led them to Nyra’s pen. They lowered the harness gently to the floor in front of her enclosure.

“The eggs are in their incubation period. Keeping the temperature high through these final weeks will help make sure they’re ready for hatching on time, ready for the bonding ceremony.”

“I couldn’t stay in here all the time, it’s unbearable,” Aeden said. Sweat was already pooling on his face.

“Ah, you soon get used to it.” Lyric set about stretching out the harness and mumbling under his breath. He examined every strap, buckle, and clasp individually until he was satisfied.

“Perfect. It’s just about ready for Nyra to try on.”

“We might need to wait a while yet,” Aeden sighed, raising an eyebrow as he looked at a sleeping Nyra. She seemed so peaceful. “What was it you always say?”

“Never wake a sleeping Aer-Kin,” Lyric said.
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With Nyra fast asleep in her bed and both Aeden and Lyric reluctant to wake her, the two of them decided to go and have a cup of tea in Lyric’s hut. Aeden refused to wait around in the hatchery longer than was necessary; the heat inside was making his skin itch, and he genuinely feared his blood would begin to boil if he stayed inside any longer.

If Lyric’s hut looked untidy the first time Aeden saw it, it was even worse now, with every spare surface filled with open textbooks and scribbled notes beside them. There was no order or coordination, and the urge to tidy made Aeden’s skin crawl.

“Here you go,” Lyric said as he passed Aeden a cup of tea. He went and retrieved his own, then sat in his oversized chair and let out a satisfied grumble before sitting back and taking a sip. “Ah, that hits the spot. You can’t beat a good tea,” he said. “This leaf was a gift from my cousin who lives in Forusha. It’s a small island a long way from here.”

“It’s really nice,” Aeden said as he took a second sip. It was surprisingly sweet and somewhat less earthy than the last cup of tea he’d had here. Aeden took a moment to look over all the papers and open books that surrounded them. “What is all this for?” he asked.

Lyric’s eyebrows furrowed as he took another sip of his tea. “Is it not obvious?” he said. “I am Master of the Hatchery, and we have an unknown breed of Aer-Kin in our ranks, hatched from a consecrated egg. I have a lot of research to undertake. Let’s not forget while tending to the other eggs and making sure they’re ready for hatching.”

“It’s a miracle you’ve had time to adapt a harness for Nyra.” Aeden wrapped both his hands around the cup and allowed the heat to bring warmth to his hands. “Honestly, I appreciate everything that you’re doing for her.”

Lyric waved away Aeden’s praise with a flippant, rather bashful hand. “I’m just doing what any decent hatchery master would do. She really is a fascinating creature.”

On the messy table to Aeden’s right, he noticed a piece of parchment with a charcoal sketch on top of it. It took him a few seconds, but he soon realised why he recognised it.

The pattern matched the scales on Nyra’s feathers. Details that you could only pick up by getting up close to her and examining them. It was like each scale had hundreds of tiny scales inside of them, with tiny, swirling patterns that were not visible from a distance.

The sketch wasn’t the best, with gaps all over the picture.

“That’s a tracing of her scales. Funny enough, Nyra liked the sensation of me rubbing the charcoal over the parchment when it was pressed against her side yesterday morning.”

“I wondered what that was,” Aeden said, recalling the sensation he had felt through the Weave while he was having breakfast the day prior.

“Did you know that each set of scales on an Aer-Kin are unique to that Aer-Kin? Kind of like the prints on our fingers.” Lyric placed down his cup of tea, reached for some charcoal, then rubbed the charcoal over his finger before pressing it against some parchment, revealing a copy of his own fingerprint.

“I did, it really is fascinating,” Aeden answered. He had done enough reading on them to know this, but he loved how excited Lyric was to tell him.

“Scale textures and patterns are unique, but you can generally group them to figure out what Aer-Kin breed or bloodline they are from.” His expression turned to one of confusion. “Well, in most cases you can, but not in Nyra’s.”

“What do you mean?” Aeden picked up the parchment to examine the charcoal print of Nyra’s scales more closely.

“I’ve indexed scale prints the whole time that I’ve been hatchery master here. Every time an Aer-Kin hatches, I take a copy of their scales like this one. You get used to what patterns different breeds have, little nuances that you pick up over time.”

He fetched one of the open books and placed it on Aeden’s lap. On either side of the pages were charcoal prints of scales. Aeden placed the print of Nyra’s wing next to the first page. The scale had faint zig-zag marks running through them close together in a symmetrical pattern.

The one on the right was similar, but with a bigger gap between each zig-zag.

“This book is filled will all the prints of the Aer-Kin from the Support bloodline that I’ve hatched over the last twenty years. The bloodline is pure, and you can see that although each imprint is different” – he turned the page to demonstrate some more imprints he had taken – “they’re all similar enough to understand that these come from the same line of Aer-Kin.”

Aeden nodded. It was a simple enough concept to get his head around.

“I’ve trawled through every single page of all these records, every reference that I have created, and I can’t find one similarity.”

“Could it be that her class is wrong? I mean, have you checked the other books, the other classes imprints?”

Lyric shook his head. “That’s logically what I was going to do next, but that wouldn’t make sense. You yourself told me that through the Weave, Nyra helped numb the pain in your injured ankle. With that and with your family’s bloodline being Support riders, everything points to her being a Support Aer-Kin.” He picked up the book and started to flip through the pages himself. “There isn’t a single similarity to any of these imprints that I’ve recorded. I’ll check the other records, but it will take me a while. As you can imagine, there’s a lot to get through.”

“Why do I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me?” Aeden asked.

“Well, if her scales don’t match with any record that we have, then that only means one thing.” He stared at Aeden as if he was waiting for him to finish the sentence, but Aeden didn’t have a clue where Lyric was going with this. “It would mean this is an entirely new bloodline, not just for the academy, but for the entire continent. Maybe even the world. Who knows? We have no record of her lineage, which means there’s no record of her parents, her bloodline, anything. This is extremely exciting.” But then his face turned to a more solemn expression.

“Is that a bad thing?” Aeden asked, concerned about Lyric’s sudden change of tone.

“If people outside of the academy get wind, yes. Even if the academy itself gets wind of this, then yes. This is a military academy. Their purpose is to train riders and get them ready for war, to protect our skies against monsters and invaders. If a new bloodline has been discovered, the academy has a duty to report this back to the Conclave.”

“What happens then?”

“They might try and take her.”

“I’d like to see them try,” Aeden said, a fight stirring within him.

“You wouldn’t have a say if that’s what they wanted to do. The academy is under the command of the Conclave, as I’m sure you are aware.”

“We just won’t tell them.”

“As much as I agree with that plan of action, the director isn’t stupid. Neither are the rest of the faculty. I can certainly try to stall them, to try and protect Nyra, but it’s only a matter of time before Director Vale and the other members of the faculty realise that Nyra isn’t like any other Aer-Kin that has ever graced these grounds. Not only because of her damaged wings, but because of her breed.”

“How long do you think we have?” Aeden asked, his mind instantly going into flight mode. As much as he had a burning drive to find out more about his parents’ past, it paled in comparison to the compulsion to keep Nyra safe. It was instinctive, like nothing else mattered to him. “I mean, you’ve made her a harness. We could just run.” And run he would, if that meant protecting Nyra.

“Without training, you wouldn’t last two days out there on your own. Besides, for all we know, the director has already fed back to the Conclave. After all, it’s not every day a rider bonds outside of our own ceremonies.”

Aeden’s blood ran cold. This was not the conversation he had expected to be having today, and it was yet another thing for him to worry about.

“What do I do then? What do we do?”

“You need to do one thing: train. Learn how to ride her, learn how to master your Weave as best you can between now and whenever the Conclave arrive. That way, you will be as best prepared as possible. But know this: if you run, they will hunt you. And although your life would end if Nyra’s did, please remember that hers will not if you are killed.”

“So they would kill me and then take Nyra.”

“If you run, yes. That’s why I’m telling you to stay here, to keep your head down and train harder than anyone else. You’ll already be at a disadvantage because Nyra can’t fly.”

“So stay, and they might take Nyra. Run, and they’ll kill me and then take Nyra anyway. Why are you telling me all this? Why are you helping me? Lying to Director Vale will surely see you removed from the academy.”

“Because Aer-Kin are my life. I don’t know anything but this. It doesn’t mean I have to agree with everything the academy does, or the Conclave for that matter. At least this way, I get to make sure the Aer-Kin are looked after properly. It’s the best hand I can play with what I have been dealt. And as for lying . . . Well, I would call it withholding information.” He offered a smile as if he was trying to convince himself.

“How will I know if the Conclave come?” Aeden had heard stories of the Conclave, but he had lived a sheltered life with his grandparents and never come into direct contact with them. What he did know was that within their ranks, they had some of the strongest Aer-Kin and riders in the whole of Nevaria.

The Conclave’s sole purpose was to serve the Sovereign Queen and the Royal Family in protecting all territories within Nevaria from invasion. This meant that only the most powerful riders were allowed to join their ranks. As Aeden understood it, he would become an Adept once he graduated and was deemed combat ready. Then through combat and proven ability, a rider could become a Warden, and then a Sentinel. That path would lead to the Master rank, which meant a rider could teach at any one of the four academies across the land. There were ranks within the Conclave too, but Aeden wasn’t too familiar them. All he knew was that to serve was the highest achievement, and their ranks only consisted of the purest bloodlines.

“Trust me, you’ll know if they arrive,” Lyric said. “Sorry to put all of this on you, but I believe you deserve to know everything.”

“Which is still not a lot,” Aeden said, his mood souring. “Now what do we do?”

“Well, we have established that you’re going to train, and I am going to research, to try to find out exactly where Nyra comes from and help you tend to those wings of hers.”

“Thank you,” Aeden said, “for all of this, for everything you are doing to try and help her. It’s more than what anyone else at the academy is doing.”

“It will be my honour to help such a beautiful Aer-Kin like Nyra. There’s something about her that I believe will shock the academy, make them regret ever doubting what she is capable of. I am sure of it.”

The two of them set about trawling through pages and pages of Lyric’s notes and documented imprints. Aeden decided to check every one of the Support Aer-Kin index just to be on the safe side. With the quiet between them, Aeden contemplated taking the opportunity to ask Lyric if he had known his parents, but for some reason he couldn’t muster up the courage. As much as Aeden was growing to trust him, Lyric was already risking a lot withholding certain information from Director Vale. If he was snooping around about his parents, could he be sure that it wouldn’t be fed back to her? With this in mind, Aeden opted to keep quiet. Perhaps he would wait a little longer before enquiring about them given everything else that was going on.

When they were done with all of the old books, Lyric would fetch more through from his office, which was attached to the hatchery. It took them most of the morning just for Aeden to go through the Support imprints alone, but Lyric had at least started to make some headway with the Scout index. It was a slow and monotonous task, with Aeden taking the time to study every single imprint on every single page, looking for any tiny detail that would give them a hint as to Nyra’s breed.

Lyric’s frustration was clear as he let out a huff of air, as if he himself was ready to breathe fire.

“Is it that important that we know her breed?” Aeden asked.

“To me it isn’t, no, but to the Conclave . . .” His expression soured, as if troubled by his own thoughts. “If they arrive and see she can’t fly, they will not be impressed. If we can’t prove she comes from a pure bloodline . . . Well, that will only serve to make things worse.”

As it stood, it felt like everything was stacked against Nyra, not only with her broken wings but also the lack of clarity around her bloodline. With that in mind, Aeden suddenly felt more determined than ever to find any kind of evidence in Lyric’s records.

But every time he compared each imprint only to find no similarities, his disheartenment rose. Books and papers piled higher and higher as Lyric’s hut gradually began to look more like a library than a home – if a library was this untidy and uncoordinated. Books were scattered across the floor and every table, some opened, some piled up high creating mini towers, one of which Lyric had ended up fashioning a makeshift table using a spare peace of wood - only to then use this as a platform to store more books. It had become a hoarder’s paradise.

“What’s your next lesson?” Lyric finally broke the silence.

Aeden turned another page, barely recognising the question. His index finger and thumb were now blackened from the charcoal on the parchment, and his eyes were tired and heavy from all the reading.

“You there, lad?”

“Sorry, what?” Aeden shook his head, blinking his eyes as they started to water.

“Your next lesson. What is it?”

“Cartography, I think.” Panic surged through him. “Shit, I lost track of time. I can’t be late, not again.”

He quickly folded up the book on his lap, placed it on the pile next to him, and raced to the door. “Tell Nyra that I’ll call over after my classes.”

“You can just tell her yourself; that’s kind of the purpose of your Weave.”

This was something Aeden still needed to get used to, and he laughed to himself as he raced out of Lyric’s hut.

The last thing he wanted was to give Director Vale any extra ammunition when it came to him and Nyra.

“Thanks for this, Lyric!” he called over his shoulder.

“If I find anything in the meantime, I’ll ask Nyra to give you a shout through your Weave.”

With that, Aeden shut the door behind him and ran to his next class, uncertain how much time had passed since getting lost in the books. He only hoped he hadn’t missed the lesson completely. He’d had more than one warning about his timekeeping, and having bonded with Nyra, he didn’t want to give the academy any further reason to reprimand him.
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“Glad you could join us,” Mistress Jara said from the front of the classroom. She was tall, with long blond hair with flashes of grey forming at the base of her roots. She spoke politely but with an edge of assertiveness that Aeden did not want to test.

The rest of his cohort had stopped what they were doing when he burst through the door, out of breath and sweating, having covered nearly the full length of the academy to make it. At least he could breathe a sigh of relief knowing that he wasn’t too late and hadn’t miss the class entirely.

The classroom was rectangular in shape with sixteen large tables dotted around in rows of four. Each table had two students standing at it, pencils and parchment at the ready and large maps placed on each of them.

“Sorry I’m late.”

“Well, that’s enough of a disruption. Take your place at your table, quickly and quietly. The rest of you continue what you’re doing. Are there any volunteers to help Aeden catch up on what he has missed?”

The room fell silent, and Aeden looked down at the ground. For someone who hated attention, he was certainly developing a knack for it. Finally a hand shot into the air, and Rowan offered Aeden a kind smile. One that he didn’t feel he deserved.

“Thank you, Rowan. If you could talk Aeden through the exercise, so I don’t have to repeat myself.” Mistress Jara spoke with an air of irritation. To be fair, that was entirely Aeden’s fault, and he knew that. He was just grateful it was one of Mistress Jara’s lessons and not Master Storme’s. Mistress Jara was one of the nicer faculty members, and Aeden appreciated that she addressed each of them by their first name and not their last.

“Sorry again,” Aeden said, walking over to Rowan’s table. He passed a table where Harrison and Vivienne were standing together. Serene was working with Cassian, and Aeden kept his head down, avoiding the eye contact the others tried to make with them. He hated how he was treating them, but he couldn’t see any other way to keep them safe. He noticed Harrison tut when his attempts to acknowledge Aeden failed.

That’s what he wanted. Hopefully they would get frustrated and stop trying. He couldn’t bear to see any of them get hurt because of him again.

“You’re making a habit of this,” Rowan said, her soft voice a nice change in a hostile academy. Aeden had been keeping her and Cassian at arm’s length too, but in these situations, he had no choice but to engage. He tried his hardest to keep conversations strictly work related, but this was hard with Rowan. She had a natural air about her that made him feel at ease, like he wanted to open up with her.

“Thank you,” Aeden said. “I was working on some stuff with Nyra and Lyric.” He looked over the map that was laid out across the table. It was an intricate map of both Nevaria’s mainland as well as the northern and eastern islands that sat in a cluster. The southern regions were illustrated with an array of mountain ranges, forming a natural defensive wall against Soldova. The true threat came from Ostrafar, a nation across the seas and from the west. Aeden wasn’t familiar with the territories beyond the islands of the north and east, but he knew that the threat came from all around Nevaria. It was their unrivalled access to Aer-Kin that kept them safe.

The details and lines etched onto the map were incredible. The time and expertise that had gone into creating it must have taken years, if not decades. Aeden then wondered how they had made so many copies for the classroom and suddenly understood why they were told to take such care of them while working.

To the side of the map was a piece of parchment and charcoal pencil where Rowan had been making notes. Her handwriting was neat and tidy, as if she were a master of calligraphy. Aeden could only dream of having handwriting that clean.

“What am I looking at?” he asked, scanning over the map and cross-referencing the list of names that Rowan had already started.

“It’s a simple session, really. We just need to match the coordinates that Mistress Jara has given us to the locations on the map and list them. I already have six of them, so we should be able to get all of them noted down by the end of class.”

“It’s simple if you already know how to read maps,” Aeden said, raising an eyebrow. This was one of those subjects that Aeden didn’t excel at; no matter how hard he tried, he struggled to get his head around the concept of map reading.

“Well, it’s a good job you have me then.” Rowan leaned across the table in front of him and grabbed hold of the compass that sat on the table’s surface. Aeden was greeted with a sweet floral smell that he found alluring. He shook his head to concentrate on his work. Whatever it was that he was drawn to, he needed to compartmentalise it and focus on his work at the academy.

She passed him the compass and then pointed at another piece of parchment. “This one has all the coordinates we need. See here? I’ve marked off the ones that I’ve already done.”

Aeden noted that they had a series of crosses next to them.

“So, you’re going to use that compass tool” – she passed him the instrument, which had a fine needle point at the base – “and use it to map out those coordinates until you find the point of the map that it’s referencing. Then we’ll add it to the list.”

Aeden looked down at the map. A thin series of horizontal and vertical lines intersected across the map. In the top righthand corner, there was a compass reference pointing north, east, south, and west, sketched into the map in a fanciful way.

Aeden looked at the compass tool in his hands and fumbled around with it. He didn’t have a clue what he needed to do with it.

“Or,” he said hopefully, “you could show me how to do it by doing it.”

“How will you learn if I do it?” Rowan whispered.

“Because I’ll be watching, and I’ll also owe you one.” He smiled at her, but it was a desperate smile.

Rowan laughed. Aeden liked it when she laughed. “That would only work if there was something that I wanted from you.” She was playful in how she spoke, and Aeden felt a flash of heat rise in his cheeks before setting off into a mild panic.

He lowered his head to face the map so that Rowan nor anyone else in their class could notice. He glanced up to see Mistress Jara’s eyes focused on him. He was going to have to do this.

Aeden used the compass tool as best he could, looking at the coordinates and cross-referencing them while Rowan watched over him. The heat in his cheeks quickly passed as his focus turned to the map reading. He mumbled to himself as he used the cartography tool to pinpoint the location on the map. After a while, he landed on a cluster of mountains. He placed his finger on it, reading it out to Rowan.

“The Windless Mountains,” he said. “These coordinates are for the Windless Mountains.” A mountain pass that Aer-Kin avoided, due to the still air. He would be lying to himself if he didn’t feel smug about it. Rowan thought he would fail, but he had managed to read the map.

“Are you sure?” Rowan asked.

Suddenly Aeden felt less confident. “I am,” he said a little too defensively. “Am I?” He looked at the coordinates one last time and cross-referenced them again, retracing the steps that he had taken.

“Well, you would be, had you not just done that the wrong way around. Here, you’re reading it back to front. Your logic was right, but your application was wrong.” Rowan held out her hand expectantly towards Aeden. It took him longer than it should have to realise she wanted the compass tool.

“Oh,” he said, “here you go.” At least now he knew they would get the right answer.

Rowan set out using the compass tool with ease, as if it were as natural to her as breathing. She traced each of the coordinates to land on a location at the opposite side of the map, a small island in the eastern territories that read ‘Boratia’. The only thing Aeden knew of this island was a small fruit that was considered too much of a delicacy for him to have ever come across.

“See, that wasn’t too hard.” Rowan smiled as she leaned across the map in front of Aeden, giving him a flirtatious smile.

“Yup, I’m out of excuses. I am seriously bad at map reading,” Aeden said as he distracted himself by grabbing the parchment. “Shall I write it on here, or are you doing that? I just don’t want to mess up how tidy this looks.”

“It sounds to me like you’re just avoiding doing any of the work,” she said with a frown. “Is that what you’re doing, Aeden?”

“I promise I’ll do the next coordinates, but my handwriting is bad, especially compared to yours.”

“Well, cartography is in my family’s bloodline, so I suppose I do have a bit of an unfair advantage. Being a Scout, we have to be able to read and draw maps, and do it well.”

She did have a point, and Aeden picked up the list of coordinates to read the next one.

“Shit,” Rowan said as she dropped the cartography tool onto the map. It fell on its side and a splash of red dripped onto the bottom of the illustration. Rowan clasped her hand around her finger.

“What did you do?” Aeden asked.

“I caught my finger with the needle. It’s just, I’m not that good with blood” – all colour drained from her face.

“Oh, shit,” Aeden said as he helped her sit in her chair.

The rest of the class stopped for a second to see what the commotion was about.

“Concentrate on your work,” Mistress Jara said. “Is everything okay, Rowan?”

“I’ll be fine,” she said, “I’ve just nicked my finger.”

“Try not to bleed on the map,” Mistress Jara said with minimal concern for Rowan. “Your fingertips will soon toughen up. They say a master cartographer will catch themselves as much as a thousand times.” She sat back down at her table and continued whatever it was she was doing.

“It’s the one thing I’m not good at,” Rowan said. “This is so embarrassing. I’m just not good with blood, not good at all, it’s something I have no control over.”

“That’s okay, I can help you. Let me take a look at it.”

Rowan removed her hand, revealing an index finger that had blood smeared all over it – too much for Aeden to see how deep it was.

“Okay, I need you to suck your finger for a quick second. Your saliva will help coagulate your blood and slow the bleeding.”

Rowan did as she was asked before letting Aeden inspect it again. When he did, he could see a small laceration caused by the needle, like it had torn against the skin.

“How is it feeling?” he asked.

“It’s throbbing like crazy,” she said.

He didn’t know why, but Aeden held her finger between his hands, finding himself drawn to his Weave with Nyra.

He closed his eyes for a moment before finding her core and reaching out to it. A flash of spectral light started drifting towards him, only a faint line, but a line nonetheless. Much like when he had injured his ankle, it travelled towards his hands. As the energy poured into him, he embraced it, feeling the comfort and warmth that his connection to Nyra often brought him.

The energy wrapped around his hands. He didn’t know what he was doing or if he had any control over it, but both his hands started emitting a soft, pulsating energy. It only lasted a few moments before the tendril of light removed itself and drifted away. He opened his eyes, disconnecting from the Weave.

When he opened them, he was met by Rowan’s soft green eyes. For the briefest of moments, he felt a powerful connection between them.

“What was that?” Rowan said.

Aeden quickly averted his eyes. “What was what?”

“Whatever you just did, my finger has stopped throbbing.”

Aeden removed his hands to reveal Rowan’s finger. There was no mistaking the energy that still reverberated in his hands, but that wasn’t what drew his attention.

Rowan’s finger still had traces of wet blood on them, but when he looked more closely, he quickly realised that the cut at the end of her finger had simply vanished.

He had used the Weave to remove her injury.

“That’s incredible,” Rowan said.

“Shh,” Aeden said, not wanting to draw attention to himself.

“Have you done that before?” She was like an excited child as she spoke.

“Nope, that would be the first time.” He still didn’t know what exactly he had done. The whole thing had happened so quickly that he’d barely had time to realise what was happening.

He looked down at his own hands, sensing the crackling of energy within them. That energy quickly faded too, as fast as it had first emerged.

“Does that mean you know your magic has manifested?” Rowan said, her voice rising in line with her excitement.

Aeden shushed her again. “Please be quiet,” he said. “Everyone is already treating me differently because of Nyra. I don’t need them to because of this as well.”

“This isn’t something you should hide, Aeden,” Rowan said, bringing her voice back down to a whisper. “This is something to be proud of. Your power has manifested! You’re a healer.” She gave him a warm, proud smile which Aeden knew he should just accept.

Inside, though, he felt disappointed. This wasn’t what he wanted. He knew he was a Support, but there were a thousand ways his magic could have manifested. There were a thousand different types of magic that he would have chosen.

Healing was not one of them.

“What do I do now?” he asked. He had no way of controlling this, enhancing this. Was it just a fluke that he had been able to use it on Rowan? Even then, it was only to heal a slight cut, hardly something worth celebrating.

“I don’t know. Is there not someone in the faculty that can help you?” she asked, offering Aeden another smile. “Perhaps Mistress Plato could help. She is a healer too, after all.”

That was sound logic. Mistress Plato had already helped Aeden, and other healers in the healers wing were from the more senior students at the academy, refining their skills. Aeden, however, couldn’t think of anything worse than being confined to the healers wing. That was not where he wanted to end up. He wanted to be on the front line, he wanted to be out there on the battlefield showing his worth.

Sensing his head already spiralling, Aeden tried to focus on the map once again. “Come on, let’s carry on with the cartography.”

“Promise me you will get advice? If your magic is manifesting, you need to learn to control it. Won’t it help with your Weave with Nyra, too?”

Rowan was right, it wasn’t something that he should sit on. He had to speak to someone about it, and there was only one faculty member that Aeden trusted. That said, Mistress Plato had been warm towards Aeden. If he got the chance, he would go and see her. Perhaps she could offer him some advice about his newfound magic.


[image: ]


“This exercise is all about endurance!” Master Kato shouted to the class as they lined up by the lake.

It had been four days since Aeden had inadvertently healed Rowan’s finger, and he had focused on everything else other than that ever since. Including avoiding going to see Mistress Plato.

Rowan had tried cornering Aeden a couple of times, but he managed to avert her and make his excuses before escaping – usually to a textbook in the library or to help Lyric with his research on Nyra. As of yet, Lyric had not found anything meaningful to help them identify his Aer-Kin.

Aeden had even avoided bringing up his newfound healing magic. He wasn’t even sure if Nyra knew that he had drawn upon their Weave to summon the magic to begin with. He had told Rowan that he would address it, which was why he was avoiding her, but he was still processing his magic manifesting in this way. Out of all the powers he could have developed as a Support, healing was the one he wanted the least. If he was being honest with himself, this new discovery had knocked him back in a way that he wasn’t expecting.

“This is going to be horrendous,” Harrison said. He was shivering next to Aeden in nothing but his shorts. Aeden focused on the lake in front of them.

The rest of their class was also dressed for a swimming exercise, dithering and shivering excessively as they awaited instruction from Master Kato. The master of the water was a fellow Support class, although Aeden wasn’t quite sure what powers he possessed. He was tall like Master Storme, with dark skin and short dark hair. Dark tattoos covered his upper body. He also stood in a pair of shorts as he addressed the cohort.

It was a cold day, the windchill making it ten times harder to stand by the lake than it would be in the summer. Aeden guessed that this was the purpose of the exercise. It was an endurance test, after all.

Aeden stood reluctantly, focusing his mind on anything else besides the cold. He thought of the beach, of warm sunny days, even of warm baths to avoid the reality that he was freezing cold.

They hadn’t even gotten into the water yet.

“They can’t send us in the lake, not when it’s this c-c-cold,” Harrison said.

“I think they’re going to,” Aeden said.

“Oh, so you can s-s-speak.”

It made Aeden feel guilty. He didn’t enjoy keeping his distance from his friends – in fact, it was quite lonely – but as he kept telling himself, he was doing it for their own good.

“This is a simple exercise,” Master Kato said, standing in front of the lake. “There are three markers out in the lake. You have to swim past each one and then back to the shoreline. There are a number of obstacles that you’re going to face, the main one being the cold.” He stepped into the water without so much as flinching. “Remember, this is an endurance exercise. The water is only as cold as you allow it to be.”

That seemed like a ridiculous statement to make; the air outside was cold enough, and Aeden knew that the water was going to be that much worse. That said, he was still trying his best to keep his head down and prove what he could do.

“It won’t just be the cold that you face in these waters,” Master Kato said. “There are some lake creatures that may see you as food.” He laughed to himself. “I have already been out to scout the route, and as best as I can tell, they’re not around this part of the lake . . . today, anyway.”

That did little to relax Aeden, and judging by the audible sigh of frustration from his peers, he wasn’t the only one who felt this way. Failing was not an option today. He’d not only be failing Nyra if he was expelled, he would be failing his parents and his true mission at the academy, uncovering the secret of their deaths. In fact, he didn’t know if failure was an option now that he was a bonded rider. What he did know was that he couldn’t risk anything, for Nyra’s sake and for Aeden’s own mission to find out more about his parents.

“My advice is to stick to the markers,” Master Kato continued. “The last thing you want is to get caught in an undercurrent.”

“Great,” Harrison said, “like we didn’t have enough to worry about. My balls are going to shrivel up as soon as I hit that water, then what?”

Aeden looked at Harrison. “Do you really want me to answer that?”

“Everybody line up at the edge of the water!” Master Kato demanded, and all the students walked towards the water’s edge.

The water was still and calm, and Aeden steadied his breathing as he sought the three markers that Master Kato had referenced. One by one he marked them, surprised at the distance between each one.

“I’ll be swimming from the back to make sure no one falls behind. When I say so, you’ll all step forward and begin the exercise.”

There was a collective groan from the cohort, which only served to bring further laughter from the eager Master. He seemed to be enjoying all of this just as much as they were all hating it.

“Forwards!” he shouted.

Reluctantly, they all stepped forward, and Aeden knew that for however long this would take, he was going to have to dig deep. He braced himself for the cold with every step he took.

Nothing could have prepared him for the icy chill that greeted him as his feet hit the water and stole a breath from him.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Harrison said as he stepped in beside Aeden, his teeth instantly chattering.

With each step that Aeden took, the sensation only got worse as the water slowly crept up his legs until he was waist-deep in the lake.

“And there goes my balls,” Harrison said.

Aeden, however, needed to focus on himself if he was to get through this moment.

“Dip,” Master Kato said to another collective groan. “Now!” he demanded, sensing the hesitance from the cohort.

Reluctantly, everyone dipped into the water, Aeden himself crossing his arms over his chest before plunging himself into the lake.

A horrendous cold tore through Aeden’s body, and he quickly stood back up, his ribs already aching as he took what felt like a hundred breaths in only a matter of moments.

“A bit of immersion therapy will make this exercise a little easier,” Master Kato laughed.

“Anyone that enjoys this is a sadistic son of a bitch if you ask me,” Harrison said.

“Something to say, Harrison?” Master Kato asked.

“Nothing, sir.” He then lowered his voice. “Son of a bitch, has he got enhanced hearing?” he chattered as he slowly entered the water.

“On my count, you will start the exercise.”

Aeden braced himself for a countdown.

“Go!” Master Kato shouted, giving no countdown whatsoever.

“Shit!” Aeden said as the students threw themselves into the water and started swimming. Aeden took another step forward, then jumped into the water and set off towards the first marker.

It was cold, colder than anything Aeden had ever felt before. He used his arms and legs to help propel himself through the water as he tried to find a good rhythm to his swimming strokes.

It was torturous. Each of his arms and legs felt as though they were made of stone. He would have questioned making any headway if it wasn’t for the fact that the first marker was getting closer and closer with every stroke he made.

It was his thighs that felt the worst, as if they had been touched by ice themselves. He tried his hardest not to focus on it, but that was to no avail. The cold was all he could think about.

He made it to the first marker and set his sights on the next one. There were six students ahead of him. Who they were, he had no clue, as he was unable to make out any details from this point. He kept going, pushing through the temptation to swim back. He kept pushing forwards – after all, progress was progress. Aeden simply wanted to get out of the cold water as fast as possible, and that meant swimming fast and hard, with everything he had.

Just keep going, just keep swimming, and we’ll be back on dry ground soon.

Aeden pushed a little too hard as he reached the second marker, which was the furthest point out from the shoreline. He took in a breath of air just as he lowered his face into the lake.

Freezing-cold water entered his mouth as he breathed in, and it instantly brought him to cough. He stopped as the compulsion to cough took over, and he treaded the water as he tried to gather himself. He was not prepared for the panic that greeted him. His legs kicked frantically as a flashback came to the forefront of his mind. At the centre of it was a blurred face before he found himself being dragged from the water. It was the same feeling he had just endured, the breathing in of water, the spasming lungs as they desperately searched for air. He was brought back in an instant to the night that Kael nearly drowned him, and that was all he could think about as the panic got worse.

Suddenly he could feel Kael’s hands forcing him under the water. But that was illogical. He wasn’t here, was he? Flashes of the attack in the bathroom erupted in Aeden’s mind, and panic enveloped him as the memory gripped him like sea vines. He continued to thrash around, flailing in the water as his heart beat hard and fast, his desperation for air only getting worse as he continued to cough. A new fear had been unlocked, and this was the wrong place and the wrong time for it to activate.

“Aeden!” Nyra called out to him through the Weave. “Aeden, what’s happening?”

Aeden couldn’t draw on any strength to reach back out to her through his panic.

He raked his hands and legs through the water but only found himself sinking below the surface.

He may as well have been swimming in tar. His arms and legs grew tired as he found himself sinking beneath the depth of the lake. He managed to rise up just enough to grab a breath before sinking again.

The flashback of his attack played on repeat, each time Kael’s contorted face grinning maniacally as he shoved him under the water. Aeden could have sworn a hand was pushing him under in the lake.

Whatever was happening, he knew he needed to get out of the water, before it was too late.

He couldn’t, though. No matter how hard he tried, is was as if something was pulling his legs. He didn’t know what to do. This was it. This was where he would meet his maker – at the bottom of a freezing-cold lake.

“Aeden!” Nyra’s voice reached him though the Weave. She was in a heightened state. “Aeden, where are you? What’s happening? Aeden, talk to me!”

Just hearing Nyra’s voice brought Aeden focus, if only for a few moments. He tried to reach out to her through the Weave, but he took in more water. He thrashed about as his lungs heaved, his legs aching. He tried again, desperate, panicked, a looming sense of dread washing over him. He wanted to reach her, but he couldn’t.

“Aeden!” Nyra reached out again, her words dimming like a dying flame. “AEDEN!”

Aeden kicked and clawed at the water until he had nothing left. His movements slowed until he was suspended in the water, quite similar to when he had been inside the Weave. When he looked up, he could see daylight some fifteen feet above, but around him was darkness. The feeling of impending doom sank into his chest as he realised there was nothing he could do.

His heart raced, his body panicking as he slowly ran out of breath.

A silhouette appeared, swimming down towards him. He couldn’t tell who it was, but they were a competent swimmer given the speed at which they moved. They stopped for a moment, as if searching for Aeden, then swam deeper until they reached him.

Aeden reached out, desperate for any form of help. Whoever it was grabbed his wrist and yanked him upwards. They moved behind him and pushed back up to the surface, clinging on to Aeden’s chest.

When they broke through, Aeden let out a huge gasp of air as if it were the first time he had ever drawn breath. His arms and legs were still as his rescuer laid him on his back in the water.

“I’ve got you, buddy,” a male voice said. “I’ve got you.” His grip was like a vice as strong arms wrapped around Aeden’s chest.

Aeden recognised him, but it took him a moment in his near-drowned state to put a finger on it. It was Lucien, a quiet student from the Guardian class. They had a couple of classes together, but Aeden had never spoken to him. One thing he did know was that Lucien was struggling to keep Aeden’s head out of the water as he desperately tried to keep the two of the afloat.

“Somebody help!” Lucien shouted. “Somebody help us!” The two of them bobbed above and below water as the student struggled to hold them both above the surface.

As Aeden looked up at the clear sky above them, he continued to take in deep breaths, a slight rasp in his lungs. He kicked his legs but was inadvertently making things harder for Lucien.

“Will you fucking stop!” Lucien scolded. “You’re going to drown both of us.”

An almighty splash came from behind them, and Aeden panicked. Master Kato had warned them of creatures lurking in the water. Was one nearby? Was he going to survive drowning, only to be eaten alive? That would be just his luck. His brain was catastrophising everything, and there was nothing he could do about it. Every scenario ran through his head apart from the one that was actually playing out.

“Aeden,” Nyra said, reaching out through the Weave once again, “Aeden, I am here.”

“Holy shit,” Lucien said, “is that – is that your Aer-Kin?”

Aeden looked over his shoulder to find a large bulge in the water moving towards them at speed, like a wave was rushing towards them.

“Grab hold of me,” Nyra said.

“She wants us to grab hold of her,” Aeden said, his speech slow and pained.

Lucien rolled them both onto their sides as Nyra reached them, her slimline body moving through the water as if she was a sea creature herself. She dipped in and out of the water at incredible speed before diving under the water a few feet away from them.

Aeden felt her clatter into his legs as she pushed them both up out of the water, and he wrapped his arms around her neck as best he could. He checked on Lucien, who had managed to do the same. He lay flat against her bound wings, which were tucked back against her body.

“You came for me,” Aeden said. As he hugged the back of her neck that little bit tighter, the wet, rough scales scratched against his skin, but he didn’t care. All that mattered was he was with her.

“I’ll always be here for you,” she said as she began to swim them back to the shore.
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Aeden sat in the healers wing, a place he had already spent more time than he would have liked. Mistress Plato stood over him, looking into his eyes and finishing off her observations.

“There’s nothing we need to do. You’re very lucky,” she said, passing him a glass of water.

“I’m okay, thank you,” Aeden said. He had seen more than enough water for one day.

“And you’re sure you had no cramping in your legs prior to coming into difficulties?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips.

“I’m sure. All I kept thinking was that I was drowning. The next thing I knew, I was kicking as hard as I could but just couldn’t swim or catch a breath, even when I was above the water. My heart felt like it was trying to burst out of my chest.”

“I see,” she said. She picked up a chart at the bottom of Aeden’s bed and scribbled down some notes. “It sounds to me like you had a panic attack. Have you ever had one before?”

“No,” Aeden said, slightly defensive as he shook his head. He had never had one before, and he never wanted one again.

“Most likely trauma related.” Mistress Plato continued to make notes. “I imagine something in the water triggered a reaction from you. I recommend scheduling some time with Master Reinhouse to talk this through. He can help you come to terms with this.”

“I’ll be okay,” Aeden said. He didn’t know who Master Reinhouse was, and he didn’t feel comfortable opening up to a stranger. Especially about a newfound fear of water.

“In the meantime, I’ll report back to Master Kato and explain the situation. I’ll be able to give you a pass for freshwater swimming for a short while, but the academy will insist that you show you’re able to pass the tests. It sounds like your Aer-Kin proved to be quite capable in the water. That’s quite rare, you know.”

“Is it?” Aeden asked. For how well Nyra had swum, it had seemed like second nature to her.

“Absolutely. Aer-Kin are meant for the skies, not open water. The fact she dived straight in to help you shows how strong your bond must be.” She held her notes against her chest and smiled at Aeden. “I believe she has an issue with her wings and that you have bound them. If I was to hazard a guess, I would say that actually helped her to help you. Wings and water are not usually the best combination.”

“That makes sense. She was incredible,” Aeden said, pride swelling within him. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it.” He laughed to himself. It was a statement he was going to have to stop using given all the experiences he’d had. It hadn’t been plain sailing since the day he’d arrived at the academy.

“Well, treasure her. And ignore what people are saying.”

“Pardon?” Aeden said.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to” – she diverted the conversation as fast as she could. “We’re all done here. I’ve checked you over, and you don’t need any treatment from us. As I said, I will pass my report to Master Reinhouse, and I recommend you talk to him about this experience. He’ll help you unpack what caused your panic attack.”

“Thank you,” Aeden said. He had no intention of following this up. He would deal with it himself.

As he hopped down from the bed, he knew where he wanted to go and who he needed to be with. He wanted to be there straight away.
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When he reached the hatchery, Nyra was in her pen finishing her food. It was a goat that Lyric had prepared for her, and judging by the joy Aeden could recognise through the Weave, he was quickly learning that goat was her favourite meal.

Nyra was that focused on eating her meal that she hadn’t even noticed Aeden walking into the hatchery.

Lyric was up on the rickety ladders beside Nyra, fiddling with the harness on a winch as he used his weight to pull it into position.

“Ah, Aeden,” he said as he strained against the chains gripped tightly in his hand, “just in time. Can you give me a hand?”

The ladder slipped from underneath him.

“Bugger,” he said as the ladder clattered onto the ground, startling Nyra. Lyric was suspended in the air, holding on to the chain, his legs kicking beneath him.

Aeden laughed and probably stood watching for longer than he should.

“Well, don’t just stand there! Are you going to help me?” Lyric asked, the frustration clear. “Don’t leave me hanging here.”

“Sorry.” Aeden laughed again as he hopped over the gate of the pen and raised the ladder, holding it firmly until Lyric was able to plant his feet on the top. It took a couple of attempts, and the chains tangled with him, spinning in the air.

“This harness has been the bane of my life,” Lyric said. He spent a moment untangling the chains. “Here, you hold this one.” He passed Aeden one of the chains.

They were thick, heavy, and cold to the touch, uncomfortable for Aeden to hold on to.

“Hold that chain steady while I lower this,” Lyric said.

“Nyra, if you could just lift your head up for me.”

“What?” Nyra’s head shot up, blood and gore smeared around her face from the goat. Lyric had promised to give her an extra meal thanks to her rescuing Aeden, but he also said she would need the extra energy after the ordeal.

Either way, Nyra didn’t care.

“Sorry, it’s just this goat is soooo good.” There was no denying the satisfaction in her voice. She quickly bit down on the last of the goat in one big gulp, the bones crunching in her teeth like snapping branches.

“Don’t be getting blood on your new harness,” Lyric said as he stopped pulling on the winch. “Aeden, will you just give her face a quick wipe? I can’t wait until she can swallow a full goat in one, it’s far less messy.”

There was a towel by the ladders, which Aeden assumed Lyric had already prepared with, so he picked it up. “Am I okay with this?” he asked, holding up the coarse towel.

“Aye, that will do it,” Lyric said, still holding on to the chain. “Be quick, though. I can’t hold this for long on my own.” His face was reddening, and Aeden laughed again before wiping over Nyra’s face with the towel.

It wasn’t Aeden’s favourite job, but by Nyra’s standards, the mess wasn’t too bad, and he quickly wiped away the blood on her face before helping Lyric once more.

“Nyra, can you lift your head up for me again?”

Nyra did as she was asked, and Lyric slowly lowered the harness.

“Make sure that front loop goes over her head,” Lyric said.

It took Aeden a few moments to realise what he was actually looking for, as there were many straps and loops. He soon realised what Lyric meant and helped manoeuvre it over the top of Nyra while Lyric lowered it into place.

It slipped over her and looked oversized on her, as all the leather straps hung loosely.

“Isn’t it a bit big?” Aeden asked as he inspected his Aer-Kin. It was like a child wearing a parent’s shirt, the leather harness sagged that much around her. Nyra looked less than happy as she instantly started squirming to try and get it off.

“Do you think I have time to fit and mould harnesses every month for all the Aer-Kin we have?” Lyric asked as he climbed down the ladder. “I’ve been able to modify Nyra’s as I have time due to the rest of the eggs not hatching yet.”

“I didn’t mean to cause any offence, but I’d be lying to you if I didn’t say she looked funny.”

“Hey!” Nyra said, less than impressed with Aeden.

“Sorry, girl, I didn’t mean any offence.” He patted her side and dug his fingers into the scales on her neck. Nyra chittered with satisfaction.

“That’s okay,” she said, enjoying the scratch.

Lyric moved in front of Nyra and inspected her like an artist inspecting a sculpture, tilting his head one way and then the next. “Yup, that’s in the right position. Give me a hand with these straps.”

He grabbed hold of the loose straps and started pulling them tighter before looping it through buckles on the opposite side. There were eight straps in total at the front.

“Don’t just stand there,” Lyric said, nodding towards the other straps.

Aeden set about pulling them tight and passing them to Lyric, who would pull them even tighter before linking them to the buckles.

“Tell Nyra to let you know if we pull these too tight. Although I can communicate with her through the Weave, drawing on two strains at the same time will take too much energy, especially when she’s so young.”

“She’s already complaining,” Aeden said, stroking her again.

“It’s not painful, it’s just uncomfortable,” she said. “Ow!” She let out a soft growl of displeasure, one that Aeden hadn’t heard before.

“Sorry,” Lyric said, loosening one of the straps. “Right, that’s the front done. Now comes the tricky part. Nyra, could you lie down for us with your back pointing towards the ceiling?” He leaned into Aeden and whispered, “I’ve noticed she likes to sleep on her side, which means she feels safe, but that isn’t ideal when in the pens with the other hatchlings.”

Nyra did as she was asked and lowered herself, stretching her legs out in front of her before getting as comfortable as she could.

“I don’t like this harness,” she said, “it’s digging into me.”

“She said she doesn’t like it.”

“Aye, they always say that. It’ll feel more comfortable when it’s fastened correctly.” Lyric climbed up the ladder again, then leaned across Nyra and pulled the straps that he could reach. The ones he couldn’t, he asked Aeden to help with.

“Okay, so that’s the main harness fastened. Now for the modifications I have made. Nyra, this will feel uncomfortable at first, like when Aeden bound your wings, but the harness will help protect your wings as best as possible.”

“Okay,” Nyra said. She closed her eyes as she braced herself.

“On your side, there will be a row of loose straps. I’ve added studs and buckles along the ridge of your seat. Loop those straps over her wings and then pass them here. I’ll then connect them and make sure they’re tight enough.”

“Are you sure this won’t hurt her?” Aeden asked, concerned as he started to loop the straps like he had been told.

“I’m okay,” Nyra said, her eyes still shut tight.

They continued with the harness until all of the straps were in place, and Lyric tested it.

“Doesn’t she look grand?” Lyric said, his face beaming with pride. “Go on, lass, stand up.”

Nyra opened her eyes, stood up, and shook her body.

“How does it feel?” he asked her.

“Strange,” she said, shaking her back again as she tried to look over it herself. “What exactly is this for?”

“It’s for me to be able to ride you. You can’t see it, but there’s a seat for me at the base of your neck,” Aeden said.

“That’s what that is. It feels heavy.”

“I suppose it will only get heavier with me on it.” Aeden rubbed the back of his head. “Sorry about that.”

Lyric paced around Nyra, adjusting a few of the straps until the harness sat perfectly on her. “This harness should last her for the next year. We can loosen the straps as she grows to make sure she’s as comfortable as possible until we need to fit a new one. It’ll take her a good few years to finish growing.”

As Aeden understood it, Aer-Kin didn’t reach maturity until they were about twenty years old, and up until that stage, it wouldn’t be clear just how big Nyra would grow, especially given that they were still unable to identify her breed.

Nyra stretched out as best she could, the leather of the harness groaning against the strain.

“The more she wears it, the more the leather will wear, and that will make it more comfortable for her.” Lyric gave Aeden an expectant, wide-eyed look. “Well, go on.” He looked at the seat on the harness.

“Oh, you want me to climb on now?” Aeden asked. He looked around the pen. “Is there enough room in here?”

“I need to make sure the measurements are right before you ride her. We don’t want you falling off, it’s still a long way to the ground, even with her size now.”

“Will I still be okay to ride her, you know, with her wings the way they are?”

“Those straps are to offer her comfort, and just because she can’t fly doesn’t mean you can’t ride her. Remember, you two have everything to prove to the academy. At least you have nothing to lose, as the academy isn’t expecting much from you.”

Aeden didn’t know whether to take confidence from those words or not. Did the academy really see them as that useless? Lyric’s words lit a fire in Aeden’s belly, and he readied himself to climb on.

“Be easy as you climb on. She isn’t used to bearing your weight, which is why we’re testing the fitting in here. At least there’s a bed of straw underneath you if you do fall off.”

Lyric had a point, and Aeden grabbed hold of a loose bit of rope that had a metal hoop through it, which was there to help him pull himself up.

Nyra pulled to the side but quickly adjusted her weight as Aeden climbed on. He was less than graceful but managed to climb into the seat. It was thinly padded and not the most comfortable, but Nyra and Aeden enjoyed a fleeting moment through the Weave as Nyra realised what the moment meant to Aeden.

For Aeden, it gave him the same feeling as receiving a warm hug. Suddenly the world looked further away as Aeden realised just how high up he was from the ground. He leaned forward and patted Nyra on the back of the neck.

“We did it,” he said as he continued to pat her.

“Pull the reins back. Make sure they don’t come off when you pull them.”

Aeden did as he was told and gave them a tug.

“That feels weird,” Nyra said.

“I’ll try not to use them. I think they’re more to help me keep balanced.”

“Strap yourself in,” Lyric said.

Aeden looked around his seat until he found another leather strap and buckle, which he fastened across the tops of his thighs.

“Right, then,” Lyric said, his thick beard contorting into the smile of a madman. “Everything looks okay to me.” He moved to open the large gate of the pen, which squeaked loudly as he pushed it back on itself.

“Why, what are we doing now?” Aeden asked.

“We’re going to test it out in the field.”
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Aeden received more than a few funny looks as he made his way to the test field riding atop Nyra. They took it easy and slow as Nyra got used to the harness and Aeden got used to not falling off. Lyric had warned that Nyra was still a little small for her first ride, but given that they would not be airborne, it was in both their best interests to start practicing. For all Aeden knew, the Conclave could turn up at any moment, so at the very least, if he could ride her, they could try and escape if they needed to. He had already calculated the forest as the best exit strategy, as Aer-Kin wouldn’t be able to see them from above or land within the dense trees. Or at least, he hoped not.

He was getting used to the staring, but what he really struggled with was the whispers, the hushed words they spoke as if neither Nyra or he were there. It was something that was getting more and more difficult to tolerate, but Nyra had reminded him on more than one occasion to not give them the reaction they were looking for. Still, there were only so many pointed looks of disgust and comments of her being a “crawler” or “earthbound” without Aeden’s blood boiling. The worst he had heard was a third-year student calling her a “half-kin” – and that was something Aeden had struggled to digest, like she was somehow less of an Aer-Kin because of her wings. Despite his urges to confront each and every one of them, he listened to Nyra, not wishing to upset her, even though he could feel her pain at the situation. If she could have the grace to not rise to it, then Aeden needed to echo that.

Lyric walked in front of them, guiding Nyra and talking her through what she needed to do with their first test ride.

Aeden could have been forgiven for thinking that Lyric was a flight instructor with the knowledge he seemed to have, which was interesting given the fact that he was the one faculty member at the academy who didn’t have an Aer-Kin.

The flight field was a huge expanse of vibrant green grass, and there was a light breeze in the air. Large poles were buried into the ground, reaching far above them. They were scattered around the field, some with hoops, some with flags attached to them. Beyond the field was a mountain range, but that was so far away in the distance that Aeden didn’t know how far away they actually were.

Down the centre of the field was a long stretch of earth where the grass had been clawed away by other Aer-Kin, clear by the gouged lines that were etched all over the ground.

“I won’t need to explain that this is where take-offs and landings happen,” Lyric said as he pointed at the strip. “We don’t want Aer-Kin landing on the pillars, either. Honestly, I don’t know why we still use them. There have been more than a handful of Aer-Kin perished on this very field because of those.” He made a skewer gesture, which Aeden didn’t appreciate.

“I don’t think that’s very helpful.” Aeden’s voice shook with nerves. His hands were trembling and his knuckles whitened as he gripped the reins tightly.

“Well, it’s not something you need to worry about,” Lyric said. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that . . . I just meant, we don’t need to worry about Nyra spiking herself like I would with other Aer-Kin.”

Aeden studied the field as best he could. There was certainly plenty of space for him to practice riding Nyra.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked. He could feel through the Weave that it wasn’t just himself that was nervous.

“Well, lets have a little think. We don’t want anything too extreme, we just want you to get used to riding her for now. You’ll have classes that will build up the intensity. Let’s use the pillars as markers and get some of the basics done. Have you ridden a horse before?”

“A few times, yeah.” Aeden wasn’t a fan of horses. He found them temperamental and didn’t trust them not to buck him off for no reason.

“Great. Riding an Aer-Kin is like riding a horse,” Lyric said. “Well, kind of. Obviously horses can’t fly, and they don’t have magic coursing through their veins, but you know what I mean.”

“I don’t, really,” Aeden laughed.

“Right, well, holding the reins and what you do with them is similar to that of a horse, that’s what I meant. You can use them to help control which way you want to go, but as your bond with Nyra increases, this will get easier and easier. You’ll eventually synchronise with your Weave, and your thoughts, wants, and wishes will become one. You’ll be able to think which way you want to go, and Nyra will follow. You’re some way off from that, despite how strong of a bond you two have already formed.”

Aeden gripped the reins tighter, and the leather straps groaned in his grip.

“Let’s start with something simple,” Lyric said. “Just head to that first pillar and back, but make it a faster pace than we used coming here. I want to see your movement when I’m not guiding Nyra. Does that sound okay to you?” He stepped to the side to give Aeden and Nyra some space. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.”

Something about the way Lyric said that made Aeden feel even more uneasy.

“Are you ready, Nyra?” Aeden asked.

She reached him through the bond with an air of nervous excitement. “I am, are you?”

“If you are, then I am.” He gripped the reins tightly and waited for Lyric to give the word.

“Remember, don’t set off too fast or you’ll find yourself unseated. It may not look like far, but you’re six feet in the air, which still holds a risk to you should you fall.” Lyric raised his arm in the air. “Just the first post and back, that should be all you need to get warmed up. Ready, go!”

Nothing could have prepared Aeden for the speed at which Nyra set off, and he found himself pushed back into the saddle. It was all he could do to squeeze his legs into either side of the seat as he desperately fought to stay on top of Nyra. His stomach muscles tightened as Nyra got faster and faster, quickly building up momentum. Had Aeden not wrapped the reins around his wrists and gripped them so tight, he would have rolled backwards and fallen off.

The wind pressure against his face was incredible as Nyra somehow lowered herself to the ground as she ran, her speed picking up at the same time.

With each step she took, her talons raked through the earth, slamming into the ground over and over again. Aeden kept himself as low as possible as his stomach muscles tightened, and he almost cried out when he was greeted with a cramp in his right hip.

Nyra reached the first post and ran around the outside, then surged back towards Lyric.

“Sit up, Aeden, you’re making it harder for me to balance,” Nyra said, reaching out to him.

Aeden struggled to do anything other than cling on for dear life.

“I’m trying,” he said. There was absolutely nothing he could have done to prepare himself for the sheer force of pressure he was feeling against his body as Nyra raced back towards Lyric, who stood not far from them now, the biggest smile that his beard would allow him on his face.

They flew past him with Nyra skidding to a stop. Aeden’s knuckles whitened even more as he pulled the reins tight enough to ensure he didn’t go flying off.

“That was incredible,” Nyra said, chittering and jumping into the air like an overexcited child.

“Nyra, be careful,” Aeden said in a panicked state.

“By the gods,” Lyric said, slapping his knee, “that was fast!”

“Is that a good thing?” Aeden said as Nyra drew level with the hatchery master.

“I’ve never seen such a young Aer-Kin move so fast on this field, not even for a take-off!” He paused for a moment and examined Aeden. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“I feel like a shell of a man,” Aeden said. He didn’t dare let go of the reins in case another burst of energy fell on Nyra. “What happened to take it easy?” Aeden asked her, making his displeasure known through the bond.

“I’m sorry, I just haven’t got to spread my legs like that before, other than when I ran to the lake to help you. That felt so good.”

She chittered again, and a pang of guilt came over Aeden for scolding her. “Sorry, it’s just, your speed – it took me by surprise.”

“Are you ready to go again?” Lyric asked.

“Yes,” Nyra said excitedly.

“No,” Aeden said at the same time.

“Good,” Lyric laughed. “You may have one of the fastest Aer-Kin in the academy. On land, anyway. Next I want you to weave in and out of those four posts, then turn around and do the same again until you get back. This time I want you to get back to me as fast as you can. I want to see how Nyra handles herself when travelling at speed. Most Aer-Kin struggle with this one when they’re flying, let alone running on foot.”

Instinctively Aeden sat forward and pushed himself into the seat. The jolt of setting off last time had gotten the better of him, and he knew he wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. He had spent the entire first run holding on for dear life.

Nyra set off just as fast as the last time, but Aeden focused on his core, meaning that he wasn’t pushed backwards this time. Instead he tried his hardest to lean forwards. The pressure was unreal as air hit him with so much force it felt like someone was physically trying to push him back into his seat.

“Are you okay, Aeden?” Nyra asked.

“Yeah,” Aeden said.

Nyra made it to the first column even faster than the first time. She ran around the inside before switching and weaving around the outside of the next column, then repeated the process until she reached the fourth and final one.

Nyra’s body shuffled, her hips jerking differently than how she had been running before. She lowered herself even lower to the ground and wasn’t showing any signs of slowing down.

“Nyra, you’re going too fast for the corner.”

She didn’t reply, and panic filled Aeden as he gripped the reins so tightly they threatened to snap.

“Nyra!”

She didn’t respond as she passed the column at lightning speed. It whooshed passed Aeden dangerously close as she leaned to the right. Her side moved that low to the grass that if Aeden had reached out he may have been able to touch it. He wasn’t that brave, though.

“Nyra, I’m struggling to” – Aeden’s arms were tensed as he did everything he could to remain seated. As Nyra flicked her back end around the column to head back through and back to Lyric, the motion of suddenly stopping was too much for Aeden. Unable to hold on any longer, he was thrown off from the side.

Earth and sky spun around him, blurring into a mixed palette of green, blue, brown, and white. He had no clue how many times he rolled over, but when he stopped, it was the dizziest he had ever felt as the world continued to spin around him.

All he could smell was the grass, his arms and sides aching like he had just had another one of Master Storme’s sparring matches. When he looked up, dazed and confused, all he could see was Nyra continuing around the course that Lyric had set. She hadn’t noticed she had unseated him.

“Forgetting something?” Aeden groaned, reaching through their Weave. The only positive from this exercise was that he could still speak to her as clear as day, even from this distance.

Nyra came skidding to a halt by Lyric, her breathing heavy as she panted. Lyric was pointing in Aeden’s direction. “Sorry,” she said, still panting. “I thought you were still” – she paused for a second while she gathered herself – “sat on me. Are you okay? You’re not hurt, are you?”

“I’m okay,” Aeden said, a slight frustration in his voice. “Just a little bruised, but nothing worse than what I am used to.”

“Oh, good,” Nyra said. “That was amazing! Hold on, I’ll come and get you.”

“That’s okay, I can walk,” Aeden said.

“Have I done something wrong?” Nyra said, her excitement fading.

“I just need to gather myself after the fall. I’ll be okay.” Aeden climbed to his feet and made the walk back to Lyric and Nyra, albeit slightly slower and a bit more gingerly than his usual pace.

“What happened?” Lyric said as he approached.

Aeden finished dusting the dry earth from his sleeves. “I wasn’t expecting Nyra to go so low on that corner. When she spun around, the motion of stopping suddenly left me unbalanced and I lost my grip.”

“And let me guess, she didn’t respond when you reached out to her?”

Aeden nodded, feeling deflated and jaded. He had been unseated on his first ride, with his Aer-Kin that couldn’t fly. This wasn’t a good sign of things to come. If the Conclave did turn up, how was he going to run if he couldn’t remain seated?

“Don’t beat yourself up, lad,” Lyric said, patting Nyra on her side with a solid hand. Her breathing was still heavy as she gathered herself.

“You’re not the first rider to be unseated on their first ride, and you won’t be the last. Don’t forget, it’s Nyra’s first time too, and she is young. When hatchlings get excited or overstimulated” – he raised his hand to purse the side of his mouth and lowered his voice to whisper – “they tend not to listen.” He lowered his hand again and brought his voice to a normal level. “So, don’t take it personally.”

“I’m sorry, Aeden, I didn’t mean to!”

Aeden felt terrible as Nyra’s emotions reached him through the Weave. “It’s okay, it’s not your fault,” he said, even though he felt it was. He wanted to reassure her after what Lyric had said, reminding himself that all of this was just as new to Nyra as it was to him.

“It gets easier the more you practice, and with you two bonding easier than the rest of your cohort, you’ll have more time together to train.”

“Even though we can’t fly?” Aeden asked.

“I’ve seen so many hatchlings take to this training field over the years, and I don’t think I have seen any as fast as Nyra.” Lyric grabbed hold of her harness and gave it a light shake. “It possibly has something to do with her wings being fixed down. It may make her more aerodynamic.”

Aeden tried to take some comfort from Lyric’s words, but this exercise had only made him more determined to fix her wings for her. He didn’t want her to be different from the other Aer-Kin.

“Well, at least you weren’t in the air when you were unseated,” Lyric said with a laugh.

As much as Aeden appreciated Lyric’s attempt to lighten the mood, he couldn’t muster a smile. The Conclave could already be on their way to the academy, and Aeden felt like they were running out of time to prepare.
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Astrange energy was in the air that morning, something that Aeden didn’t like.

The cohort had been summoned to the Great Hall, and Aeden had opted to sit in the back row, as far away from the front as possible, and as far away from prying eyes as he could manage. Aeden had just got to cartography when Mistress Jara was handed a letter which she seemed surprised at. All classes had been cancelled and all the students were to attend the Great Hall for an address from Director Vale.

Was it the Conclave? Were they finally here?

Aeden reached out to Nyra on the way, but she was fast asleep as Aeden was getting used to, which actually allowed him to focus on his lessons, something that he needed to get better at. He felt like he had gone from pushing to be in the top percent of students to struggling to keep up at the bottom, and that had to improve.

He sat patiently, wondering what it was they had been called in for, praying that it wasn’t the Conclave. He was sure enough to sit towards the back of the hall, just to be on the safe side, in case he needed to make a speedy escape.

His ribs still ached thanks to Master Storme’s brutal training and being flung from the back of Nyra. Though he was pretty certain that nothing was broken, it still didn’t mean he was comfortable, especially at nighttime when he was trying to get some sleep. Today he was feeling particularly tired given he’d had to sleep on his back all night due to discomfort, when he usually slept on his side.

Students arrived in the Great Hall in dribs and drabs, the vast majority whispering and pointing, sometimes even sniggering when they walked past Aeden. Had they seen his attempts to ride Nyra? A flash of heat erupted in his cheeks.

Instead he chose to focus on the blackened stone that rose high to the vaulted ceiling. Small gargoyles – or at least he thought they were gargoyles – sat perched around the outer edge of the ceiling, like they were watching over everyone.

Aeden started daydreaming, wondering if Director Vale had found a way to use magic to spy on them through the gargoyles. He wouldn’t put it past her.

“Mind if we sit here?”

The voice startled Aeden from his thoughts, and he raised his head to see who it was.

Harrison was standing beside him sheepishly, a hopeful expression on his face.

“I don’t think that’s for me to say,” Aeden said. “Pretty sure you can sit anywhere you want.” He came off ruder than he had intended, but he had heard the message loud and clear from Master Storme: his friends would get hurt by associating with him.

“Great,” said Harrison as he shuffled past Aeden and took a seat next to him. “How are you doing?” he asked.

“I’m okay,” Aeden said, an awkward silence falling between them.

“I just wanted to check in after you nearly drowned. That’s what friends do,” Harrison said.

Friends, Aeden thought. Harrison still saw him as a friend despite how he had been keeping him at arm’s length recently.

Vivienne and Serene entered the hall, talking to each other. Vivienne wore her usual serious expression, whereas Serene was happy and smiling. They were the very definition of grumpy and sunshine.

“Over here!” Harrison waved, catching their attention. Serene offered him a warm smile, which was certainly an improvement from the usual disdain she showed for him.

They shuffled past the empty seats and sat down next to Aeden.

“We know what you’re doing,” Serene said, “and it isn’t going to work.”

Aeden wanted to sink back into his chair. He was too tired for this conversation, not now, not when they were waiting to find out why the whole cohort had been summoned to the Great Hall.

“Although that doesn’t mean you’re forgiven for acting like an asshole,” Vivienne said, her focus remaining on the front of the Great Hall.

“We know you think you’re doing us a favour by pushing us away, but that isn’t what friends do. We fight for each other, and I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the three of us have got your back.”

“But you all got hurt, because of me, because I came back to the academy with an Aer-Kin that can’t fly. You guys don’t want to be associated with that, Master storm said⁠—”

“Who gives a fuck what Master Storme said,” Harrison snapped, his raised voice drawing attention from the two rows of students in front of them. “I mean, since when have we ever listened to what he has to say? The guy’s a dick.” He looked around him nervously. “Just don’t let him hear that I said that,” he laughed.

“Well, maybe try keeping your voice down, Harrison,” Serene said. “But he’s right, don’t listen to what anyone is saying about you and Nyra, Aeden. What you two have is beautiful and something that everyone in this cohort would kill for.”

“But she can’t fly,” Aeden said. “None of our peers – or the academy, for that matter – will accept us. They would rather we failed, prove them right and probably die in the process.”

Harrison leaned forward and whispered, “And you’re listening because . . .? I remember when we first joined, before you had found Nyra and bonded, you thrived under that pressure. You wanted to prove to everyone what you can do as a Support. I mean, I don’t think I’ve ever met someone with so much aggression.” He sat back and raised an eyebrow. “And I mean that in the nicest possible way.”

“Attention,” Master Storme’s voice echoed through the hall, bringing instant silence to the cohort, who all stood to attention as commanded. They were well drilled by now, and knew how to respond to his commands.

“Thank you, Master Storme,” Director Vale said from the front centre of the Great Hall. Her hands were placed at the small of her back, and her chin was raised like she had caught a bad smell. “Most of you are probably wondering why you’ve all been summoned here this morning.” She remained rooted to the spot as if she were a statue, her head unmoving as she continued to address them. “I bring news to you all from the hatchery.”

From the hatchery, Aeden thought as a swell of doom knotted inside his stomach. He quickly glanced over his shoulder to the door at the back of the Great Hall. Many of the faculty members were present in the room, but Lyric was not. He usually took a seat at the back of the hall whenever they were in the Great Hall, but not today. Today, there was no sign of him.

Aeden panicked. Had something happened at the hatchery? Had something happened to Nyra? He reached out through the Weave but felt nothing but tiredness and a need to sleep. Other than that, she seemed perfectly fine.

“Will you chill out?” Serene said from under her breath. “I can feel the anxiety pouring out of you.” She placed her hand on Aeden’s arm, and he appreciated the comfort. It helped to settle his nerves, even if not entirely.

“Nyra seems okay. I was worried something had happened,” Aeden said.

“You will notice that Master Ember is not present this morning,” Director Vale continued. “That is because he has been incredibly busy.”

Director Vale was very matter of fact with the manner of which she spoke, almost businesslike. Whatever it was that had happened at the hatchery, it wasn’t something serious. That at least offered Aeden some relief.

“Last night, the eggs started to hatch, meaning that Master Ember’s time for the foreseeable future will be spent monitoring those hatching eggs and the Aer-Kin that are produced. These Aer-Kin will be the ones that this cohort will eventually be bonded with. Well, for those of you that make it to the bonding ceremony.”

The room filled with bustling energy as the cohort’s understandable excitement grew, threatening to whip up into a frenzy.

Director Vale raised her hand to command silence from the Great Hall. “Now that the eggs are hatching, we will begin our assessments to try and pair you with the right Aer-Kin. For some of you, that pairing has already been chosen. Although it will not be guaranteed that the Aer-Kin will bond, it will increase your chances.”

“That’ll be for the rich families who have donated to the academy, then,” Harrison whispered. “They’ll make sure their children get the most powerful Aer-Kin. Piss take if you ask me.”

“It’s still exciting,” Serene said. “To think, our Aer-Kin have started hatching! The ones we bond with might already be hatched.”

Lyric was passionate about being the hatchery master, but Aeden could only imagine the chaos he would be experiencing right now. There were so many eggs there. That would lead to a lot of Aer-Kin for him to manage. He knew nest hands would help him tend to the Aer-Kin, but still, Aeden had seen all the papers and mapping of scales that Lyric had organised. That in itself must take him an enormous amount of time.

Even Vivienne threatened to show a glimmer of excitement on her stony face, a smile tugging on the corner of her mouth.

“This means that the bonding ceremony will be at the end of term as previously proposed. Those that are not ready will be sent from the academy. That is, those that survive the training.”

“Brutal,” Harrison said. “There isn’t any way I’m not going to be ready to bond with my Aer-Kin.”

The large wooden doors behind them opened up slowly, the creaking hinges amplified by the acoustics of the Great Hall.

“What is the meaning of this?” Director Vale said, her expression turning to one of frustration. Master Storme readied himself to launch from the front.

“What are they thinking?” Serene said. “Everyone knows not to enter the Great Hall when the doors are shut. It’s better just to be reprimanded for missing it rather than interrupting it.”

“How exciting to hear,” a well-spoken man’s voice came from behind the door, and Aeden was instantly curious to see who it was. He didn’t recognise the voice or the well-spoken accent. “Don’t stop on my part, Director,” he said as he stepped into the room. The man’s armour clinked with every step that he took, but it wasn’t just his; it sounded like there was more than just one person walking in.

Aeden was right: the frames of two people entered the Great Hall, one man and one woman.

The male stood at around six feet tall, his posture strong and his frame athletic. He had well-kept short, dirty-blond hair. From the side, Aeden could see a well-maintained stubble that gave him a rugged appearance.

“He’s handsome,” Serene sighed, and Vivienne nudged her with an elbow.

“Doesn’t look that much to me,” Harrison mumbled, raising onto his tiptoes to get a better look at the two of them.

The woman was slightly shorter, the top of her head reaching the man’s shoulder height. She had soft, pale skin, with long jet-black hair that flowed freely down her back with an Aer-Kin-shaped clasp clipped to the side of her head. Their armour was like nothing Aeden had ever seen before. They both wore full suits of darkened plate armour, intricate patterns etched onto the bodice, shoulders, legs, and gauntlets. The outer edges and detailing of the armour shone with what looked like gold plating, giving them both a regal look. The way they both carried themselves as they sauntered into the room only served to solidify that.

The woman didn’t look around the room; she only had eyes on the director, and she had a serious expression that would rival Vivienne – a stark contrast to the jovial-looking man walking beside her.

“Don’t stop on our behalf, Director. Please, continue,” the man said.

The director’s eyes widened, and she stammered on her words. Aeden had never seen her this uncomposed, which only added to the intrigue surrounding these two mysterious people. Were they riders? Were they from the Queensguard?

Aeden’s mind went back to the conversation that he and Lyric had had. Lyric had warned Aeden that the academy may have already sent word to the Conclave about Nyra. Were they here for her? Aeden wasn’t ready to fight, but he would if he had to. He wouldn’t give them a chance to take her from him, regardless of what armour they wore.

At the front of the hall, Master Storme shuffled to stand to attention. Even he looked perplexed by the two of them.

“Something isn’t right,” Aeden said. “Something has Director Vale spooked.” His fear that she had contacted the Conclave evaporated when he realised by her expression that she was just as surprised as everyone else. Still, he couldn’t let his guard down, he needed to be prepared.

“I agree,” Vivienne said, her eyes unmoving as she continued to analyse the situation.

“What great news that all of your Aer-Kin have started hatching, soon to be bonded with their riders. Although looking at you all, I’d say the academy is some way off in getting you all in shape for the bonding ceremony.” The man eyed up a row of students that he passed, offering them a snort of disdain. “It would seem that the academy’s standards have dropped far below what is expected.”

“Shall we retire to my quarters?” Director Vale said. She was trying to pass as confident, but there was no denying the tremor in her voice.

“Oh, no,” the man said, “not on our behalf. There’s no conversation I would have that I wouldn’t share in front of your students, Director.” The two strangers reached the front of the Great Hall where the man brought his hand to his chest to salute the director. The woman did not; her right hand remained resting on the hilt of her blade.

“Orion, Rosheen,” the director started. “What is it that brings the fabled Sable twins to Aviara Academy?” Her tone was ice cold. Whoever these two were, she didn’t seem to want them there.

“The Sable twins,” Harrison said, “never heard of them. Do you think they’re from the Conclave?”

“I don’t think so,” Aeden said. “Something seems off about them.”

Orion clapped his hands together in glee at Director Vale’s question. “Well, let’s just say that our masters have an expressed interest in this academy. It looks like the standards have been dropping. We’re here to ensure that they are raised.”

They couldn’t be from the Conclave. If Director Vale had sent word, she would have been expecting them. Director Vale looked just as – if not more – surprised than the rest of the cohort.

“How do you mean?” she asked, confused.

Orion raised a letter and walked towards Director Vale, his focus solely on her. His gaze did not falter as he handed her the letter. Director Vale gave a pointed stare back, as if there was only the two of them in the room. You could have cut the tension with a knife.

Orion spun around to address the hall as a whole. “How rude of me to speak with my back to you all.”

It felt to Aeden like he was making a point of turning his back to the director.

“My sister and I are here to ensure that the standards of the academy do not drop below what we expect.” He looked at his sister, whose dark eyes bore into the students as if they were all her enemies, her hand unmoving from her bade. “We’ll be supervising as well as going through records to make sure everything is as it should be. There should be minimum disruption to the students, but I can’t say the same for the faculty.” His smile was polite, but something about it was menacing. He was clearly toying with the director. The question was, was he telling the truth? Had the standards really dropped?

The training was brutal as Aeden knew it always had been. That was the same for all Aer-Kin academies, not just Aviara. After all, the standards set for riders needed to be ridiculously high. Aeden understood that.

“You’ll all go about your day as you usually would. Rosheen and I will make changes where we see fit, and we may want too speak to some of you privately, but please know” – he lowered himself to a feigned bow – “we are your ally.”

He raised his head to meet the rest of the room, his eyes moving across each and every student as if he was addressing them one by one. He turned his head to the director. “What is it you say director?” He faced them all once again. “Dismissed.”
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“What do you think that was all about?” Harrison asked.

The four of them were standing in the courtyard, the rest of the cohort hurrying back to their bunkers with the free time they had between now and their next classes. All of the students had poured out of the Great Hall, but Aeden had yet to see any of the faculty or the Sable twins leave. Aeden realised that, for the first time in what felt like ages, he had some free time without any obligations. And he knew exactly what he was going to do with it: head to the archives and start digging for information on his parents.

“The Sable twins.” Harrison raised his hand and moved it in the air as he spoke with a sarcastic tone. “It kind of has a ring to it.”

“He was pretty,” Serene said.

“So you keep saying,” Harrison said. “The question is, why are they here?”

“They already said why they’re here,” Serene said, confused.

“And you believe them? Gods, you’re naive,” Harrison huffed.

The familiar look of disdain that Aeden was used to Serene showing Harrison returned, and everything felt like it had returned to normal.

“I have to agree with Harrison,” Aeden said. “Not that you’re naive,” he quickly corrected himself, “just that something seems off. Surely if it was something to do with the academy’s standards, then the Conclave would have sent someone here. They didn’t look like they were from the Conclave.”

“What makes you so sure that they aren’t from the Conclave?” Vivienne asked.

“Because Lyric warned me just a few days ago that Director Vale may have already sent word to the Conclave about the circumstances around me and Nyra. About how I just walked into the academy with her, seconded by the fact that usually Aer-Kin like Nyra are deemed to be damaged or defected, and are usually terminated as hatchlings.”

“That doesn’t explain why, you don’t think they are from the Conclave,” Serene said.

“Given how surprised Director Vale looked, she was not expecting them to walk through the door. As well as that, the Conclave usually send someone senior on visits to academies. The Sable twins didn’t look that much older than us,” Aeden said, racking his brain for who could have sent them. As far as he knew, it was only the Conclave who would have any investment or interest in the academy, so maybe he was wrong.

“What if she didn’t send word to the Conclave, and they just turned up? That might explain why Director Vale looked so surprised,” Harrison said.

He had a point. That could have been what happened, but something about the whole exchange felt off, and Aeden knew there was something more to them arriving at the academy.

“Do you think they arrived on their Aer-Kin?” Harrison smiled. “Do you think they’re around? I would love to see them.”

“They will be at the garrison,” Vivienne said, “on the other side of the academy where we are not allowed access to. Not until we are bonded riders, at least.”

“I’m sure we’ll find out what they really want soon enough,” Aeden said. They may have declared why they were here, but something about them made Aeden question if that truly was their motive. His worry returned to Nyra. He reached out again through the Weave, only to be greeted with blissful silence on her part, which was not what he needed right now. At least she seemed safe. “Do you think they’re here for Nyra?” he asked, his worry appearing in his voice. “They seem to hold rank over the director. What if they don’t share the same opinion of the academy with her wings being damaged?”

“Try not to overthink it,” Harrison said.

“That’s easier said than done,” Aeden quipped. As much as he had been pushing them away, he was grateful to be able to offload on them. It was something that he had missed, the comraderie, the reassurance, or even just talking about absolute nonsense.

“What should we do now?” Serene asked, taking her schedule from her bag.

“What do we have here?” The smug sound of Kael’s voice brought instant anger to Aeden, who tried his hardest to bite down and suppress his frustration. The last thing he wanted was to cause a scene in the courtyard, no matter how much he wanted to smash Kael’s head into the wall.

He was on his own, the swagger about him infuriating in itself. He carried himself like the Sable twins, except he wore no gilded armour, he rode no Aer-Kin.

“I’d be careful hanging around with Harrington,” Kael sneered. “You don’t want to be associated with the crippled rider.”

Aeden surged forward, incensed by Kael’s words. He balled his hands into fists, giving him the reaction he wanted. At least as a bonded rider he was stronger, strong enough to cause some serious damage to Kael.

Harrison, Vivienne, and Serene all jumped in front of Aeden and pushed against him.

“No you don’t, brother!” Harrison said.

“He’s not worth it,” Serene followed up, her attention on Aeden as the three of them stopped him from reaching Kael.

Kael just stood there, grinning like the cat that got the cream, knowing he had gotten the reaction he wanted. “Listen to your friends. While you still have some.” He looked around the courtyard as the rest of the students went about their days, likely gossiping about the Sable twins. “Everyone is saying it, Harrington, I’m only repeating what they’ve said. The crippled rider has a certain ring to it, doesn’t it? Lets everyone know just how useless your Aer-Kin is.”

Aeden pushed against the planted hands of his friends, who desperately kept him back. If he could get his hands around Kael’s neck, he would kill him, there was no denying that. After all, it was because of him that he had his newly discovered fear of water, seeing that it was him that nearly drowned him as well as branded him with the coward’s mark.

“I’ll kill you!” he growled.

“Such a temper on you, Harrington. Most unbecoming of a Support rider. Although I imagine there won’t be much riding with an Aer-Kin that can’t fly. Do tell me, what is the point of even being at the academy? If I was you, I would have stayed hidden away and not shown my face with the shame of it all.” Kael chuckled to himself, unfazed by Aeden’s advances. “Perhaps our time will come when we’re not under the eyes of the academy, and we can settle our differences.”

“I look forward to the day,” Aeden said, staring into Kael’s eyes. How he hated this man, how he would get his revenge on him one day. And when he did, he would savour every last moment.

“Obviously it won’t be long until I am bonded with my own Aer-Kin, and I get to pick from the brood. So, rest assured, you and your pathetic little Aer-Kin won’t stand a chance against us.” Kael thought for a moment before another wide grin appeared, this one even more infuriating. “In fact, I don’t even know how she can be called an Aer-Kin when she can’t even fly. She’s a . . .” He thought again sarcastically for a moment. “I know what she is. Ground-Kin. That has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it? Let’s hope none of your friends end up with the runt of the hatchlings like you. It would be a dreadful shame if you weren’t able to defend yourself.”

“Fuck off, Kael,” Harrison said, spinning around and throwing a punch at him.

Aeden admired the fight in him, but he was built for Support, and Kael was built for Offence, and this was only highlighted with the two contrasting frames.

Kael caught Harrison’s fist, gripping it tightly in his hand. “Careful, Harrison, we don’t want a repeat of last time. It would be a shame for the academy if you were killed before the bonding ceremony.” He cocked his head to one side. “Or would it?”

Harrison’s arm shook as he tried to free it from Kael’s grip, but he held on for a few more seconds before pushing it back with force. Harrison flew back into Aeden, who wrapped his arm around Harrison to stop him from diving into Kael once more.

“Honestly, the moment you Supports realise what it is that you’re here to do, the better. Perhaps it was your class the Sable twins were referencing when they said standards had dropped at the academy.” He looked down his nose at all of them. “I’d happen to agree with them. It would seem it’s not just the Ground-Kin that’s a runt, looking at all of you.”

“Like Harrison said, fuck off, Kael,” Aeden said.

“I’m done here anyway,” Kael said as he turned to leave. “I need to head to the hatchery to pick my Aer-Kin. Perhaps I will say hi to yours while I’m there.”

Aeden went to move again, but the others just about managed to hold him in place.

“Leave it, Aeden, he isn’t worth it,” Vivienne said, patting his chest.

Aeden gestured that he was okay and took one large deep breath to gather himself. “Gods, he is such an arsehole.”

“Unfortunately he comes from money, and a lot of it. He walks around like he is untouchable because, well, he is,” Serene said. “And as long as he has that money, you need to keep out of his way, because I wouldn’t put it past him or his family to orchestrate something happening to Nyra whilst you’re not with her.”

“Serene has a point,” Harrison said. “Sorry I lost my head, but I hate the way he looks down on us all, and I hate the way he talks about Nyra.”

“Thanks for having my back,” Aeden said, appreciating the gesture and willingness to fight for him. “If I’m honest, I’m getting used to the whispers from the rest of the cohort. I pretend that I don’t hear the things they say, but that’s more a reflection of them and not of me or Nyra. She’s incredible.”

“We told you, we’ve got you,” Harrison said. “I hope he ends up with the weakest Aer-Kin imaginable. That would teach him a lesson.”

“Somehow I don’t think that would stop him being the way he is. That guy has serious issues. I mean, how can you walk around like he does, saying the things he does? He must realise that even his friends don’t like him. They only tolerate him because he comes from money,” Serene said. She sat down on a bench and returned to studying her schedule.

“I genuinely think he doesn’t care,” Harrison said.

“In the meantime, if you see him coming, just walk the other way,” Vivienne said. “You need to start acting like a Support and stop being so confrontational all the time. That temper of yours has already got you in plenty of trouble. Are you sure you shouldn’t be in the Offence class?”

Aeden understood where Vivienne was coming from, but he had trained himself this way. Pretty much all his learning, athleticism, and fighting skills were self-taught. The books his grandparents owned and the empty barn they had on their land had offered him a space to exercise and practice fighting for years.

There was a lot of pent-up anger inside him and he knew it, but who could blame him after the life he’d had? He wasn’t the only student here who had lost loved ones through battles, but that didn’t make it any easier growing up an orphan, raised by his grandparents on a farm in the middle of nowhere.

“What do you want to do now?” Harrison asked. “We still have a bit of time to kill before our next class.”

“Actually, I might take the opportunity to head to the archives,” Aeden said. With the free time thanks to class cancellations that morning, it was an opportunity to look into the records of the battle where his parents lost their lives.

“The archives?” Harrison asked. “Not being funny, but I didn’t have you down as a reader.”

“Is everything okay?” Serene said. “Do you have a research assignment? There’s not really any other reason to be there.”

Aeden paused, contemplating his options. Should he be honest with them? They had proven themselves to be good friends, and he trusted them, but knowledge of his true motives potentially put them at risk. After what happened to them last time, that wasn’t a risk he was willing to take, so he settled on somewhere in between truth and a lie. “I went to visit my parents’ grave in the Memorial Garden, and I promised my grandparents I would read up on the battle when I joined the academy. So far I haven’t, so now is as good a time as any. Besides, Nyra’s still sleeping, and it sounds like Lyric has more than enough work cut out for him with those Aer-Kin eggs hatching.” Even though he didn’t tell them the complete truth, it felt as though a huge weight had been lifted from his shoulders, allowing him to breathe. It felt good.

“Oh,” Serene said, “you haven’t mentioned them before.”

“I don’t really talk about them. They died when I was a child, and my grandparents raised me.”

“The Battle of Weir?” Vivienne asked.

Aeden nodded.

“I lost my uncles in that same battle,” Serene said, saddened just at the mention of them.

“I lost my father, uncle, and aunty,” Harrison said.

“My mother fell in that battle, too,” added Vivienne. “This is why our numbers are so scarce. We lost a lot of Support riders in that battle.”

“My mother says it will take another decade before the Support rider numbers rise,” Harrison said. “Well, I’m free too, if you want some company.”

“I’ve got some reading I’m going to do at the bunkhouse,” Vivienne said.

“And while the sun is out, I want to just sit and relax,” Serene added. “There’s been way too much drama today. That is, unless you want me to come to the archives with you?”

“That’s okay, you guys do what you already have planned. It’ll probably be boring,” Aeden said, “Harrison, if you’re happy to help, I’m sure two sets of eyes will speed up the process of finding what it is I’m looking for.”

Aeden realised that finding out what had happened to his parents might not just affect him; if they had all lost family members in the Battle of Weir, then it would affect them, too.

The thought struck him like a flash of lighting. What if this was bigger than him? What if it wasn’t just his parents that had died under suspicious circumstances? All he had to go off was the mysterious letter that had turned up at the farm. Because of the letter, he was sure something wasn’t right about the battle report.

He just hoped he could find evidence to prove it.
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The archive was buried deep within the academy’s library on the South Wing. It was just as big, if not even bigger, than the Great Hall itself. The same stonework lined the wall from what Aeden could see, with similar gargoyle-like creatures sitting atop the outer edge just beneath the roof line. The walls, however, were filled from floor to ceiling with wooden bookcases that were perfectly fitted and crafted, reaching high up the walls, nearly so high that they reached the gargoyles. There was row upon row of bookcases, each filled to the brim with literature dating back to who knows when.

The stone floor had a polished shine to it, and footsteps echoed loudly with every step they took.

“I haven’t been here yet either. I hate libraries. They terrify me,” Harrison said. “I mean, look at all those books. Never in my lifetime would I find enough time to read all of those books, even if I started now and did nothing but read. What’s the point?”

Judging by the scowls he received from the other students dotted around, they were less than impressed with his inflammatory comments.

“Shh,” a senior student said. She had her head buried in a book at a circular table, with parchment and a quill placed next to her, ready to take notes. The purple bags under her eyes told Aeden she had been there for a while.

Harrison chuckled nervously and raised his hand. “Sorry,” he whispered.

The girl shook her head before carrying on with her notetaking.

“Can I help you both?” a short man to the left of them asked. Neither of them had even noticed him standing by a wall of books. He had a pile of five books of varying thicknesses in one arm, and was placing them onto the shelf with help from a set of wooden ladders that were on wheels.

“Do we stand out that much?” Harrison asked.

“Like a sore thumb,” the man said in an irritated tone. He had a long white moustache and a long, pointed nose, upon which sat a small pair of spectacles that magnified his beady eyes. His long white hair was tied back into a plait, with three thick metal rings holding it into place, and his face was etched with tired lines that were more akin to trenches, mainly on his forehead.

“I recognise every student that steps into this library, and I do not recognise you.” His voice was shrill, his mannerisms rude. “And I can tell by the way you both entered that you’re disruptors, not learners. Well, let me tell you now, if you want to step foot in this library, then you’ll respect our rules. This is a place of reflection and study.” He was speaking at a whisper, but there was no mistaking the two of them were receiving a ticking-off.

“I’m really sorry,” Aeden whispered, “we didn’t mean any offence. I promise we’ll respect your rules, Master . . .” Aeden waited for the librarian to let them know who he was.

“Carfyth. Master Carfyth. I am the Master of the Library.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Aeden said, exaggerating the niceties. He wanted stay on his good side if he wanted access to the archives for his investigation. “I’m looking to find the archives? I was told they were in the library somewhere, and this place is huge. I don’t want to get lost, and I don’t want to cause any disruption by having to ask other students while they’re working. I don’t suppose you can point us in the right direction.”

“The archives, you say.” Master Carfyth pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “What do you want in the archives? I don’t get many requests for there.”

“Well, I already have an Aer-Kin, and I’m in the Support class, but I have an interest in battles, or the history of them. I believe there are battle reports in the archives that I would love to research so I can analyse the tactics used, from a Support point of view.” The words rolled off Aeden’s tongue. He didn’t want to make it clear which battle in particular he was looking into, just to be on the safe side.

Master Carfyth thought about it for a few seconds before placing the last of the books into the book case. “Very well. You’ll have to come with me to register first.” He led them both to a station that sat in the middle of the room. Master Carfyth was around half Aeden’s height, so Aeden assumed he was from dwarven heritage.

Master Carfyth disappeared behind the platform-like desk before reappearing above it at Aeden’s level. He opened up a large leather-bound book and straightened out the pages, then picked up a quill and passed it to Aeden. “You will both need to sign in.”

Aeden took the quill, scribbled his name down, and passed it to Harrison to do the same. While he was waiting, he took the opportunity to admire the workmanship that had gone into the library, the ornate carving in the wood that wrapped around each and every bookcase as if they were built into the walls. When he looked higher, he noticed a platform on the next floor, a railing attached on the outer edge. As intricate as the carvings were, it made Aeden question their durability if someone was to lean on them. They must have been hundreds of years old.

A distinct, rustic smell of oil filled the chamber from the lanterns that were dotted around, but also the scent of old pages, one that Aeden couldn’t decide if he liked or not.

“Right, that’s both of you signed in. If you would follow me, I’ll show you to the archive room.”

“Thank you,” Aeden said.

Master Carfyth led the way, escorting them further into the library. Their hollow footsteps echoed loudly, drawing attention from the other students who were trying to work.

The quieter Aeden tried to walk, the louder he was, so he decided to focus on just getting to the archive as soon as possible. At the back of the eastern side of the library a stone archway framed a corridor. It had an ancient language that Aeden couldn’t read etched into the stone above. It led into another section, the natural light vanishing as soon as they entered.

Master Carfyth stopped for a moment and used a set of small wooden steps that were already placed into position to reach up and grab a lamp. “Lighting is terrible down here,” he said. “I need to put some oil in the lamps in the corridor, but not many people usually come down here, so it hasn’t been a priority.” He raised the lamp in front of him, a soft orange glow lighting up his face.

They continued down the narrow corridor and past multiple doors which were shut. As well maintained as everything seemed in the main library, down here, it was the opposite. More than a couple of the doors looked like they would disintegrate with just a slight push.

“The room you will want is down here,” Master Carfyth said.

“What’s in the rest of these rooms?” Harrison asked.

“Archives,” Master Carfyth said matter-of-factly, as if Harrison had just asked him the most ridiculous question. “Each room holds archived books that are deemed no longer needed for a whole host of reasons. I’m taking you to the archive room where the battle reports are.”

Aeden’s attention was drawn to a small opening on their righthand side, a second corridor. He glanced down it, but the lighting was too bad for him to see anything noticeable. “What’s down there?” he asked.

“Nothing you need or can have access to. That section is strictly prohibited, and there are wards in place to stop unauthorised entry. Simply walking through them will cause you agonising pain. So I would suggest you banish any thought of walking down there right now.”

Aeden felt like he was getting a ticking off again. “I was only asking, Master Carfyth, I have no intention of going down there.” He looked down the dark corridor once again, his curiosity piqued.

Just what would the academy keep in there?

“Ah, here we are,” Master Carfyth said, raising the lantern in front of the door. “Right this way.” He grabbed hold of the door handle and turned it before giving the door a bit of a shake to encourage it to open. The door looked ready to fall from its hinges, and the library master treated it that way. He pushed the door open gently, causing it to creak eerily, revealing a smaller, darkened room.

Master Carfyth walked into the centre of the room and used the chairs to climb onto a table. It wobbled underneath him, to a point where Aeden was concerned the legs would give way at any moment.

He reached inside his tunic and pulled something out before lighting the end from the flame of his lantern. He then lit a candle and five others that were suspended from the ceiling in one large circular ceiling light, which was connected to the ceiling via a long metal chain.

As he lit each candle, the visibility in the room got better and better, until eventually Aeden could see the whole room, although it was still darker than he would have liked.

It was narrow, with barely enough room for two people to sit at the rectangular table where Master Carfyth still stood. The chairs were placed at opposite sides, and given how much the table rocked as Master Carfyth climbed down, Aeden felt little encouragement to use them.

Like the library, the wooden shelves were perfectly fitted to the walls all the way around the room, the spines of the leather-bound books different on every shelf. The wood was stained dark, but there were no ornate, intricate carvings like in the main library. A layer of dust sat heavily on the books, casing, and table, aside from the scuffed footprints of Master Carfyth.

“Please make sure you extinguish the flames when you leave,” Master Carfyth said as he walked past Aeden and Harrison and out of the door.

“We shouldn’t be too long,” Aeden said.

Master Carfyth’s footsteps echoed down the hallway, the shadows wrapping around the narrow space as he got further way and headed back towards the library.

When he was out of earshot, Aeden let out a sigh and started scanning the room, the thick layer of dust obscuring what was etched onto the spines of most of the books. “Just how long has it been since someone came in here?” Aeden said.

Harrison poked his head out the doorframe before coming back inside. “So, are you going to tell me what we’re really looking for?”

Aeden felt taken aback at Harrison’s sudden questioning. “I already said, the battle report to do with the Battle of Weir.” It wasn’t all of the truth, but it certainly wasn’t a lie.

“Cut the shit,” Harrison said, “I know when someone is lying to me.”

“I’m not lying,” Aeden protested, but it fell on deaf ears.

Harrison stared at Aeden expectedly, and Aeden found himself shrinking.

“You’re not telling me everything though, are you?” Harrison said. “I know you’ve been pushing us all away. We’ve all told you that you don’t need to do that. We’ve got your back. So do me a favour and tell me exactly why I am down in this dark, damp, disgusting archive room.” He slapped his lips together and contorted his face in disgust. “Even the air feels old down here. No one wants to be down here, but given that this is the furthest away we’ve been from anyone in the academy and we’re out of earshot, this is the perfect opportunity for you to let me know.”

He had an expectant look, one that told Aeden he had little other option than to tell the truth, not unless he wanted to ruin any form of friendship with Harrison.

“I’m your friend, you can trust me.”

Aeden stood like a rabbit caught in the crosshairs of a hunting party. He had already disclosed some information, but still, confiding in someone fully made Aeden feel nervous, and then he realised something about himself.

He had never confided in anyone before, not fully, anyway. He took a breath and gathered himself. Harrison was right, Aeden could trust him. He had already proven that, as long as he was aware of the risks.

“Fine,” Aeden sighed. “But you cannot say a word to anyone else, not even to Serene or Vivienne. And this might put you at risk at the academy if I get caught. I appreciate you want to help me, but I can’t carry that burden on my own. I’ll only tell you if you understand the risks.”

It was Harrison’s turn to pause for a moment as he thought about his options, although his decision-making was far quicker than Aeden’s. “Deal,” he said. He pulled out one of the chairs, brushed off the dust on the seat, and gestured to the other for Aeden to take a seat.

“That didn’t take you much convincing,” Aeden said as he did the same with the other chair and sat down. It was sturdier than it looked, which lessened Aeden’s fears of it collapsing under his weight.

Harrison sat back in his chair. “Well, go on, why have you dragged me down into these gods-forsaken archives?”

“Because I think the academy is lying to me about my parents.”

“Well, that’s not what I thought you were going to say!” Harrison said, his mouth opening in shock. “I mean, why would you think they’d lie to you about that?”

“Because I don’t trust them, any of them. This place is not a nice place. I think you can agree with that. The way they treat the students, the way they just accept that up to a third of us won’t survive the first term, it’s just not normal.”

“Actually, I think the death rate has been a lot lower with our cohort than with previous ones,” Harrison said. “I overheard Master Storme talking to Director Vale.”

“Either way, the academy doesn’t have our best interests at heart. They want to produce riders, and that’s it.”

“We knew this coming in. I don’t know about you, but I certainly wasn’t naive enough to think that graduating at the academy or bonding with an Aer-Kin was going to be easy.” Harrison started brushing off the table in front of him, a plume of dust rising into the air before he rested his elbows on the newly polished surface. “So again, what makes you think they’re lying about your parents? I mean, why would they?”

“I grew up knowing both my parents died in the Battle of Weir. My grandparents brought me up, otherwise I would have been sent to the mills to pay my way and keep a roof over my head. They told me the stories about what happened, about the bloodbath that happened that day.”

“Most of the Support class lost a family member in that battle, Aeden. You don’t have to explain it to me.”

“Well, I grew up thinking that’s what happened to them. That they were collateral damage in a battle where they were ambushed, when they were isolated and away from all the other classes. It was something I had always accepted, because it was all that I knew.”

“What changed, then?” Harrison asked.

Aeden paused once again. This was his chance to stop, to not divulge too much information. He had come this far, so he pulled out the letter from the inside of his jacket.

“I received a letter, and inside it, it said . . .” He started reading from the mysterious letter as quietly as he could. “‘Truth dies in daylight, but fire reveals all. Your parents’ fates were not forged in battle, but in betrayal. Go to the place where Aer-Kin rise, only there will you find the ash-covered truth.’” His voice trembled as he shared the letter with Harrison.

“Cryptic,” Harrison said. “How do you know it’s legitimate?”

Aeden could tell that Harrison was sceptical, and he didn’t blame him. “Why would someone send me a letter like that? Why would someone plant a seed of doubt like that? This is where Aer-Kin rise. I had no intention of joining the academy until that letter reached me, and look at everything that has happened since. I’m telling you, there’s more to what happened to my parents than the academy says, and that might be the same for the rest of the Support class that died in that battle.”

Harrison let out a long sigh, blowing more dust from the table. “All right then.” He rolled his eyes and clicked his neck. “Where do we start?”


[image: ]


After Aeden had finished talking to Harrison, they didn’t have that long to look through the archives before they needed to leave. Aeden was all too conscious of how easy it was to lose track of time when conducting research with Lyric, and he didn’t want to fall into the same trap again.

They hadn’t found anything meaningful or any records remotely close to the Battle of Weir; that in itself would take them a huge chunk of time.

Aeden had sworn Harrison to secrecy, and he trusted that he wouldn’t say anything to anyone, but he also reassured him that he didn’t expect him to trawl through all the archive records if he didn’t want to. Aeden would spend his time between the archives and Nyra when he wasn’t in class, something he felt confident he could manage.

The two of them made sure they left the room as they found it, but they realised when they were leaving they had no lamp, so they had to walk back through the darkness, something that Aeden made a mental note of grabbing next time he was down there.

The afternoon’s class was with Master Bennet, Master of Magic and connections through the Weave – something Aeden now had an expressed interest in given he now had both magic and a connection to the Weave through Nyra.

Harrison was in the same class, and for Aeden, it felt nice to be attending a class knowing he didn’t need to avoid his friends.

“I can still taste the must,” Harrison said as the two of them sat down in their class. Master Bennet had already placed out a large textbook on each of the tables. “Great more, reading,” Harrison said.

Master Bennet was a skittish teacher. Tall and slender, he looked in desperate need of a good meal. He was well spoken and dressed in fine clothes like he was attending a banquet. His greying hair was slicked back, his slim face devoid of any facial hair, revealing a faint scar at the base of his chin that cracked like lightning up to his bottom lip.

“Today’s class will be Weave-based. After all, you need to master your Weave if you are to master your magic,” Master Bennet started, clearing his throat when a few of the students were continuing with their conversations. “With the Aer-Kin eggs hatching, we need to make sure you’re all attuned as best as possible to the Weave. The bonding ceremony is not for the faint hearted,” he said. “Let me tell you, some of you – quite simply put – are still not ready.” His attention diverted to Aeden, and he awkwardly stopped speaking for a few moments.

What the hells was that? Aeden thought.

There was a flicker in Master Bennet’s eyes, a moment’s hesitation, something that most people would miss. Aeden, however, didn’t.

“You have someone in your cohort that has somehow managed to bond with an Aer-Kin despite having no attunement training. That in itself is nothing short of a miracle. Even if we don’t include the circumstances in which the two of them were bonded.”

All eyes spun around in an instant and burrowed into Aeden. He wanted the ground to swallow him up as his cheeks started burning, his skin itching. He contemplated standing up and leaving the room.

Master Bennet interrupted Aeden’s thoughts. “What I mean by that is, while I will guide you through attunement, we have someone in this very room who can tell you what it feels like, what the process is like firsthand. Obviously I could tell you all how excruciatingly painful the process is, how it can bring a madness onto those whose Weaves split like a fine thread, but I’ll leave it to Aeden to fill in the blanks. Over to you, Harrington,” he said.

Aeden’s cheeks continued to burn. This was not how he wanted to start the class. The rest of the room fell into silence, aside from Kael, who sat at the side of the room, his face smug and taunting. How Aeden wanted to just jump up from the table and show Kael he wasn’t intimidated by him, not one bit.

“Are you sure that’s wise, Master Bennet?” Kael sneered. “After all, Aeden’s Aer-Kin is a complete runt. Its wings are damaged beyond repair. What use is a rider who can’t fly?” he asked.

It took every ounce of Aeden’s self-restraint not to slide his chair back and dive across the room at Kael.

Some of the room laughed, some rolled their eyes and tutted. It was clear that more than three-quarters were of the same opinion as Kael, that Nyra was a runt, hardly worth bothering with.

“Why should I?” Aeden said as calmly as he could. His own eyes fell on the master at the front of the room.

It was a response that Master Bennet clearly wasn’t expecting. “These are your peers. They’re all readying themselves to bond with their Aer-Kins in the near future. Would you really want it on your conscience if any of your peers were to not make it through the ceremony because you refused to help?”

That was a low blow by Aeden’s standards. Why was he putting it all on him? He was just another student, the same as the others.

“With all due respect, Master Bennet,” Aeden said, “isn’t that your responsibility? Isn’t that what the academy pays you to do?” He made a point of looking at a couple of the other students, the ones he knew associated with Kael, before finally landing on the pompous asshole himself. “Although I’m not going to lie, there’s a few of them I wouldn’t miss, should they not make it through the ceremony.”

A few of the other students gasped, Harrison sniggered, and Master Bennet looked appalled at Aeden’s response.

“What can I say, I couldn’t give a fuck what happens to most of the people in this room,” Aeden continued. “I see the way you all look at me, the way you look down your noses, the laughing, the pointing, the not-so-subtle whispering. I know you all judge Nyra, but she’s the best thing to ever happen to me, and we’ll prove every one of you who doubts us wrong. We do belong here, and we can be just as useful as the rest of the Aer-Kin.”

“Whilst I do admire your bond with your Aer-Kin, you’re deviating from what I asked you to do. If you’re not going to share insight on the bonding process, well, you may as well leave,” the frustrated master said.

He was no different from the others. It was clear Master Bennet felt the same as everyone else, that Aeden and Nyra were a burden, a waste of resources the academy could use elsewhere.

“You’re kicking me out?” Aeden stood up, readying himself to leave, but if he was going to go, he was sure as shit going to put a new level of fear into his peers. “Well, if you’re all so desperate to know, it was the most painful thing I’ve ever experienced. My blood felt like it was on fire, my head felt like there was a rat burrowing through my brain, and the overwhelming nausea of sharing the emotions with a newly hatched Aer-Kin that was feeling and sensing everything for the first time was quite simply horrendous.” He placed his hands on the table, leaning forward as he tried to look as many students into their eyes as possible. “Does that help, Master?”

Most of the students dropped their heads, unable to make eye contact with Aeden, which was what he wanted. He didn’t need any of them. Kael and a handful of others, however, didn’t. Instead, they were clearly lapping up the reaction they had gotten from Aeden like a pack of wild dogs.

“That’s quite enough,” Master Bennet said, raising his voice.

The door to the classroom opened and the colour instantly drained from Master Bennet’s face.

“C-Can I help you?” he asked.

The Sable twins entered the room, and there was no mistaking the ice-cold atmosphere that followed them.

Rosheen glanced around the room, then leaned against the wall as if she was uninterested. She looked like she wanted to be there even less than Aeden did. Her brother, Orion, smiled at Master Bennet as he entered. He was holding a vivid red apple, which already had a couple of bites taken out of it.

“Don’t mind us,” Orion said, taking a fresh bite of his apple. He groaned in delight, as if it were the first apple he had ever eaten in his life. “We’re just making ourselves familiar with how things are working at the academy. We weren’t going to reach your class until later, but when I heard raised voices, well, it seemed like a good opportunity to take a look. Is everything okay, Master⁠—”

“Bennet,” he answered, “I’m Master Bennet.” His voice quivered. He was scared of them, and that drew a level of intrigue from Aeden, who was still standing.

Realising he stood out from the rest of the class, he tried to sit down without drawing attention to himself, which didn’t work, as Rosheen was looking straight at him.

“I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself formerly in the Great Hall this morning. This is my sister, Rosheen. My name is Orion. And let’s just say, we have a vested interest in the Aer-Kin and riders that are being produced at the academy. You may have heard me saying in the Great Hall when I spoke to your dear director that standards here have dropped. We’re here to make sure that they return to what we are expecting from the academy⁠—”

“Are you from the Conclave?” a student asked, interrupting Orion. Aeden recognised the student as Lucien, the very person who had saved him from drowning in the lake. He was built strong and powerful, and he was in the Guardian class.

Orion’s attention diverted from Master Bennet to Lucien, and if Master Bennet had looked pale before, he looked ready to faint now.

“What’s your name?” Orion said as he took a step towards him.

“L-Lucien,” he replied. Aeden hadn’t spoken to him since he pulled him out of the lake.

“Stand up,” Orion demanded.

Lucien did as he was told. He was taller than Orion, his full frame on display.

“You are an example of all that needs correcting in the academy. Tell me, what’s your surname?” There was a menacing undertone to Orion’s words that felt more than a little threatening.

“Poldova,” Lucien replied. Unable to make eye contact, he chose to stare down at his desk.

“Poldova.” Orion thought on the name before turning to look at his sister.

She sighed and stepped away from the wall. “Poldovas are a defensive bloodline, known for their abilities to take high amounts of damage on the battlefield. One Aer-Kin in particular is lauded from their bloodline, Wilhelm, but that was three generations ago.” She was as well spoken as Orion, except there was no pompousness in the way she spoke, and her accent was softer. She recited the information as if she was reading it from a codex, not from memory.

“Well, well, well,” Orion said, a smile returning to his face. “I was right after all. You are a perfect example of exactly what I was speaking about when it comes to standards at the academy. No notable riders in three generations of Aer-Kin and riders. You sit here, unkept and overweight. You interrupt me while I speak and do not have the decency to stand to attention with the pride and honour that your family name gives you.”

Orion was standing right in front of Lucien, his eyes unmoving. “I mean, look at you. You look like anything but a rider. Rosheen, what do you think?”

“Statistically, they are in the bottom quarter,” she said.

“The perfect example,” Orion said. “You will come with us.” He turned to leave. “Come along.”

Lucien did as he was told and followed the two of them out of the classroom. Master Bennet pretty much collapsed in his seat, and the rest of the room just fell into silence.

“What just happened?” Harrison said, leaning in towards Aeden. “I mean, who are those two, and what are they going to do with Lucien?”

Harrison was right with his questions. All this had started when Lucien had asked if they were with the Conclave. Orion didn’t seem happy with that. Did that confirm they were not with the Conclave? If so, why would they be so interested in bloodlines and power?

Master Bennet looked terrified of them, and Director Vale had certainly been shaken by their presence. Which begged the question – why were they being allowed to walk around the academy as if they were the masters of it?

“As I said before, if they were with the Conclave, the faculty would have been expecting them,” Aeden said. “They have processes that they follow. Formalities, things like that. It feels like these two have turned up unannounced, but to get the reaction they have from not just the director but Master Bennet too . . .” He paused, then lowered his voice. “They’re scared of them, so they must know who they are.”

“And they must have some jurisdiction over the academy, or they wouldn’t be able to just walk around pulling students from their lessons,” Harrison added.

Either way, Aeden couldn’t help but think that the two of them were as dangerous as they were intriguing.

“Aeden,” Nyra reached out through the Weave, causing Aeden to jump. There was a panicked tone to her voice that caused a stir in him.

“What is it, girl?” he asked. “Are you okay?”

“Come to the hatchery,” she said. “It’s absolute chaos. Lyric says he needs you.”
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Aeden ran all the way from his class to the hatchery, barging through anyone who got in his way. His heart surged as he entered in a panicked state. No sooner had Nyra reached out to him than she had vanished again. He was curious as to what Lyric urgently needed his help with given that he had his own mini army of hatchery hands that supported with the upkeep of the hatchery. After all, there would be far too much work for one man to maintain everything as well as tending to the eggs and hatchlings.

The Sable twins had only just left, so they couldn’t be responsible for whatever chaos that Nyra was referring too.

He didn’t care that he could hardly breathe, he just wanted to reach Nyra as soon as he could, to make sure she was okay and help her in whatever way he could.

He tried again to contact her through the Weave, but all he found was a black void, like a hollow shadow, cold and empty.

When he reached the hatchery entrance, the two guards on duty let him past. They certainly did not appear to be on high alert. They nodded towards him, as they were becoming more and more familiar with Aeden with his daily visits to see Nyra.

Aeden burst through the door ready for a fight, his lungs heaving, his clothes sodden with sweat. He felt ready to vomit with the stress of it all.

What he was greeted with was not what he had expected. The noise was unlike anything he had heard before. Loud chirping slapped Aeden in the face like a wet fish as he skidded to a stop.

His first instinct was to find Nyra. She was in her pen, staring intently at the opposite side of the room. Aeden had never seen a grumpy Aer-Kin before, but Nyra had a face like thunder, and her body language matched. The ridge of dark scales ran down the spine of her back, her head was lowered, and she was letting out a low grumbling noise. Combined with the wave of frustration that greeted Aeden through the Weave, it didn’t take a genius to realise that Nyra was far from happy.

“What is it, Nyra?” Aeden asked, rushing over to her.

“Them,” she said. “They have kept me awake all through the night with their noises.”

Aeden couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re angry at the hatchlings?” he said. “Is that all?”

“Aeden, this isn’t a good thing. Lyric has told you how important my rest is.” It was the first time Aeden had heard Nyra snap back at him, a far cry from her usual innocent, playful nature.

Aeden stroked her head. “They’re just hatchlings, the same as you were not that long ago.”

“Ah, you’re here,” Lyric said.

Aeden hadn’t even noticed him in the large pen that sat opposite Nyra. The last time he had been here, there had been row upon row of eggs of various sizes and colours. This time, there were only half-intact eggs; the rest were broken shells and husks, which was where the noise was also coming from.

Lyric looked harassed and happy at the same time. His eyes were tired, with large purple circles surrounding them. The wrinkles around them were more distinguishable than usual. He was exhausted.

“As you can imagine, I’ve had next to no sleep,” Lyric said. “First one started to hatch late last night. It’s been a while since I had so many hatch at the same time.” He waved Aeden over before pulling what looked like a large piece of shell out of his beard. “Want to come and see?”

Aeden didn’t need asking more than once. He shot over to the pen.

“Now, if you can give me a hand, this one has just hatched,” Lyric said, pointing down at the ground. “We need to move her over to the whelping pen, I think it’s clear where that is.” He nodded to the pen next to them, which was where all the noise was coming from. “We can’t leave them in here or they’ll damage the other eggs, and we really don’t want that.”

When Aeden reached the gate of the pen, he could see a small Aer-Kin curled up into a tight ball, about the size of a goat. It was a deep blue colour, as dark as a clear sky at night, much smaller than Nyra had been when she hatched. It was a different shape to Nyra, too, with a thicker body and a longer neck, along with a flurry of scales on the top of its head. It was licking the gunk and mucus from her egg sac. It knocked Aeden a little bit sick at the mere sight.

“Don’t worry,” Lyric laughed, “it’s perfectly natural, they all do it.”

Aeden thought back to when Nyra had hatched, but he didn’t recall her being coated in a layer of slime. Come to think of it, he didn’t know how long he had been unconscious when they bonded, so perhaps she had cleaned herself off then.

“She’s a beauty, isn’t she?” Lyric beamed like a proud parent. “Aren’t you?” he said in a cooing voice. The Aer-Kin twisted its head and hissed at Lyric, which fetched a deep chuckle from him as he slapped his leg with delight. “Oh, I like her, she’s got spunk.” He watched her for a few moments. “I think I’ll call her Midnight.” He smiled a soft smile as he reached down to pet her.

Midnight snapped at Lyric’s fingers, which he promptly pulled away and let out another chortle of laughter.

“I think that name suits her,” Aeden said. The new hatchling was more than a little hostile. When its attention turned to Aeden, it lowered itself and let out a grumbling warning noise that was as intimidating as it was cute.

“Be careful, even at this size they could still remove a finger, if they manage to catch you.”

“Duly noted,” Aeden said, deciding not to climb in the pen with Lyric.

Lyric removed something that was tucked into the back of his pants and waved it in the air. It was a scarf.

“It’s dipped in fiyora juice.” He smiled. “Aer-Kin love the smell, yet to find any that don’t like it.”

Midnight’s focus shifted to the scarf as her head followed the motion that Lyric made with it.

“I’d take a few steps back if I was you,” he said.

Aeden did as he was advised, and Lyric opened the gate of the pen, keeping the scarf in the air in front of him. Midnight scurried forward. She was faster than she looked, but Lyric kept moving backwards until he reached the next pen. He opened the gate and lowered the scarf ever so slightly, just so it was close enough for Midnight to reach it. When she leaped forward, he lifted up the scarf, and she darted through the air, flying through the gate and into the pen. He quickly shut the gate and clicked the lock shut.

“There we go,” Lyric said. “Want to have a look at the rest of them?”

Aeden felt excited at the prospect, and he shot forward to take a look inside the pen himself, just as a small pang of anxiety reached him from Nyra.

“Be careful,” she said.

“They’re just hatchlings,” Aeden laughed. He didn’t understand why she was so concerned. His eyes lit up when he looked over the gate of the pen.

Leaning over the weathered gate of the whelping pen, he caught his breath at the sight before him. Six young Aer-Kin huddled together in a nest of coarse straw and wool, their scales glistening under the rays of sunlight that pierced through gaps in the hatchery roof.

A copper-red one, clearly the boldest of the clutch, raised its head at Aeden’s approach, amber eyes locking with his own in a moment of startling intelligence. It was the biggest of the hatchlings, its wings still soft and not yet ready for flight, unfurled slightly in a display that seemed half-warning, half-greeting. Beside it, a turquoise Aer-Kin with bright gold eyes remained perfectly still, watching him with calculated patience.

Aeden noticed a golden hatchling curled around a hot stone that Lyric or one of the hatchery hands must have placed. Its scales caught the light like rusting metal, creating the illusion of movement even as it dozed. A deep green one, partially hidden in shadow, tracked his every movement with unwavering focus, its posture suggesting it would protect its nest-mates without hesitation, a darker ridge forming on its back, just like Nyra’s except thicker.

An azure Aer-Kin with elegant, swept-back horns seemed the most curious, stretching its longer neck towards him as though trying to catch his scent. Its scales shifted between blue and green as it moved, giving it a pearlescent glisten that made it look like it was made of gemstones.

At the centre of the group, a crimson hatchling let out a sound somewhere between a chirp and a chitter. Its ruby scales and intense orange eyes drew intrigue from Aeden. It may have been the smallest, but compared to the others, it had a more rounded body and barely a neck. It yawned and snuggled up into the largest copper Aer-Kin and slowly closed its eyes.

Midnight was initially hesitant as she sniffed the air of her brothers and sisters. That caused Aeden to worry if they were in fact brothers and sisters. Each of the Aer-Kin had different features and were different shapes and size. Even at a quick glance, they all had a varied range of temperaments.

The azure Aer-Kin moved slowly towards Midnight, crouching down to the floor before pouncing at her. Midnight pounced back, and at first Aeden was concerned, but he quickly realised the two hatchlings were play-fighting. “Sky loves a tussle,” Lyric said. “She’s the most playful of the lot.”

“You’ve named them all?”

“Aye,” Lyric said, “Of course I have. Some of our bonded riders even keep the names I give them sometimes.” He pointed at the green Aer-Kin. “That one is Jade.” He then pointed at the largest copper-coloured one. “This one’s Copper Top, courtesy of the copper scales on the back of its head.” He then pointed at the turquoise one. “This is Valin.” Next he pointed at the golden one. “This handsome one is Solus.” Lyric’s face beamed as he finally pointed at the chunky red Aer-Kin that lay fast asleep. “And this one is Bertha. Don’t tell them, but she’s my favourite.”

“Hey!” Nyra snapped through the Weave.

“Nyra doesn’t approve,” Aeden said.

Lyric turned and smiled at Nyra. “I meant out of the new hatchlings. You know I have a big old soft spot for you.”

Nyra chittered in satisfaction as Aeden chuckled to himself at her jealousy.

“They are beautiful, all of them,” Aeden said.

He gripped the gate tighter, overwhelmed by the knowledge that these magnificent creatures would eventually bond with his peers.

It was still burning hot inside the hatchery, and Aeden removed his blazer, resting it over the top of the gate. “I don’t know how you can cope with this heat.”

“How can you not cope when this is the end result? Little bastards have kept me and Nyra up all night, but it’s absolutely worth it.”

A cracking noise came from the pen where the other eggs were, and Lyric’s eyes lit up once more. “Come quick, you might get to see one of them hatching.”

He hopped over the gate and into the pen, waiting to see which egg it was.

“I think it’s that one,” Aeden said, pointing to a medium-sized egg in the back corner. It was darker, with a white cracking pattern on the surface. The egg wobbled, confirming that it was the one readying to hatch.

A crack formed on the egg as Lyric stepped in front of it. “The key is to let nature do the work. I’ll only intervene if I have to.”

A section of the egg came away, and a flicker of wet scales shone in the light coming through the window. They were jet-black, shining like they were made from obsidian.

The egg, however, stopped shaking, and Lyric’s body language changed. Suddenly he was more tense, his face a picture of concern.

“What is it?” Aeden asked.

Lyric raised his hand, signalling Aeden to quiet.

Aeden’s own concern rose, and he watched on tentatively, willing the Aer-Kin hatchling to force its way out of the egg. Lyric waited, rolling his sleeves up all the while not breaking his eye contact with the unhatched egg.

“Something’s not right,” he said. He shot forwards and grabbed hold of the outside of the egg, pulling the thick shell apart with his bare hands. He frantically removed as much of the top of the egg as possible until he revealed feet sticking out the top. “It’s breech!” he said.

Aeden looked on, overwhelmed by a sense of powerlessness. “What does that mean?”

“It’s upside down, it happens sometimes. There’s no way of telling until they hatch.” He grabbed hold of the Aer-Kin’s legs and forcefully pulled them towards him. The egg rolled towards him, and Lyric continued pulling until he had coaxed it as far out of the egg as possible. Letting go, he let the legs drop limply to the floor, then rushed to pry the rest of the egg away from its head.

“What’s going on?” Nyra said. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything will be okay,” Aeden reassured her, but he didn’t know if everything was going to be just that.

The gloopy sack surrounding the Aer-Kin had popped, and gooey fluid seeped out, matting over the straw. However, a section of it still covered the Aer-Kin’s head.

“Shit,” Lyric said. He clawed away the rest of the amniotic sack and opened the Aer-Kin’s mouth before reaching in and drawing out some of the thick, jelly-like fluid. He lifted up the hatchling’s head and let it go, but it fell limp. “Shit,” he said again, rolling the Aer-Kin onto its side. Leaning over, he started pressing down on it with both hands. “No you don’t!” He kept pressing down on it over and over again.

An overwhelming urge to help pulled at Aeden’s core. He wanted to step into the pen, he wanted to help Lyric, but he was frozen to the spot. He didn’t know what to do, he didn’t know how to help.

Lyric continued trying to revive the newborn hatchling, sweat dripping off his face as he muttered to himself. “Come on!” he snapped, desperation in his tired eyes. “No, no, no.” He finally stopped, sitting back on his heels and dropping his head back to look up at the ceiling. He let out a cry of frustration. When he stopped, tears were pouring down his face as the little Aer-Kin lay motionless, devoid of life.

Aeden’s heart swelled. He wanted to say something to comfort Lyric but knew that in this moment, he just needed to allow him to grieve. The difference between life and death was so thin, so unwavering, so unforgiving. So far, seven Aer-Kin had made it into the world, and one of them hadn’t.
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The whole time spent at the hatchery with Nyra and Lyric had been a mixed bag of emotions. Seeing all the newborn hatchlings was a memory that would sit with Aeden for the rest of his life. So too would witnessing what had happened with the jet-black Aer-Kin that hadn’t made it. He kept telling himself that it was just nature, that nothing untoward had happened. Even Lyric had explained to him that it was just nature running its course.

Lyric said that when an Aer-Kin hatched in breech, the risk of suffocation increased, especially once the amniotic sack had burst.

It had offered little comfort to Aeden, who could not shake the image of the lifeless Aer-Kin from his mind, no matter how hard he had tried over the next few days. He attended his classes, trying his best to keep his head down and avoid confrontation, no matter how hard it was at times.

The whispers didn’t stop, nor did the judging eyes, no matter what his friends did to challenge the other students. So instead Aeden decided to focus on what he did have control of, and that was himself and Nyra.

Now that the rest of the Aer-Kin eggs had hatched, she would eventually need to transfer over to the garrison due to the age difference.

It was something Nyra welcomed with all the noise that the hatchlings were making, but something that worried Aeden. After all, there was a huge difference between being in the hatchery with hatchlings and being in the larger garrison with the mature Aer-Kin.

Every Aer-Kin in the academy was based there, including those that were bonded to the faculty, and Aeden had no clue if she would be safe from the larger Aer-Kin that were also housed there.

Aeden could see every single day how the vast majority of people at the academy had responded to him and Nyra, so he had more than a few concerns about how the Aer-Kin would react to Nyra.

Truth be told, it was something that Aeden was dreading, which was why Lyric had said he would try and keep her with him at the hatchery for as long as he could. Nyra, however, was a risk towards the other hatchlings, as she was larger and older than them. She could even lash out at them, especially given how much she disliked them for the noise they made through the night.

She seemed to have transitioned from infancy to adolescence at breakneck speed.

It was a sunny but chilly morning, and Aeden found himself at the training field with Nyra. He was practicing riding her, or at least they were trying. Lyric was unable to assist them given all of his time was taken up over at the hatchery, but Harrison had offered to come and help. He stood on the sidelines, offering emotional support by way of hyping them up and cheering them on, but aside from that, he had no way of offering any practical advice, which was what Aeden needed.

He was sure Nyra’s harness had been fitted correctly, but it kept coming loose. At one stage, Aeden had nearly slipped off her, through no fault of Nyra’s. His frustration was rising at how difficult he was finding the whole riding process.

One thing he hadn’t gotten used to yet was how bruised and sore the inside of his legs would get from riding Nyra. The fact that he was gripping her so tightly wasn’t helping, but he was scared about falling off and hurting himself.

So far they had managed to do a couple of attempts at weaving in and out between the posts, but he had specifically asked Nyra to take it easy the first few times so they didn’t have a repeat of what happened last time, much to her own frustration. She had even made a quip about Aeden clipping her wings, which made him question whether Harrison should spend time with them, as she had clearly learned the phrase from him.

“Okay, we’ll try and add that extra column onto the circuit,” Aeden said. Nyra nodded her head as if she could see where Aeden was pointing.

“Please, can I run a little faster?” she asked, her voice pleading as if she was dreadfully bored. It was a clear day; the sun beamed down on them in a refreshing way, and there was a freshness in the air.

Nyra’s claw marks had started to tear through the soil, leaving mulched-up grass and dirt, but there wasn’t really anything they could do about that. Aer-Kin had never really used this field for running practice before, something that Aeden was more than a little conscious of.

“We can, but please be careful⁠—”

As Nyra set off at incredible speed, Aeden’s head snapped back.

“Nyra!” Aeden reached out to her through their bond, but all he heard was the rush of air that pressed against him. His legs tensed instantly, a crippling pain erupting in his hip as a cramp took hold once again. It felt even worse than last time given that he was still a little tender from their first ride out.

Harrison stood laughing, taking everything in as Nyra weaved in and out of the columns, this time not leaning as low. Aeden had realised that leaning into the corners rather than against them helped both of them with his weight distribution. He was determined not to fall off this time as he continued to lean to whichever side Nyra was turning.

Realising he couldn’t get through to Nyra when she was excitable, Aeden knew he would be better off focusing on keeping himself seated.

It wasn’t particularly pretty, but this time, somehow, he managed to keep himself from falling off. A swell of pride filled his chest as Nyra slowed down to a trot and made her way back to the starting point.

“That was brilliant!” Harrison said, clapping slowly as he walked towards them both. Nyra bowed her head to him. “Not the most elegant I’ve ever seen a rider, but you’re still seated.”

“You’ve seen a rider before?” Aeden asked. Was he the only one who was so inexperienced when it came to Aer-Kin?

“Back home, yeah, a couple came to visit one of the lords in our town. I just happened to be delivering a bread supply from my father’s bakery.”

“You never mentioned you had a bakery,” Aeden said. He was surprisingly out of breath himself from the ride.

“Never needed to, it’s pretty boring stuff.”

A screech sounded from above, causing Aeden to jump. A large shadow engulfed them as a second loud roar came from overhead.

“What the shit!” Harrison said. “Whose Aer-Kin are those?” He pointed up at the sky where two larger Aer-Kin were circling above them. Nyra instantly felt uneasy, and Aeden did his best to settle her, which wasn’t easy given he was feeling the same way.

The two Aer-Kin continued circling above. One was a large black Aer-Kin, its wingspan impressive, while the smaller red one had bigger wings in proportion to its body.

“What’s going on?” Nyra asked, padding the ground. Aeden pulled on the reins to steady her as best he could.

“I don’t know,” Aeden said. “Come on, let’s head back to the hatchery.” It was the safest place that Aeden could think of.

Nyra pulled back against the reins, resisting Aeden.

“Nyra, what are you doing?”

“They told me to stay still, they sound angry.”

“Even more reason for us to move. Wait a minute, you can hear them?”

“I can,” she said. “They’re so much bigger than me.” There was a tremor in her voice as genuine fear gripped her.

The two Aer-Kin began their descent, lowering in large circles until eventually they landed on the training field just ahead of Nyra.

The larger black Aer-Kin had an orange crest on its chest, the contrast in colours looking more like a warning than anything else. Its face was elongated, and it lowered its head in a serpentine manner before revealing row upon row of razor-sharp teeth.

The smaller red Aer-Kin had large ears that stuck up in the air like horns. It stretched its large, webbed wings out as far as it could, the sun shining through them from behind, revealing darkened veins that forked like lightning from top to bottom. It let out another screech, which caused both Aeden and Harrison to wince.

Two riders were sitting on them. At least they weren’t wild Aer-Kin, although in these times, those were a rarity.

Both riders were women, and both wore the same uniform as Aeden. They must have been second- or third-year riders.

“I heard you had brought it out from the hatchery, wanted to get a look for myself,” the woman on the larger black Aer-Kin said. She had shoulder-length brown hair, and she was leaning forward on her seat. “We heard it was a cripple, so curiosity got the best of us both.”

“Don’t call her that,” Aeden said.

“Oh, look here, Ramona,” the second woman said. She had shorter blond hair that was shaved down one side, an intricate tattoo in the shape of a rune on her neck. “He’s sticking up for her, how sweet.”

“Do us all a favour and piss off,” Ramona said. As she spoke, her black Aer-Kin leaned forward and emitted a threatening growl, which made the hairs on Aeden’s arm stand on end. “No one wants you here. It’s a piss take that the academy even lets you stay. Kayan here and the other Aer-Kin would love to show you what they think of you.”

Kayan snapped its mouth at Nyra, causing her to slowly step back.

Even the smallest of the two Aer-Kin was at least four times Nyra’s size. They wouldn’t stand a chance in a fight, not in the slightest.

“I don’t want any trouble,” Aeden said. “Listen, I’m going to keep them talking,” he reached out to Nyra through the Weave. “When I give the word, just run, okay? Straight back to the hatchery, and do not look back.”

“Okay, I’ll try. I’m scared, Aeden.” Her voice was practically a whimper. “Why are they being mean to us? We haven’t done anything.”

Aeden was used to dealing with bullies, but Nyra wasn’t, and he hated the tremble in her voice, he hated how uncomfortable the two students were making her feel.

“We don’t want any trouble,” Aeden said, “we’re just out here getting some practice while it’s quiet. If you need to use the training field, that’s fine, we’ll just leave.”

“You’ll leave when we say it’s okay to leave,” the woman on the red Aer-Kin said, her voice gravelly and threatening.

“As second years, we’ve been told that we can expect you both to be joining our classes. I think that’s a piss take from the academy. I mean, look at her. Your Aer-Kin isn’t fit to be in the same ranks as ours. Shiba,” the woman said, and her Aer-Kin’s ears fanned out from the side of its head. They were almost the same size of its head as the creature took in a huge breath of air.

Aeden panicked. He had no clue what its powers were, what the students were capable of. If it was able to breathe fire, they would both be screwed.

The Aer-Kin opened its mouth, and to Aeden’s relief, no fire emerged, but he quickly questioned whether this was a good thing or not.

The Aer-Kin’s chest heaved as it opened its mouth and an ear-splitting screech came out, sending a powerful shockwave towards them.

“Shit!” Aeden shouted as he tried to hold on. The force was so powerful that it forced Nyra backwards, too.

“Now!” Aeden said. “Don’t forget Harrison.” There was no denying the students’ intentions now as Nyra bucked and set off at speed.

“Get them!” Ramona yelled.

Aeden reached down to grab hold of Harrison as they passed him. He raised his arm up in the air, which Aeden grabbed hold of before dragging him up onto Nyra’s back with him. There was nothing graceful in the motion as Harrison held on for dear life.

“Wrap your arms around me as best you can,” Aeden shouted.

“What’s their problem?” Harrison said as Nyra started to pick up speed. “She’s fast!” He gripped Aeden’s back tightly. “Like, really fast!”

The attacking Aer-Kin roared, their wings flapping wildly as they took flight.

Nyra was fast, but on foot, against Aer-Kin in the sky, they didn’t stand a chance.

The red Aer-Kin, Shiba, screeched again, sending down another blast of a sonic wave. Nyra slowed instantly, and a pressure rose in Aeden’s head, like he was at the bottom of the lake. It was intense and unbearable. Both he and Harrison clasped their hands over their ears in a vain attempt to block out the noise. It worked slightly, but the damage was already done; all three of them were incapacitated as the larger black Aer-Kin swooped down on them.

Before Aeden could do anything, the claws of the Aer-Kin crashed into them, sending Nyra sprawling onto her side, churning through the ground. Aeden and Harrison were flung off her back, slamming into the ground with unforgiving thuds.

“Nyra!” Aeden cried. He desperately climbed to his feet, darting back towards her as fast as he could.

Nyra let out a pained cry, shuddering as she tried to get back to her feet. The black Aer-Kin, Kayan, was simply too large for her. She had never been in a fight, and this was a mismatch to say the least.

“Leave her alone!” Aeden screamed, vitriol burning the back of his throat. He was furious, desperate.

Neither the student nor the Aer-Kin listened as Kayan dived atop Nyra and pinned her down with its huge feet.

Aeden had never felt so powerless. He picked up a rock from the ground and tossed it towards them, trying anything to distract them. The rock bounced off Kayan’s side, who lowered its head towards Nyra’s, snarling and baring its teeth. It could have chomped down on her head in one as Nyra struggled against them. It was pointless. She was still a youngling and no match for the larger Aer-Kin.

“LET HER GO!” Aeden picked up a second rock, this time aiming it at the student. He was a good aim, and the rock smashed into the student’s shoulder, almost sending her off balance. His attempt only served to enrage her further.

Shiba landed in front of Aeden, spreading her wings wide as if trying to block Aeden from view. She was trying to intimidate him, but with how he felt – the rage that was building, the desperation to get to Nyra – nothing would get in his way.

Nyra was terrified and confused, her blind panic flooding into Aeden through the Weave. It took every effort just to push it to the side and stop it from engulfing him.

“Hold on, Nyra, I’m coming,” he said, trying his best to reassure her. But what could he do? He was a human, facing an Aer-Kin and a rider, both of whom hated him and Nyra with such vitriol for merely existing.

“Why don’t you come down here and fight me!” Aeden said. He had no weapon, but he had his fists, and he would fight with everything he had until he didn’t draw breath anymore.

The other student laughed. “Why would I come down there when we have the advantage? Do you know nothing about battle tactics?” The student laughed, and Shiba opened her mouth, ready to fire another sonic blast at Aeden.

Aeden knew a full sonic blast from this range could be catastrophic for him. He glanced around him. No rocks or cover for him to dive behind. Even the columns were too far away for him to reach in time.

An ear-splitting roar came from above as an even larger shadow descended upon them. Looking up, Aeden was unable to see what it was, the sun shining too brightly above him as the large creature dropped like a stone.

When it landed, that was a different story.

It was Master Storme atop his Aer-Kin, Vegar.

Vegar’s grey and white scales were unmistakable given it was the first fully grown Aer-Kin that Aeden had seen at the academy.

Its roar was thunderous, reaching Aeden’s very core, but he still stood defiantly against the red Aer-Kin.

Vegar landed with a thud, the ground trembling like a small earthquake had hit them. He eyed the two students and the Aer-Kin they rode, his golden eye darting between the two of them, his scarred white eye making him look even more menacing. He let out another roar and slammed his feet onto the ground, a flicker of storm-like energy gathering in its wings.

“I suggest you both stand down right now,” Master Storme roared, “or I will have Vegar incapacitate both of your Aer-Kin right now.”

“M-Master Storme,” Ramona said, stammering. Vegar roared again, and the two students froze in their spots.

“Stand down,” Master Storme growled.

Kayan let go of Nyra as Shiba lowered her wings, and both of them cowered to the ground in front of the dominant Vegar.

“I don’t know what happened,” Ramona said. “We were just at the garrison when we heard someone talking about the wingless Aer-Kin. Next thing I knew, we were riding here. I didn’t mean to.”

“We didn’t mean to,” the other student added, pleading for forgiveness.

Seizing the opportunity, Aeden rushed towards Nyra. She was curled up in a ball, licking her hind. A large talon had raked down her, leaving her with a nasty gash. Aeden’s heart lurched at the very sight.

“It’s okay, girl, I’m here.”

“Aeden.” Nyra’s voice was tearful. She was scared – no, she was petrified – and confused as to why they had been attacked.

“You attacked a youngling, a much younger and defenceless one,” Master Storme raged. “What’s worse, you lost control through the Weave. You allowed your Aer-Kin to control you.” Master Storme was furious as Vegar padded the ground, as if he was barely managing to control his rage. “Tell me why I shouldn’t have you both kicked out of the academy right now. All you’ve shown today is you have no control over your connection to the Weave.”

Aeden didn’t realise that such a thing was possible. Their Aer-Kin had taken control – was it a form of compulsion? Or just an excuse? After all, that would be easier to hide behind. The truth was they had just tried to kill Nyra.

“I’m sorry, Master Storme,” they both said in tandem, their heads lowered in shame.

“Get back to the garrison. I’ll speak with the director about what we do with the two of you!” Master Storme stared into both of them as if he was going to breathe fire himself. “NOW!”

He had startled both of them, and their Aer-Kin took off as directed by Master Storme, leaving Aeden, Nyra, and Harrison in the field with Master Storme and Vegar.

This was not a situation that Aeden had envisioned, not only being attacked by second-year students, but also Master Storme being the one to protect them.

“Th-thank you,” Aeden said as he continued to inspect Nyra’s wound.

“It hurts,” she said.

Without thinking, Aeden felt his connection to the Weave intensify. His and Nyra’s bond flashed as bright white light in his vision. It was akin to a compulsion as he lowered his hand onto the wound. Thick blood seeped over his hand as he searched for Nyra’s energy in the Weave. She was right before him, so it was easy; he could see her outline like a constellation of stars as he impulsively channelled magic into her hind. His hands pulsed, throbbing wildly as if they were vibrating with an intensity he couldn’t fathom.

Magic flowed through him into Nyra’s wound, a light forming where his hand was placed. His hand glowed red as the light illuminated his skin from the other side until Aeden felt an urge to stop.

When he did, his connection through the Weave ended, and all he could see was Nyra in front of him, her hind still covered in thick, congealing blood.

There was no sign of the wound anymore.

“Well, that is interesting,” Master Storme said.

“Thank you, Aeden,” Nyra said.

Aeden didn’t know what to say. He had no idea how he had done it. He had channelled magic as if it were second nature to him, with no experience of tapping into his shared Weave with Nyra.

“Come, Vegar and I will escort you back to the hatchery. It clearly isn’t safe for you two to train out here on your own.”
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“You’re a healer,” Harrison said, his eyes wide with wonder like Aeden was some messiah. “That’s incredible, how did you do it?”

The two of them were back at the hatchery, where Nyra was safe in her pen, curled up in a ball, her breathing heavy as she rested.

Master Storme and Vegar had left, having escorted them safely. He hadn’t spoken another word to them along the way, and Nyra was able to walk as if nothing had happened. Other than the dried blood, there was no sign of any wound.

Aeden fetched a bucket of water and knelt beside her, where he took a cloth and cleaned her up as she continued to rest. Aeden himself felt exhausted, as if he had been on a run for miles.

Lyric appeared at the gate of her pen. There was no mistaking the panic on his face as he reached her.

“I came as soon as I heard. Is she okay?” he asked. “Who did this?”

“Some second years. We were out in the training fields practising when they attacked us out of nowhere,” Aeden said, wiping the cloth over Nyra’s dried blood. He dipped his hand into the bucket of water, which turned deep red straight away. He then wiped over her hind leg again.

“I’ve never been so scared,” Aeden added. “I thought they were going to kill her, both of us in fact. They were so aggressive and hostile towards us straight away, all because of her wings.”

Aeden looked at the tidy bindings that were wrapped around Nyra’s wings. He desperately wanted to do something to help her. Maybe then they wouldn’t have to put up with this much grief from everyone at the academy.

“The Aer-Kin wanted to kill her because she can’t fly,” Harrison said as he fetched another bucket of clean water for Aeden. It sloshed over the top, soaking his shirt as he placed it on the floor beside her. “Master Storme came and chased them away, said something about them letting their Aer-Kin control them through the Weave. I didn’t even realise that was a thing.”

“Aye, it is. Master Storme is probably the strictest member of the faculty, like he is made of stone. He was the same when he was a student. A bit like you, Aeden.”

“I’m nothing like him,” Aeden snapped. As much as he appreciated Master Storme stepping in to save them from the attack, he didn’t respect him. The man was aggressive at best, with not an ounce of empathy. “He’s a brute that clearly loves fighting.”

“He might be, but clearly he has a code when it comes to Aer-Kin, and he’ll follow instructions. That makes for a good rider,” Lyric said. “He might be all those things, but if not for him, I dread to think what might have happened to both of you. Please be more careful. No more training on your own. As for those students, yes, it can be a thing where a bonded Aer-Kin can assert influence over their riders if their connection to the Weave becomes more dominant or out of control. But I doubt Master Storme will believe that. Those students were likely already harbouring those thoughts about the two of you, which is why they were so easily influenced.”

Lyric stepped into the pen and put his hand on the top of Nyra’s head. “She seems to be okay.” He stepped to the side to take a look at Nyra’s leg where Aeden was still cleaning her. Harrison took the blood infused water and went to replace it again.

“How bad is the wound?” Lyric asked. “I’ll go and fetch my kit. It must be a deep gash for all that blood.”

“About that . . .” Aeden said.

“Aeden healed her while we were in the training field,” Harrison said. “Nyra had a gash down the back of her as long as my arm, but thanks to his magic, it’s gone.” He poured the bloodied water down a nearby drain. “Honestly, it was incredible.”

“You’re a healer?” Lyric said, echoing Harrison’s words from earlier. “And you managed to heal that level of injury, without any training?”

“It appears so,” Aeden said. “I don’t know how, so I can’t explain. I just felt a pull to the Weave. I could see Nyra in there, like she was mapped out by the stars.”

“This is incredible,” Lyric said as he continued to stroke Nyra’s head in a comforting motion. “And most unheard of.” He looked at the door of the hatchery and lowered his voice. “Did anyone else see this happen?”

“Master Storme did, why?” Aeden asked, confused by the question.

“He is by the book, so he’s probably already reported this back to Director Vale. They’ll likely be keeping an even closer eye on you now.”

“Why? What’s so special about me healing Nyra’s leg? All the riders here have magic, it’s not anything special.” He plunged the cloth once again into the bloodied water as Harrison arrived with another bucket of clean water for them to switch.

“Because she’s a youngling, and although it’s normal for magic to start to manifest at this point, it isn’t normal to be able to connect and use it on such a scale as you have displayed, especially without any training. Have there been any signs before you used this magic for the first time?”

Aeden sighed. “Yes,” he said as he wiped away the last of the blood on Nyra. “When Nyra and I bonded, I had injured my ankle from my fall. She didn’t fix the injury entirely, but she helped make the pain more bearable. Then a few days ago in cartography, another student, Rowan, cut her finger with a cartography tool, and before I knew it, I had healed it.”

“Did she tell anyone?”

“I don’t think so. I asked her to keep it a secret. I didn’t want anyone finding out I had healing as an ability.”

“Why not?” Lyric asked. He moved to Aeden’s side to inspect Nyra’s leg. Now that it had been cleaned, there was no sign that there had been any injury at all, not even a faint scar. He studied it for a moment before saying, “Why ever would you want to keep your powers manifesting quiet?”

Aeden thought about it. For a moment, he felt bad for saying it out loud, but this was as safe a space as any to discuss it. Lyric and Harrison were definitely two people he trusted.

“Because I felt ashamed of it, okay?” It felt good to get it off his chest. It had frustrated him from the moment he had discovered it.

“Why in the heavens did you feel that?”

“Because it’s not me, my personality, my skill set. Being a healer is the last thing I wanted. If I was to list all of the potential powers I could have had, healing would have been the last one.” His voice was raised, his frustration clear, but it felt good to actually talk about it.

“I, for one, am glad that it’s healing,” Lyric said as he brushed his hand over where Nyra should have had a huge gash from the fight. “Imagine what would have happened if you didn’t. Not only the scarring, the time for healing, the risk of infection . . . You removed all of it in one go. Our healers would be hard pressed to heal an injury so severe without leaving the slightest scar behind, and that’s with years of training and attunement to the Weave.”

“I’m grateful I was able to heal her, but that doesn’t mean I have to be happy with my powers. I would’ve been better suited to something else.”

“And why’s that?” Lyric asked, still not understanding Aeden’s tone.

“Because I want to prove that Support riders can fight. Because if Support riders could fight, perhaps my parents wouldn’t have been slaughtered in the Battle of Weir.”

“My boy, you just said it yourself, that battle was a massacre. No amount of training could have prepared them for what happened that day. I am truly sorry for your loss. It’s terrible losing one parent, let alone both at the same time. But your powers, the magic you can wield . . . There’s so much potential.”

“For me, or for the academy?” Aeden snapped. He didn’t mean to sound as confrontational as he did, and he immediately regretted it when he saw the deflation on Lyric’s face. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to. It’s just a lot to take in.”

Lyric waved it away like he wasn’t bothered, but Aeden was worried that he might have upset him. “That’s okay, you’ve been through so much,” he said. “As you said, it’s a lot to process, but please don’t ever beat yourself up over your magic. This power that you have, the abilities that are manifesting, they are a gift, and you should see them as such. Take it from someone who doesn’t have a power to draw on.”

Aeden sighed as he stroked Nyra. She was fast asleep, and for the moment, her worries of the world had faded into nothing more than a background thought.

“The bond you two have already is far stronger than I have seen in a long time, if ever, Aeden. It’s unheard of to be able to wield magic to such a degree, so early on without so much as a training session. What you have is raw. Imagine what it could do when you have refined it, when you are more attuned to your bond. It has the potential to be simply incredible.”

Aeden looked up from the pen. He had been that focused on Nyra that he hadn’t noticed the silence coming from the rest of the hatchery. He raised his head to look at the hatching and whelping pens on the opposite side. “Why is it so quiet?” Aeden said. “Where are the hatchlings?”

“Oh, they are out back in the field. They need to stretch about, they need to tire themselves out. That’s where I was when you got here. Why don’t you come and see them? Gives Nyra a chance to rest up whilst it’s quiet.”

“No wonder she’s sleeping so peacefully,” Aeden laughed. “She gets grumpy when her sleep is disturbed.”

Lyric laughed. “I can relate to that. Come on, follow me, I’ll show you the rest of them.”

“The rest of them?”

Lyric laughed again before heading out through the door. “It’s easier if I just show you.”

Harrison’s face lit up like he was the cat that got the cream as he eagerly followed Lyric out of the hatchery without giving Aeden so much as a second glance.

Aeden looked over Nyra before he left. She was coiled up, her eyes shut tightly but flickering. He wondered if she was dreaming, and if she was, what she was dreaming about.

“I’m proud of you, girl,” he said before following Harrison and Lyric out of the hatchery. The two of them led around the corner, towards where Lyric’s workshop was, except this time, they carried on walking beyond it and through a large fenced area. The fence must have stood at thirty feet at least. It was made of a combination of wood and metal panels, and in truth, it looked in a bit of a dire state. Sections of the wood were rotten, with mites doing their best to reduce the wood to nothing more than a hollowed-out husk. Metal panels had clear signs of rusting on the outer edges, sections of which had holes in them.

As they passed through the gate, it fought back against Lyric with a mighty groan, he himself needing to exert pressure and strength just to open it. It squeaked loudly as he opened it up wide enough for them to walk through.

Lyric and Harrison vanished within, and Aeden picked up his own pace to catch them both up. When he stepped through, he was greeted with a metal cage that surrounded them with another gate on the inside, which was more mesh-like.

“Now, be careful, and don’t go poking your fingers through those gaps. The healers will be grand at healing a stump, but they ain’t so clever at regenerating limbs,” Lyric said.

There was enough room for the three of them to stand inside the mesh cage comfortably. It was like they were the ones in an enclosure, however, as Aeden looked out at the field on the outside of the cage.

The small field was surrounded by the high fence, which was clearly still able to do its job of containing the Aer-Kin, a cluster of which were clumped together. Aeden instantly recognised the large copper-coloured one, who Lyric had named Copper Top. It was curled up into a ball, surround by the other Aer-Kin Aeden had initially seen in the whelping pen. They were snuggled up into him, forming a tight formation, including Midnight, who sat on top of a sleeping Bertha.

To Aeden’s surprise, there were six other clusters of Aer-Kin containing six to eight Aer-Kin each, all of them of varying colours and sizes. Some dashed around the enclosure, others chose to sleep, while one or two would occasionally stop to growl at each other. Aeden’s heart lifted at the sight of them all. Carefree and happy. Lyric was clearly doing such a good job of nurturing them.

“Wow,” Harrison said. He was pressed up against the mesh, his fingers clinging on to the side as he watched all of the Aer-Kin in the field.

“There’s so many of them,” Aeden said. There were far more than when Aeden and Nyra had left the hatchery for the training field. He couldn’t imagine that was enough time for all of these to hatch and for Lyric to move them.

Lyric simply laughed. “Why do you think I’m so tired? You didn’t think that through the night there was only the Aer-Kin you saw in the whelping pen hatch? These blighters have been keeping me more than busy. Obviously I’m not on my own, but we have a cohort’s worth of eggs to hatch and nurture. The ones you saw were the latest group of eggs to hatch. They tend to stick together in clusters to start off. It’s a comfort thing. As they get bigger, they start to learn which of their brothers and sisters are from the same breeding group and start to split off.”

“Do they?” Harrison said. “That’s fascinating, I didn’t realise they did that, I thought it was just the academy that segregated classes.”

“Yeah, they’re drawn towards similar breeds as them. I’ve no idea why, but it happens every single time.”

“Have there been more that didn’t make it?” Aeden asked as he thought about the small jet-black Aer-Kin who had passed away.

Lyric nodded. “Aye, unfortunately. There’s nothing can be done, I suppose. It’s just nature being nature. No matter how cruel it feels at times, there’s nothing that can be done about it. Doesn’t mean you stop taking it personally, though. It doesn’t make it any easier, either.”

“How many haven’t made it?” Aeden asked.

“So far including Night, we’ve lost three.”

“You still named them?” Aeden asked.

“Of course I did. They deserve as much dignity as I can afford them, even if they pass before they get a chance to breathe new life. It’s the least they deserve.”

One thing that couldn’t be denied was Lyric’s compassion for the Aer-Kin that were in his care. He cared for them more than anyone else at the academy, and not just because they would eventually bond with riders and serve Nevaria; he cared for them as living beings, in and of themselves.

Aeden watched them in the field, and for a time he found his worries and the things that had happened during the day slipping away. Both he and Harrison were transfixed as they watched all of the Aer-Kin’s movements and their behaviour.

Aeden let out a large, over-exaggerated yawn as he found himself stretching out his arms. He was exhausted.

“You should get some rest,” Lyric said. “The amount of magic you must’ve used to heal Nyra, I’m not surprised. Why don’t you head back to your room and get some rest.”

Aeden had no intention of resting. He would do that tonight. He wanted to power through his tiredness and head to the archives to do some more digging on the Battle of Weir.

For now, though, he just wanted to watch the Aer-Kin and forget about the rest of his and Nyra’s troubles.
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Aeden let out what must have been the fifteenth yawn since he’d sat down deep within the archives. His eyes were heavy to a point where each time he blinked, he wondered how much time had passed. Being in a dark room with the only light coming from the lamp he had placed in the middle of the table and the faint candles overhead wasn’t helping. He could easily have placed his head on his arms and fallen asleep at the table, he was that tired.

That, however, wasn’t going to help him, and he didn’t want to waste any more time than he already had. He steeled himself and flipped the pages of the leather-bound book he was scrolling through.

He had lost count of how many he had trawled through, but up until now, he hadn’t found anything on the Battle of Weir. At least he was getting closer to the date that it had happened, according to the books. He was grateful that whoever was organising them had put them in some semblance of order.

He had left Harrison at the hatchery with Lyric, transfixed by all the hatchlings. He had even offered to help Lyric with the feeding, too. Aeden had been tempted to get involved, but doing that wasn’t going to help him get through these books and find the battle report he so desperately sought.

He closed the leather-bound index and returned it to the shelf. The last battle in the tome had covered dates around 490TV, so Aeden decided to skip the next couple of books on the shelf. He grabbed hold of the next one and pulled it free, then returned to the table to continue his reading.

A haze came over him, like he’d had one too many drinks of ale, and for a moment it felt like the codex visibly shook in front of him. He knew logically it was just his eyes playing tricks on him, probably a sign that he should absolutely rest, but he was determined to finish what he started. He didn’t want to leave the archive until he had found the battle report.

When he opened the tome, it startled him awake. The first battle report read 535TV. He was getting close. His heart skipped at the prospect of this being the report of the battle where his parents died, not that he knew exactly what this would bring him. It wasn’t closure he sought, it was the truth of what really happened to them. At least here he would be able to see the official documentation of the battle.

He turned the pages as fast as he could, flicking through at the prospect of finally finding it. With each paged turned, he was getting closer and closer to finding the report. One thing he had learned recently was that his time at the academy was finite, for a whole multitude of reasons. That meant he needed to find what he was looking for as soon as possible.

His mood changed when he reached where the battle report should be. The pages were torn out of the index. He scanned forwards and backwards, the time jumping from before 585TV and after, missing the dates when the Battle of Weir had happened.

None of the other tomes, indexes, or battle reports were missing pages. These had literally been ripped from the book, pages that contained the details of the Battle of Weir.

This all just solidified what Aeden was thinking – that something wasn’t right with the battle report, that something was being hidden from everyone. He had been right in not trusting what the academy had told everyone, this proved that. Even now, though, he knew no one outside of his friends would believe him. He didn’t even know if this was something that he could approach Lyric about. After all, he was a member of the faculty.

Aeden stood up, pushing the book to the centre of the table, then quickly picked up the next book from the shelf. He flicked through the pages. They were intact, but the dates were mixed up, which confused him more. They were dated to 235TV, which was far before where he had even started.

He spent the next period of time pulling the books out, looking through pages and pages of battle reports, but none of them had pages torn out other than the ones which should have had details of the Battle of Weir. The question was, why? He wasn’t delicate with the books, getting more and more frantic, desperately searching for something, anything that would shine light on the battle. The books piled up around him as he tossed them aside, without a care about the damage he was doing to the archive. His focus was only getting more and more intense.

Someone at the academy was hiding something, this without any doubt proved that. Aeden could not think of a single reason why the pages would be removed, unless he had been right all along.

He looked at the book on the table and decided he was going to go and speak to Master Carfyth, the Master of the Library. Perhaps this was something he was aware of. Maybe if they had been moved for any reason, he would be able to shed light on it.

Deciding that was the only realistic option that he had, Aeden scooped up the book and held it to his chest as he exited the archive, grabbing hold of the lantern with his free arm. He had set off down the winding corridor to head back to the library when something caught his attention.

He slowed down, unsure what it was he could hear. It seemed to be the echoed voices of someone nearby. He looked around him as he tried to figure out what direction it was coming from, before deciding it was from up ahead.

He continued down the darkened corridor, only guided by the small light that his lamp afforded. When he reached a cross-section, he looked to his left. It was the corridor that Master Carfyth had said was strictly forbidden for students and even most of the faculty.

He wondered what could be contained in such a room, what could be kept so secure inside the academy walls.

More echoed words reached him, skipping from the walls like a pebble tossed out across the lake. They were coming from further down this corridor, which only added to his intrigue.

Aeden was faced with two options: either continue straight back to the library where he would show Master Carfyth the index with the missing pages, or allow his curiosity to get the better of him and head down the corridor. He didn’t want to go inside the room – well, he did, but that wasn’t possible. At least he could see who did have access. It was risky, though; he didn’t want to get caught, after all.

His decision made, he was about to walk back to the library when the echo that reached him became clearer.

“We need to find it.” It was a well-spoken male voice.

Curiosity taking over, Aeden found himself stopping in his tracks before spinning on his heels and tip-toeing down the corridor, practically holding his breath as he approached. Ahead of him was an old wooden door with metal rivets along the outside and a metal bar across the centre. The door was slightly ajar with light escaping through the gap.

As long as he stayed to the shadows, he should be okay. He blew out the candle in his lamp and lowered it to the floor, escaping into the darkness that now surrounded him. His only form of light came from the room ahead of him.

As he approached the door, the voices inside became clearer.

“Keep looking, the records must be here.” It was Orion Sable. But why would he be here, and what was he looking for?

“I am looking. Telling me to look isn’t going to make it any easier,” Rosheen said, irritation in her voice. “They have clearly covered their tracks well.”

“I knew the director was hiding something when we arrived. Someone at this academy is the key, and we need to find them before it’s our heads that are put on pikes,” Orion said.

Aeden could hear papers being rummaged through, and he decided against his better judgement that he wanted to get a closer look.

He got close enough to the door to peer through the gap, but all he could see was Rosheen’s back, who was in front of a wall of drawers. She was rummaging through papers, then throwing them carelessly behind her when they apparently didn’t contain what she was looking for.

“Are you sure this is the right room?” she asked. Her voice was low, but there was something threatening in her tone, something sinister.

“Yes, this is the room. It’s the only warded room in the archives, so it’ll be in here somewhere, we just have to find it.” Orion was beyond the door enough that Aeden couldn’t see him. Both of them sounded equally fed up.

Rosheen looked at a scrap of paper and tossed it over her shoulder. It fluttered down, landing just short of Aeden’s reach.

He couldn’t see what it said, but if he could just reach his arm in and grab it, maybe that would shed some light.

He could hear Orion looking through drawers the same as Rosheen, so he decided to risk it. He crouched down and pushed his arm through the gap of the door, reaching for the paper. He froze when Orion cursed, his impatience getting the better of him. If they caught him now, he wondered what they would do to him. They would likely have him expelled from the academy, he assumed.

“Director Vale is rattled by our presence at the academy,” Orion said with a swagger, as if he took pride in that fact.

“Do you fool yourself? Is it us that brings that fear out of her, or the master we serve?”

Aeden continued to reach for the paper. Who exactly was their master if not the Conclave?

He made a desperate reach for the paper and just missed it. He took a deep, sharp breath again before reaching out once more. This time he was able to grab it between two fingers.

“I think the example we made of the Poldova boy will only serve to strengthen our hold over her and the academy,” Orion said.

“I still think it was a little extreme. Statistically our odds would increase if she worked with us because she wanted to, not because she’s scared,” Rosheen said.

“And what would be the fun in that? You know I’m a sucker for the theatrics. Honestly, her face when we gave her the box with the severed hand. Still, you would think she’d take responsibility for allowing such a poor calibre of rider into the academy. Let’s hope none of the students venture into the woods anytime soon. It would be a frightful shame for one of them to discover his flayed body before the wild animals have finished with him.”

Aeden’s heart sank. Was he right in what he was thinking, in what he was hearing? Had Orion killed Lucien Poldova, the student they had pulled out of Master Bennet’s class, because they perceived him to be weak? Then he thought about what had happened to him since then, as no one had seen or heard from him since the previous day. What exactly had the Sable twins done to him? Orion had looked down on him with disgust, like there was a flaw in his bloodline, but all Aeden saw was a good person, one that had saved his life not that long ago.

“Honestly, that entire bloodline should be eradicated if you ask me,” Orion said. “They bring shame to all that call themselves riders. It all starts with a minor dilution of a bloodline, but that student was evidence of just how far away from purity that bloodline has become. I mean, how much are they going to allow the bloodlines to be diluted through poor breeding? Well, at least it’s one less to worry about.”

Aeden didn’t want to wait around any longer. His hand was trembling as he pulled the dropped parchment back towards him. He was no longer worried about being expelled if they caught him snooping.

He was scared they would kill him.

No wonder the director seemed so spooked by their presence. It all made sense now. The Sable twins were psychopaths.

Aeden stood and turned to leave, his whole body trembling now.

“We need to keep searching,” Orion said.

“It’s you that keeps talking,” Rosheen huffed, slamming a door shut. “I grow tired of this, brother. Do you really think the director would leave it in such plain sight?”

“Those wards would have killed anyone entering without the right access. They would not be placed in this room unless she is hiding something, or should I say, someone.”

Aeden’s mind spiked at that. They were looking for someone. Who?

“Our master thought the bloodline was wiped out, but Viroz has detected a bloodline, one that he thought was destroyed at the Battle of Weir.”

Aeden’s blood ran cold. Had he misheard? He wanted to hang around more, but he knew to do so just further risked him being caught. He stepped away into the darkness once more, holding his breath.

They were looking for a specific bloodline, and their master was involved in the Battle of Weir, but how? He would have to leave that for later. For now, he needed to get as much distance as he could between himself and the Sable twins. Who knew what they would do to him if they found him.

When he reached the library, Master Carfyth was standing at his desk, talking to a student.

“Find what you were looking for?” he asked.

Aeden didn’t answer, he just continued walking.

“Wait, stop,” he called out, disrupting the silence of the library.

Everyone looked up at him.

“You can’t take that book from the archive,” Master Carfyth said.

Aeden looked down and realised he was still holding the index with the missing pages. He quickly placed it on a nearby table. The female student researching on it was less than impressed as he placed it on top of her notes.

Aeden didn’t care right now. He needed to get away, and fast.

He rushed out of the library door and got as much distance between himself and the Sable twins as possible. Every time he turned a corner, he feared they would be on the other side. He kept looking over his shoulder with paranoia as if they were following him. If they were willing to murder a student simply for not being to their liking, what would they do to him if they found out he was listening to their conversation?

When he was satisfied he had made enough distance, he stopped, only to unfurl the piece of parchment that he had picked up from the floor.

It was a student transcript. It had the student’s name, Aer-Kin, bloodline.

The Sable twins were looking for someone specifically. Someone they believed was at the academy now.
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Aeden was catching his breath. He felt ready to vomit as he leaned against a stone wall in the central courtyard. His hands trembled as he looked at the note again. The Sable twins were dangerous, and he had come so close to being discovered by them. His heart broke for what he had heard them saying about Lucien, what they had done to him.

His only crime was interrupting them while they were speaking in class. That was it. Because of that, they had deemed his bloodline weak and snuffed him out like a flame on a candle. The very thought shook Aeden to his core. What if they had caught him? Would he still be here now?

“Aeden?” It was Rowan. She had spotted him as she and Cassian were walking past, and both of them stopped.

“Are you okay?” Rowan asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Aeden tried to speak, but he couldn’t. He was still shaking too much. As much as he tried to form words, he simply couldn’t.

“Th-th-the⁠—”

“Woah, slow down,” Cassian said, “is everything okay? Has something happened?”

Aeden wanted to tell them. He wanted to tell them everything he had just heard, but at the same time, he didn’t want to get them involved. Both of them were good people, and he didn’t want to put them in any unnecessary danger. He had learned his lesson with the example Master Storme had made out of his friends.

“I’m – okay,” he lied, panting. He wanted to get out of here.

“Hey, Aeden,” Harrison shouted over from the far side of the courtyard. He was standing with Serene and Vivienne. He waved Aeden to go over.

“I’ll catch up later?” Aeden said, gathering himself. “Honestly, I will be okay, just something through the Weave I was doing with Nyra,” he lied again.

“Okay, if you’re sure,” Cassian said.

Rowan, however, gave Aeden a look as if she knew he wasn’t being truthful.

The two of them left as Aeden walked over to Harrison, Vivienne, and Serene. He kept looking over his shoulder as if he was being watched.

“Why you acting all weird?” Serene asked, eyeing Aeden suspiciously.

Aeden looked over his shoulder again. He really needed to get away from the courtyard, perhaps back to the bunkhouse with the others or even to his own quarters. For some reason he was thinking safety in numbers right now, not that any of them would stand a chance against the Sable twins. It did, however, bring Aeden a faint feeling of safety being with them, and for now Aeden needed to feel safe.

“You know that thing I was looking into?” Aeden said to Harrison. “Well, turns out, I was right, and I really could do with talking to you about it.” He wanted to speak in code even though he was conscious of how utterly ridiculous it made him look.

“You mean about your parents and the Battle of Weir?” Serene said.

If looks could kill, Vivienne was murdering Serene right now.

Harrison looked sheepish, shrinking into himself.

“What happened to my secret?” Aeden asked, less than impressed.

“Well, they’re in our circle, and it kind of fell out. I tell these two everything. They were on to you anyway, so in a way, it was kind of your fault for putting me in the awkward position of lying to them.”

Aeden shook his head. How had Harrison actually managed to spin this onto him? He was about to speak when Vivienne interrupted.

“Don’t be mad at him, he was only looking out for you,” she said.

“Besides, we’re your friends, and friends don’t keep secrets from one another, especially when things have been the way they are,” Serene said.

“So yeah, Serene and Vivienne know everything, so no need to tell them all the details about what we’ve been looking into, saves you a bit of time,” Harrison said.

“About that,” Aeden said. “There’s been a big discovery on that, a really big, Sable-twin-shaped one.”

“Sable twins?” Vivienne said. “What have they got to do with this?”

“They’re looking for something, or someone.” Aeden lowered his voice so only his friends could hear him. “They’re bloodline purists. No, elitists. They took Lucien away, and they killed him!”

“Killed him? Why would they do that?” Serene asked.

“I heard them when I was coming out of the archives. The archives where I found the codex with the battle report for the Battle of Weir, except the report had been torn out.”

“That’s horrible,” Serene said as she clasped her hand to her mouth.

“Lucien was a good man,” Aeden said.

“He didn’t deserve this,” echoed Vivienne.

“So you’re saying someone at the academy has torn out the battle report that you wanted to find to prove something fishy is going on, and whilst there, you heard the Sable twins talk about killing Lucien?” Harrison said.

Aeden’s thoughts were more focused on Lucien than the torn battle report at this point. What exactly had they done to him? How would they explain this to his family? His mind started whirling, and Aeden felt like he was about to throw up. “That’s exactly what I’m trying to say. Not only that . . .” He lowered his head even more. “They’re looking for someone, or should I say a bloodline. I think so, anyway.” Aeden pulled out the student transcript from his pocket and passed it to the others. “They tossed this on the floor from inside the room that has high-powered wards on the doors to stop unauthorised people from entering. Somehow Orion managed to disable the wards.”

“Who’re they trying to find?” Vivienne asked as she read the note. “Is it this person? Do we need to warn them?”

Aeden shook his head. “No, they tossed this one on the ground, that’s how I was able to pick it up.”

“Holy shit, that takes some serious balls – I mean, a certain amount of craziness – to do something like that in the first place,” Harrison joked, but no one laughed. This wasn’t the time or the place for quips.

“There’s more still,” Aeden said, keeping his voice as low as he could. He looked around him once again to make sure that no one else was in the vicinity.

“They referenced the Battle of Weir, referenced a bloodline being wiped out by their master. That means that I was right, that there was something more, not just to my parents’ deaths but to the deaths of everyone that died that day. This is huge, like cluster-fuck huge.”

“What do we do now?” Serene asked, speaking at a barely audible volume. “I mean, it’s not like we can go to the faculty. They’re likely in on this, especially if there were pages ripped out of the battle report.”

“There’s only one member of the faculty that I trust, and that’s Lyric,” Aeden said.

“Who’s that?” Serene asked as she frowned.

“Master Ember,” Harrison said. “You know, the hatchery master.”

“I know who Master Ember is,” Serene snapped, “I’m just not on first-name terms with him. Are you sure you can trust him?”

“I’d wage my life on it,” Aeden said.

“Well, you may have to,” Vivienne said. “I genuinely don’t know what we can do.”

“I’m more worried for Nyra,” Aeden said. “These two are elitists. They want a pure bloodline. If they get to Nyra, they’ll no doubt kill her straight away.”

“So you think they don’t know about her?” Serene asked.

“They mustn’t, there’s no way they do. The way they speak about Aer-Kin, about having pure bloodlines, one of the first places they would have gone is to her.” Aeden knew where he needed to go right now. There was no way he was waiting around any longer. “I need to head to the hatchery, and I need to speak to Lyric. We need to get Nyra away from the academy somehow. It’s just not safe enough for her here, especially after the attack earlier today.”

“Gather round!” The sound of Orion calling out sent a chill down Aeden’s spine. He contemplated leaving, but the distance between him and the next opening would make him stand out amongst the crowd, something that he didn’t want to happen.

“Fuck, what do we do?” Harrison asked.

“Try to blend in,” Serene said.

Orion was holding something in his hand, but Aeden wasn’t able to see what it was due to the raised wall and flower beds between them.

“Please, please, do not be shy, that includes all of you in the back.” Orion flicked his hair back with a wave of his hand as if he was reciting a play in the theatre. “Now, now, don’t make me ask twice.” There was a threatening tone to his voice that Aeden did not want to test.

Rosheen was standing to attention behind her brother, her hands tucked behind her back. Her cold eyes were unmoving as she eyed the growing crowd. For once she didn’t have her hand resting on her sword.

“Now, me and my sister here were just having a private conversation, away from the confines of the academy. It was a very private conversation, one that was only intended for our ears.”

Panic rose inside Aeden. They were on to him already, but how? He was sure they couldn’t have heard him; he had been deathly quiet. Had someone said something to them in the library? Aeden’s mind raced even faster, the desperation to run becoming overwhelming. That would only serve to give him away though.

“The problem is, I believe that someone here, someone in this academy, was listening in on our conversation.” He raised a lamp up into the air, the thing that Aeden couldn’t see clearly before. “Now, I am certain someone was eavesdropping, and I just want to have a conversation about what they may have heard. I asked the Master of the Library if he had any clue as to who may have been using this lantern, and unfortunately, his memory seems to have slipped. I’m going have another talk with him, but in the meantime, I am calling on whoever this person is to do the right thing and come and speak to us. Otherwise . . .” He turned his head to his side and grinned. “Our master will be most displeased, and that will not end well for anyone in the academy. If you know who our mystery spy is, then I suggest you turn them over to us. Every day longer it takes, it’ll only get worse. Rosheen and I will be visiting every single class, to look every single student and faculty member in the eye, until we find this person. Trust me when I say, we will find you.” Orion chuckled to himself and turned to leave, quickly disappearing back inside.

“Shit, shit, shit,” Aeden said as the courtyard turned into a gossip pit. “What do I do?” It was only a matter of time before they found him. What did they mean by making everyone at the academy pay?

“What do we do now?” Harrison said.

Noise erupted in the courtyard as all the other students that were present started asking and accusing each other of whether it was them that the Sable twins were talking about.

“We need to get to Lyric,” Aeden said.

The four of them reached the hatchery as soon as physically possible. Lyric was on his hands and knees cleaning out the furnace when they entered through the main door in a panicked state.

“Lyric, we need to talk,” Aeden said, his breathing heavy. Serene, Vivienne, and Harrison were right behind him.

“What has gone on?” Lyric asked, his face covered in black soot. He raised his goggles to reveal two perfectly white patches around his eyes. “What’s got you all fired up like this?”

“Is Nyra okay?” Aeden asked.

She was still sound asleep next to him in her pen. The day’s events had clearly taken it out of her, and he understood why.

“The Sable twins,” Aeden said, and he set about explaining everything that had gone on since he left for the archives and what he had overheard. He even confessed to finding the index with the missing battle report. That in itself felt like a huge burden had been lifted from his chest.

“And you’ve been holding on to this for all this time?” Lyric asked. He was holding a dirtied towel that he had used to wipe his face, though all he had managed to do was smear the soot even more. “Trust me when I tell you that the Sable twins are bad news. I know I warned you about the Conclave, about the risk they pose to Nyra, but those two – they’re something far worse. I was hoping they would’ve left by now, but it’s clear they’re searching for something and will not leave until they have it.”

“It’s a bloodline, they said they’re in search of a bloodline,” Aeden explained. “I have to leave, I can’t stay here with Nyra, not while they’re here. As soon as they see her wings, they’ll . . .” He trailed off, unable to bring himself to finish the thought.

Lyric had a sombre look about him. “Then we’ll have to make sure that when they come and finally see her, they don’t notice her wings. In the meantime, Aeden, please do not go getting yourself in any more situations. I don’t know how many more times I need to warn you before you will bloody listen. It’s as if you’re on a one-man mission to get yourself killed.” Lyric raised his hand to his face and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Honestly, lad, you’ll quite literally be the death of me. As for the rest of you, you need to promise you’ll do everything to keep him out of trouble, at least until the Sable twins have left.”

“What are you going to do?” Serene asked.

“Everything in my power to keep that bonny Aer-Kin of yours alive and out of their line of sight. As for the other stuff, the Battle of Weir, your parents . . . You need to let go of that for now, or it’s going to eat you alive.”

For Aeden, it wasn’t as easy as that, but he understood where Lyric was coming from. Right now he needed to be focused on keeping the Sable twins’ attention from himself.

“What do we do if they find out about Nyra? Find out about me? What about the director? Won’t she tell them about Nyra? I’m surprised she hasn’t already.” Aeden’s mind was in freefall, he was catastrophising everything, and for good reason, too.

“Trust me when I say, if the director had already told them, Nyra and yourself would already be dead,” Lyric said. “There are a lot of politics at play here, Aeden, a lot of things you don’t understand, that none of you understand. But you will in time, I promise you that. Now leave, head back to your bunkhouse. Aeden, if you can try and get back to stay with the others, there is safety in numbers.”

“His bed is still free, so it should be easy enough for you to stay with us tonight,” Vivienne said. “We’ll handle the transfer request tomorrow.”

“In the meantime, let’s hope and pray that we can keep those blasted twins off Nyra’s tail. The last thing we want is either of them catching her scent. Even more so with the circumstances of how you came to bond with her.” Lyric stopped in his tracks. “I have an idea, one that will keep you away for the day and will give me time to work on making Nyra’s wings less obvious than they are now.”

“What do you mean?” Aeden said. “What are you going to do with her?”

“Leave that with me,” he said. “For now, I need you to head into the forest as soon as dawn breaks tomorrow. I’ll cover for your absences from class, for all four of you. I need you to head to the cave where you found Nyra and bring me back fragments of her egg. I know we spoke about us both going, but we still need to identify her breed. Finding her egg might help me. There may be patterns on it that I can trace.”

“Sounds like an excursion,” Harrison said. “Count us in.”


[image: ]


Sleep felt like a distant thought when Aeden, Harrison, Vivienne, and Serene had settled down. As per the plan, Aeden was back in his original bed, having borrowed some sheets from Harrison. As he lay on his back, getting lost in all of his wandering thoughts, he felt it was going to be nearly impossible to sleep. How could he with everything that was going on, with danger so close to them? And what could they do about Lucien?

He was therefore surprised when he opened his eyes to see Harrison standing over him as well as Serene, eyes blinking as they watched him while he slept.

“What are you doing?” Aeden asked.

“You were out cold last night,” Serene said. “We’ve been trying to wake you up for so long, I would have questioned if you were dead if it wasn’t for your heavy breathing!”

Aeden squinted as his eyes adjusted to the light of dawn. It was still dark enough in the bunkhouse to not disturb everyone else, but it made it even harder for Aeden not to drift back off to sleep.

“Wake up,” Serene hissed, shoving Aeden in the chest with a burst of frustration. “How can you be so sleepy with everything that’s happening right now?”

“I can’t help it, I feel so exhausted.” He hadn’t slept since spending so much of his energy on healing Nyra’s wound, and then with the adrenaline that had coursed through his body in the fight with the other students and hearing the Sable twins’ conversation, was it any wonder that he felt this way?

“Get up.” Serene pushed him again in the centre of his chest, forcing a gust of air out of him that made a gargling sound.

“Okay, I’m awake,” he said, “stop pushing me.” When he sat up, he realised that Serene and Harrison were already dressed. Vivienne was too, and she was busy packing supplies into a satchel, which she tossed over her shoulder once she had finished checking it over.

Aeden jumped out of bed and quickly dressed. They had agreed to wear their training clothes rather than their uniforms given they were going to be heading deep into the forest. The morning’s schedule was free. They were meant to be preparing for the bonding ceremony with their spare time but had collectively agreed that this was more important.

When he was dressed, he gave the others a nod before the four of them exited the bunkhouse and made their way towards the forest. They kept quiet as they hugged the edge of the boundary walls so as not to draw too much attention to themselves. Their plan was to get to the training fields, and if anyone asked what they were doing being up and about so early, they would lie and say they were out for an early morning run.

“This is so exciting, our first excursion together!” Harrison said. Aeden hadn’t noticed at first, but he had black paint on his cheeks, like he was going deep into an enemy camp. Serene punched him in the arm and pulled a look of dissatisfaction.

“Ow.”

“Will you keep quiet?”

“I will be if you stop – ow!” he said again as Serene punched him in the arm once more. “Fine,” he whispered, “I’ll keep quiet.”

“You can talk all you want once we’re out of the academy grounds and in the forest,” Aeden said, his focus on the training fields as they approached them. Being out in the open like this felt ten times worse than it usually did given that last time he and Nyra were here, they had been attacked by two students and their much bigger Aer-Kin. It made Aeden that little bit more apprehensive that something was going to drop from the sky on them at any moment.

“Do you think you can remember where you found Nyra?” Vivienne asked as they continued their walk across the training field. She was speaking in a whisper. Although they were well outside of the academy grounds now, it made sense to remain as quiet as possible.

A heavy mist-like dew sat across the field, giving it an eerie look. Water had pooled below the mist, making their boots and lower legs sodden as they continued moving forwards. It was deathly quiet too, with not even the sound of any wildlife, making Aeden feel even more tense, which hadn’t seemed possible.

“I think so,” Aeden said, though he couldn’t offer much more assurances than that.

“Well, the sooner we get to it, the sooner we can get back,” Serene said. “Hopefully Lyric will be able to identify her once we have it.”

“I mean, is it a good thing to rush back?” Harrison said. “I thought the whole point of us coming out here was to keep Aeden and Nyra out of the line of sight of the Sable twins?”

“Sable twins or dark and spooky forest . . .” Serene stopped, looking in the air and raising a hand to her chin. “Well, what a choice we have.”

“The forest wins for me.” Harrison marched forward at pace, reaching a clearing on the outer edge of the forest. It was overgrown, a thick layer of brambles and vines gripping the ground like desperate hands as if it was grasping the forest boundaries itself and holding it from expanding further into the training field.

“Are you okay?” Harrison asked, giving Aeden a playful nudge in the arm. “You’re quieter than normal. Don’t get me wrong, brooding Aeden is often quiet, but you seem more quiet than usual.”

“I’m just worried about Nyra. What if the Sable twins find her while we’re away? I mean, I’d be able to hear her through the Weave, but how would I be able to get back in time if I’m deep in the forest?” Panic was already starting to set in, that swell of fear slushing around in his stomach. Had he made the right decision? Should he have stayed behind so at least Nyra wasn’t alone?

Even Nyra had told him she wouldn’t be alone though, and that after Aeden, she trusted Lyric entirely. Aeden could feel through the Weave that she felt safe around him.

“We all are,” Vivienne said. “Now, let’s head into this forest before someone spots us loitering.”

This was the opening where they had entered the forest when they were out on exercise, the day that he found Nyra’s egg. They followed the makeshift path, formed through the cleared branches by footsteps of the students.

They took their time, tracing Aeden’s steps as best he could. Some of the ribbon markers were still wrapped around branches and trees, which helped keep them on track, but the more they walked, the more Aeden doubted himself. The trees all merged into one, shades of browns and greens, overgrown plant life and just like before, barely a noise. It made the forest feel even more ominous, Aeden himself feeling a cold shiver down his spine on more than one occasion. The last time he had been here, that strange spectral creature had attacked him and Nyra. What if it was following them now? He had been so worried about the Sable twins and Nyra that he hadn’t spared a thought about what they would do if they crossed paths with the creature again.

Suddenly Aeden felt incredibly vulnerable, especially without Nyra. Was he becoming too reliant on her? She was still only a young Aer-Kin, yet she had saved Aeden on more than one occasion.

“You okay?” Harrison asked. “You look like you have been visited by the ancestors.”

“Something like that,” Aeden said, pushing his anxiety to the back of his mind. He had to be strong, he had to find the cave, for Nyra. He just hoped that this would help Lyric, that something beneficial would come from the excursion. If they could find her eggshell, perhaps they would stand a better chance of identifying her breed and bloodline. At least then they would have evidence to show to the Conclave should they need it.

The group rounded a corner, and Aeden stopped. He looked back on their path, then ahead. A worn red ribbon was wrapped around a thin tree.

“I think this is the spot,” he said enthusiastically.

“You sure?” Serene asked.

“This is where I took the corner too fast and fell down the slope.” Aeden stepped off the path and towards the almost sheer drop, his stomach lurching again from the height. Seeing it from this point, seeing how far he had fallen, he realised it was a miracle that the worst that had happened to him was an injured ankle. The bottom, however, wasn’t visible, hidden by a shroud of mist that hung heavy over the ground.

“Of course there is a bloody weird mist,” Harrison said. He let out a huff and slapped his hands against his legs.

Mismatched trees stuck out of the ground sporadically all the way down. These ones were thinner and taller pine trees. Some were snapped and broken, leaving sharpened edges like they were a natural trap. There were large gaps between some of them, but again, Aeden counted his blessings that he hadn’t wrapped himself around a tree when he had fallen down.

“This is definitely it.” Aeden pointed to a large chunk of earth that had been torn from the embankment. “I think that’s where I left a mark.”

“Couldn’t that have been an animal or something?” Serene asked.

“Maybe so, but I’m pretty certain this is where I fell down. We’ll know when we reach the bottom.” He reached into a satchel he had fetched with him and pulled out a large coil of rope, then set about tying it around a thick tree with hardened bark. Ater, he pulled it tight to make sure it was secure. “There’s only one way for us to find out, and the sooner we get to the bottom of the embankment, the sooner we can find Nyra’s cave.” He manoeuvred himself until his heels ran flush with the edge of the embankment, leaves crunching under his feet. “I’ll go first. When I reach the bottom, I’ll call up.”

“Wait,” Harrison said, reaching into his own satchel. “You aren’t the only one that fetched a rope.” He pulled out his rope and wrapped it around the same anchor point as Aeden.

Aeden took a deep breath and took a slow step backwards, and then another, the whites of his knuckles showing as he gripped the rope tightly. It groaned under the strain as he continued to lower himself down the embankment.

It didn’t take long for Harrison’s rope to come hurtling down the hill, and he followed Aeden. He was unsteady, slipping a couple of times and cursing when he did.

“I’m just out of practice,” he said. There was a high-pitched break in his voice.

“Just be careful,” Serene said, peering over the top of the steep embankment, her face a picture of worry.

“See, I told you she cares about me,” Harrison said to Aeden, keeping his voice lowered.

Aeden couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re still going with that?”

“A man can dream. One day, that woman will be my wife.” Harrison slipped again but regained his composure, choosing this time to act like nothing had happened.

Neither of them noticed as they descended into the fog until they looked up and couldn’t see the others. It was thick, a wetness clinging to it. They would have been forgiven for believing it was smoke, it was so thick.

“I don’t like this,” Harrison said.

“Me neither.” Visibility was getting worse, with Aeden only just able to see Harrison, who was only a few feet away from him. They kept going until Aeden reached the ground first. “I’m at the bottom, just a few more steps and you’ll be there.” His hands were reddened and rope-burned, a raised callus forming on the inside of his hand.

“We’re at the bottom!” Aeden called up. “Visibility is pretty shit down here.”

“Just what we need when we’re looking for a cave,” Harrison muttered, less than impressed. “Like this wasn’t hard enough already.”

“What do you think we should do?” Aeden shouted.

“It would be risky for all four of us to go down if the mist is that thick,” Vivienne called down to them. “I think we should stay up here. At least that way you’ll be able to call out to us if you get lost. Logically that’s the safest decision. Apart from climbing back up and us trying again later. We could wait to see if the fog lifts.” Her voice echoed, booming down at them both.

“I don’t like the waiting plan,” Aeden said. “This fog could take hours to lift. You two stay up there. Like you said, the last thing we want is to not be able to get back up. Besides, the cave wasn’t that far from where I woke up.”

“Meaning you’re not too sure where you landed,” Harrison huffed again, “great.”

“We’ll shout you if we need you.” Aeden waved at Harrison. “You ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Be careful, you two!” Serene’s hollow voice reached them. “I don’t like this splitting up.”

The two of them edged carefully forward. When Aeden had woken up from the fall, he’d gathered his bearings and staggered in the general direction of where he led them both. The mist was more discombobulating than Aeden had realised it would be, and it didn’t take long until they couldn’t see the embankment at all.

Aeden scanned the ground, looking for any sign that they were close to the cave, but none came.

“Over there,” Harrison said, pointing.

He was right. There was a dark void ahead of them, which, when they moved closer, Aeden recognised as the cave where he had found Nyra.

“That’s it,” Aeden said. “Let’s hurry the fuck up, get what we came for, and get out of here.” His skin itched, he felt that uncomfortable. He had the unshakeable feeling that the two of them were being watched, but surely that was just his mind playing tricks. There was no evidence of anything else in their vicinity.

They stepped into the cave and the mist lifted straight away, oddly so. Aeden spun back around to be greeted by a wall of mist, which had stopped perfectly and neatly at the precise entry of the cave.

“Well, that seems unnatural,” Harrison said, staring into the fog as though looking into a mirror.

Aeden did the same. Running his hands through the mist, he reached his hand out, and a tingling sensation prickled his fingers, then his wrist and forearm. It did the same again when he pulled his hand back. He couldn’t remember feeling anything like that when he’d walked into the cave the first time, but he did have a newly broken ankle to contend with at the time.

Aeden reached out to Nyra through the Weave. “Nyra, I’m just going to try something. I want you to tell me if you can feel it too.” He reached a hand into the mist wall again.

“Ooh, I felt that,” she said. “Have you reached the cave? I felt something similar when we were there.”

“We have. I’ll reach out soon, when we’re on our way back.”

“Stay safe, Aeden.”

“Are your hand and arm tingling when you reach into the mist?” Aeden asked Harrison, who stood dumbfounded. He shook his head.

Aeden examined the mist wall again. “I think it’s magic. Nyra can sense it, too. Must be some kind of barrier spell. That would explain why the mist isn’t entering the cave.”

“But why would there be a barrier spell?”

As much as Aeden wanted to investigate this, they were pressed for time. Just who exactly had created this barrier spell, and how long had it been there?

“That’s something for us to figure out another time. Come on,” he said. “Nyra hatched just over here.” He spun around to see Nyra’s broken shell on the edge of the shadows where the natural light faded.

Except most of the eggshell was gone.
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Confused, Aeden rushed forward and dropped to his knees. All that remained of Nyra’s eggshell was a pile of ash. When he ran his hands through it, it was granular like sand but softer, leaving a dark grey soot on his hands.

“I didn’t know eggshells did that,” Harrison said, taking a closer look himself.

“They don’t.” Aeden continued to inspect it. The egg had completely disintegrated. It was ground down into nothing more than a fine dust. Aeden scooped a handful and dropped it into his satchel before trawling his hands through the ash. It was warm to the touch as he continued searching until he finally uncovered what they were looking for: a thick shard of the shell.

The shard was heavy, and the inside had a porous feel to it, with what looked like hundreds of tiny holes. The outside of the shell had no markings, or at least none that Aeden could see in this light.

Not wanting to waste any time, he placed it into his satchel before searching through the ash pile again.

Unable to find any more of the eggshell, Aeden stood up. “This is all we’re going to find. Let’s head back to the others.”

“Couldn’t agree more, let’s get out of here.” Harrison turned to leave while Aeden dusted his hands off. They were still grey and charcoaled as if he had been tending to a fire.

As he stepped through the barrier, the tingling sensation washed over the whole of Aeden’s body like he had just walked through a waterfall. His skin prickled. It wasn’t a comfortable feeling.

“What was that?” Nyra said, her voice heightened.

“Relax, we just left the cave. I think there was some kind of magic barrier at the entrance.”

Nyra didn’t respond for a few seconds. “No, not that. I can feel something else, something that I don’t like. Aeden, get out of there.”

The cold chattering of teeth reached out from the thick mist, followed by a hollow groaning, gasping breath.

“RUN!” Nyra roared.

“What the fuck was that!” Harrison shouted.

Aeden didn’t have time to explain, but he knew exactly what it was.

“Run, now!” Aeden said as the gasping sound grew closer and closer. He didn’t have time to think about anything other than getting away as fast as they could. He set off at a sprint, the thick mist still wrapping around them and making it next to impossible to see anything. He could see Harrison running just ahead of him. “Where are you?” Aeden called out. “Can you hear me?”

“Over here!” Serene shouted.

“Keep making noise,” Aeden said.

“What’s going on?” Serene asked.

“Just do what he fucking says!” Harrison snapped.

Vivienne and Serene started making noise, enough to draw any other creatures that might be in the forest out, but at this moment, Aeden didn’t care; they just needed to get some distance.

The two of them hurtled through the mist, all the while the creature’s gasping breath drawing closer and closer. A cold sensation ran over Aeden as if it was in touching distance. He didn’t want to glance back, he didn’t want to see how close it was to them.

“Over here,” Harrison said. He rushed to the embankment, grabbed hold of his rope, and climbed as fast as he could. Aeden was right behind him, furiously reaching out for his own rope and making the steep ascent.

The last time he had seen the creature, he remembered it gliding through the air. Would it be able to do the same up the embankment? Aeden assumed as much as the rope tore at his hands. His legs burned, and he was breathing heavily as he and Harrison climbed up.

When they cleared the mist, Serene and Vivienne’s concerned expressions greeted them both, which only got worse once they saw Aeden and Harrison frantically scrambling to clear the mist.

Instinctively they grabbed the ropes, Serene on Harrison’s and Vivienne on Aeden’s, and started pulling. It was the burst of energy they needed to make the climb quicker.

An ear-splitting screech came from within the mist, agonising and unrelenting.

“What the hell did you find?” Vivienne said, grimacing as she pulled on Aeden’s rope.

Aeden looked over his shoulder to see the creature shooting out of the mist, arms stretched out in desperation. It glided over the surface of the embankment, floating towards them at speed, its long, bedraggled cloak fluttering as if caught by a gust of wind. Its face was shrouded in shadow as it flew up towards them faster than the two of them were climbing.

“Climb faster!” Serene cried out, pulling at Harrison’s rope. The creature was closing the distance fast.

“Aeden!” Nyra cried out through the Weave. “AEDEN!”

Aeden spun around, sensing that the creature was almost upon him. With one arm clinging to the rope, he turned to face it as it launched itself through the air at him.

“AEDEN!” Nyra’s voice echoed in his mind as the whole world around him vanished into darkness. He was in the Weave, but where tendrils of lights previously moved slowly, these ones moved far faster, reaching out to Aeden and wrapping around his legs before creeping up his body. His skin felt energised as they touched him. The fear, the anxiety, it all faded in an instant as Aeden’s body glowed with a bright, ethereal white light.

His eyes snapped open as the creature drew face to face with him. There was just darkness in the hood, no face, no features as it let out an ear-splitting screech.

Aeden raised a hand up instinctively as the same charge he felt through the Weave coursed up his body, channelling into his free hand. A blast of light erupted from his palm and the creature screamed again as Aeden instinctively grabbed hold of its arm. It was like grabbing empty clothing as his hands wrapped around it. Simmering heat and smoke came from Aeden’s hands as the creature wailed and flailed about.

Aeden held firm as tendrils of white magic cracked like veins on a volcano, growing brighter and brighter until the creature slowly disintegrated into a cloud of ash, its pained gasps vanishing as its ashen body dispersed with the wind.

Aeden dangled from the rope as the magic he had drawn on crackled lightly all over his body until it slowly faded. He panted, his heart still in his mouth. He had no idea how he had drawn on that magic.

“What was that?” Harrison said as he clambered to the top of the embankment. He reached up a hand, which Serene grabbed hold of to pull him over the side.

“I don’t know,” Aeden said. He reached out to Nyra through the Weave. “Nyra, what was that?”

“I don’t know what happened. What happened to you? Are you okay?” she asked.

“I am now, I just used magic on whatever it was that attacked us in the forest. It came back. But it’s gone now, the magic I used, it turned it to ash.”

“I felt it too. You drew on it through our Weave. How did you do that?”

“I don’t know,” Aeden said as he pulled himself to the top. His hands were trembling, and a sudden wave of exhaustion came over him.

“That thing tried to kill us!” Harrison said, his face a ghostly shade of white, all colour drained from him. “Why would that be in the forest?” The questions came thick and fast.

“That’s not the first time I’ve seen that,” Aeden said as he sought his breath. He was doubled over, his lungs aching from the run, and he was struggling to concentrate. “Nyra fought it off when we were leaving the forest after she hatched. I’m sure I told you.”

“I thought you were hallucinating!” Harrison said. “What the fuck was that thing?”

“I don’t know.” Aeden’s head was pounding as a headache set in. He rubbed the side of his temple, which only served to dull the pain slightly.

“That thing was terrifying.” Serene stepped in front of Aeden, placing her hands on his arms and looking him in the face through her large, ice-blue eyes. “Are you okay? I mean, you don’t look too good.”

“Well, we did just nearly get eaten by a monster,” Harrison said. He looked over the edge of the embankment, then looked around him. “Do you think there are any more?”

Vivienne joined Harrison looking over at the thick mist below them. “Who knows,” she said, “but let’s not wait around to find out. Did you get what you were looking for?”

Aeden nodded, his eyes starting to water as, for a few seconds, he struggled to process words to form a response. “I got a section of Nyra’s egg, but I don’t know if it will be much use. Most of it had turned to ash. Come on, let’s head back, I’ll explain on the way back.”

“Explain what it looked like once more?” Lyric said as Aeden and Harrison finished telling him about what had happened. The hatchery was noisier now, with four new hatchlings in the whelping pen playing and crying out for food and attention.

When they had entered, Nyra was pacing around her pen, her relief wrapping around Aeden through the Weave. It had brought a sense of calmness to Aeden, just simply being around her, and he needed that, especially with everything going on.

“It was like a ghost, the way it glided through the air. It had this really long cloak that was all torn, with a hood that covered its face. It didn’t have a face, just a black void of nothingness sunk into its hood.” Harrison was animated as he explained, waving his arms around as he did his best impression of the creature.

Aeden was sitting on a step in front of Nyra’s pen. He needed to; he felt like he had done two days’ full training without any sleep. His eyelids were heavy, and he found the occasional blink getting longer and longer.

Serene and Nyra were by the whelping pen, and Serene was cooing over the newly hatched Aer-Kin as Vivienne stood with her arms folded.

“Do you know what it is?” Aeden asked after another long blink. He just wanted his bed.

“Kind of, but I can’t confirm without seeing it.” Lyric seemed off, like he didn’t fully believe what had happened to them all. He shuffled around awkwardly and played with his thick beard.

“What is it?” Aeden asked. “Is something wrong?”

“It’s just, I think I know what it was, but that itself doesn’t seem right.”

“How so?” Harrison said. He had moved to the remaining unhatched eggs and was inspecting them.

Lyric carried over a large bucket filled with sheep’s legs, which he tossed into the whelping pen. He didn’t coo at them like he usually would, and his demeanour seemed off. “I think what you saw was a syphon, but I’ve never heard of anyone seeing one. I thought they were just a fairy tale.” He corrected himself and shook his head. “No, they are a fairy tale.”

“A syphon?” Serene’s voiced rose. “Like harbingers-of-death-syphons? My mother used to tell me stories about them when I was little. I didn’t realise that was what that was,” she said, “I was always told they had a skeleton frame, with rotten flesh, muscle, and sinew attached. As far as what we could see, this thing didn’t have a body, or a body that looked physical. It was more spectral.”

“Aye, that’s the version I know of, but the noise it was making, the way it glided over the terrain as it chased you, everything you’ve described is pointing towards a syphon, especially when you count that they feed on Aer-Kin eggs and the raw, untapped power inside of them.” His attention returned to Aeden. “Did you say you managed to find Nyra’s egg?”

Aeden nodded, reaching into the satchel to grab the last remnants of her shell. “I did.” He looked over the shell in his hand. It was hard to think this was where Nyra had come from. “So, syphons feed on Aer-Kin eggs?”

“Or so the stories say,” Lyric said. “They feed off the connection to the Weave, to maintain their own existence.”

“So when it attacked me the first time, it was after Nyra, not me?” Aeden asked. That didn’t entirely make sense, as it had clearly just attacked him again.

“Maybe it was drawn to your Weave. You do share it with Nyra,” Vivienne said.

“What about my magic?” Aeden asked. “I summoned some kind of power, and it completely disintegrated it.”

“Well, we’ve established that you harbour healing powers. Although untapped and raw, it’s still energy drawn from the Weave,” Lyric said. He was mumbling more like he was thinking out loud. He walked towards Aeden and looked over the egg fragment. “Fascinating,” he said, “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“Lyric, I have healing magic, how could my powers hurt something?”

“Because it was a syphon,” Vivienne said. “They’re said to serve death themself.”

“And your magic is the opposite,” Serene added. “Well, kind of. If death is the ending of life, and your magic can save life by preventing death, maybe there’s something there that supercharged your magic.”

“That is a sound theory, Serene, but we have no way of proving that, as syphons are just a story. I suppose if you’re ever in that situation again, that will be the only way to test it.”

“I’m not going anywhere near that forest again,” Aeden said. “I’ve no reason to.”

“Unless we’re told to by the academy,” Harrison said. “What if Master Storme has us doing an exercise in there?”

“Then we will cross that bridge when we get to it,” Aeden said.

“Listen, you’ll need rest after tapping into your magic again,” Lyric said, turning to Aeden. “It’s something that we need to keep an eye on, as you and Nyra’s Weave is clearly very powerful. Let me analyse this egg and do some more research. There’s a lot to be unlocked, not just from the pattern but also the shell itself. If I find anything, I’ll ask Nyra to contact you. But in the meantime, I have to get her ready for tomorrow.”

Aeden was confused by Lyric’s statement. “Why? What’s happening tomorrow?”

Lyric let out a huff of air, shook his head, and pinched the bridge of his nose with his thick fingers, the crinkle between his eyebrows deepening. “How in the blazes you’ve survived this long at the academy is beyond me. Have you looked at your schedule?”

Aeden shook his head. “I’ve been a little busy in case you hadn’t noticed. There’s kind of been a lot going on.”

Lyric shook his head again, then headed to his desk and placed down Nyra’s shell before picking up a piece of parchment. “You best keep track of your schedule, Aeden, especially with the Sable twins being here.” He looked over the parchment. “Yes, it says so right here. Tomorrow is your first lesson with Nyra.”
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It was another night of disturbed sleep for Aeden, with him unable to stabilise his thoughts. Almost all of his time was spent tossing and turning as he thought about Nyra and her first lesson at the academy. It was why Lyric had been working so hard on her harness and getting her used to it.

Today Aeden had a riding lesson not on his own or with his cohort but with the second years. Riding was certainly something Aeden needed help with, but being with the other students and the Aer-Kin – how was that going to be beneficial to anyone?

Lyric had told Aeden to head to the training field before everyone else would get there and that he would fetch Nyra to save some time.

Aeden stood at the edge of the vast training field, staring up at the columns and pillars that were scattered around. He wondered what it would be like to fly, what the sensation would feel like, how fast they would travel. A pang of disappointment hit him square in the face as he accepted this was something he would never experience with Nyra.

He wondered how fast she would have been if her wings were not damaged. She deserved to fly, to be like all of the other Aer-Kin. She didn’t deserve any of this, she was such a kind soul. It made him even more determined to find a way to heal her, to fix her broken wings and give her a chance of being accepted by all the others.

“Aeden!” Nyra reached out to him, and he spun on his heels, happy to see her. He walked towards her and stroked her head as she lowered it to him.

“You look different,” Aeden said as he examined her. It only took mere seconds for him to realise why; her bindings had been removed and her harness had been adapted so they didn’t keep her wings pressed to her body. “What’s going on?” he asked, confused by what he was seeing. “Where are your bindings?”

Nyra’s wings were sat against her back. From this angle they looked like any other Aer-Kin wings, although the scales were a slightly lighter grey colour to the rest of her.

“It was my idea,” Nyra said. “I asked Lyric to do it while you were away because you would have said no.”

“No to what?” Aeden asked. “Today is our first riding lesson! We made those bindings and your harness so that it wouldn’t hurt you when you moved.”

Lyric stood beside her, a sheepish look on his face. He was avoiding eye contact with Aeden. “I have to admit, at first I didn’t agree, but if you hear her out⁠—”

“Nyra, what have you done?”

Nyra lowered her head, her eyes softening as the bright sun reflected off her scales as if they had been polished. They were neater, more well-formed now than when she had first hatched.

“Well, these people that have come to the academy . . . I heard you saying to Lyric they’re elitist. If they see something wrong with me, that will draw attention to me.” She puffed out her chest and moved to the side as if she was posturing. “At least this way I can blend in better.”

“Except you can’t fly, Nyra. Moving your wings causes you excruciating pain. I wish you would have talked to me.”

“I already said you would have said no. I’ll be okay, I’ll just be really careful. Besides, the other Aer-Kin might be nicer to me if they see that I look the same as them.” There was a naivety to her actions, showing that she was still a juvenile in her development. She had an innocence that Aeden never wanted her to lose. However, these were dangerous times they found themselves in, and the whole purpose of the classes was to make them stronger. If he kept her cooped up and hidden in the hatchery all the time, they would never be able to survive as a bonded pair.

“You don’t need to be like them, Nyra. You’re ten times the Aer-Kin they are,” Aeden said. He hated that Nyra would put herself through this to fit in. He absolutely understood her logic and why she had asked Lyric to do this, but that didn’t mean he had to agree with it. “What if something happens?”

“I understand you being protective over her,” Lyric said, “but she has her own mind, her own wants and wishes, and we need to respect that. Trust me, it’ll only serve to strengthen your Weave.” He grabbed hold of Nyra’s harness and gave it a little pull. Nyra didn’t grimace or flail like she usually would. “I think the bindings have worked with helping her regulate any pain. If she’s feeling discomfort, she certainly isn’t showing it, but she assures me that her wings are not hurting. I’ve fitted her with a regular harness and adapted it to her size. When all this is done and the Sable twins are gone, we can look at rebinding her.”

“That’s if I want them,” Nyra said, and it didn’t take a genius to recognise her petulant tone, one that Aeden wasn’t used to, not when it came to Nyra.

“Nyra, we’ll talk about this another time. For now, we need to figure out how we’re going to get through this class.” Aeden was dreading it. Ever since the two students had attacked them, he had been paranoid about anything moving past him at a fast speed, fearing an attack was imminent. He was used to always being on edge.

“I agree with Aeden,” Lyric said. “Let’s save this conversation for another time. The reason I wanted you to get here early was so you could mount her before everyone else arrived. That way if Nyra is struggling with her wings, I can make some adjustments to her harness to make her as comfortable as I can.”

“Thank you,” Aeden said. He didn’t know what he would have done without Lyric’s help.

Lyric waved away Aeden’s thanks. “You don’t have to thank me.” He patted Nyra’s side, and she lowered herself to allow Aeden to climb on.

Aeden was delicate as he grabbed hold of her saddle and pulled himself up. To Nyra’s credit, she didn’t wince, but judging by the deep, slow exhale through her nostrils as she stood, Aeden knew that she was definitely in some discomfort. “Are you okay?” he asked, patting the side of her neck.

“I’m fine,” she said.

Sensing some frostiness from her, Aeden didn’t want to press her too hard, especially if she was hiding her pain to prove a point. This wasn’t a case of proving he was right; all he wanted was for her to be okay.

“We’ll just follow the class,” Aeden said. “The flight instructor must already be aware of our situation, so we’ll just have to see what they have us do. I assume it will be similar to what we’ve been practicing. Just try not to move too fast, especially if you haven’t got your bindings to protect you.”

“I’ll be fine,” Nyra said.

A large shadow flew overhead, causing Aeden to duck. It was quickly followed by another shadow, then another and another. Aeden looked up at the sky and counted no less than ten Aer-Kin circling the training field before they started their descents. They were all of different shapes and sizes, some far larger than others, colours ranging from cerulean, orange, dark purple, and green.

Watching their patterns of movement, Aeden realised that they were flying in formation, something he had never seen before. He studied their movements, transfixed by how effortless they made it look. He wanted to be up there with them, to be able to join their ranks and navigate the skies, but that wasn’t going to happen.

Tension rose in Nyra’s body, the ridges on her neck rising and turning darker.

“It’s okay, this is a lesson, they’re not going to attack you,” Aeden tried his hardest to reassure her, which was difficult given he was feeling exactly the same.

The Aer-Kin started their descents in large circles until the largest one led them to the training field just ahead of Aeden and Lyric.

“This is where I’ll leave you to it,” Lyric said, giving Nyra’s harness one last tug before setting off back towards the hatchery. “I know I say it all the time, but please try and stay out of trouble.”

“I will,” Aeden said, his eyes still fixed on the descending Aer-Kin.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” he said as he left.

The Aer-Kin landed with a loud thud as they hit the ground, the largest cerulean Aer-Kin padding its feet and flapping its large, spiked wings. Atop it was its rider, and given she looked older and wasn’t in riding leathers, Aeden assumed this was the flight master.

One by one the other Aer-Kin landed on either side of the cerulean Aer-Kin, each flapping their wings as their riders steadied them until they were all in formation. It was breathtaking to behold.

Aeden focused on the rider at the front as the group of Aer-Kin riders moved steadily across the grassy field, dust swirling around the heavy steps of their mounts. As they drew closer, Aeden recognised the teacher who was riding atop the cerulean Aer-Kin. It was Mistress Jara, the cartography master. The cerulean Aer-Kin was huge, at least three times bigger than the next largest Aer-Kin. Its scales caught the sunlight like rippling water. The Aer-Kin carried itself with quiet confidence, clearly used to leading the way.

Behind Mistress Jara, a formation of second-year students followed in close formation, each one astride a dragon of their own. No two dragons looked alike. Some gleamed gold or bronze, while others bore darker shades of charcoal, rust, or slate, their horns, spines, and wings shaped by their unique bloodlines.

The riders wore practical leathers suited for training, just as Aeden did, their faces set with focus. The Aer-Kins’ wings stayed tucked against their sides as they continued across the field towards them.

Nyra’s tension continued to rise as the formation moved closer. Most of the students wore serious expressions, though one or two had a more friendly aura about them, as did Mistress Jara. A low grumble of discontent rumbled in Nyra’s throat, which was most unlike her.

“Steady, girl, we’ll be okay,” Aeden said, but Nyra didn’t seem to take notice of him.

Mistress Jara’s Aer-Kin towered above them like a cliff made of blue stone. The sunlight caught along its ridged edges, which cast a large shadow over Aeden and Nyra. Up close, the cerulean dragon was ginormous, at least matching the size of Master Storm’s Vegar – easily three times the size of Nyra, maybe more, and every inch of it seemed built with quiet authority.

This Aer-Kin, however, had a level of calmness about it that contrasted with the aggression Vegar had shown.

Its head lowered slightly, angling towards Aeden with a slow, deliberate movement. A broad and angular snout tapered into a slightly hooked, beak-like nose, and its jaw was lined with rows of tightly set ivory teeth. They were not bared in threat but visible enough to make Aeden sit a little straighter in his saddle. In the same moment, Aeden could sense Nyra trying her hardest to be brave, but she was shrinking into herself like melted ice.

Short, backwards-curving horns crowned the Aer-Kin’s head like jagged ridges of coral, and between them sat a pair of tall, narrow ears that twitched at the slightest sound. It was alert, listening and watching. Its pale, silver-blue eyes locked onto Aeden at first before settling on Nyra, not hostile, but sharp enough to make Aeden’s stomach drop. If Mistress Jara willed it, her Aer-Kin could swallow Aeden in one go and take a hefty chunk out of Nyra for good measure.

The Aer-Kin’s chest rose and fell slowly, like it had no reason to rush, no reason to be tense. That was the worst part for Aeden. It wasn’t even trying to intimidate either of them, yet it didn’t need to.

“Thalmaar,” Mistress Jara said, patting the Aer-Kin on the neck from where she sat. Her flight cloak was dark blue, to match Thalmaar. She smiled at them both. “He doesn’t mean to intimidate. He’s a gentle giant, believe it or not. We’re Scout riders. He forgets sometimes that he’s so big.”

Thalmaar let out a huff of warm air through his large nostrils, which landed on Aeden. It wasn’t a pleasant smell, but he managed to hold the temptation to gag. Thalmaar took a step back, allowing Aeden and Nyra some breathing space, while the other Aer-Kin stood in formation behind.

“This class is a mixture of Support and Scout riders,” Mistress Jara said. “Lessons with me, as you know, are about cartography. It’s one thing to be able to read and draw a map, but it is another to be able to use that knowledge when you’re in the sky.” She patted Thalmaar on the side again. “Thalmaar, heel,” she said in a firm but assertive tone.

Thalmaar lowered himself to the ground, bending his knees until he was low enough for Mistress Jara to climb down from his back. She took three slow steps towards Nyra, her hands raised to show her she wasn’t a threat.

That didn’t help Nyra, who let out another warning grumble, this one slightly louder than the last.

“Nyra,” Aeden said, reaching out through the Weave, “she won’t hurt you. Mistress Jara is one of the good masters at the academy.”

Nyra’s tension lifted but only slightly. She was on edge but not ready to retreat. Instead, she was ready to fight, despite the size difference between her and all of the Aer-Kin in front of them. Aeden more than admired that; maybe she was more like him than he realised.

“Relax, young Aer-Kin,” Mistress Jara said. “I can assure you that you’re in no danger from this group. I was aware you would be in attendance today and have taken measures to ensure the two students that attacked you are carrying out other duties. Until they can learn to control themselves and not be led by their Aer-Kins’ impulses, they have no place in my classes.”

That reassured Aeden somewhat, but as he studied all the faces of the second years behind her, he didn’t believe that all of them shared the same sentiment.

“Now, shall we begin?” Mistress Jara said.

Aeden looked around at all the Aer-Kin, then looked down at Nyra. She was so much smaller than the rest. That was okay, as she was younger than them all, but they could all fly, and she couldn’t.

Mistress Jara gave Aeden a warm smile, something that Aeden was not used to seeing from the faculty at the academy. “Do not worry, Harrington. Although I haven’t trained a rider in your position – I can’t say many have – I can tell you that the principles of riding will remain the same.”

This wasn’t what Aeden was used to. For the first time he felt as though a member of the faculty other than Lyric actually understood their situation. His mood lifted, like a boulder had been removed from their path. He could sense that Nyra, although not fully trusting, appreciated Mistress Jara’s sentiment as well.

“Now, if you would please fall in line with the others, it’s time to show you how it can feel to be a rider.”
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For the first time, Aeden enjoyed a lesson, something he had thought would never happen at the academy. With so much time spent with the brutal Master Storme, he appreciated what he had actually learned today.

It turned out that although riding Nyra on his own had allowed Nyra to get used to him riding her, it had also enabled Aeden to pick up all the bad habits.

What he had taught himself to do to remain seated and keep his balance had only been making things harder for himself.

It turned out that his core strength needed to improve, rather than him slumping in his seat. He also needed to lower himself forward, leaning into Nyra and allowing the air to flow over them both rather than his body causing resistance, which would only serve to slow down Nyra, not that that was a bad thing given how fast she was.

Mistress Jara likened being a rider to being a sail on a ship, which had helped Aeden click everything into place. He needed to position himself in a way that would cause the least resistance for him and Nyra.

That didn’t mean the lesson was easy for Aeden or Nyra, not one bit, but for Aeden, he felt that he had learned something meaningful, something that would truly benefit them in the future.

It also told him that despite thinking he was fit and active, he had a long way to go when it came to being a rider, his core strength being something he needed to prioritise.

His stomach ached like he had gone a few rounds with Master Storme as he got used to leaning into Nyra while they moved around at speed.

Mistress Jara had gotten the second years to start their training by manoeuvring around the training field on the ground, only they didn’t use the columns like Aeden and Nyra had been doing. They started off slowly so Mistress Jara could demonstrate the correct way to carry oneself when moving, again emphasising that the principles remained the same whether a rider was in the air or on the ground. Aeden observed while the other riders gave examples, until Mistress Jara was confident enough for Aeden to take part.

One thing that was noticeable to Aeden was just how cumbersome all of the Aer-Kin seemed running around on the ground. They were heavy creatures, their movements not suited to the ground. Two riders were even unseated by their Aer-Kin, telling Aeden that they must seldom practice on the ground. Some laughed and joked with each other as they pushed themselves, some took the training with deadly seriousness.

Mistress Jara was a combination of the two as she watched on, giving directions to each of the second years for how they could improve their posture and positioning.

She demonstrated on top of Thalmaar, who, despite his larger size, demonstrated agility and speed beyond any of the second-year students’ Aer-Kin.

It reminded Aeden that although they were further along in their training, they were not that much further ahead of him, all of them still honing their riding skills and their bonds with their Aer-Kin.

More than anything, it gave Aeden more confidence that it would take him years to truly master being a rider, let alone the Weave between him and Nyra.

When it came to being let off the leash, Nyra wasn’t as fast as usual with her wings unbound. At times she struggled to adapt as the wind caught under her wings. Aeden would feel the tension rising up her back as she suppressed her discomfort. She continued though, as if she had something to prove to the other Aer-Kin, which Aeden could certainly relate to.

He had spent so much of his time pushing himself to his limits to prove that he was just as good as everyone else in the academy, even in the top group of students in his cohort, it was little wonder to him that Nyra was starting to act the same way.

Aeden struggled with the new posture, and he felt out of sync with her at times. He struggled with leaning into the turns from his new seated position, but that was down to him and his paranoia that he was going to fall off.

By the end of the training session, Aeden felt particularly proud of what they had managed to achieve in the session as he and Nyra lined up next to the other riders. Nyra stood out more than the others, not because of her wings but because of her size. Aeden was proud of how hard she had worked, and by the looks of it, so was Mistress Jara.

She sat atop Thalmaar, who stood tall and resolute, the crown of his chest upright as he sat on his hind legs with his spiny, ridged wings folded in on themselves against his side. Mistress Jara was holding on to her saddle, leaning forwards in more of a comfortable, casual position as she addressed the students. “That was a great session,” she said. “It’ll do you all good to do some groundwork. It’s been a while, and we’ve certainly been neglecting that in your training, evidenced by how some of you struggled. Nyra is still young, yet you can see how she has adapted to the ground. There’s something there that we could all learn from, even you, Thalmaar.” She patted the side of his neck, and Thalmaar let out a huff of air through his nostrils. It wasn’t clear whether he agreed or disagreed with his rider.

For Aeden, though, that was the first time someone had accepted Nyra and acknowledged her for how she was, and it affected him more than he realised it would.

Even the other students, although quiet overall, still cheered them on as they tried to master the basics. Suddenly it felt a lot less of Aeden and Nyra vs them, and that was nice. If only the rest of the academy could act in such a way. At least this gave him hope for how life could be for them both, without feeling they needed to escape.

That feeling was short lived, however, as Mistress Jara’s body language changed from relaxed to on edge. She sat up straight, her focus going far beyond the formation of students in front of her.

“Well, I must admit, this is quite the peculiar sight.” Orion Sable’s smug, well-spoken voice sent a shiver of coldness down Aeden’s spine. “Tell me, Mistress, do you always conduct your flight training on the ground?” He walked past the formation, Rosheen beside him, her face expressionless as always.

“It’s Mistress Jara,” she corrected him. Thalmaar let out an even larger huff of air before emitting a low, threatening growl. It was more than a warning; neither of them were happy with the Sable twins walking in on the training session. “How I train the students at the academy has nothing to do with you.”

“Oh, you do have some fight in you,” Orion said with a goading smile. “I was warned about you. What else can you tell me, Rosheen?”

“Jara Oceanside, rider of Thalmaar, Scout bloodline and Master of Cartography. Renowned by the academy as being in the top group of students when graduating from the academy, specifically for having a Aer-Kin that is battle ready and has shown great aptitude despite a less than favourable ability.” Rosheen spoke matter-of-factly, her voice monotone.

“Which is?” Orion said, he seemed quite disinterested, which begged the question, why were they here?

“Cartography,” she answered.

Aeden didn’t understand what that meant. How was cartography a power?

“Increased vision and a capability to memorise large areas that can be later drawn into maps, combined with their higher-than-average ability in combat, due to Thalmaar’s larger-than-average size for a Scout Aer-Kin. They have proven quite the asset not only to the academy but for Nevaria.”

“You have done your research,” Mistress Jara said. “The question is, why?”

“Why is a good question to ask, but don’t let that fool you into believing you will get an answer from me,” Orion said. His tone had changed to one of petulance as he replied to the cartography master. “Did Director Vale not tell you? Were you not present when we arrived? Standards have slipped at the academy. I have been less than impressed with what I have seen, and trust me, you do not want to hear what my dear sister thinks. She is even more blunt with her words than I am.” Orion turned around to inspect the formation of students, his hand placed behind his back as if he was their military captain, except he wasn’t.

Aeden had no clue who these two were and who they served or represented. What he was sure of was that they had nothing to do with the Conclave.

“Not only am I curious as to why you are training on the ground instead of in an Aer-Kin’s natural environment, which is the sky, but also why one of your Aer-Kin is so small.”

Aeden’s heart plummeted. This was where he didn’t want to be, with the attention of Orion boring into him.

“There is a lot to be learned from practicing on the ground,” Mistress Jara said. “Agility, closer control⁠—”

Orion raised a hand into the air to cut her off, all the while his attention on Nyra and Aeden. They stood still, remaining in formation like they were part of the second-year students’ cohort, but Orion was right to notice them given the vastly different sizes.

“This one looks young. Why would that be, Mistress Jara? Tell me, what is your name?”

Aeden stayed silent. He didn’t want to show any intimidation, so he stared forwards, beyond Orion and Rosheen, beyond Mistress Jara and Thalmaar.

“Your name, recruit!” Orion raised his voice, a flicker of a rage simmering on the surface like coal on a fire.

Mistress Jara gave Aeden a slow nod.

“Harrington,” he said, “My name is Aeden Harrington.”

“Harrington.” Orion turned to Rosheen.

“Harrington,” she said, “first-year student, Support bloodline, Aer-Kin unassigned, awaiting pairing at the bonding ceremony.”

“How interesting.” Orion looked back at Aeden and Nyra. His smile widened, and that caused concern for both of them. “Yet here he is atop a young Aer-Kin. As far as I knew, Aer-Kin only accepted a bonded rider to mount them, so how is it we’re in this situation? What do we know of his bloodline?”

“Mother was Nyra Harrington, father was Piotr Harrington. Their Aer-Kin, Selvora and Calion, were renowned as good pedigree Support riders. Their Aer-Kin themselves were found to be a breeding pair. It’s rare for riders to be mated as well as the Aer-Kin they ride.”

“Interesting,” Orion said, curiosity whirling in his eyes.

That was new information to Aeden, who’d had no idea that Selvora and Calion were a breeding pair. He had never had a chance see them in person, or if he had, he was too young to remember. His parents had been frontline riders, which meant that seeing them when they were alive would have been a rarity, such was the life of being the son of riders.

Rosheen continued to rhyme off information about his parents. “Both were held in high regard by the academy and Nevaria for their service as Support riders. Mistress Jara was also from their cohort.”

More information that Aeden was unaware of. That made two members of the faculty that knew his parents now, Mistress Jara and Master Storme. That was information Aeden would hold on to; perhaps Mistress Jara would be more open to a conversation about his parents than Master Storme was.

“Both perished in the Battle of Weir,” Rosheen continued.

“Did they now?” Orion said. “Well, I suppose most of the academy was affected by that. The Support numbers are vastly lower after that dreadful ambush.”

The level of insincerity in Orion’s voice made Aeden’s blood boil. His hands gripped the reins as he fought every urge to say something, but that would give away that he had overheard them in the archive, and that in itself was suicide. He wouldn’t be able to uncover what had happened to his parents if he was dead. They may not have had anything to do with it, but their master did.

Orion took a step towards Nyra, who pressed her feet into the ground, lowering her head and voicing her displeasure with the Sable twins with a threatening growl. Aeden had no intention of telling her to calm down as he struggled to contain his own frustrations.

“Steady,” he said through their Weave.

Nyra stopped grumbling but remained in a poised position as if she could strike out at any moment.

“Oh, this one has fight, quite strange for a Support rider. But that doesn’t answer the question as to why a first-year student is in your class, on an Aer-Kin, when the bonding ceremony has not yet happened.” Orion turned away, unfazed by Nyra’s warning. “More importantly, why is there no record of this at the academy?”

That stirred interest in Aeden. Why hadn’t the academy reported it? What records had the Sable twins been reading? Where exactly did they get their information from? Aeden understood that Lyric had been writing reports for Director Vale, and both he and Aeden assumed the director may have passed this information on to the Conclave, which led Aeden to his next question: Just what had they done with the reports that Lyric had been providing on a regular basis with updates on his findings about Nyra?

“That is a question I can’t answer, it is beyond my role at the academy,” Mistress Jara replied. “I have no say or knowledge about how the archives are managed by the academy. I am merely an instructor here to train the next wave of riders for Nevaria.”

“And what a fine job you are doing,” Orion said with a sarcastic tone. His attention returned to Aeden and Nyra. “Consider yourselves under the attention of myself and my sister. We will likely see you soon. For now, it seems we have a meeting with Director Vale.”

Orion turned to leave, heading back towards the academy via the training field. His sister followed, but for once her expression changed; Aeden wasn’t sure what the look was as his eyes crossed Rosheen’s, but her stony exterior softened for the briefest of moments before returning. It was like she wanted to say something but stopped herself.

“Well done, Nyra,” Aeden said, patting Nyra on the side.

She let out a chitter of agreement, but she watched the Sable twins with an intent stare until they were far enough away to no longer pose a threat to her or Aeden.

One thing Aeden did know was that he was grateful for Nyra’s decision to have Lyric remove her bindings.

Only the gods knew how the Sable twins would have responded had they realised she couldn’t fly.
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“Holy shit!” Harrison said as he reached for an apple from the centre of the table in the dining hall. “This isn’t good, this isn’t good at all.”

“Try and keep your voice down,” Serene said, elbowing him in the side.

“Ow!” He scowled at Serene before rubbing the apple against his blazer and taking a bite with an audible crunch.

“But no, this isn’t good,” Serene added. “What do we do? I guess keeping your head down is out of the question, as you’ve already been spotted, Aeden. You need to act like every other student that’s bonded to an Aer- Kin. The last thing you need now is for them to realise that” – she leaned forward, as if the Sable twins were standing over her shoulder – “Nyra is unable to fly. Not when they are picking off students they don’t deem fit to be at the academy.” She looked across at the Guardian table where Lucien used to sit, sadness in her eyes.

Nyra was back at the hatchery with Lyric, who was just as concerned about the situation as Aeden and the others. It had taken a while to settle her, but Aeden had reassured her that he would be back later that day once he had updated Harrison, Serene, and Vivienne, and attended the last of his classes.

Orion had said they would speak soon, and that concerned Aeden. It was only a matter of time before he realised that Nyra was different from the rest of the Aer-Kin, and then what?

“Things are way too hot right now, for me and for Nyra. We’ve tried blending in, but maybe our best path is to escape, to leave the academy and go out on our own.”

“Aeden, you wouldn’t last two seconds out there,” Serene protested, less than impressed with the suggestion.

“What are our options?” Aeden snapped back. “I am so tired of hiding, so tired of fearing what might happen if they discover Nyra’s wings are the way they are.”

He scanned the dining hall as all the other students ate. “Any single one of the students in this hall, even one of the faculty, could go straight to Orion and tell him exactly what is wrong with Nyra. Then what? I don’t want to simply wait for us to be executed for doing nothing wrong.”

Aeden was in an impossible situation, unable to flee and unable to stay. To flee would be instant exile from Nevaria, and a bounty would be placed on both their heads. Stay and, well, that didn’t bear thinking about either. Aeden slumped his head into his hands and let out a frustrated cry.

“I don’t know what to do,” Aeden sighed, his hands muffling his voice.

“Whatever it is, we will stand with you,” Vivienne said, patting him on the back. “I think I can speak for all of us when I say that.”

The others nodded in agreement as Aeden rubbed his weary face. He was so tired of all of this, of living on edge, of wondering if this day would be the one where he and Nyra met their ends.

“All I want is for Nyra to be okay, to be accepted. She deserves that.”

“Please just keep your head as low as you can, for the time being at least, until we figure out what in the hells to do,” Serene said. “Maybe we should speak with Lyric, perhaps he can advise us.” She sighed as the ideas dried up. “I don’t know, maybe a transfer to another academy.”

“I don’t think that would work,” Aeden said, shooting the idea down. “How would we get there, for one? It’s a long distance to any of the other academies. Aviara is one of the most remote academies, too.”

“I’m just trying to help Aeden,” Serene said in a frustrated tone. She crossed her arms in front of her chest.

“I’m sorry, it’s just, I don’t know what to do. The situation we’re in, well, there aren’t any good options.”

A commotion interrupted their conversation as a group gathered on the other side of the dining hall, somewhere between the Scout table and Offence table. A sound clattered, like something being knocked onto the floor, followed by cheers from some of the other students.

“What’s going on over there?” Serene asked. She stood up on the bench for a better look.

Harrison did the same, and his face lit up. “It looks like a fight!” he said, hopping down and rushing over to join the growing crowd.

Serene, Vivienne, and Aeden followed. When they reached the back of the crowd, Aeden slowly pushed his way through until he could see what was going on, the raucous cheers getting louder and louder. He pushed and shoved, knocking people out of the way until he could get close enough.

“Shit,” he said. Kael was on his back, arms raised in front of his face defending himself from the raining down blows that Cassian was unfurling onto him.

“You motherfucker!” Cassian said as he jabbed a strong fist into Kael’s side. Kael didn’t so much as flinch at the solid blow, and he seized an opportunity to slam a forearm into the side of Cassian’s head, knocking him sideways.

He quickly rolled over and returned the blows onto Cassian as he sat over the top of him. Cassian managed to block most of them, but he was bleeding from his nose and had pure anger in his eyes. He was wild, a long ways away from the joking, carefree Scout that Aeden had come to know.

Cassian grabbed hold of Kael’s arm and pulled him close before slamming his forehead into Kael’s face. Kael reeled backwards, staggering to his feet and raising his hands in front of himself. Cassian did the same, waiting for Kael to make the next move.

The two of them threw blow after blow at each other. Face, body, sides, arms – no place was left unscathed as the two students brawled as if they were fighting to the death.

“If you touch her, I will fucking kill you!” Cassian roared, spitting blood on the floor before wiping at his nose with his forearm. His shirt was ripped and bloodied, bruising already forming on his eye.

“Cassian, don’t, please,” Rowan pleaded with him from the edge of the crowd. Tears streaked down her cheeks and her eyes were puffy, red blotches across her face.

What exactly had Kael done? Whatever it was, it must have been bad to get a reaction like this from Cassian. The guy was so laid back he was practically horizontal.

Aeden pushed his way around the inside of the circle that had formed, heading towards Rowan. She was distraught at what was unfolding as Cassian and Kael continued brawling.

Cassian was able to hold his own, but as a Scout, he had speed and agility, but Kael had that with an extra adding of strength, too. There was no denying the fact that Kael was a skilled fighter, evidenced by his posture, the way he held his arms. The Offence class had more combat training than everyone else; after all, they would be fighting on the front lines.

Cassian was more of a brawler, unrefined, just raw-dogged determination and an inability to back down.

“What?” Kael growled. He tapped at his bust lip with the back of his hand. “She’s practically begging for it, but don’t worry, I have no interest in mixing bloodlines.”

“Fuck you, you asshole,” Cassian said.

Aeden didn’t have a chance to warn him that Kael was simply baiting him, provoking him into dropping his guard and throwing a wild punch. That was what made him vulnerable. Cassian was furious, but Kael, he was as calm as anything, and judging by the smirk on his face, he was enjoying every second of this.

Cassian took a wild swing at Kael, slow and cumbersome, giving Kael enough room to duck under the blow. He jabbed Cassian in the stomach, then switched to an uppercut, which snapped Cassian’s head back with a crunch.

“Cass!” Rowan cried out as Cassian was sent backwards towards her. Aeden helped her by grabbing hold of her cousin to stop him from falling over.

The crowd was getting even rowdier, with the cheering and jeering mainly from the Offence students.

Kael raised his arms in adulation from his peers, like he was a gladiator in an arena. They lapped it up as he spun around in a circle, smugness oozing from every pore of his skin.

“Let me go,” Cassian said, “I can still fight.”

“Cass, please, don’t,” Rowan pleaded with desperation, pulling him back as hard as she could. “Just let it go.”

“I saw the way he looked at you, like you were a piece of meat.”

“Listen to Rowan,” Aeden said. He was stronger, courtesy of the Weave, so he didn’t struggle as much to hold him back. “He’s under your skin. As long as you keep diving back in, he’s just going to keep beating your ass.”

“I said, let me go!” Cassian pulled away from Aeden and Rowan and stormed across to Kael, who had his back to him. He was being rash and predictable, just as Aeden had feared.

Kael heard him coming, and after a quick glance, he stepped to the side, meaning Cassian flew straight into the pocket of Offence class students, a couple of whom Aeden recognised from the sparring session with Master Storme, and one or two from when they’d jumped him.

They caught Cassian and held him in place, his back now turned to Kael.

“When will you all learn that Scouts” – Kael aimed a kidney punch at Cassian – “are not” – he smacked another fist into the opposite side, grabbed hold of Cassian’s shoulder, and spun him around so they were faced to face – “fighters.” Kael slammed a full fist into Cassian’s jawline, causing him to fall sideways and smash into the ground.

“No!” Rowan said, rushing across to help her cousin, who was out cold.

Rowan threw herself over him, sobbing. “That’s enough, Kael!” she cried, but Kael simply laughed.

He raised his leg, ready to stamp down on Rowan, who turned her back to brace herself from the blow.

That was enough for Aeden. He shot out from the crowd, kicking Kael’s leg away as he stomped down.

“Do they not teach you combat etiquette?” Aeden said, his blood pumping ferociously through his veins. “You don’t attack someone with their back turned to you. I didn’t have you down as a coward, Kael.”

Kael adjusted himself and simply started laughing. “Yet it’s you who has the coward’s mark.”

“The fight’s over, Kael, move on. Go and celebrate your hollow victory.” Aeden was unmoving in the way he stood between Kael, Rowan, and Cassian. His muscles were tensed. He would fight him too if he had to. Both his hands were balled into tight fists as he waited for Kael to make his move.

The two stared each other down, facing off. Aeden truly hated him. He didn’t understand how such an asshole could be allowed at the academy. What he would give to wipe that smug look off his face in front of everyone. The cheers around them became nothing more than muffled noise as the two refused to avert their stares, Aeden’s breathing getting heavier and heavier.

“Consider this a lesson,” Kael said, looking down at Cassian. He was starting to stir, with Rowan rolling him onto his side and checking him over. “Don’t fuck with me.” Kael spat on the ground and turned away to the other Offence class students, who welcomed him in with open arms like he was some kind of war hero.

The crowd dispersed, the entertainment over for the day. Aeden knelt beside Cassian, placing his hands on him.

“Nyra, can you help me with some magic?”

“I’ve just eaten, so I have plenty of energy,” she said.

Aeden had never received a lesson, but the ability to draw on the magic was becoming more and more natural every time he used it.

Closing his eyes, he focused on the Weave between him and Nyra until he could see the tendrils of light taking form and moving towards him. As with when he’d healed Rowan’s finger, the tendrils first wrapped around Aeden’s arms, and then he focused on Cassian’s body. Energy pulsed from his hands, throbbing, making his hands feel tender and sore. From what he could tell, there were no serious injuries, so this shouldn’t be too difficult.

Magic continued to flow through his hands and into Cassian as he started to come around, opening his eyes.

“W-What happened,” he said. “Why do I feel funny?”

Aeden didn’t speak as he continued to heal him until the pulsing sensation in his hands dampened.

“What are you doing?” Cassian sat up.

“He’s healing you,” Rowan said with irritation. She punched him in the arm. “What were you thinking, starting a fight with him? He could have killed you.”

Cassian rubbed his arm. “Row, what was I meant to do? I saw the way he looked at you. You’re my cousin! You might be happy to put up with that shit, but I’m not.”

“You should have ignored him and not given him the response he needed.”

Aeden took a moment to check over Cassian. The bruising had gone from his face and his nose had stopped bleeding, but there was still a trail of blood running from his nose, over his lips, and down his chin. “I think you’re all healed up,” he said. “How’s your back feeling? Kael got a couple of strong blows in.”

Cassian arched his back and rotated his head from side to side. His neck clicked multiple times before he stretched out his hands. “I feel like I could go a few more rounds with that prick.”

“Well, that isn’t going to happen,” Rowan said.

Aeden stood up, offering a hand to Cassian before helping him to his feet.

“Happy with yourself? Now that you’ve acted all macho?” Rowan turned on her heels and stormed out of the dinner hall.

“Row, wait!” Cassian shook his head in disbelief. “Thanks for healing me, I’ll catch up later,” he said before shooting off after Rowan.

Kael watched them leave the room with a wide grin before he started laughing and joking with the other Offence class students.

Aeden took a deep breath. Despite the temptation, despite the urge, this wasn’t his fight to get involved in. He needed to avoid the urge to do something. It felt wrong, it went against every fibre of his being, but he had his own battles to fight, and more than anything, he needed to keep out of the spotlight.
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The Aer-Kin played around in the large field at the back of the hatchery, Aeden watching on as a keen spectator alongside Lyric, who was beaming like a proud parent.

The field was full of a wide variety of Aer-Kin varying in colours, shapes, and sizes, the majority of which were diving around, flapping their wings, and play-fighting with their brothers and sisters. Bertha, the chunky ruby Aer-Kin, sat curled up in the shade fast asleep. She had been a rotund Aer-Kin the last time Aeden had seen her, and she was even bigger now, with little layers of chub and fat rolls appearing under what should have been her neck. In the sunlight her scales shone even more vibrantly, as if each scale was a prized jewel. She was still a stunning creature.

There were so many more Aer-Kin in the field that it was miracle Lyric was managing to get any sleep at all. That probably explained the ever-growing dark circles that framed his sunken eyes.

Lyric pointed at Bertha and laughed. “She just might be the laziest Aer-Kin I’ve ever seen. I thought Nyra could sleep, but Bertha, all she does is eat and sleep.” An endearing smile fell on his face as he continued to watch over all of the Aer-Kin. “There you go, all of the Aer-Kin hatched and happy, all one hundred and three of them.” The number itself was impressive, and Aeden couldn’t fathom the work that must go into feeding and nurturing them. “It’s not too long until the bonding ceremony now, and then I can catch up on some much needed shut eye.” Lyric chuckled to himself again. “At least you don’t have to worry about the ceremony.”

Aeden shook his head. He may not have to worry about the ceremony itself, but he had plenty to be worrying about right now, as well as what came after the ceremony.

“I’m looking forward to seeing how it actually works. I just woke up with Nyra bonded to me, really. All I remember is the pain of when it happened.”

“That’s normal. I mean, what do you expect when your Weaves are fusing together? Still, it’s always a sad day when they leave here for the ceremony. I don’t have much to do with them usually after that. That’s why it’s been nice to have Nyra around. I’ll be sad when she has to move to the garrison with the rest of them.”

Aeden had almost forgotten about that. Lyric had pulled some strings to allow Nyra to stay at the hatchery longer, but Aeden knew he needed to accept the inevitable, that she couldn’t stay at the hatchery forever, as much as he wanted her to be able to. The very thought of her moving to the garrison filled him with dread, even more so after the attack from the older Aer-Kin that took control of their riders.

“What will you do when they’re all gone, if there are no eggs left to hatch?” Aeden asked. He watched as Midnight, the dark blue, almost black Aer-Kin rolled over following a playful tussle with Copper Top. The larger orange Aer-Kin flicked her away like swatting a fly. Midnight lowered herself to the ground, letting out a growl that wasn’t as intimidating as it was clearly meant to be.

It drew a laugh from Aeden, who watched on as Midnight made multiple attempts to best Copper Top but was repeatedly knocked back as Copper Top hit the smaller Aer-Kin around the head with its short, club-like tail.

Getting the hint, Midnight grumbled again, then turned and ran off, deciding to play with a light green Aer-Kin which was more or less the same size as her. It just had a completely smooth head, which contrasted with the ridge of spikes on her own.

“Is Midnight an Offence class?” Aeden asked.

“Funny enough, she isn’t, although her temperament would make you think that she was. She’s actually from a Support bloodline. Reminds me of someone else that I know.”

“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,” Aeden laughed.

“Yeah, you’re just about the most combative Support class that has probably ever been at this academy in all of its history, and that’s saying something.”

“What? I” – but Aeden had no defence. He’d had numerous confrontations with Kael and didn’t think twice about challenging others to prove that he and Nyra deserved to be here, deserved to become riders. And that was before he got started on the syphon attacks and the assault from the two second-year students. “I mean, it’s not my fault that conflict comes looking for me. I’m entitled to defend myself. There’s only one confrontation that I’ll admit I may have started in the dining hall on my first day, but other than that . . .”

“Looking at Midnight, I can’t help but feel the two of you would have been a perfect match. If you hadn’t bonded with Nyra, that is.” Something in Lyric’s body language changed. His shoulders slumped as he shuffled around awkwardly. He was that uncomfortable he was practically squirming.

“What is it?’ Aeden asked, suspecting that Lyric was holding something back.

“It’s nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me, Lyric, it’s not in your nature, and it doesn’t suit you.”

“Well, it’s just, Midnight . . . she’s . . . well, her bloodline . . .” Lyric fumbled on his words, his hands fidgeting like he didn’t know what to do with them.

“Spit it out, Lyric, it can’t be that bad.”

“She’s a descendant of your mother and father’s Aer-Kin.”

That might have explained why Aeden felt more drawn to her, but he couldn’t even comprehend the thought of not being bonded to Nyra. It wasn’t something he wanted to give any further thought to. “Oh,” he said, not quite sure how to respond. It was a faint link to his parents, but a link nonetheless. “Are there any more? You know, from that bloodline.”

“Not in this batch, no. Support numbers are low, meaning it’s harder to breed, and the rest of their bloodline are already bonded and fighting on the front lines. We were surprised when we found Midnight’s egg if I’m honest.”

“Master Ember.” Orion’s voice was not what Aeden wanted to hear, not today. Not on any day, for that matter.

Aeden’s first thought was Nyra, who was sleeping in the hatchery. He hoped and prayed the Sable twins had not been inside.

“No need to be alarmed. The guards told us you were out here, so we came straight around.” Orion stood in front of the gates, stopping at the fence as he looked at all the Aer-Kin in the field. Rosheen stood further back, not as interested as her brother. Her arms were rested behind her back as she stood in silence.

“We’re just here to look at the latest batch of Aer-Kin from the academy. I believe you’re not far away from the bonding ceremony?”

“That’s correct,” Lyric said. If he was looking uncomfortable before, he was desperate now as sweat beaded on his forehead. “They’re all almost ready.”

“Really? Is that what you would say, looking at all of these? They seem like they all have low potential. What do you think, Rosheen?”

His sister stepped forward and scanned the field. “One or two have potential. The rest, not so much so.” She turned away, disinterested, and moved back to her spot, placing her hands in the small of her back once more.

“See, if Rosheen sees it, then there really is no reason to disagree. These are a poor calibre of Aer-Kin, Master Ember, even by the academy’s low standards. Is that something you take responsibility for?” Orion’s tone was like a predator teasing its prey before striking.

Lyric couldn’t have looked any more uncomfortable. If he could have shrunk into the ground, he would have been a puddle.

“Now, let’s take a closer look,” Orion said. “Open the gate.”

“I can’t let you in, they’re untamed.”

Orion stared at Lyric. It was an intent stare, an unmistakable aura of power and authority emanating from him.

“I’ll open it up,” Lyric said. He moved to the pen, opened up the latch, and pulled the gate open for Orion, who stepped inside. Lyric followed him and locked the gate behind him before opening up the one on the opposite side of the pen so they had entry inside.

Once inside, Orion walked around slowly, concentrating on different Aer-Kin as he meandered past them. Lyric followed closely behind. There was something strange, almost subservient about how he carried himself as Aeden watched on, wondering what was going on. He checked on Rosheen, who was still in the same position, her expressionless face giving nothing away.

Orion continued around the field, inspecting the Aer-Kin one by one until he eventually stopped and pointed at one.

They were still close enough for Aeden to hear what he was saying.

“What is this?” he sneered.

“This is Bertha,” Lyric said.

“It’s ghastly. What’s wrong with it?”

“Wrong with her,” Lyric corrected Orion. “Absolutely nothing. She’s just a hatchling.”

“She’s grossly overweight. What kind of Aer-Kin will it make if it’s like this now? The bloody thing can hardly lift its head.”

Bertha opened her eyes and sniffed the air before raising her head. She huffed and grumbled, then stood up, clearly not happy at being woken early from her afternoon nap.

“It would be a miracle if this could get off the ground, let alone across the field on those short, stumpy legs.”

Aeden wasn’t keen on Orion’s tone, not one bit.

“She isn’t – it’s just a bit of new hatchling chub. Some of them are like that. They soon lose it when they start to grow,” Lyric said, leaping to Bertha’s defence. There was a tremor in his voice. Aeden understood that Bertha was one of Lyric’s favourite Aer-Kin out of all the new hatchlings.

“Is that so?” Orion said. “And in the meantime, think of all the resources being wasted, just to fatten it up so it can fail in battle and fall at the first opportunity. What a waste. This won’t do, Master Ember. I can’t believe such Aer-Kin, if you can even call it that, are allowed to draw breath on academy grounds. This is just further proof of how low the academy’s standards have fallen. How about I handle what you should have done when this monstrosity hatched.”

“No, you can’t!” Desperation poured out of Lyric’s throat as Aeden rushed towards the gate to gain entry.

“I wouldn’t if I was you,” Rosheen said. “It won’t end well for you.”

Reluctantly, Aeden let go of the gate and took a step back. He was powerless to stop this, whatever this was. All he knew was that he did not have a good feeling about what was about to unfold.

Orion scoured the field until his attention landed on Midnight, who had barely paid any attention to Lyric and Orion since they entered the pen, unlike the vast majority of the others.

Orion stood perfectly still as he seemed to just stare at Midnight. It took a few moments for anything to happen. Then Midnight began to squirm, clawing at her head, something Aeden hadn’t seen before. She shook her head over and over again, clawing that hard that she drew blood from one side of her face. It was as if she was fighting some unseen presence, and it was clear it had something to do with Orion.

“Please, don’t,” Lyric pleaded. “Please don’t do this.” Lyric’s voice cracked as he desperately tried to change Orion’s mind. He seemed to know what was happening, he knew what was coming next, and looking at the fear on his face, Aeden’s concerns rose like a geyser.

Midnight continued to desperately fight against whatever the unseen was, her body jerking as she dropped to the ground, rolling around on the ground as if she was in agonising pain. All the while Orion’s intense gaze did not falter, he did not break his line of sight.

“Please, please, I beg of you.” Lyric was distraught.

When Midnight stopped squirming, there was something unnatural about her. The twitching, the writhing around, it stopped very suddenly. She rolled from her back onto her front and stood up, calmly, like nothing had happened, like nothing was affecting her. The way she carried herself, her mannerisms, they all changed in an instant. Her eyes were not as wide and wondrous as they had been. Now they were cold and calculating.

Midnight’s head snapped to the side, her attention suddenly on Bertha. She lowered herself down, not in a playful manner, but as if Bertha was prey rather than a fellow hatchling.

“No!” Lyric shot forward, but Orion quickly looked towards him, and Lyric stood rooted to the spot. “Not Bertha, you can’t.” The sobs, the desperation in Lyric’s voice were heart breaking for Aeden to hear. He hated how powerless he was to do anything.

Midnight crawled along the ground, poised, predatory. Bertha noticed something wasn’t right; she stood up and began walking backwards away from her sister.

She was defenceless as Midnight let out a slow grumble, which wasn’t her usual tone. This was deeper and darker. Out of nowhere, she launched at Bertha, furiously clawing and snapping at her, the two of them turning into a blur of midnight blue and red. Bertha didn’t stand a chance. She was slower, nowhere near as nimble, and unlike Midnight, her teeth were rounder. She wasn’t built for fighting.

Bertha let out a shriek of pain, anguish, fear, and everything in between. The noise was horrific as Aeden found his eyes filling with tears. This was barbaric.

Midnight continued to attack her, slashing at her as bleeding claw marks raked over Bertha’s body, leaving thick pink stripes of open flesh. Bertha continued to cry out, desperately. She needed help, but none was coming, not from the other Aer-Kin, not from Lyric, not from Aeden.

The fear and sorrow in her eyes was haunting as she looked around her, desperate and confused as Midnight continued her assault.

“Please, please stop,” Lyric pleaded, his voice broken, just like his spirit. “She’s only a hatchling, she doesn’t deserve this.”

“Very well.” Orion’s voice was cold.

Midnight stopped for a brief second, watching over the injured Aer-Kin. Bertha let out a pained, pleading cry before Midnight lashed out again, and this time she went for Bertha’s throat and clamped down like a vice.

A gargled grumble came from Bertha as she tried to fight until her body went limp.

“No!” Lyric roared.

“That’s better,” Orion said, turning around and clapping his hands together as if he was removing dust from his hands. “One less mouth to feed.” He started walking back towards Aeden and Rosheen.

Aeden didn’t know what to do, what to say, or how to react. He couldn’t contain his own sobs at what he had just witnessed. Bertha was sweet, innocent, harmless. There was no need for what they had just witnessed.

No sooner did Orion break his gaze from Midnight than the Aer-Kin shook her head. Midnight looked over Bertha, tilting her head to one side, a gentle, playful sound coming from her. Confused, she pushed a foot into Bertha as if she was trying to nudge her awake. When Bertha didn’t move, she lowered herself to give her sister a gentle lick before chittering in confusion.

“Get away from her!” Lyric roared as he ran towards Bertha. He waved his arms around furiously. Aeden had never heard such anger in his voice. “You get away!”

Confused and startled, Midnight leaped backwards, her body dropping to the ground in submission.

Orion left the enclosure and smiled at Aeden before leaving without saying a word. Aeden didn’t watch them leave. He opened the pen and raced towards Lyric, who dropped to his knees next to Bertha.

Aeden moved to comfort Lyric as quickly as he could, entering the enclosure much against the advice that Lyric had given him previously. The rest of the Aer-Kin, one by one, lifted their heads into the sky to let out high-pitched cries.

Lyric placed his hands on Bertha’s side, then began stroking her head.

“It’s okay Bertha, there, there.” His voice was broken, his cheeks wet with tears. “I’m here.”

Midnight stepped slowly towards Lyric, who continued to cradle Bertha, her head low in submission, in shame at what had happened.

Lyric flailed an arm out at her. “I said get away from her! L-Look at what you’ve d-done!” he stammered, spittle leaving his mouth and landing on his thick beard. “I – I hate you!”

Aeden had never heard Lyric act so aggressively, nor seen him lash out at an Aer-Kin. He didn’t think he ever would.

Midnight jumped back again, lowering her head and chittering again. She spun around in a circle, scanning the field of her brothers and sisters, who all had eyes on her, before slowly retreating away.

Aeden couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. Whatever had just happened, it was clear that she hadn’t been in control of her actions. It had something to do with Orion.

For now though, Aeden needed to help Lyric. He needed to do whatever he could to comfort him and help with Bertha’s body.
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The grass was damp where Aeden sat. His feet were planted in front of him, his hands placed behind him. The earth beneath his fingers was the only thing grounding him right now.

The Memorial Garden was always quiet from what he could tell, making it the perfect place for him to come and gather himself after he had eventually left the hatchery. He still had classes to attend, lessons to learn, but right now, he couldn’t think of anything worse. What he had just witnessed was horrific, it was barbaric, and he still didn’t fully understand what had happened, or how to wrap his head around it all.

Aeden stroked a hand over the top of the wet grass, allowing it to prickle against the palm of his hand and fingertips as he found himself getting lost in his thoughts.

The grass was vibrant green with clusters of small white flowers popping up out of the ground as far as he could see, their sweet scent misleading given the death that surrounded him. It was suffocating. Above him, the skies were clear, the sun shining down, causing row upon row of dark shadows to form lines across the field from the large stone columns. He was sitting in front of the column that bore his parents’ names. He hadn’t said a word since he got here. He didn’t know what to say, or how to process his feelings. He was scared, alone, and didn’t know who to turn to. Sure, his friends would be there to support him, but more than anything, he needed reassurance, he needed the embrace of a parent, he needed them to tell him that he was okay, that everything was going to be okay.

They were not here, though, and they never would be. That had been taken from Aeden at such a young age.

A lump formed in his throat as his head lolled backwards and he allowed the gentle breeze to brush over his neck and face. Closing his eyes, he took some slow, deep breaths.

Lyric’s crying, grief-stricken face was all he could think of. The pained rasp in his voice as he had cried over Bertha, who had lain motionless in his arms, all the while Lyric talking to her as if she was a sleeping babe. Except she wouldn’t wake up. She couldn’t wake up, because she was killed, her flesh torn to shreds as she stood powerless to defend herself from Midnight.

Lyric had made it clear that he wanted nothing to do with the hatchling, her face still covered in Bertha’s blood when she had tried to approach. The venom in Lyric’s voice towards Midnight had been frightening and not what Aeden had expected, not that he knew what to expect. He had never seen anything like that before, and he never wanted to see it again, in this lifetime or the next.

He had lost track of how long he had remained with Lyric. He tried to speak to him, to prompt him to let Bertha go, to explain to Aeden what he could do to help, but Lyric had simply ignored him, only speaking when he asked Aeden to leave. There was a flatness to his voice as if he was somehow hollow after what had happened, which Aeden did not like one bit, but he honoured Lyric’s wishes and left the hatchery.

It was then Aeden had decided to come to the Memorial Garden, the feeling of suffocation making it difficult for him to even breathe. He had never felt so powerless, and that was saying something given Master Storme’s brutal training sessions. On the walk over, he had explained the situation to an upset and confused Nyra, who for now had promised to keep an eye on Lyric for him until he was ready to talk to someone. That did little to quell the concern that had taken hold of Aeden like a vice. He was worried what Lyric might do to Midnight if he was given the opportunity. Aeden had never seen anyone look at anything with the hatred that Lyric did towards the young hatchling. That put a certain level of fear in Aeden; he didn’t believe that Lyric would be capable of retaliation, but after the bile that had spewed from his mouth when Midnight had dared to approach him, Aeden wasn’t so sure.

She was just a hatchling, though, more confused than any other Aer-Kin in that field, and Aeden felt the need to protect her from harm, having watched what had unfolded from afar. It wasn’t her fault, he was sure of it. Her mannerisms had changed, the way she had carried herself. She hadn’t been in control of her actions.

The only logical explanation that Aeden could draw upon was that it was Orion who had forced her to do it, against her will. The question was, how? How was he able to illicit such control and obedience from Midnight without so much as uttering a word? Aeden was sure that it was Orion who had orchestrated all of this. It was he who was to blame, and it would be him to face the consequences, somehow.

To his side, footsteps caught Aeden’s attention, and he turned to see who it was. To his surprise, it was Rowan. She stood a few metres away from him, observing from a distance. Her hair wasn’t in its usual bun. Instead, her long hair fell down over her shoulder where she was braiding the ends nervously. A cluster of whisky hair had escaped on either side of her hair, catching the wind like whiskers.

How long had she been standing there, watching him?

She didn’t say anything, she just simply sat down on the ground and crossed her legs, continuing to work her fingers through her hair until she had finished with the braid.

Together they sat in silence, and for some reason that brought Aeden a level of comfort that he was only too grateful for. He appreciated her being there, even if he was confused as to why she was there.

“It’s a horrible thing, death,” Rowan said, finally breaking the silence. “Except it’s one of the things we’re guaranteed to face in life. Some more than others, but we all face it.”

Did she know what had happened at the hatchery? Had word spread? That would be impossible. Aeden had come straight here – there couldn’t have been enough time for word to reach the rest of the academy. Even then, would it be seen as that uncommon for an Aer-Kin hatchling to kill another?

“Did you lose someone?” Rowan asked gently, nodding towards the pillars. “Is there anyone in the garden you’re here to see?”

Aeden swallowed down on the lump that was caught in his throat. He had too many thoughts, too many regrets for how he could have managed the situation at the hatchery. After a few moments, Aeden nodded. He closed his eyes as the warmth of a tear trickled slowly down his face.

It was strange that, in a moment of grief, when confused and overwhelmed, he had chosen to come and sit in front of the memorial for both of his parents, even though neither of their bodies were here.

“I come here quite often,” Rowan said, leaning forward to pluck one of the small white flowers out of the ground. She spun it around by rubbing the stem in between her forefinger and thumb. “People think you’re crazy for talking out loud, but I think . . .” She looked up at the sky as if reaching for the gods themselves. “Well, I believe that someone is always listening.” She offered Aeden a smile from the corner of her mouth. “I’m an orphan,” she blurted out. “My mother died when I was born, and my father, well, he just threw himself into any battle he could to deal with the guilt. When I was eleven, we received word that he had had a heart attack while training in a bastion in the southern isles.” Her eyes softened and her eyes became a little more vacant, speaking as if falling through a distant memory. “I hadn’t seen him for that long that I can’t fully remember what he looked like.” She picked up another flower and bunched it with the one she was holding, then another.

“I know how that feels,” Aeden finally said with a croak, breaking his silence. “I’m sorry to hear about your parents. I lost both of mine in the Battle of Weir.” He nodded to the column in front of them where both his mother’s and father’s names were etched. Earth and moss covered the bottom of the columns, as if blending the stone with the ground.

“Seems like we have more in common than I first thought,” Rowan said, “although it must be nice to have a place where you can still come and talk to them. I never got that. It’s why I’m here. I do still try, you know, to reach out to them. I like to think they’re somewhere, listening to me, somehow able to guide me.”

“What happened when your father passed?” Aeden asked.

“Not much, really,” she said, plucking another flower from the ground. “I already lived with my aunt, uncle, and Cass, with my father being away on the front line. They pretty much brought me up my whole life. Cass is more like a brother to me than a cousin.”

“You two seem like you’re close,” Aeden said, watching Rowan as she continued to fiddle around with the stems of the flowers.

“We are.” Rowan smiled. “I don’t know what I’d do without him at times, but sometimes, I just want to scream at him.”

“About that,” Aeden said. “The other day, in the dining hall, what happened? I always thought that out of all of us, Cassian had the coolest heads. He always seems so carefree, so calm and collected.”

Rowan nodded. “He is, most of the time anyway. He has always looked out for me, and always will. Even if it can be overbearing at times. Sometimes I feel guilty for getting frustrated at how overprotective he can be.”

“Well, Kael will certainly bring the worst out of most of us.” Aeden rubbed his fingers over his chest, tracing the raised scar that Kael had branded him with.

“The other day, well, that was Cass who started the fight.” Rowan moved uncomfortably, brushing her stray hair over her ear. “I mean, Kael said something, but Cass totally over-reacted.”

Was Rowan defending Kael? That was not something Aeden thought he would hear today.

“It must be nice,” he said, “to know that no matter what, someone has always got your back.” He thought of Harrison, Vivienne, and Serene, and his appreciation for them grew that little bit bigger. They had stuck with him through thick and thin. They were the closest thing to a brother and sisters that he could imagine.

“Don’t get me wrong, it is, but I don’t always need someone to fight my corner. Sometimes I want him to realise that I’m not made of glass. I made it into the academy the same as him, and I’m training just as hard and proving myself.”

“I can appreciate that,” Aeden said. As he leaned forwards, he brought his knees to his chest and wrapped his arms around them. The two sat for a while longer in silence before Rowan moved along the grass to sit closer to him.

“Sometimes all you need is someone to be there for you, not to say anything, but to simply be in the moment with you. Sometimes that is enough,” she said.

Aeden smiled and nodded in agreement. He looked at his mother and father’s column for a few moments longer before saying, “Something happened at the hatchery today, something happened to one of the hatchlings. They were killed by another youngling, and it brought up a lot of feelings. The only place I could think of to come was here.” It felt like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders as he spoke. Just being able to explain how he was feeling made him feel like he was breathing crisp, refreshing air for the first time.

Rowan laughed, which was not the reaction that Aeden expected. “You know, it’s funny,” she said, “here at the academy, we’re trained to expect death at any moment, but they never teach us how empty it can leave us.” She looked across at Aeden. “If you know what I mean?”

“I do,” Aeden said, “but I also feel guilty, like there was something more I could have done, to help.”

“You can’t fix everything, Aeden. My aunt always said that feeling grief was just another way to stay in control.”

Aeden didn’t fully understand, but he appreciated the sentiment. “Thank you,” he said.

“Here, take this.” Rowan smiled and passed Aeden the flowers she had been plucking from the grass. She had formed them into a small bracelet. “Made from the flowers at your parents memorial. The next time you need to talk, it might bring you comfort. It certainly helps me. And failing that, you will just look like you’ve lost your mind.”

The two of them laughed together, and Aeden’s heart swelled. This was the kindest anyone had ever been to him. He had never opened up in such a way. The two of them remained in the Memorial Garden in a blissful silence, bringing Aeden the comfort that he needed in that moment.
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“The bonding ceremony is just over a week away, which means it’s time for us to start focusing more on your roles as Supports rather than building up your connection to the Weave, so that you are strong enough to survive the bonding.” Master Sorrel’s voice was shrill, like chalk on a board. He had a whistle that escaped him when he pronounced his s’s which made it hard for Aeden to focus at times without laughing. That said, it was a subject he was inherently interested in, so he knew he needed to pay attention to what the old master was saying.

Master Sorrel wasn’t the tallest of masters. His robes draped over him loosely, like he was an empty sack of potatoes. His arms and legs were skinny enough that you could see his bones, and the top of his back was hunched. His bald head, long, wispy white beard, and squinted black eyes made it obvious that Master Sorrel must have been the oldest master at the academy. He certainly looked far older than both of Aeden’s grandparents. The old master stood in front of the class, his right hand clutching a cane that he pressed into the ground as he paced backwards and forwards in front of the class at an alarmingly slow pace, a slight wheeze escaping his lungs as he breathed in and out.

“Today we are in the ruins of the old archives,” he said, raising his cane to point at a crumbling stone wall that was to the lefthand side of the class. Only a small section of the wall remained, with stone piled up on either side of it, coated in moss and grime.

The ruins sat on the north westerly wing of Aviara academy, some distance away from the academy’s main building.

“These archives,” Master Sorrel said, “were destroyed in the last attack on these grounds, seven hundred and twelve years ago. You can read about that in the archives situated at the library. I am not here to bore you with a history lesson, however.” He stopped in the centre of the class.

Aeden and the others were lined up in formation three people deep. This was the class that Aeden had actually been interested in. He was surrounded by his peers, which was every other student in the Support class.

Harrison stood to his right, with Vivienne not far away in the row behind Aeden. Serene, however, was on the far side.

“Now, each and every one of you are here today because you are all Supports, and as such, it is about time you are taught more about your role, what it entails, and your responsibilities on the battlefield,” Master Sorrel continued to lean on his cane, his hands trembling in such a way that Aeden worried he would keel over at any moment.

“I have taught at Aviara Academy for nearly fifty-five years.” He paused for a moment, counting numbers to himself. “Make that fifty-six years. It is safe to say that my expertise lies in the Support class and our duties as supporters. Does anyone care to share what they think our role is?” His beady eyes analysed the students.

Aeden felt it was a stupid question given that their class name pretty much explained what their role was overall.

When no one answered, Aeden figured it was due to it being such a simplistic question. He remained quiet alongside everyone else.

“Quiet bunch, are we?” Master Sorrel said as he adjusted his feet and settled into a new position. “Our role is to support.”

Aeden felt a collective sigh from everyone. If this was the wisdom of the Support class Master, then Aeden felt this entire class was screwed. Master Sorrel raised his hand and shook his head before laughing to himself. “Sounds simple, doesn’t it? But there is so much to being a Support, so much that each and every one of you must learn, especially when you all start to develop powers.” He continued to scan the students one at a time, his small eyes darting between everyone like a fly trapped in a room, uncoordinated and chaotic. “It is my opinion that the Support class is the most crucial class out of all. Not only do we have the most complex and varied of powers as a collective, but we have the power to assist and enhance all of the other classes. Who here is familiar with the sub-classes that form under the Support class tree?”

A few hands were raised into the air, around one-third of the class. Even though Aeden felt confident of the answer, he kept his arm lowered.

“I’d have thought there would be more of you that already knew this, but listen up, as there is a lot to take in here, and I am not the kind of master who likes to repeat myself. Pay attention or fall behind, those are your options. It is in your best interest to understand each role so you know where you fit once your powers start to manifest themselves.” He let out an exhale of air before taking in a deep, whistling breath. “There are six main sub-classes in the Support class tree. Think of each sub-class as a branch, stretching out from the trunk of a tree. Each branch then forms more branches and so on, creating a whole network of skills and abilities that make up the overall structure or canopy of the Support class.”

Aeden appreciated the analogy. It helped him visualise what Master Sorrel was saying more clearly.

Master Sorrel drew a line in the dirt at his feet using his cane. “Healer, the ability to restore and mend injuries and ailments.” He continued to step to the side and repeat the action as he recited each of the sub-classes and what they meant. “Anchor, bolster and strengthen the magical energy and power that we draw from the Weave. Warder, the ability to form protective barriers and shields, or wards as we like to call them, against threats. Relay, the ability to create ways to manipulate a person’s positions, or portalling as some may call it. Controller, your ability to control the elements of a battlefield, whether that be individuals, power, or the environment itself. And finally, Binder, or Trapper as I like to call it. Not to be confused with the defence class, this sub-class’s skills are rarer. It’s the ability to create a targeted zone where people’s connections to the Weave can become stronger. This is a rare enough sub-class that I would be surprised if any of you develop an ability of this type. In fact, I can’t remember the last time I trained anybody with this skill type.”

“Surprised he remembered all that,” Harrison whispered, drawing suppressed laughter from Aeden. He elbowed Harrison in the ribs.

“Something funny?” Master Sorrel stopped, his head snapping towards Aeden. There was a firmness in his voice.

“No,” Aeden said, “sorry, I didn’t mean to⁠—”

“Name?” he asked, an air of irritation in his voice.

“Aeden, Aeden Harrington.”

“Harrington, you’re the rider already bonded to an Aer-Kin, if I recall.”

Aeden wanted the ground to swallow him up. Why did they always have to focus on him? For once he just wanted to be like everyone else in the class.

Master Sorrel’s eyes fell upon him as he looked him up and down. “You’re a strong-looking student. Tell me, have your powers started to manifest? You should have had signs by now given the time that has passed since you bonded with” – he paused, as if waiting awkwardly for Aeden to finish his sentence. It took Aeden longer than it should have for him to realise.

“Nyra,” he eventually said, “her name is Nyra.”

“Such a sweet name.” Master Sorrel’s eyes flittered around as he started mumbling to himself and pointing his long, bony finger in the air as if he was drawing a picture in the air in front of him. “One I recall . . . I remember,” he mumbled. “No, that wasn’t it.” He continued this process for while before stopping and saying, “Nyra Lazure.”

Suddenly Master Sorrel had Aeden’s full, undivided attention. He nodded and said, “That was my mother’s name, before she married my father and took his name. I felt it fitting to give the name when I bonded with Nyra.”

“She was disruptive, like you,” Master Sorrel said. “Always had an opinion about everything that I tried to teach her. It was a terrible loss when I learned she had not made it out of the Battle of Weir, as was the same for so many others.” He shook his head. “Forgive me, I am getting sidetracked from my point. Let’s break down your power as an example to better explain the sub-classes.”

That wasn’t what Aeden wanted, not when Master Sorrel seemed to have memories of his mother. Aeden wanted to hear stories, for Master Sorrel to tell him more about what his mother was like.

She was disruptive, like you.

The words brought him more comfort than Master Sorrel had probably intended.

“As I asked, have your powers started to manifest?”

“They have,” Harrison said, interrupting the conversation. “You should have seen him in action in the dining hall. Cassian had taken a right beating from Kael, but thanks to Aeden, you wouldn’t have guessed he had been in a fight at all.”

“I see,” Master Sorrel said, “you are a healer.” He eyed Aeden up and down again. “Strange, you’re not built like a healer.” He shook his head before etching some kind of symbol in the ground. “Let’s use this as our starting point. Although I am sure you are exaggerating the extent of his power. To draw such power from the Weave so quickly since bonding is not normal. It takes years of training, it is the very reason you are at this academy, to strengthen your connection and thus your power.” He drew some lines in the ground that branched off from the symbol he had etched into the dirt. “This is the Healer sub-class,” he started before tracing his cane down the line he had just drawn. “Now, Aeden has demonstrated a healing ability, which would fall into the Regenerative line. He can heal injuries, right now that looks like minor wounds. That might well be as far as these powers develop, but what if he could heal larger wounds, broken bones, even fatal strikes before someone was to draw their final breath? Such power needs to be nurtured, but this is just one element to the Healing sub-class.”

He then raised his cane and moved into another branch that he had drawn. “Then you have Cleansers.” He then drew multiple smaller branches from this point. “Again, this is a broad term that encompasses more sub-classes within it. Ailments, Poison, Fear, and Freeze are just a few examples of things that can affect a rider on a battlefield. Cleansers will attune their ability to refine what they are naturally drawn to, as it is unlikely they will be able to ease all Ailments. Each is as important as the next. Finally, you have the Revivers. These abilities revolve around the ability to ‘revive’ someone from unconsciousness.” Master Sorrel stopped in his tracks for a moment before bringing his finger to his chin. “What did I say about Continuous Heal and channelling magic into zones?” He wasn’t speaking directly to the class but rather to himself. He waved his hand in a playful manner and laughed to himself, solidifying the crazed old man profile he was fitting. “Well, you will get the gist of things. That is just Healers. There are a whole plethora of abilities and powers beyond what I have explained with each sub-class. The good news is once you get your head around it, you soon learn where certain skills lie. The most important thing right now is to think about what you are going to do with the power that is bestowed on you. Does that make things clearer?”

Aeden nodded. He had a better understanding, but looking at everyone else’s blank expressions, they were not as confident as he was.

“As for the role of Support on the battlefield, your job is not to run headlong into battle. We ‘support’ from the sidelines, that is where we are most effective. Our powers serve to increase the effectiveness of our comrades in battle. That is our sole purpose.”

Something stirred within Aeden, something that he wasn’t expecting but something that he felt compelled to challenge. The urge to speak out was far too strong. He tried to bite it down, but instead, he started shaking his head in disagreement.

“The Offence class and the Guardians are the ones who will do the fighting,” Master Sorrel continued. “By channelling our powers into them, we can boost them in ways that can tip a battle in our favour. Our number one rule: do not engage the enemy unless there are no other options. Our time and energy are best served honing our magic to support others.”

Each point that Master Sorrel made felt like walking on hot coals or stepping onto a bed of needles. It made Aeden uncomfortable, frustrated, even angry.

“That’s bullshit!” Aeden spoke without thinking. Harrison practically gasped at the outburst, as did most of his peers.

Master Sorrel was shocked by the outburst, scrunching his eyes as he frowned. “I said you were disruptive, just as your mother. What is it you have taken issue with?” He sounded impatient and not necessarily interested in engaging with Aeden’s outburst.

“I disagree with what you just said, about our roles being from the sidelines, about keeping away from the combat. To me that’s cowardice. If we’re in the heat of a battle, why can’t we fight? Why can’t we be just as effective in combat as we are at supporting?” His voice was raised, his hands forming into tight balls beside him. “We should be trained to do both, not just the basics but the advanced stuff too. Combat tactics, active combat, things that we need.”

“A valid question, born from naivety to the true nature of battle. The academy made the decision a long time ago that Supports are best honing their powers to do just that, and I agree. Leave the fighting to those better equipped to deal with it.”

Something in Aeden’s head snapped even more, much more than the pent-up frustration about not being trained to fight. He had been sparring with Master Storme, to build up his core strength, and as brutal as they were in some way, he kind of enjoyed those lessons.

“Other than the basics you’ve all been learning, there is no need to waste further time learning to fight when these skills are simply not needed.”

“But they were needed!” Aeden’s voice echoed around the ruined archives. “They were needed in the Battle of Weir, and they were needed in battles before that. Doesn’t the academy see? If we were trained to fight, if we could fight, then maybe not as many Supports would have died. Maybe my parents would still be alive.”

“Ah, I see.” Master Sorrel shook his head. “That is what this is about. The sooner you accept your role in the academy and on the battlefield, the better,” he said with a sigh. “For now, I think it’s best that you leave this session. At least until you learn to be less disruptive. I will take to your words kinder when you have proven yourself to be a master of all Support skills.” He was dismissive in his tone and turned his back on the entire class, who still stood in formation.

Aeden wanted to scream, at his ignorance, at his disregard, at how wrong the old master was with his thinking. This was exactly what was wrong with the academy, this was what needed to change.

“Come on, I’ll come with you,” Harrison said, putting his hand on Aeden’s shoulder to guide him away. “It’s not worth the fight.”

But to Aeden it was. This was exactly the kind of attitude he wanted to challenge. He wanted to fight. He could already fight, which was what made his healing ability even more frustrating to him. Aeden wanted to argue more, the need to get things off his chest abundantly clear, but he was still coherent enough to think better on that. Instead, he heeded Harrison’s words and turned to leave, following him out of the ruins.
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Aeden found himself ruminating as he stormed past Harrison across the field and towards the academy. His anger was rising, and he was far from realising that his head had truly gone.

“What’s wrong?” Nyra said, reaching out to him through the Weave.

“I’ve had enough of this place,” Aeden said. There was a growl to his voice, and it was lucky for him that there was not a wall nearby, as he may well have thrown himself into it – at the very least tried.

“I don’t like seeing you this angry,” Nyra said, her voice quivering. “Aeden, please calm down before you do something you regret.”

Quite simply put, Aeden was furious, his mind swirling. How could Master Sorrel be so ignorant? To think that Support was nothing better than a condiment on the battlefield? Aeden felt he had every right to be angry. Raw energy coursed through his veins, causing his skin to tingle and prickle. His breathing was heavy, and he took his steps two at a time. A run might be more beneficial to channel his rage.

He found himself on the training field where the combat dummies were lined up. Without thinking, he drew back and punched one with as much force as he could, rattling the dummy so much that it nearly came straight off its stand. His strength was far superior to what it had been when he had started at the academy.

“Aeden, please calm down,” Nyra said once more. “This really isn’t helping. Remember, we need to keep a low profile. That’s what Lyric is telling us.”

“It’s just so much to process,” Aeden said. There was a crack in his voice for a moment. Tears stung the sides of his eyes and a heavy lump formed in the back of his throat.

“Listen to me,” she said. This time, there was a more assertive tone to her.

Aeden leaned against the training dummy, a large, cracked dent forming in the body of the figure where he had struck it, splintering it out like a crater hitting the ground.

“I need you to breathe,” she said. “I need you to listen to what I tell you. You can’t go storming out there. To do so would be madness. If you cross paths with Kael, you’ll just get into another fight, and that won’t help. Not with the Sable twins around.”

Aeden trembled as he gripped the training dummy, but he did as she asked and took a large intake of breath through his nose and then back out through his mouth.

“Thank you,” Nyra said. “Now do the same again.”

Aeden did as he was told and started breathing in and out. With each breath he took, the tremor got easier to manage, and slowly, the clouded red haze that had descended on him began to fade away.

“Why don’t you head over here?” Nyra said.

Aeden took a few moments to respond as he was still gathering himself. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to get so worked up. I didn’t mean to argue back with Master Sorrel, but he was just so pig-headed. He wasn’t listening to me.”

“I understand that. I really do. I just hate feeling you this wound up. That won’t do you good. It won’t do me good. It won’t do anyone any good.”

“Thank you. I’ll just take a few moments to gather myself and then I’ll head over to the hatchery. It’s probably worthwhile catching up with Lyric anyway.”

“Okay,” Nyra said. “Just promise me you won’t do anything stupid.”

“I promise,” Aeden said – something that he knew he needed to stick to. To do that, he needed to allow himself some time before he headed over to the hatchery. He needed to clear his head as best he could.

“I’ll see you soon,” he said. “Please don’t worry about me. I’ll be okay.”

“You calmed down?” Harrison said, catching up to Aeden from behind. “For a second there, I thought you were going to rip that dummy in half.”

“I nearly did,” Aeden said, stepping away from the training dummy, revealing the fractured dent he had created.

“Woah. I knew you became stronger when you bonded with your Aer-Kin. I didn’t realise it would make you that strong so soon. If only it had been Kael standing in your way and not this dummy. That would be something I’d like to see.”

Aeden thought on the sentiment for a moment. It was a good job that no one he had ill feeling towards had been nearby. He dreaded to think what he was capable of when he was angry, especially when the world felt like it was getting on top of him.

“I’ve been forbidden from engaging in combat with anyone from our cohort – whether sparring or in a fight. They see it as an unfair advantage on my part. That’s only something that can be remedied when everyone else has bonded with their Aer-Kin,” Aeden said with a sigh. As much as he would like a confrontation, doing so now wouldn’t be a fair fight, and if anything, Aeden would want to prove that he was better than that – that he could beat him in a fight when it was fair.

“So, what was that all about?” Harrison said. He stepped behind the training dummy and took hold of it on either side, bracing his shoulder up against it. “Go on, give it another hit,” he said. “I mean, I understood everything you said, but even by your standards, that outburst was not like you. Sure, you’re a hothead – you’re not afraid to have a fight – but one thing I’ve never seen you do is start a fight.”

“That wasn’t a fight,” he said. He jabbed at the dummy, Harrison barely managing to hold on.

“Shit,” he said. “I knew you were strong, but wow.”

“It was more a disagreement than a fight,” Aeden said defensively. “I mean, what am I supposed to do? What Master Sorrel said – it was completely wrong.”

Aeden jabbed the dummy another couple of times before Harrison readjusted himself and got into a more comfortable position.

“Look,” Harrison said, “don’t get me wrong, he came across as a little condescending, and I’d like to think that we’re worth more than simple bolt-fodder. Though we are Supports – that’s why we’re at this academy, and that’s why we win battles and wars. Having had a sparring session, I don’t disagree with you in the sense that I kind of like having to fight, and I also agree with you – but what you’re saying requires us to change the way the whole academy thinks, and that isn’t something we’re in a position to do. Not as first years in our first term.”

Aeden knew that Harrison was right, and that frustrated him even more. He gave another jab to the dummy.

“That doesn’t mean that I have to like it,” Aeden said. “It doesn’t mean that I have to agree with everything he says.”

“I understand that, buddy,” Harrison said, “but what you can’t do is go around arguing with everyone, or even picking fights with masters at the academy that you don’t agree with. That is just going to get you into trouble. And if you’re in trouble, so is Nyra.”

Aeden let out a deep, longing sigh. He had been such a hothead. He had allowed his emotions to overcome him and dictate his response.

“What’s happened?” Harrison asked. “I mean, I know what’s happened with your parents, and you’ve made your position clear about Supports being able to fight and what that could’ve meant for your family, but something else has happened. I can tell. You’ve got a look in your eye.”

“Earlier, at the hatchery, I was there with Lyric. We were watching the hatchlings grazing in the field. They were just playing. That’s all they were doing . . .”

Aeden swallowed hard, the lump in his throat getting even bigger. “Orion and Rosheen appeared, with nothing other than tormenting Lyric on their minds. There was no other reason for them to be there. Orion is dangerous. Much more dangerous than we first thought. He has some kind of control ability. He made Midnight attack Bertha. I had to stand and watch as Midnight tore out her own sister’s throat against her will. I had to watch as Lyric’s heart broke, as he lashed out at Midnight . . . as he told her he hated her. That isn’t Lyric. And what’s worse is, he was just as powerless as I was. Orion was demonstrating his ability for the first time.”

“Shit,” Harrison said. “He’s a Controller? Some kind of mind control?”

“I think it’s more than that,” Aeden said. “I don’t know enough about powers and abilities. All I know is that his power makes him one of the most powerful people on academy grounds right now.”

“No wonder Director Vale is literally letting him get away with murder. She must be terrified of him.”

Something clicked in Aeden’s head like a complicated lock. “That’s it. But what if she isn’t letting him? What if the director doesn’t have a choice? What if he’s controlling her? What if the whole reason he’s here is because he’s making her allow him to be here?”

“That makes so much sense,” Harrison said. He braced himself against the training dummy again.

This time, Aeden hit it with a roundhouse to the side, Harrison barely holding on.

“What are we gonna do?” Harrison said. “I mean, how do we stop someone like that?”

Aeden stepped away from the training dummy, allowing Harrison a reprieve.

“I don’t know,” Aeden said. He was out of ideas. How could they face someone so powerful when all he had to do was look at him and he would lose his free will, just like Lyric had, just like Midnight had?

What he did know was that Orion and his sister needed to be stopped. They needed to be away from the academy before anyone else was hurt by them and whatever twisted game they were playing.

“How’s Lyric?” Harrison asked.

“He’s broken,” Aeden said honestly. “Harrison, I’ve never seen him like that. The man lives to nurture the Aer-Kin. I’ve never seen him so angry. I’ve never seen such hatred in his eyes. It scared me. If Orion can do that to him, what can he do to the others at the academy?”

“I don’t want to think about that. But we still don’t know why the fuck they’re here. Maybe it’s about time we tried to find out.”

Aeden raised a quizzical eyebrow at his friend. “Wait a minute,” he said. “Didn’t you just lecture me about staying out of trouble?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Harrison said nonchalantly. “But maybe rather than suppressing that latent rage, we just learn to channel it . . . into the people who deserve it.”

“I’d be no match for Orion. We still don’t know what his Aer-Kin is or even what we think his power is. We can’t verify. We only have speculation.”

Harrison smiled. “That’s exactly it though, don’t you see? If he is a Controller – if he’s using mind control or something like that – then that will mean the faculty want him here even less than we do. And I don’t care how powerful he thinks he is, there’s no way that he and his sister would be able to take on the whole academy at the same time.”

“How would we do that?” Aeden didn’t like where this was going.

“You just leave that to me,” Harrison said.

“Well, before we do anything, I need to head to the hatchery to check on Lyric and Nyra,” Aeden said. He also wanted to check on Midnight. Despite what happened, it hadn’t been her fault. No matter what was said or how Lyric acted towards her, surely he would understand that.

“Do you want me to come with you?” Harrison asked.

“No, that’s okay,” Aeden said. “But thank you. Nyra’s worried about me, so I need to go and see her. Let her see that I’m okay, and that I’ve not done anything stupid.”

“Yet,” Harrison added with another smirk. “Trust me, it’s only a matter of time before we get rid of those twins. And if you’re right about Orion being a Controller, then I think I know exactly what to do.”

“Why does that fill me with fear?” Aeden said. Exactly what was he planning on doing? And how had he gone from being so angry and Harrison worrying about him, to now worrying about Harrison and what he was scheming – especially against someone as dangerous as the Sable twins?

“As I said, you leave that to me,” Harrison said. “I’ll walk you over to the hatchery. At least that way, I can make sure you keep out of trouble. Just remember one thing though, okay?”

“Go on,” Aeden said.

“Just remember that you don’t have to do this alone. I’m here. We’ve got Vivienne. And my future wife, Serene.”

Aeden laughed.

“That’s more like it,” Harrison said. “What I said – you’re not on your own. Please don’t ever think that.”

“Thank you,” Aeden said. The two of them left the sparring pit and headed towards the hatchery, Aeden’s mood lifting. However, his concern over everything that was going on remained the same.
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Aeden arrived at the hatchery to find it unnaturally still. There wasn’t the usual hustle and bustle he had become accustomed to. It was quiet – far quieter than the hatchery had ever been, or at least as Aeden had ever seen. He glanced inside the main barn to find Nyra’s pen empty, though her gate was open. The whelping pen was also vacant, with only the final empty shelves of the newly hatched eggs remaining. Curious as to where Nyra was, Aeden followed the path outside around to the large open field, where he imagined the rest of the remaining Aer-Kin were. He had no idea what to expect when he got there, and part of him dreaded what he was walking into. As he approached and entered the field, he could see Lyric, stood in solitude by a small pyre. He was tending to what Aeden assumed was Bertha’s body, judging by the cloth-covered figure resting on top of the pyre in front of him. Speckles of blood seeped through the white cloth. Nyra was also in the field. She wasn’t facing Lyric. Her focus was on the rest of the hatchlings, as if watching over them. Her expression was serious, as though she didn’t want to be there but knew she had to be. Pretty much all of the Aer-Kin were on the far side of the field, drinking from the troughs. They did like their milk, and today was no exception, as they all playfully fought one another to get a drink – as if nothing had happened, as if none of them had even noticed that Bertha was dead. That was, except for Midnight, who sat on the opposite side, in the shadows of Lyric’s workshop, which butted up against the outer edge of the field. She was low, her features sloped, her wings wrapped around her, covering her body as if trying to hide from the world, her head bowed down. She was almost unrecognisable against her usual playful demeanour, and that in itself broke Aeden’s heart. He watched on for a few moments. He wanted to go over to Midnight, but at the same time, he wanted to respect that she might want to be alone. He still didn’t know how she would react if he got too close, and there were things he’d like to keep, such as all his limbs.

“Is everything okay?” Aeden asked Nyra through the Weave.

Her gaze did not falter as she continued to watch the hatchlings. “They all seem okay,” she said. “But I thought I best help out given that Lyric is not himself.” She looked across at Midnight. Aeden could feel a rush of sadness through the Weave. “The youngling is not eating or drinking,” she said. “This is a concern, especially at this age. She needs to continue to feed, or she will lose weight and not grow as she should. This is something that Lyric would normally pick up on, but from what I can tell, he’s completely ignoring her. Not just her, the others too. He put the milk out for them, but he didn’t speak to them like he usually does. He didn’t laugh or pet them. He just did what he had to before leaving. I don’t like it, Aeden. He’s not himself.”

“I’m sure he’ll appreciate you helping out, especially with him not needing to ask you,” Aeden said. This wasn’t like Lyric at all.

“Luckily, there are others that help out at the hatchery. Otherwise, I don’t know what the Aer-Kin would do. We need Lyric. We need him to be back to normal. Please fix him,” she said.

If only it was that easy. If only Aeden could press a magic button and make all of these issues disappear. If only his healing magic would allow him to bring Bertha back, to make Lyric feel like himself again. That’s all he wanted in this moment. This whole situation was so fucked up, and Aeden hated it.

With a deep sigh, Aeden entered the field and walked over to Lyric, who continued to stand solemnly by Bertha’s consecrated body.

Aeden had never seen a pyre before. He knew Lyric did something with the bodies of hatchlings that didn’t make it, just like the one Aeden had seen hatch stillborn. But that didn’t make seeing this setup any easier to process. The ground was scorched, blackened from previous pyres that Lyric must have lit.

As he got closer, he could see the detail that Lyric had gone into to ensure that Bertha had a send-off that would rival most riders. He was close enough now to see that Lyric wasn’t tending to Bertha’s body; he was tending to the wood and flowers bedded around her. It was a pleasant, alluring smell, sweet with a hint of almonds. Large purple flower heads were scattered around Bertha and on top of the cloth that draped over her body.

“Lyric?” Aeden said.

Lyric didn’t respond, placing the final two pieces of wood in his hand beside the dead Aer-Kin hatchling.

Aeden stood in silence, taking up position beside Lyric. Even if he didn’t want to speak, the best he could do was be here for him, as he was sure Nyra could be for him, if he needed her.

The two of them stood in stony silence, Lyric’s eyes unmoving as he watched over Bertha as if he expected her to sit up at any moment – as if this whole thing had been a silly game.

“Aeden,” Nyra said.

“What is it, girl?”

“It’s the youngling. She’s right behind you.”

Aeden turned around, and his heart sank. Nyra was right. Midnight had crept up behind them, slowly and nervously, almost crawling along the ground like a snake.

This wasn’t good. What was she thinking?

Aeden took a step towards her, trying his hardest to shoo her away as quietly and delicately as he could. There was nothing he could do to stop Lyric from noticing her as he spun around to face her.

“Get out of here!” he snarled, anger in his eyes. His cheeks were red, his face blotched. “I don’t want to see you. I can’t stand to see you!” He smashed his hands together in a loud, thunderous clap. “Go on! Get out of here!” he roared.

Midnight let out a fearful cry before shooting backwards, spinning in a circle, and running off back towards the shadows of the workshop, where she cowered like a small child, shaking and fearful.

Aeden hated seeing Lyric like this. He hated that he was being so aggressive towards Midnight, and he hated to see Midnight so scared of him.

“Lyric, please,” Aeden said. “You need to stop.”

“Don’t defend her,” he said coldly. There was no expression in his voice. “There is no defending what she did.”

“She’s just a hatchling,” Aeden said. This didn’t feel right. He knew that Lyric didn’t speak like this.

“Do you think I don’t know that? Do you think I don’t realise that Orion was controlling her, that he made her kill Bertha?” Lyric’s voice turned to a deep grumble. “I feel like a monster. I realise I shouldn’t feel the way I feel. Midnight is just as innocent in all of this – but that doesn’t mean I am able to forgive her. That I can unsee what she did to . . .” His voice broke, pain etched into every fibre of his being as he stared at Bertha’s covered body. “This is Orion’s doing, but that doesn’t make this any easier. I understand exactly what happened. I can rationalise everything that happened. But I cannot shake the feelings I know I harbour towards the Aer-Kin.”

Lyric’s words cut like a knife. If he understood what happened – if he knew Orion was controlling Midnight and that she hadn’t acted of her own volition – then why was he treating her this way? Aeden could understand him being upset, but to actively treat Midnight like this? That was just wrong.

“Lyric, I don’t know what to say,” Aeden said, his mind drawing blanks.

“Remember, you can’t fix everything,” Nyra said, reaching out through the Weave.

It was the nudge he needed. Perhaps the situation didn’t call for conversation or words or for Lyric to be challenged on the matter. As far as Aeden could see, he still needed to process his grief. His destroyed soul was a by-product of what had happened.

So Aeden fell silent, not wanting to push any further than he already had. He turned to face Bertha’s covered body and instead took the opportunity for a moment of quiet reflection.

After a few moments, Lyric did the same, breathing in and out slowly as if trying his best to calm himself. At least his focus wasn’t on Midnight now, who was hopelessly isolated by the workshop.

“Can you keep an eye on her through the Weave?” Aeden asked.

“Yes,” Nyra replied. “I’ll move closer to her and let her know that she isn’t on her own. I don’t like how isolated she is, and this isn’t a good sign from the other Aer-Kin. They may attack her.”

“Thank you,” Aeden said before focusing on Bertha once more.

“She was such a playful Aer-Kin. She didn’t deserve this,” Lyric said. “She was the gentlest soul.” He lit a torch to his side, using some flint he pulled from his pocket. The flames lit up his darkened eyes, magnifying the deep wrinkles on his face. Taking hold of the torch, Lyric placed it down on the pyre, slowly, almost hesitantly.

“Goodbye, Bertha,” he said.

Flames engulfed the pyre as a boundary of fire surrounded her, licking up at the sheet covering her. They quickly caught fire and vanished, whipping up a stream of dark smoke. For the first time, Aeden could see Bertha. She looked peaceful in the position Lyric had placed her, like she was sleeping.

“Rest well,” Aeden said. He thought for a moment about the life she could have had, the life she should have had, but that had all been taken away. For what?

It didn’t take long for Bertha to be completely engulfed in flames. Aeden had to take a step back from the heat it was kicking out. Lyric, however, remained still, and for a moment, Aeden worried he might jump into the pyre with the hatchling.

“I appreciate you being here, Aeden. I really do.”

“It was the least I could do,” Aeden said, taking another slight step back from the heat. He thought back to Bertha’s death. Was there anything he could have done differently? Should he have?

“I wish I could have done something to help,” Aeden finally said. He didn’t know what that help would’ve looked like, but his own guilt had started to manifest.

“Don’t be daft. There’s nothing you could have done to change that outcome,” Lyric said. “That bastard came here to cause trouble, and that’s what he did. He’s a Controller, you know. He can bend your free will. I’d bet this hatchery on his power being Manipulate.” He looked across at Aeden. “But you’d already figured that out, hadn’t you?”

Aeden nodded as the two of them continued to pay their respects to Bertha.

“Do you know what it felt like? To be frozen, unable to move despite willing it more than anything in this world? I would have jumped between Bertha and Midnight. I would’ve let her tear me limb from limb,” he said. “But he made sure I couldn’t. He didn’t even have to open his mouth. It was an intense pressure in my head. Then the intrusive thoughts started to argue, telling me not to move from the spot. I knew it was nonsense – I knew it wasn’t real – but it was as if my legs had become one with the earth, like I was a tree. Completely unmovable. I wanted to help. I wanted to get to her. But the more I thought about it, the harder it became to focus. And now . . . now she’s gone. And there ain’t no magic in this world that will bring her back. And Midnight . . .” Lyric glanced over his shoulder at the Aer-Kin once again. “I know it isn’t her fault. Honestly, I do. But all I can think about is Bertha’s final moments, and her ripping her throat out. I can’t be around her, Aeden. I don’t trust myself around her.”

Did Lyric really mean that? Was he capable of retaliation in such a way? Aeden found that hard to believe, but that didn’t make it cause him any less concern.

Smoke rose high into the air, and Aeden realised why Lyric had added so many flowers to the fire. It gave the smoke a strong floral smell, like burning grass, but perfumed. It was to mask the smell of burning flesh, and Aeden was grateful for that.

“What are you going to do about Midnight?” Aeden wondered if he needed to stay with her, to ensure Lyric didn’t do anything stupid while he wasn’t there.

“I don’t know. I’ll ask one of the hatchery hands to manage her for now. As I said, I can’t be around her right now. I can only hope, in time, that will change.”

“I hope it does too,” Aeden said. “The hatchery needs their master.”

As Aeden reflected on the events, he found himself simmering underneath the surface. Much like Lyric, he wanted to retaliate, but not towards Midnight. He knew exactly who he held responsible for all of this, and the fire in front of him had reignited that ever-burning flame within. He would make Orion pay for this. For Bertha, for Lucien and anyone else who they had harmed in their time at the academy. He couldn’t let him continue to manipulate everyone like he was doing. He wondered for a moment what Harrison’s plan was, then his thoughts were interrupted by Nyra again.

“You’re getting angry again, Aeden. Please, this isn’t the time,” she said. This was more of a scolding than a request, Nyra herself getting frustrated at Aeden. It was the first time he had felt her feel this way, especially in a negative way towards him.

“I’m trying,” he said.

“Try harder. Lyric needs you. So do the rest of us.”

It was enough to cause Aeden to stop ruminating. For now, at least. But sooner or later, Aeden felt like he was going to explode, and he worried for whoever it was that got in his way when he did.
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Aeden was traversing through the narrow stone corridors of the academy. It was relatively quiet, with just a handful of students gathering around, as it was early evening. There was still plenty of natural light entering through the tall windows, but the lamplighters had started their evening patrols, giving the corridors a soft orange glow. It was relatively serene – almost calm – which was a stark contrast to how Aeden was feeling. He had left Lyric feeling more than a little frustrated. His mood had already been on edge before he went to the hatchery, following his confrontation with Master Sorrel, but that visit had done nothing to lift his spirits. Yes, he was frustrated. Yes, he wanted to prove that Supports could be so much more than what was expected of them. But now he felt like he was grieving not just for an Aer-Kin he hardly knew, but also for Lucien. After all, if not for him saving Aeden from drowning in the lake, he might not still be here. He had only seen Bertha a handful of times before her death, and he didn’t know whether his feelings were more conflicted because of Lyric’s reaction than the actual death of the hatchling.

All he knew in this moment was that he needed to find Harrison, who had told him earlier that he had some kind of plan to deal with Orion. Whatever that plan was, Aeden needed to know it. He needed to find him now, because Orion couldn’t be allowed to get away with what he had done. His Manipulation – or whatever his controlling ability truly was – had to be stopped. And that needed to happen now.

Why train us to reach into the Weave, only to cower behind others? Aeden ruminated on the thought for a moment. He was done hiding. For once, a Support was going to take control of the situation.

He had already been to the bunkhouse, but Harrison was nowhere to be seen. Neither were Vivienne and Serene, for that matter. He had headed there as soon as he’d left the hatchery, and when he couldn’t find them, his next port of call was the dining hall. Given the time, he imagined that would be the next best place to look. He knew that if he could find Serene, he’d be able to find Harrison.

What made the situation worse was the smell. Thick smoke clung to him, choking him, sticking to his clothes like an unwanted reminder of where he had been. He desperately needed a bath to freshen up. The smoke had bedded into his clothes and his hair, with ash and soot smudged into his shirt.

As much as Aeden tried to think about something else, his thoughts kept spiralling. He couldn’t stop seeing Bertha’s face laid on the fire, her eyes closed, peaceful and unassuming. He kept ruminating over Lyric’s behaviour and attitude towards Midnight. He had said he hated her – that he was scared of what he might do to her. That concerned Aeden more than anything. It was a blessing that he had Nyra to remain at the hatchery to keep an eye on Midnight and make sure she was okay.

Then his thoughts drifted to Midnight herself. The poor Aer-Kin, only a youngling, already chastised by her brothers and sisters, and her hatchery master – all through no fault of her own.

Maybe Master Sorrel was right. Maybe I shouldn’t be here. Maybe it would be better for everyone if I just left.

He knew the thought was ridiculous, but he couldn’t help himself. Ever since getting here, it had been setback after setback, and the whole situation was just getting more and more fucked.

As he approached the dining hall, he hoped beyond anything that his friends would be there. Just for this evening, he didn’t want any drama. He couldn’t cope with anything else.

“Harrington,” Kael said, leaning against the wall. Aeden hadn’t even noticed him until he shot past. There was a smugness in his voice that told Aeden straight away that this was not a conversation he wanted. “Why are you in such a rush?” he said.

There was no one else standing with him. Kael was on his own, which made the situation even stranger. Kael was never alone. He was too calculating for that. But Aeden couldn’t help but think that he was exactly where he wanted to be.

“Not now, Kael. I don’t have time for this,” Aeden said, trying to cut the conversation short before it even started.

“What’s with the hostility?” Kael asked. Gods, Aeden would love to wipe that smug face off his head if given the opportunity. He knew in an instant he needed to get away, and fast. This was not the place or the time.

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look like you need a bath. I mean, you absolutely stink of smoke. I saw the pyre over at the hatchery. I assume you were there. Don’t tell me something happened to your precious Aer-Kin. That would be a delightful end to my day.”

“Fuck you,” Aeden said, slowly and controlled.

“Oh, did I hit a nerve? At least if it’s dead, the natural order has been restored, because let’s face it – neither of you are good enough for this academy.”

Aeden knew he shouldn’t stop. He knew he should’ve just carried on to the dining hall and caught up with his friends. That was where safety was. That was where he could regroup and come up with a plan to deal with Orion. In every scenario that ran through his head, it hadn’t accounted for him coming face to face with Kael, especially when he was feeling like this. And the fact that Kael was pushing his buttons made his reaction almost inevitable.

“I said fuck off,” he warned with slow, concise words.

Kael, however, took that as a challenge.

He took a step towards Aeden, a smug slither of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “What’s wrong? Did I hit a nerve?” Kael said as he approached. “The worst thing you ever did was grace this academy’s halls.”

Kael stopped in his tracks, bringing his hand to his chin and thinking in an over-the-top kind of way.

“Come to think of it, that’s a lie. Everyone knows the worst thing was you bonding with that runt. It brings shame to this academy. The fact they’ve allowed you both to stay here shows changes need to be made. Don’t worry, that’ll all be getting fixed soon. I’ve made sure of that,” he said, his grin returning as he stared challengingly at Aeden.

“What have you done?” Aeden demanded.

“Only what should’ve been done when you first brought that wretched thing into the academy grounds. In fact, I’m pretty sure Orion was really appreciative of our little conversation.”

That was all Aeden needed. That was the excuse he’d been waiting for. Without a moment’s hesitation, he balled his hand into a tight fist, cracked his knuckles, then launched forward, slamming it into Kael’s cheek.

The connection was satisfying. Aeden had wanted that for so long. Kael was sent sprawling backwards from the sucker punch, blood splattering from his mouth as he slid down the hallway on the polished stone floor.

The students nearby stopped dead in their tracks. They wanted to see exactly what was happening.

“You motherfucker,” Aeden snapped. “What have you done?”

Kael groaned, climbing back to his feet, wiping his bleeding lip with the back of his hand.

“I’ve already told you,” he said, raising his fists and charging towards Aeden. He unleashed a haymaker from the side, but Aeden blocked it, then leaned back and slammed both fists into Kael’s chest.

Fury filled every part of him as Kael staggered backwards, barely able to stand.

“I can’t tell you how long I’ve wanted to do that,” Aeden said. He grabbed hold of his shirt and tore it downwards, revealing his scarred chest from their last altercation. “Ever since you did this to me.”

Aeden didn’t give Kael a moment to think. He flew at him again, diving and spearing him into the ground. By this time, more students had begun to gather, some even running to fetch their friends.

Aeden’s head was gone. He needed to punish Kael. He needed to prove he wasn’t just a Support. That in a one-on-one fight, he could beat him. That he was better than him. Better than anyone at the academy.

Kael put his hands up to defend himself from the ground as Aeden straddled him, knees pinning him down. Then he started raining down blows, over and over again – arms, chest, face – pummelling Kael.

Each blow felt like a breath released. Like each and every one of his problems were being resolved with every thunderous strike.

He didn’t care about the consequences. He just wanted to make the dickhead pay for everything he’d done since Aeden’s first day.

Kael’s face became bloodied and bruised, his arms falling limp by his sides as Aeden continued to beat down on him.

Shocked gasps came from the crowd. Everyone watched on as Aeden lost all control.

Someone grabbed him from behind.

“Aeden, stop! That’s enough!” It was Rowan. She tried desperately to pull him back, but he shook her off and drove another punch into Kael’s nose with a satisfying crunch.

“Get off me!” Aeden said.

“You’ve proved your point – Cass, do something!” she cried.

Cassian also tried to pull Aeden away, but at this stage, a full swarm of Aer-Kin attached by ropes wouldn’t have stopped him.

Aeden wanted to kill Kael.

But that would be too easy. That would be too much of a kindness. Aeden didn’t want this to end.

He focused on the Weave and channelled his magic. “You want to see what a healer can do?” Aeden snarled.

He focused power into his hands, which started to vibrate with a soft white glow. He pressed his hand against Kael’s side and focused that power. The throbbing sensation in his fingers intensified as he squeezed tightly, threatening to crush bone.

With a rasping gasp, Kael’s eyes shot wide open, and he sat upright. The room gasped once more.

Kael’s wounds were healed. His face was bloodied, but his nose was no longer crooked. His split lip had sealed over.

“What are you doing?” he begged. He tried to lash out at Aeden, but Aeden grabbed his arm and slammed his forehead into Kael’s face again, causing his nose to explode once more.

“You think you’re better than me? Better than everyone else at this academy? Look at you, getting your arse kicked by a healer.”

Aeden continued the assault, hammering down on Kael’s face and cheeks, then grabbed his shoulders and slammed his head against the floor.

“Aeden, stop! Please!” Rowan begged. “We need to stop him – he’s going to kill him!”

“That would be too kind,” Aeden muttered. He channelled his magic again to heal Kael once more.

“Had enough?” Aeden said as Kael’s nose snapped back into place. He was weary. Though his injuries weren’t causing pain because of the healing, it was still clearly affecting him.

Kael rolled his head to the side and spat out a pool of blood.

“What the shit is going on here?” Harrison said as he entered the crowd.

“He’s out of control!” Rowan cried. “He’s going to kill him!”

Kael was exhausted, confused, broken. He looked around, dazed.

Aeden leaned down, his mouth close to Kael’s ear. “Know that I beat you. Know that if you ever come near me or Nyra again, I will kill you.”

He sat back up and hammered a final fist into Kael’s cheek, knocking him out cold.

A giant hand grabbed Aeden by the scruff of the neck and hauled him up. He recognised the grip – it was Master Storme who slammed Aeden against the wall and pressed his forearm to his chest.

“What have you done?” Master Storme growled, looking across at the unconscious Kael, sprawled out in a pool of blood. “Don’t just stand there – fetch Mistress Plato at once!”

A nearby student took off running. Aeden continued to struggle in vain against Master Storme’s iron grip.

“Let me go! It’s no less than what he deserved!”

“What did I tell you in training?” Master Storme growled. “You’re out of control. Just like those students who attacked you. I thought you were better than that.”

“Like fuck you did,” Aeden snapped.

“Well, well, well,” Orion said. “Isn’t this simply delightful? You can stop fighting now.”

The anger in Aeden remained, but his resistance faded in an instant. A darkness entered his soul – a cold sensation that cut through to his bones, like being in a dark, damp cave. He had never felt so alone, so vulnerable. Was Orion using his powers on him? He must’ve been.

And that thought sent a chill through Aeden’s entire body.

Especially now that Kael had told him all he needed to know about Nyra.
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Aeden wanted to fight with everything he had inside, but no matter how hard he tried, no matter how much he wanted to push back against Master Storme, he couldn’t. It was such a strange sensation, like his mind wasn’t communicating with the rest of his body. He felt like a passenger. He looked down at his arms, his hands resting gently against his sides.

“How are you doing that?” Aeden asked, still able to speak.

Orion chuckled to himself as he took a step closer. A coldness entered Aeden’s core, like ice in his veins. The overwhelming feeling of hopelessness was almost too much to face.

“Well, you can’t expect me to say it out loud, can you? But I think you understand. Nod if you understand,” he said with a smirk.

Aeden nodded against his will.

“You can’t get away with what you’re doing here.” Aeden’s tone did not match his calm, obedient body.

“I think you can let go of him. I don’t think he’s going to cause us any more trouble,” Orion said.

Master Storme did as he was told and released him. Aeden’s feet touched the floor, and he stood of his own accord.

“Don’t make the mistake of thinking I need to open my mouth to communicate with you. I can make you do things, things you would have no control over. You’re not strong enough to face me. No one at this academy is.”

Orion’s words pierced Aeden’s mind much like Nyra did through the Weave. But this, this was painful. Like needles in the back of his skull. Sharp and uncomfortable.

“My dear boy, as long as I have eyes on you, I can make you do anything I want.”

Aeden held on to that information. He already had a theory, but Orion had just confirmed it. He was sure that when Orion’s line of sight broke, so did his control.

“Aeden, what’s happening? You’re scaring me,” Nyra said.

“Don’t communicate with your Aer-Kin,” Orion said, as if he’d heard Nyra.

Aeden’s mind raced. Could he really hear Nyra? Or was that a precaution? Aeden tried, he tried with everything he had to reach her, to let her know what was happening, but the harder he tried, the more he seemed to forget how to communicate through the Weave. Since they’d bonded, their connection had become like breathing, free and easy, something that just happened. Now, it was like Aeden didn’t even know how. As if his mouth had been stitched shut. He knew how to form the words, but he simply couldn’t say them, and that terrified him.

He looked around the room, panicking. Should he run? Should he just get to Nyra and make their escape?

“Don’t even think about it,” Orion said. “You’re not going to run. You’re going to stand there and listen to everything I have to say.”

Orion spoke without moving his lips. No one could see what he was doing as Aeden lost the ability to speak aloud as well as through the Weave.

Aeden gave a desperate, pleading look to Harrison, whose eyes were wide. Rowan was on her knees beside Kael, which felt strange to see, especially given that he had just fought her cousin. Vivienne and Serene were beside Harrison, bedded into the ever-growing crowd. Rosheen was leaning nonchalantly against the wall. She didn’t seem interested, but she followed her brother everywhere.

“I don’t think we have to worry about this cohort,” Rosheen said. “Especially the Supports. They’re all pathetically weak.”

“That they are, sister,” Orion said. “ I am, however, interested in your Aer-Kin, and why it still draws breath. As far as I understand it, crippled and deformed Aer-Kin should be destroyed before they even have the opportunity to hatch, let alone parade around the academy.” There was anger in Orion’s voice. He was appalled, no, disgusted as he sneered at Aeden. “The fact that the academy chose to hide this from us tells me there’s more to this story,” Orion said, taking another step towards Aeden. “The question is, why would they do that?”

“Aeden? Aeden, why aren’t you answering me? I don’t like this. Something feels different. Strange. There’s a darkness . . . like, I know you’re there, but you’re shrouded by shadows,” Nyra said. She was panicking, and that only made Aeden feel worse. He wanted to reach out to her, reassure her, but he couldn’t.

“Tell me, Master Storme, is there more to this Aer-Kin?” Orion demanded.

Master Storme puffed his chest and stood proudly. “That isn’t for me to say,” he said.

Not the response Aeden had expected. He’d thought Master Storme would have leaped at the opportunity to speak against Nyra, but instead, he stood stony-faced. He was no more pleased to see Orion than Aeden was.

Orion’s gaze dropped from Aeden to Master Storme. The weight lifted instantly. Aeden could breathe again. The fog in his mind cleared. He looked down at his hand, he could move his fingers. The connection was broken.

“Nyra, it’s Orion. He has some kind of Dominance ability. He can make people do what he wants. He’s here now, and I’m scared they’re going to come for you.”

Aeden took a step forward. Orion looked back, and the cold, empty feeling shrouded Aeden once again.

“Now, now, don’t do anything stupid,” Orion said, reaching out to him through his own form of the Weave.

Aeden wondered if the communication worked both ways, just like it did with Nyra, who he still couldn’t reach.

“How are you doing this?” Aeden asked.

Orion’s brow furrowed. He looked confused.

“You won’t win. Whatever game you’re playing, I won’t let you win,” Aeden said defiantly.

“How are you doing that?” Orion said. “You shouldn’t be able to communicate back to me. My power is called Dominance, if you must know. And I am growing a little tired of you, and this entire academy. I think it’s about time I made an example of students like you and that thing you call your Aer-Kin.”

“Leave her out of this! She hasn’t done anything wrong!” Aeden demanded.

“She is an abomination. She will be terminated,” Orion said.

He kept his eyes fixed on Aeden and called out, “Rosheen, why don’t you head to the hatchery and put that blasted thing out of its misery?”

Rosheen smiled and pushed off the wall, reaching for her sword. “Finally, some action,” she said.

“No! You can’t, I won’t let you!” Aeden said.

Orion laughed. “And what exactly do you think you can do? You’re absolutely feeble. Although looking at what you did to him” – he gestured to Kael – “I can see you’re a good fighter. Either that, or he’s a pathetic Offence class, bested by a Support.”

Kael was now standing, Mistress Plato helping him. One of his friends stood at his side, Rowan on the other.

Aeden wanted to fight back. He didn’t care how powerful Orion was. He had no idea how strong he was physically, but this power was overwhelming. He had no idea how to beat him.

“As I’ve said multiple times, this academy’s standards have slipped far below what we would expect. That needs to change, and to do that, I need to set an example. So I’m going to start with you. Not just for attacking another student, but also for bonding with that wretched Aer-Kin.”

He was putting on a show, waving his hands as he monologued, ensuring everyone knew what he was doing.

Aeden tried desperately to fight back, but it was pointless. He couldn’t move.

“I’m torn between killing you on the spot or dragging you down to the hatchery to watch us execute it.”

“Don’t you talk about her like that!” Aeden snapped. “Don’t you dare lay a finger on her, or I will kill you!”

“As impressed as I am that you’re able to reach back to me despite me Dominating you . . . what exactly do you think you can do? You’re just a first-year student and I” – he paused, almost hesitating. “Well, I’m so much more.”

A thunderous roar echoed down the hallway. Aeden snapped his head up. There was a loud smash, followed by screaming students, and another roar. Students began to scatter.

Orion, however, kept his gaze firmly on Aeden.

Harrison shot out from the fragmented crowd and shoulder-barged Orion in the back, breaking the connection. Aeden darted left, aiming to get into the crowd and make it to Nyra before Rosheen did.

Chaos erupted as heavy footsteps barrelled towards them.

“Aeden! Aeden, where are you?” It was Nyra.

“Nyra, I’m here! We need to get you away from the hatchery!”

When he looked up, it was to see Nyra bounding down the hallway towards him.

Then it dawned on Aeden. The roar had been Nyra. She had broken into the academy. She had come to save him. But that was exactly what he didn’t want.

Aeden rushed towards her. He needed to get to her before Orion or Rosheen did. But he couldn’t see either of them. His stomach churned with dread.

“I’m here!” Aeden reached out to her, trying to calm her, but she was panicked, tricked, desperate to find him and save him.

Everyone cleared the way, except two people standing defiantly in her path.

It was Orion and Rosheen, swords drawn, ready to strike.

“Don’t let him make eye contact with you!” Aeden warned.

Nyra bucked up into the air, raising her front legs, ready to stamp them down like hammers. She roared as her feet slammed onto the floor in front of them. A warning shot.

Aeden had never seen her look so fierce.

Rosheen swiped at her with her blade, narrowly missing her wing. Orion moved to strike next, but Nyra reared again, his blade slicing only air.

“Careful, Nyra! Their attacks are getting too close. If you get a chance to leave, go! I’ll follow you!” Aeden shouted.

“They attacked me out of nowhere. I only came to help you!”

“These are the bad guys, Nyra. Orion is the one who was Dominating me. I tried to reach you, but I couldn’t.”

Nyra remained upright longer than she should’ve. When she finally fell forward, both Orion and Rosheen were ready.

As her legs landed, the floor trembled. Orion’s blade sliced into her leg. Nyra screamed in pain as blood seeped from the wound.

“Nyra! No!” Aeden cried.

Orion raised his blade again. Aeden wasn’t fast enough to reach her. His heart sank. She was in pain, and he was powerless.

“Leave her alone!” he screamed.

Rosheen turned to him, sword raised. Aeden had no weapon. If he had to run through her to get to Nyra, he would. He would bring the hells with him.

Out of nowhere, a boulder-like fist smashed into Rosheen, sending her flying into the wall. It was Master Storme.

He grabbed Orion’s collar and threw him across the floor, sliding towards Aeden.

Seeing his opportunity, Aeden jumped over Orion and sprinted to Nyra.

“It hurts so bad,” she said as he approached, blood pooling around her foot.

“I’ve got you,” Aeden said.

Suddenly his legs were taken out from beneath him. He hit the floor face-first. The taste of iron filled his mouth. His head rattled as his jaw slammed into stone.

Orion had grabbed his ankle.

Master Storme was quick to grab Aeden and help him up.

Orion and Rosheen gathered themselves, ready to fight again. Aeden stood side by side with Master Storme, something he never thought would happen.

“Try not to make eye contact with him,” Aeden said. “His power is called Dominance.”

“I know all about it,” Master Storme said as he readied himself.

“As far as I can tell, he can only focus on one person at a time. So as long as we distract him, we should be okay,” Aeden said.

“They’ve got swords though, that puts them at an advantage,” Master Storme said.

“We’ve got Nyra,” Aeden replied defiantly.

Orion and Rosheen growled. Rosheen had a cut above her left eye. Orion’s lip was split.

“You will pay for this insolence,” Orion said.

“With blood,” Rosheen finished.

“Nyra, can you walk?” Aeden asked. “I promise, as soon as we’re done, I’ll heal your leg.”

“I’m not Leaving you!” she protested.

“I’m not asking, I’m telling you. Get away. We’ll hold them off as long as we can. Now go.”

As Aeden and Master Storme readied themselves, Director Vale appeared with Mistress Plato, Master Sorrel, and several other masters.

To Aeden’s surprise, they lined up one by one at his side.

“I think it’s clear that you two have outstayed your welcome at Aviara Academy,” Director Vale said. “Your manipulation ends here. You can tell your master that we will not change our ways, and you will not intimidate us.” She raised her hands, magic crackling between her fingertips.

One by one, each of the other masters drew on their powers, channelling through the Weave and their Aer-Kin. The air charged like a storm in a teacup.

Orion laughed, clearly not intimidated. He stepped forward.

Master Storme lived up to his name, cracking a bolt of lightning at Orion’s feet, shattering the tile as a warning.

Rosheen grabbed her brother’s arm. “This will not end well for either of us. The odds aren’t in our favour.”

Orion shrugged her off, face contorted with rage.

“You will pay for this insolence!” he roared. “You have no idea who you’re messing with, but you will regret this day!”

He turned and marched away. Rosheen followed.

“This is not good,” Director Vale said.

“I had little choice but to get involved,” Master Storme replied.

“I still worry about the consequences for the academy.” Director Vale was a ghostly white, all colour drained as worry etched into her face.

“Let them come,” Storme said.

Aeden didn’t know why the academy had stepped in to rescue them, but he sure as hell was grateful they had.
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Aeden stood outside Director Vale’s office wondering what the consequences of his actions would be. There was so much that had happened in such a short space of time that he needed to process.

His hands were clammy, his temperature raised just like his heart rate. He was nervous, and for good reason. Was he going to be kicked out of the academy for what he did to Kael? As he had been told repeatedly, Kael was a Blackthorn, and it likely wouldn’t be long before his family found out what Aeden had done. Were they going to do something to Nyra for her breaching the academy walls, too? What was going to be his punishment for his attack on Kael? Master Storme had warned him about his conduct and his responsibility given the advantage he had over the other first-year students through his premature connection to the Weave.

It had been chaos in the aftermath of the Sable twins’ departure, with Aeden not expecting things to end the way they had. The faculty had stood side by side with him in facing off against them. But this had only added further confusion for Aeden. Why now? Why would the very people who Aeden was certain hated him leap to his defence when it wasn’t exactly unusual for students to lose their lives during the brutal training at the academy?

At least Nyra was okay, that was all Aeden truly cared about at this stage. For a moment he had faced a fear he didn’t know possible when he had witnessed her standing up to both Orion and Rosheen. She had pushed past her own fear to get to Aeden, to make sure he was okay, to protect him from harm, regardless of the consequences for her.

She could survive if Aeden’s life was to end – that was the way the Weave worked. It was only fatal to humans connected to the Weave if their Aer-Kin passed.

The fact that she was willing to fight to protect Aeden made his heart swell with a warmth he couldn’t explain. She was his and he was hers. She had been braver than Aeden would ever expect her to be, and she had now saved his life on more than one occasion.

Aeden’s legs were like dead weights, his head shrouded in a thick fog of exhaustion ever since he had drawn on his connection to the Weave to heal Nyra’s leg. Orion had left a nasty gash to her leg before he departed, which thankfully Aeden was able to seal shut. He wasn’t able to heal it fully; he wasn’t strong enough despite his best efforts. It had taken Harrison and Vivienne dragging him away to stop him from draining his own life force in trying to heal her. He had done enough to stem the bleeding, and now she was back at the hatchery where other healers from the academy were supporting her.

Aeden had promised her he would head straight across to check on her, only to be chastised publicly by a furious Master Storme, who had then marched him here where Aeden had been stood for some time.

Director Vale and Master Storme were inside as well as Mistress Jara and Master Sorrel, shortly followed by Mistress Plato and a bedraggled Kael, who was no doubt present to give his version of events. He had looked worse for wear, his colour ashen, his clothes torn and ragged.

Aeden could hear muffled words coming from inside, but he couldn’t make out what was being said. Every now and again Master Storme’s voice would boom in likely disagreement as Aeden continued to wait patiently to find out what was to become of him.

When the door opened, Aeden snapped his head up and stood upright as best he could, placing his hands formally by his side. How his body ached, not like bruising from fighting with Kael, aside from his throbbing hand, but like he had been on a long exercise with no sleep. His eyes were heavy, his breathing laboured from exhaustion. If it was going to leave him feeling like this, he had learnt firsthand the consequences of drawing too much power from the Weave when not trained or attuned.

Kael was the first to leave, accompanied by Mistress Plato, who wore a concerned expression. He looked up at Aeden before quickly avoiding eye contact, a thin silver scar now present over one of his eyebrows.

That brought more comfort to Aeden than it perhaps should have, and he was conflicted as to why he felt guilty about it. Kael had deserved that. He had deserved every single blow that Aeden had rained down on him, his only regret being that it wasn’t more prolonged, that he didn’t hurt him more. It was no less than what he deserved for what he had done, not just for branding Aeden with the coward’s mark, but for putting Nyra’s life at risk by telling Orion all about her and her damaged wings, which in turn put Aeden’s life at risk, as it was linked to hers.

The thought of Kael avoiding eye contact brought a smile to Aeden, and he knew from Kael’s shrunken body language that maybe he had finally learnt his lesson; moving forward, he would be best leaving Aeden and Nyra alone.

Mistress Plato gave Aeden a look of disappointment before shaking her head. “This is not what healers do. In fact, it is quite the opposite,” she said as the two of them made their way down the darkened hall.

“Good,” Aeden muttered under his breath, still harbouring the sentiment of defiance. He didn’t want to be like the other healers. He wanted to forge his own path rather than being confined to the healers quarters for the rest of his life.

“Inside, Harrington,” Master Storme grumbled as he filled the frame of the door. His expression was more one of frustration tinged with disappointment as he stepped inside, allowing Aeden the space to pass by him.

Doing as he was instructed, Aeden entered the room to find Director Vale sat at her table, with Master Sorrel and Mistress Jara stood on either side of her.

Both Director Vale and Mistress Jara were expressionless as they waited for Aeden to enter, but Master Sorrel looked as though he had sat on something sharp as he tutted at the sight of Aeden and turned his head slightly.

Were things really that bad that the old master couldn’t bear to even look at him?

Master Storme shut the door behind Aeden with a thud, which caused Aeden to jump. The atmosphere inside the room was cold and formal, the room itself almost clinical in how pristine and meticulously placed everything was.

Director Vale’s office was spacious, with a dark wood floor that was varnished, giving it a shine from the lanterns on the walls. In the centre of the room sat Director Vale’s table, filled with scrolls and letters that were stacked up tidily. In front of her was a quill and inkpot and a half-written letter placed on the centre of the table. Behind her was a large oak bookcase that completely filled the wall. It was filled entirely with leather-bound books of varying sizes and colours, from greens to browns, the titles of the texts written on the spines. To the left of Aeden was a large, intricately detailed map of Nevaria. Aeden would have studied it further, but this wasn’t the time or the place for that. He could, however, appreciate the cartography that had gone into producing something at such a scale.

To his right was a series of portraits and paintings hanging from the wall. He had no idea who the portraits were, but most of them wore the same serious and stony expression of Director Vale, and when he saw a portrait of her at the nearest point to him, he deduced that these must be the previous directors at the academy.

A large navy-blue rug sat underneath where Aeden stood, gold stitching embroidering a fine pattern around the outer edges with the academy crest in the centre – three Aer-Kin heads with the nearby mountain range underneath.

“We have a lot to unpack,” Director Vale started. “Let’s start off with your attack on Kael Blackthorn. Violence of this nature will not be tolerated on the academy grounds. He is lucky not to be more seriously injured. His father will no doubt be in touch with me once word reaches him about your outburst. Do you have any understanding of the situation this puts me in? They’re one of the biggest financial contributors to the academy. I have no doubt they’ll want to see strong action taken.”

Aeden went to speak, but the director raised her finger to stop him. “That was not a question I need you to answer,” she said, her voice stone cold. “Believe it or not, the academy has rules that we must adhere to at all times. We’ve already flexed these as far as possible to allow changes to be made because of your” – she paused for a second, giving a wary look to Master Storme – “circumstances.” She let out a frustrated sigh. “Yet, despite the allowances and good grace we have afforded you, you seem insistent on breaking these rules. Which brings me to your punishment. I was going to put you in the garrison where you would spend the rest of the term mucking out the Aer-Kin, but given your affinity for the hatchery, I can’t help but think you would enjoy it. So, after deliberation, I’ve decided that you’ll be cleaning all of the riders’ equipment following training, until I say so. Do you understand?”

Aeden nodded. “Yes, Director.” That seemed like a relatively light punishment given what he had done to Kael.

“Master Storme will make sure you report to the armourer, and reports will go back to him.”

“I would like to ask you to consider the severity of the punishment,” Master Sorrel said with a sneer. “This does not account for the trauma he has caused. This is not the behaviour of a Support. I vote that he be expelled from the academy, dishonourably discharged.” His voice was shrill, and he spoke without a second glance at Aeden. Aeden had thought Master Storme disliked him, but Master Sorrel was a whole different game. Was this all because he had challenged him in his recent class?

“Well, luckily for Harrington, this decision falls on me, and me alone. It isn’t down to a vote, that isn’t how this works,” Director Vale said sternly.

Master Sorrel scoffed and turned his head away in an act of petulance that made him seem more like a young child rather than the most experienced master at the academy.

“No doubt when the Blackthorns get in touch, they’ll want to see you flogged, but given that Kael received the same punishment for your attack, they’ll have to accept that we’ve dealt with both of you consistently.” Director Vale shifted about in her chair uncomfortably, her body language changing. “Which brings me on to the primary issue at hand. The Sable twins.”

Both Master Sorrel and Mistress Jara looked nervous. Master Storme moved to stand opposite Aeden beside the cartography master, folding his tree-trunk arms in front of him.

“What the academy has done in protecting you and Nyra will be seen as a direct act of defiance to our enemy. I have no doubt that an attack will be imminent. I have reluctantly sent message to the Conclave asking for support,” Director Vale said with a worried expression.

An attack on the academy? Why would there be an attack on the academy?

Other than Orion and Rosheen and the master they seemed to serve, Aeden had no clue who the enemy was.

“Who are they, and why did you protect me? Protect us? I thought you hated Nyra for what she is.”

The director looked at the rest of the faculty members before giving them a subtle nod. She then pushed back her chair and stood up.

“I’ve been keeping a close eye on you ever since you came back from that training exercise with your Aer-Kin. As you know, I asked Master Ember to conduct a thorough examination on her, including her breed and bloodline, which he has so far been unable to ascertain.” The director reached up for a brown leather book from her case and slid it out. It was a thick tome, and she needed both hands to hold it. She turned and placed it onto the table. “That said, the way your powers have manifested and the powers you are displaying, followed by the mysterious nature of which you were bonded, leads me to one thing.” Director Vale opened up the book and flicked through the pages until she stopped on a particular page. She traced her finger downwards, stopping on one paragraph. “The similarities are too great.”

“For what?” Aeden said, confused as to what the director was alluding too. She was talking in riddles, and that didn’t help.

The director lifted her head, shame on her face. “I have not been entirely honest with you or your peers.”

Master Storme let out a dry cough and raised a closed fist to his mouth.

“New and old,” she corrected herself with a sideways glance.

“There is a force outside of this academy, outside of Nevaria, that holds more power over us than the Conclave, than the Queen herself,” Director Vale said. She kept her voice low, as if she didn’t want to be overheard. “Someone that I am ashamed to say has held more power over me than I should have allowed.” She stopped short, as if there was more that she wasn’t willing to share at this stage.

“When the Sable twins arrived, Orion used his powers on me. He subjugated me to allow him to freely move around the academy. Even now, I do not know exactly who they were looking for, but I know that is why they were here.”

“We can, however, theorise,” Mistress Jara said.

“Even if it proves to be just that – a theory,” Master Sorrel added.

“What’s going on?” Aeden asked. “Why are you telling me all of this?”

“Because I believe you are the key to helping this academy and its riders become strong enough that no enemy territories will ever cross Nevaria. The key to bringing an era of peace not heard of for centuries. Imagine what that could look like.”

That information hit Aeden like a sucker punch, and he stood confused by what the director had just said. Why would they think that of him? Up until this point, they had all chastised him.

The director referred to the tome. “I believe that the Sable twins were here for one thing only. To find the person linked to the prophecy and end the bloodline with them.”

“Wait, what? A prophecy?” Aeden said. The conversation was descending into lunacy.

“A prophecy,” the director repeated. “There is something I want to share with you, Harrington, about your parents. You see, the Battle of Weir was a massacre implemented by the Sable twins’ master many years ago for the same reason they are here at the academy. But you are not stupid, and I have no doubt you have already figured this out.”

Aeden nodded. “I overhead them talking when I was down in the archives trying to research the Battle of Weir, but the battle report was torn from the codex.”

“See,” Mistress Jara said, giving a sideways glance to the other masters. “He is resourceful.”

“Although I am not at liberty to tell you where the battle report was taken, I will tell you that it was us that moved it. If the Conclave found out⁠—”

“Be careful what you whisper aloud, Director,” Master Sorrel said, “these walls have been known to be thin, and we still do not know who we can fully trust.”

The director nodded before saying, “There is more going on in Nevaria than you could understand right now, but that doesn’t mean you won’t. What I want you to know as of right now is about the prophecy.” She paused for a moment, staring deeper into Aeden’s eyes than anyone ever had before. “I believe you are the key to all of it.”
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Aeden stood dumbfounded at what the director had just said to him. This was not how he had envisioned this conversation going down.

“Listen, you have the wrong person,” he said, “I don’t believe in fairy tales.”

The director waved Aeden’s defence away before she diverted her attention back to the open book in front of her and started reading aloud.

“It is written right here, in this very book. ‘When stone is split and silence breaks, the hidden thread shall start to weave. A bond forbidden, forged in grief, will call to that which none believe. The healer’s hand shall fail to mend, yet from that loss, the path shall bend. One soul unbound by rite or chain, shall reach beyond the Weave’s domain. Where darkness feeds and roots run deep, a whisper wakes the one who sleeps. And should the bond endure the cost, what once was hidden won’t be lost. But if that thread is torn in two, the world shall break and bleed anew. Yet if it holds, as legends say, new life shall rise in lightless day, an untapped power, long concealed, and a new line of Aer-Kin revealed.’”

Aeden looked back across the table with a blank expression. He could barely remember the entire paragraph of text the director had just recited.

“A bond forbidden,” the director started as she moved from behind her table. “You’re the first person to bond with an Aer-Kin outside of the hatching ceremony at the academy. Forged in grief,” she continued. “You are orphaned, are you not? The healer’s hand,” she referenced another part of the text, “all of these things are simply too much of a coincidence. Don’t you see? You are him.”

A torrent of thoughts battled inside Aeden’s mind, and he had so many questions. What was this prophecy? Who exactly had said it, where had it come from, and what was it that they expected it to mean?

The director moved in front of Aeden, wide-eyed with wonder. “What was hidden won’t be lost, long concealed, a new line of Aer-Kin revealed. Don’t you get it? You are the key in all of this, to strengthening this academy and all of its students, to helping us become more powerful than you could even begin to comprehend. Powerful enough to stop wars ever starting.”

“He’s a boy, Vale. Not your saviour. Putting a prophecy on his shoulders won’t stop what’s coming,” Master Storme said, reminding everyone of his presence.

“We don’t have time. If the Sable twins react as expected, we need to ready ourselves for what is to come,” Director Vale said.

“At least that is one thing we can agree on,” Master Sorrel said. “Their master will not be happy in the least.”

“What are you all talking about? This is too much. I’m not anyone, I’m just here to train how to be a rider.” It was a lie but something that Aeden was happy to stick to. For now, at least. “Who is their master and what does he want?”

Master Storme let out a huge huff of frustration. “You see what talking in riddles does?” He stepped towards Aeden, and for a second Aeden thought he was about to receive a blow to the side of the head. It was what he had come to expect from Master Storme every time he made a mistake. “Your parents’ deaths weren’t an accident. It was calculated, they were murdered to try and eradicate a bloodline, the one this prophecy speaks of. We don’t know how they knew about it or why they suspected the Support class was involved, but they instigated the attack that killed them all.” There was a desperation in Master Storme’s eyes. Aeden had to remind himself that those killed were from his cohort, that he had lost people he cared about that day, too.

“When the Sable twins turned up unannounced, we knew they were looking for that same bloodline, the one we all thought had been wiped out. You were not the only one orphaned by the Battle of Weir, and we’re sure we were not far away from them executing every one of you, which is why we’ve been doing our best to hide all of your records. To at least delay them. They were growing desperate, but their power is unmatched.”

“What he’s trying to say is that up until Kael told them about you and your ‘broken Aer-Kin’, we thought we had a chance,” Director Vale said. “Everything from that point moved so quickly that we didn’t have time to regroup. We had to make a decision, and that decision was to stand side by side with you. Because of the prophecy.”

“And damn the rest of us at the same time,” Master Sorrel quipped, a look of disgust on his face.

The director didn’t respond immediately.

“A chance against who? Who is it that we are fighting against? Who is it the Sable twins are working for?” Aeden pressed.

Director Vale cut a solemn figure as she weighed up her options, eyeing each of the masters in the room.

“What are you not telling me?” Aeden’s frustration spiked. “What are you not telling all of us?”

Director Vale leaned against her table and let out a slow sigh. “What I am about to tell you cannot be shared amongst the other students. I am only telling you as I believe you are key to ending all of this. Do I have your word?”

With little other option, Aeden reluctantly nodded.

“Twenty-two years ago, a man known as Malveus Viroz contested everything that the Conclave was doing. He challenged the very foundations of everything they stand for.” Director Vale had a serious look on her face. “The problem was, Malveus was always an opinionated rider, but he was also an Archon, one of only a handful of the most powerful riders across Nevaria. Their role was to serve the crown they had sworn to protect. Malveus was strong and cunning. He should never have been allowed that rank, but no one could have foreseen the depth he would sink for power. He believed in blood purity just like the Conclave, however that was where his beliefs started to change. He wanted to mix pure bloodlines, to create new breeds of Aer-Kin. He wanted to create a new line of powers by messing with the very fibres of the Weave.”

Aeden listened intently as he tried to process everything Director Vale was saying.

“He started experimenting on his own Weave with his own Aer-Kin. When this was discovered by the Conclave, he was condemned and stripped of his rank and tossed in the dungeon for execution. This was to be behind closed doors. They wanted no one to know about the unnatural things that Malveus spoke of, his ideation was simply unhinged. Unfortunately for the Conclave, he had already started gathering followers, people within the Conclave. They helped him escape, and they fled. To where, no one knows, but he has shown his face now through the Sable twins, which means his numbers have grown. There have been whispers in the Conclave about him, but until now, nothing concrete. I have no doubt that he is the master that the Sable twins spoke of. Which is why we have sent word to the Conclave for support. He has had twenty-two years to grow, and to what levels, we do not know. We’re effectively going into battle blind.”

Aeden was reeling from everything he was hearing. There was so much to take in, so much information that had been shared, that he didn’t know what to do with it all.

“Why me, why here, why now?” he said. “Maybe you’ve got it all wrong, maybe what the prophecy is saying isn’t linked to me but to someone else, or maybe it’s exactly what I see, just some words written on a page.”

“It’s so much more than that,” Director Vale said. “If the prophecy is true, which I have come to believe, then you will be the force to tip the scales of war in our favour and restore the balance. This won’t just affect the academy, it will bring a new era across Nevaria, one of prosperity. Not only that, it will ensure that whatever Malveus is planning, we are able to defend ourselves and Nevaria.”

Director Vale moved back behind her desk and studied the set once more. “We have all been keeping a close eye on you. You bonded outside of our ceremony. That is the forbidden link. You are a healer, just as the text explains. What was hidden won’t be lost. The bloodline, the ancient bloodline that they are looking for, it’s you, it has always been you. I believe it now.” Director Vale looked at Master Sorrel, who looked far from happy with her.

“This prophecy is so much bigger than you or I, Master Sorrel,” she said, “and if we are correct, you know the impact this will have on the wider world, and you know as well as I just how important that is.”

If Director Vale was correct, then the Sable twins would be back. “How do you think they will retaliate?” Aeden asked. This was on him. The academy was now in danger, and it was all his fault.

“With force,” Master Storme growled. “And we’ll be ready for them. Orion thinks little of the calibre of students we are training here, but I think we should let them come. We’ll show them exactly what the academy stands for. And we must protect Harrington at all costs.”

That was a big burden to bear, and Aeden didn’t like the sound of it, not one bit, especially when he didn’t believe the director. It was as if madness had taken hold of the entire room. He had walked in freely to accept his charges and be disciplined for his actions – not to be told that they thought there was a prophecy about him and Nyra, that he was going to change the world somehow. That was the very last thing he would have expected from this conversation. He had come to the academy expecting to investigate the Battle of Weir and expose the secrets he believed were being hidden. He had gotten some answers, but each new answer only led to more questions. If Malveus was responsible for the attack on his parents, why did he wipe out the Supports? What was his motive, and why was the Conclave complicit in hiding it? To add to all of the secrets and mysteries, Aeden now found himself clamouring to stand beside the very academy he had every intention of bringing down. There was a certain amount of irony in that.

“And how do we ready ourselves?” Mistress Jara said. “Our Scouts have mobilised, and I will report back as soon as I hear from them. In the meantime, what do we do?”

“Master Sorrel, I need you to help with defences for the academy,” Director Vale said. “This means wards, barriers, and protections being in place. Master Storme, you will brief those that can fight from the Offence and Guardian classes, second years and above. For the time being, all training will be to prepare them to defend the academy and the students inside. Master Sorrel, I would invite you to do the same with the Supports.”

“Er, what about me?” Aeden asked. “What part do I play in all of this?”

“Don’t you see, boy?” Master Storme said. “You have to survive at all costs. Otherwise what was the point of all this?”

“We still do not know if an attack is imminent, but the very least we can do is be ready for one. In the meantime, you will continue your training. The bonding ceremony is imminent, and we need to focus on bonding as many riders with Aer-Kin as possible,” Director Vale said. She looked up towards the ceiling and sighed. “We will need as many bonded riders as possible for what is to come.”

“The gods know we will need them,” Mistress Jara said as she looked upwards as well. “Where are the Conclave? Surely they’ll be here at any moment to shore up our defences.” She was visibly frustrated and understandably so. The very thought of the Conclave coming and taking Nyra away was at the forefront of Aeden’s mind, but this whole situation was potentially life or death.

“In the meantime, I would like for you to spend time with Master Ember and help him collect as much information on Nyra as possible. Any evidence that ties you to the prophecy will only strengthen our position with the Conclave and help keep her safe,” Director Vale said.

That made no sense to Aeden, because that meant the Conclave also believed in this prophecy, and that in itself was ludicrous.

“Then after this, you will carry out your punishment for the attack on Kael. We need to keep as much normality as possible without the academy falling into a blind panic. Chaos will not help anyone right now, and more than ever before, we need to make sure that the academy is ready to defend themselves when it is needed.”

Aeden didn’t like this one bit. How many lives were at risk, how many lives was his life worth? It was something that Aeden struggled with, and for a moment he had to resist the growing urge to vomit in the middle of the floor as bile rose in the back of his throat.

“I don’t like this,” Master Sorrel said.

For once, Aeden agreed with the old master.

The very least Aeden could do was be ready for an attack and make sure that he and Nyra were strong enough to help form a defence against the Sable twins.

“Nyra, are you awake?” he reached out through the Weave.

“I am. I feel like I’m saying this all the time, but what’s happening? Your anxiety is going wild,” she said.

“I have a lot to explain to you, but that can wait until I see you at the hatchery. I just needed to know you’re okay.”

“I am. The healers are finished with my leg. There’s a nasty-looking scar, but outside of that, there’s no permanent damage.”

A warmth reached Aeden through the Weave, like he was sitting in front of a campfire on a cold night. The sensation prickled his skin but was comforting nonetheless. It settled Aeden’s nerves, if only slightly, but it reminded him of everything that he was doing, he was doing for Nyra.

“What if we left the academy?” Aeden asked the room. It was a logical option, one he had given plenty of thought to in the past. “You know, me and Nyra. If we weren’t here, then they would have no reason to attack the academy.”

“You two wouldn’t last two days out there in the wild,” Master Storme said. “You forget that I’ve seen you in training. As good as you are in a scrap, you’re not ready for full-blown combat or survival. Besides, they likely have Scouts already monitoring.”

“Don’t be getting any ideas about fleeing,” Director Vale said. “If something was to happen to either of you, then all of this, all the challenges we’re about to face, will have been for nothing. An attack on the academy may well be coming. I need you to ready yourself for that day, so that this prophecy has every chance of coming true.”

“Then help me learn to fight,” Aeden said, challenging the director. “I can help.”

“Here we go again,” Master Sorrel sighed. “Foolish boy forgetting that Supports are best at just doing that.”

“Very well,” the director said, “but you must do both – refine your healing powers, and Master Storme will help you with your combat training. Mistress Jara too will help you further your riding skills.”

Aeden didn’t know what to think of this entire scenario, but one thing he was certain of was that he was not going down without a fight. He would fight, and fight hard. Harder than any Support had ever done. He would show that he could be just as dangerous as anyone else on the battlefield.

“Whatever it is, Aeden, just know that I will always be by your side,” Nyra said.

“I know,” Aeden replied, “that’s something I would never doubt, but I have a feeling that from this point in, things are only going to get more difficult, for both of us.”
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Speckles of light shimmered through the large windows of the garrison, catching the dust that filled row upon row of riding saddles. A bucket filled with dirty water sat on the ground beside Aeden, a stiff cloth squeezed tightly in his hand. Aeden had always had a liking for the smell of leather, but not like this; he preferred it fresh, not worn and stained.

It was quiet, something that Aeden appreciated, although he wished the circumstances were better.

Both of his hands were red raw from scrubbing the last of the harnesses, having spent last night and the early morning finishing up what was left.

This was his punishment for attacking Kael, and he had no choice other than to do exactly what had been asked of him. He dipped his hand in the cold bucket before squeezing the cloth and rubbing it over the saddle on the ground in front of him. It was as clean as he could get it, and he took a step back to admire his work. That meant he was finished – for now, at least. He would need to return at the end of the day to begin the whole process all over again.

His back ached like never before, his hands cramping from the constant cleaning, but all in all, this was the least of his worries. It had been this way for the past two weeks, ever since Director Vale had decided to drop on Aeden that he was the prophesied chosen one, a burden that he could really do without.

The second- and third-year students were more than grateful for Aeden’s punishment; him being there to clean all the saddles meant that they didn’t need to clean their own equipment as usual at the end of their training.

It surprised Aeden just how dirty the saddles got when they had only taken flight and landed, the harnesses being the hardest part to clean.

On more than one occasion, Aeden had found himself looking at the sheer size of the saddles of the third years and comparing them to Nyra’s. It showed just how much growing she had to go. The Aer-Kin to whom the saddles belonged were all in a different area of the garrison, but he was close enough to hear the distant growl and rumbles as they started to wake from their slumber.

Standing up straight, Aeden leaned backwards to arch his back. Multiple satisfying crunches snapped at the resistance before he did the same with his neck. At least this morning’s training was cartography, which meant he wouldn’t need to do anything too physically demanding. That would be in the afternoon, when he had combat training with Master Storme.

Sunlight crept into the room, reaching Aeden. He raised his head and allowed himself to feel its warmth on his chilled cheeks.

Letting out a yawn, he stretched out his arms and readied himself to put away the last of the equipment.

That left him in a place where he didn’t want to be – alone, with nothing but his own thoughts.

“Are you awake?” he asked Nyra, but not to his surprise there was no response. For her this was too early, and she wouldn’t be awake yet. Every morning Aeden tried in vain to reach her through the Weave.

As Aeden lifted the saddle and placed it back on the rack with the rest, he found himself ruminating on the prophecy. In fact, that was where his mind went most of the time now.

As far as he knew, only some of the faculty, Harrison, Vivienne, Serene, and Lyric knew about it. He hadn’t spoken with Rowan or Cassian, not for a want of trying. He had just been too busy, but ever since the incident with Kael, things had felt off with Rowan. On the odd occasion he tried to capture her attention with a smile or a subtle wave when passing, she would avoid eye contact. She had seen it all unfold, she had tried to pull him away from Kael and gone to help him when he had been laid out on the ground barely conscious.

Aeden didn’t understand why she might be off with him, and if he had the opportunity, he would make time to go see her. That was where the problem lay, though; all of his time at the moment was spent training, cleaning equipment, and helping reinforce the academy grounds in preparation for a potential attack.

Now that he was done at the garrison, Aeden headed towards the exit, making sure to pour away the dirtied water and tossing the wet cloth inside before placing it by the saddles to be ready for the evening.

He pushed open the heavy oak door to exit, the muscles in his shoulders aching and tender, reminding him just how strenuous and repetitive the cleaning was. Still, this was his punishment, and there was nothing he could do about it.

As he stepped outside, the crisp freshness of the morning felt refreshing against his skin, his sodden shirt sticking to his chest and his back. He rolled his shoulders once more as he started on his way back to the hatchery in an attempt to loosen them up a little.

As he passed the lower courtyard, Aeden observed an early training session of around thirty second years. He recognised the two students that had attacked him and Nyra a few weeks ago. Master Storme was putting them through their paces. Everyone’s training had intensified since Director Vale had given the word to ready the academy for an attack, something that was unheard of for an academy. Some students looked tired and weary, others wide awake and fully focused on their training.

Aeden found himself staring a little through pure tiredness, his mind getting lost in his ever-dizzying thoughts about the prophecy. He still found it hard to believe that he was the one the prophecy was talking about. For now he needed to get stronger and help the academy with their defences. Naturally this put his focus of uncovering what happened to his parents on hold once again. All his focus needed to be on survival, not just for him but for Nyra, too.

A passing patrol snapped Aeden from his wandering thoughts, with Aeden barley avoiding being clattered into. The patrols were one of the things that had increased, and although guards were always present at the academy, there were a section of third-year students that were now assisting them.

As Aeden looked up at the purple haze on the horizon, he spotted a faint shimmer high in the sky. This was a protective barrier that had been wrapped around the academy. He had no idea how strong it was, or how effective it would be, only that Master Sorrel and Mistress Jara had been leading and supporting the students to apply wards strategically around the academy grounds.

Just like the patrols, these needed tending to on a regular basis to ensure they remained in place. Aeden could really appreciate the work that went into fortifying the academy. Which felt strange as, despite the preparation, despite all the work everyone was doing, it just showed how unified the academy was, like the intensity of the training and preparations had galvanised everyone. A battle was coming – or at least, they were preparing themselves for one if it did.

When he reached the main courtyard, students were already gathering in groups, making their way to the dining hall for breakfast.

He thought the judging eyes and whispers were bad when he had first bonded with Nyra. This paled in comparison to what he was experiencing since his altercation with Kael.

“Careful, that’s the one who nearly caved in that first year’s head,” said a thickset man with dark hair, leaning into one of his friends.

“Yeah, I heard that madness has taken hold because he bonded so early with an Aer-Kin,” his friend replied, not even having the decency to whisper.

Aeden could hear and was fully aware of everything the other students were saying about him. As things stood, he didn’t care one bit. Kael deserved what had happened to him. It had been a long time coming, and it felt so good to show him once and for all that Aeden didn’t fear him, that he wasn’t going to let him push him around anymore.

He couldn’t help but feel the roles had reversed now, and knowing that Kael now harboured a thin silver scar above his eye felt like it had evened things up a little. Aeden smiled to himself at the thought of that constant reminder greeting him every time he looked in the mirror, just like Aeden himself had had to tolerate the coward’s mark that Kael had branded onto his chest.

Continuing his walk, Aeden ignored the staring students, who seemed to be actively avoiding being anywhere near him as if he had the plague. As if he were going to snap at any minute and go into a relentless assault on another student. At the very least, they should all know that as a Support class, he was not here to be pushed around, and neither were his friends.

When he finally reached the hatchery, the guards let him through, and Aeden headed into the main building. He could feel a warmth in his chest as he got closer to Nyra, who, as far as he could tell, was still resting.

“Mornin’,” Lyric said as he appeared from around the corner. He had a pile of rolled-up parchment in his hands and a spring in his step, which had been rare since Bertha’s death. Aeden wondered if he was finally getting back to himself.

“Morning, Lyric,” Aeden said. “Anything I can help you with?”

“Just more records I’m searching through. Now that all the eggs have hatched, I’ve had time to examine Nyra’s eggshell a little bit more. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“And?” Aeden asked. “Have you found anything?”

“Not yet, but it’s fascinating. You were right, it absolutely was a consecrated eggshell. It should never have been able to hatch, it should have been solid stone, but here Nyra is.”

“Have you told anyone?” Aeden asked.

“Not yet, but I feel given everything that is going on” – he leaned into Aeden and lowered his voice to barely a whisper – “you know, with this prophecy” – he nodded towards the main door to the hatchery. “Come on, let’s go and speak inside where we’re out of earshot.”

“Did you know about the prophecy?” Aeden asked. “You know, before all this?”

Lyric stumbled for words. “I didn’t, I’m just the hatchery master. I knew as much about it as you.”

Lyric led the way, opening the large barn door to the hatchery with his boot before pushing the door open with his shoulder. Aeden followed closely behind, picking up two scrolls from the ground that Lyric had dropped.

Lyric wandered over to his desk that sat just away from the furnace on the far side of the room. The rest of the hatchery was calm and quiet. To Aeden’s right, all of the pens were full of Aer-Kin, most of which were now familiar to him. They all chirped and padded around playfully.

The hatchery was far cooler now that the furnace didn’t need to be on to help incubate the eggs, and Aeden quickly checked on Nyra, who was curled up peacefully.

“I know you’re awake, Nyra, I can sense it,” Aeden laughed.

Nyra opened one of her large eyes with a flutter of blinks to peek at him. Aeden could sense she wanted to sleep for longer.

“It doesn’t mean I want to get up,” she said with a level of grumpiness to her voice.

“The younglings keeping you awake?” Aeden asked.

“They’re sleeping much better now. Well, most of them anyway.” She rolled her chest to reveal a dark hatchling curled up, tucked away under where Nyra was resting her head. “This one, however, is much harder to settle.”

Midnight appeared so peaceful as she remained in a deep sleep, a soft rattle leaving her as she breathed in and out. She had moved into Nyra’s pen after what had happened, at Nyra’s initial reluctance, despite it being her suggestion.

“Are they still not accepting her?” Aeden asked, looking at the Aer-Kin in the other pens. Copper Top raised his head over the top of the gate, as if he knew they were talking about him.

“No, and there’s no sign of them doing so, either.” Nyra stretched out her neck, being delicate and considerate of Midnight.

“I think you like her,” Aeden teased.

“I must admit, she is growing on me. I would like her more if she wasn’t such a fidget when she moved,” Nyra said, letting out a yawn.

“Come on, I can’t have you being so tired this morning,” Aeden said. “We have training with Mistress Jara and the second years.”

“Great, a morning of being judged by the others,” Nyra said with a sigh. She was deflated at the thought, something that Aeden didn’t like to see.

“I’ve been thinking about this prophecy,” Lyric called out. He spun around from his table with Nyra’s shell in his hand. “And there is definitely some weight to it. What was the first line again? Something stone . . .”

“When stone is split and silence breaks,” Aeden said. He had read over it enough times now that he could recite the whole damned thing word for word.

“Nyra hatched from an egg made of stone. It is a bit of a coincidence, don’t you think?” Lyric said as he studied the egg fragment.

“I don’t really believe in coincidences, or fate for that matter. I just believe you have to adapt and do the best you can with the hand you’re given.”

“Very philosophical,” Lyric said. “Still, it makes sense. I think we need to tell the director about Nyra’s shell, how she was hatched.”

Aeden couldn’t think of anything worse. “Do we have to?” he groaned. “They’re already bad enough with this whole blood prophecy.”

“What’s it going to take for you to believe it? If it’s true, think of what this could mean for everyone here at the academy.”

“And what if it isn’t, Lyric? All of the danger we are now in would count for nothing. We still don’t know exactly who we’re protecting ourselves from, as Director Vale won’t tell us. And as long as she’s keeping her secrets, I am all too happy to keep mine.”

Aeden stepped into Nyra’s pen. He checked over the recent bindings and could see that they were holding up well and didn’t need replacing. Now that they no longer needed to hide the situation with her wings, they had decided to rebind them so that Nyra would be more comfortable.

“Come on, Nyra,” he said with a lack of energy, “let’s get ready for training.”
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“You did good, girl,” Aeden said, patting Nyra on the neck as he gathered his breath from their ride. Mistress Jara had been pushing them hard in training, and both Aeden and Nyra had benefitted from this. She was faster on the ground by a long way compared to the other Aer-Kin, and her handling had become easier for Aeden, to a point where Aeden’s confidence was growing every time they worked together. He hadn’t even been unseated in the last few training sessions.

“Shall we give it one last go?” Aeden asked.

“If you want to,” Nyra said, less enthusiastic than usual.

“Are you okay?” Aeden asked, concerned for her. “You don’t seem yourself at all today.”

“It’s nothing,” Nyra said, cutting the conversation short.

Aeden gave her a sceptical look. “Well, it seems like there is something.” It didn’t feel like the right time for Aeden to remind her that he could feel her anxiety, with some signs of sadness there too. “Doesn’t seem like nothing, Nyra. Come on, it’s me, you can talk to me about anything.”

“Do you want to do the course or not?”

Nyra set off without any warning, catching Aeden off guard. It was all he could do to hold on to the reins as he gripped them as tightly as possible.

“Woah, Nyra.” One thing Aeden knew about her was that when she was running, when she was moving at speed, that was when she truly felt free.

As concerned as he was, he also enjoyed the spike of adrenaline that came with riding her around the course. Mistress Jara had made the course more difficult for them once they had been able to make their way around comfortably. There were more difficult traps for them to navigate but Aeden was grateful for the challenge. Anything that could help them prepare, he appreciated.

Pulling himself forward with the reins, Aeden pushed against the sheer force that Nyra was generating, grabbing hold of a handle that was attached to the front of the saddle. Once in place, he hooked on using a metal hoop that was connected to his gauntlets and fixed them into place. He had learnt his lesson from previous runs and had asked Lyric to help come up with a solution. So far it had worked perfectly. This time, though, Nyra hadn’t afforded him the opportunity to prepare himself.

Putting it mildly, he knew she was pissed about something, but Aeden was none the wiser as to what exactly was affecting her so much.

Nyra weaved in and out of the columns, Aeden leaning with her, his chest pounding fast and hard as he kept his eyes firmly on the path ahead of them.

“Remember to duck after this corner,” Aeden said.

No sooner had they rounded the column than Nyra pressed her body low to the ground and Aeden pushed his body forwards as flat as he could. A pole barely skimmed the top of his head.

“Nyra, you don’t need to hit the corners so fast.”

Nyra didn’t respond. She sped up even faster, which Aeden hadn’t even realised was possible. She weaved around one pillar and then the next, leaning forwards as her momentum continued to build.

“Trap!” Aeden reminded her as Nyra vaulted over the hole that had been dug into the ground. This had gradually been getting larger in size the more times that Nyra cleared it. Now it must have been four or five metres in length, and even though there were no spikes or traps inside, Mistress Jara had said they should treat it like there was; it would still cause an injury should Nyra fall in at this speed.

Nyra landed back onto the earth with a thud, with Aeden bouncing in his seat and holding on as best he could, keeping himself as streamlined as possible. She rounded another bend, vaulting another trap with ease before ducking the two poles that were sticking out from the column.

Nyra meant business on this run.

When they reached the start of the course, Aeden panted, lifting up his goggles and rubbing his face. As much as he loved travelling at speed, he hadn’t enjoyed that, not one bit. He felt like he wasn’t in any form of control, although it had lifted Nyra’s spirits, if only slightly.

“Feel better now?” Aeden asked, wondering what Nyra’s outburst was all about.

Nyra looked up into the sky longingly, a fresh wave of sadness reaching Aeden through the Weave. She was watching the second-year students that had taken to the sky in a flight formation under the watchful eye of Mistress Jara, who was coasting behind them atop Thalmaar, her towering blue-scaled Aer-Kin. The way she carried herself as a rider was something Aeden aspired to. She seemed unfazed by Thalmaar’s movements, even from this distance.

The Aer-Kin’s roars could be heard from down where the two of them stood watching.

“I just struggle at times,” Nyra finally said. “Other than you and Lyric, I don’t have anyone to talk to.”

“You have the hatchlings,” Aeden said, rubbing her neck.

“I’m being serious. We’ve been training with the second years for weeks, yet none of their Aer-Kin accept me. Not one of them sees me as one of their kind. Even after all this time, they don’t acknowledge me. Even Thalmaar greets me with the bare minimum, only doing that because of his rider.”

“I’m sorry, Nyra, I didn’t realise you felt that way.”

“It’s hard. I work just as hard as the rest of them, despite being younger and smaller than the rest. But knowing I’ll never feel the wind against my wings like they do, knowing that I’ll never be able to soar in the sky like they do . . . Well, it’s enough to question my worth.”

Nyra was upset, and all Aeden could think of to make her feel better was to say, “Hey, I promised you that I would do whatever it takes to fix your wings. If there is a way, we’ll find one together.”

“But that’s part of the problem, Aeden,” Nyra snapped, “Even you, my bonded rider, thinks that I am broken, that I am different from the rest, and if you think like that, how can I ever expect to be accepted by the rest of them?”

“I didn’t mean to upset you, I was just saying⁠—”

“Please stop,” Nyra asked, frustration rising in her.

Guilt trickled into Aeden, and he felt truly terrible. He could sense through the Weave that Nyra was feeling hurt, and that worried him.

“I’m sorry, Nyra,” he said. “What do you want me to do?”

“Can we just leave?” she said, turning away from the training field. “I just want to head back to the hatchery.”

“If that’s what you want to do, I can respect that.”

Nyra didn’t say another word as the two of them headed back to the hatchery, Aeden choosing to respect Nyra’s silence.
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A short time later, Aeden was sitting in the dining hall, swirling some soup around in his bowl with his spoon. Even though it was his favourite, leek and potato, he found that he didn’t have much appetite for eating. His cob of bread was half eaten as he found himself ruminating over his earlier training session.

He had ridden Nyra back to the hatchery where he left her with Lyric, who was still busy conducting his research. Midnight had been excited to see her, but Nyra had barely acknowledged the young Aer-Kin, which wasn’t like her. Aeden hated that she was feeling this way. More than anything, he hated that he had hurt her feelings. Sure, they had bickered and had disagreements in their time together, but never a falling-out. The swell of guilt inside Aeden rose to new heights as it continued to grow inside of him. He felt awful, not for what he had said, but for how Nyra had interpreted it.

Yes, he wanted to find a way to fix her wings, but for her, not for him. Aeden didn’t see her as broken like Nyra seemed to think. He wanted to help her with her wings so she could take flight, so she would be where she belonged, where she wanted to be with the other Aer-Kin.

He had opted to give her some space, and given it was time for lunch in the dining hall, it was as good an opportunity as any to afford her that. He closed himself off from the Weave to give her further privacy and as much time as she needed, knowing that he would visit her later to make amends for his comments and make sure that she was okay. For now, Aeden had to settle on the knowledge that Lyric would remain with her and do his best to lift her spirits.

She wanted to be accepted by the other Aer- Kin, not necessarily be just like them. Aeden had seen the error of the way that he had phrased his promise to help, and he understood why she was feeling this way. It didn’t make it any easier to process.

“You going to eat that?” Harrison asked. He was sat beside Aeden, having finished his soup already, a bit of which was on his face.

“You’ve got a bit of something on your chin,” Serene said, gesturing from the opposite side of the table.

Looking embarrassed, Harrison quickly wiped at his face with his hand before repeating his question. “You going to eat that or not? All this extra training has me starving.”

“Go ahead,” Aeden said, sliding the bread towards him.

Harrison snapped it up and mopped the remaining residue of soup that was on the outer edges of the bowl before shoving it into his mouth like it was the first meal he’d had in months.

“I see you still haven’t gained any manners since being at the academy,” Serene teased as she picked up her bread and dipped it into her soup with a little more grace than Harrison.

“I’m not here to learn how to eat,” Harrison said with a mouthful of bread, “I’m here to become the best rider this academy has ever seen.”

Vivienne took up a seat next to Serene, her soup, bread, and drink on a tray that she slid down in front of her. “Leek and potato,” she scoffed, clearly not as keen on it as Aeden was. “What have I done to deserve this?”

Harrison laughed. “Well, if you don’t want it.” He leaned across the table to reach for Vivienne’s bread.

Without hesitation, Vivienne slapped Harrison’s hand, causing him to snap his hand back and shake it.

“Ow!”

“Next time it’ll be with a fork.” She looked down at her free hand, which was holding her spoon. “Or spoon.”

“Okay, okay, message received, loud and clear, jeez,” Harrison said as he continued to shake his hand.

There was a buzz in the air around all of the tables from most of the students, although some chose to sit quietly, much like Aeden.

“What is it that has you in such a foul mood?” Vivienne said. “You look like someone took a shit in your bed.”

It took Aeden a few moments to register that she was speaking to him as he sat vacant at the table.

“Hello,” Serene said, “anyone in there?” She waved her hand in front of his face to grab his attention.

“Sorry, what?” Aeden said, dragging himself back into the conversation.

“What’s up? You’re not yourself, and you’ve barely touched your soup. That isn’t like you,” Serene said as she took a spoonful of soup.

Aeden thought about Nyra back at the hatchery and what had happened during their rider training. “I upset Nyra this morning. I didn’t mean to, but she’s pretty upset with me,” he said.

“Want to talk about it?” Serene asked.

“Not really, it’s her I need to speak with to make things right. It’s just the first time that I have felt her so mad, especially towards me.”

“I’m sure you two will figure things out,” Vivienne said. “You two have a great bond. I’m sure it’s normal to have a falling-out.”

Aeden appreciated their attempts to lift his mood, and not wanting to ruin lunch for everyone, he decided to try and change the subject. “So are you all ready for the bonding ceremony?”

“As ready as we’ll ever be,” Serene said.

“I can’t wait,” Harrison said, practically vibrating with excitement. “Watching you and Nyra grow together has just made me want to experience this even more. Only one more day, and we will finally know which Aer-Kin we’re going to be bonded to. I wonder if I’ll end up with the copper one.” He ruffled his flame-red hair.

“You mean Copper Top?” Aeden laughed. “I think he would be too much of a handful for you. I could see you working well with Sky,” he said, referring to the playful blue Aer-Kin. Thinking about the hatchling caused Aeden to think about Midnight and who she would bond with. Most of the academy by now had heard about what had happened with her and Bertha.

“Whoever we get, it’s going to be incredible. To think by this time tomorrow, we could all be bonded,” Serene said, clasping her hands together with excitement.

“Will be,” Aeden corrected. “This time tomorrow, you will all be bonded.”

“Well, let’s not be too expectant,” Serene said. “I prefer to air on the side of caution, although I think we are as best prepared as anyone else.”

“Either way, there isn’t any way I’m going to get any sleep tonight,” Harrison said as he pushed his now-clean bowl away from him, leaving a trail of crumbs in front of him.

“Well, you’ll need to rest as best you can,” Serene said as if she was lecturing him. “You need to be as strong as possible mentally for the bonding. It’s okay for Aeden, he has already bonded, but what if something happens to one of us during the ceremony?” she added, pensive in her expression. She was a picture of worry.

“We all knew the risks when we signed up to do this,” Harrison said. “You forget we have someone on the inside. He has taught us all we need to know.” He laughed, nudging Aeden in the arm with an elbow.

“This isn’t a joke, Harrison, I mean it. Any of us could die during the ceremony.” Serene looked over at Vivienne, who offered her a faint smile.

“Listen, everyone is on edge,” Aeden said. “I’ve gone through everything I experienced, but as I have said countless times, it might be different for you. After all, I bonded with Nyra away from the academy.” Aeden didn’t think it was wise to go into the ceremony with too much confidence. “Anything could happen tomorrow.”

Serene continued to cut a lonely figure as she curled up, wrapping her arms around herself and rubbing her upper arms as if she had been taken by a sudden coldness. “That’s exactly what I am worried about.”


[image: ]


Harrison stood at the bottom of Aeden’s bed wide-eyed and wired, his hair messy with sagging bags of purple forming under his eyes as Aeden came around.

Aeden stretched out before laughing. “That’s not something I wanted to wake up to this morning,” he said. “Did you get any sleep at all last night?”

“At this stage, I don’t know. I’m too excited to sleep. Today is the day, Aeden. Today is the day where I will finally meet my Aer-Kin, where we all will.”

“Harrison!” Serene called out before throwing her pillow across the room. It wrapped around the side of his head with a dull thud. “It’s too early for this shit.”

It wasn’t often that Serene swore, but she also wasn’t a morning person, so being woken early by an erratic Harrison on the day of their bonding was a sure way to get her fired up.

“Sorry,” Harrison said, picking up the pillow. He glanced at Aeden sheepishly, and for a moment, Aeden worried that Harrison would smell the pillow.

“Don’t you dare!” Serene scolded. “Give me my pillow back right now.”

Harrison tossed it playfully to Serene. “Come on, get up, all of you, how can you all want to sleep when this is the most important day of our lives?”

“Fuck off, Harrison!” Kaden Boltsmith shouted from the far corner of the bunkhouse. He was more forthcoming than Serene and opted to launch a boot at Harrison, which bounced off his back with a thud. One thing Aeden had come to realise was that he definitely needed his beauty sleep. Kaden was the kind of student that liked to keep himself to himself, but he also preferred a quiet space, so being in a bunkhouse with Harrison was probably not the best thing.

Harrison gave Aeden an expected look, which told him he had little option but to get up and out of the bunkhouse, and for Harrison’s safety, Aeden happened to agree with him.

“Okay, I’m up!” Aeden said, sitting up straight and stretching out his arms. He had been given the day off from cleaning the saddles in the garrison because it was the bonding ceremony, which had surprised Aeden given he was already bonded. This morning was his one chance for a lie-in, and now that was gone.

“As are the rest of us,” Vivienne said as she sat up. “Suppose we best all get ready for the ceremony.” She was unusually nervous for someone who, out of all of them, came across as the most confident and self-assured. She avoided eye contact and instead stared at the floor for a few moments.

“You okay?” Aeden asked.

“It’s a big day, just quietly hoping that we all make it through the ceremony,” she said.

“You will have the best chance of all of us,” Serene said, offering her friend a smile. “We were told the ceremony would start shortly after breakfast, so I guess the sooner we get ready and eat, the more time we have to prepare for what’s to come.”

They all headed to the dining hall together, and when they had arrived, they soon realised that they weren’t the only ones getting up early. The atmosphere was charged to say the least, with nervous excitement buzzing around the dining hall.

For once, Aeden found himself not worrying about himself or Nyra, but that didn’t mean he was relaxed; he was far from it. The bonding ceremony was dangerous. They had been told on so many occasions the risks that were involved – Aer-Kin hatchlings attacking the proposed student, the physicality of the bonding process, and the connection with the Weave. They may have been as prepared as they would ever be, but Aeden spent the entirety of breakfast doing his best to calm Vivienne, Serene, and Harrison’s nerves. From across the hall, he could see Cassian talking at the Scouts table with a silent Rowan beside him, staring blankly ahead.

The four of them now stood outside the Great Hall in nervous anticipation of what was about to come. Everything they had been training for had built up to this moment. Aeden found himself basking in the fact that for once, he had nothing to worry about. Other than patching things up with Nyra, that was. He hadn’t seen her since yesterday, and she was purposely keeping her guard up, not necessarily blocking Aeden out of the Weave completely, but putting up enough resistance to let Aeden know she wasn’t ready to talk.

The large oak doors were closed shut, lending an air of mystery as to what was waiting on the other side.

“How much longer are we going to have to wait?” a frustrated Harrison said. “This is unbearable.”

“Tell me about it,” Serene added with a huff of discontent.

All the students had been instructed to wear their combat training clothes, so they all stood in their black combat pants, boots, and tops as they waited for the doors to open.

Vivienne was quiet, even by her standards, having hardly spoken a word most of the morning.

The colour of her skin had drained like she was ready to pass out at any moment.

Harrison somehow managed to look even more feral than he had earlier that morning as he stood, nervously tapping his foot on the marbled floor.

The open space in front of the Great Hall echoed louder and louder as more and more students joined the waiting group, nervous chatter amongst them all.

“Come on, hurry up,” Harrison said, “I don’t know how much longer I can wait.”

“As soon as they’re ready, the doors will open, and you’ll soon know who your Aer-Kin is going to be,” Aeden said, placing a hand reassuringly on Harrison’s shoulder and giving him a squeeze.

“That’s easy for you to say,” he said, “you already have Nyra.”

Aeden couldn’t argue. “And trust me when I say, that’s where the hard work starts.” He thought about all the experiences he and Nyra had already shared, both positive and negative, their training, and how their Weave had developed. Pride swelled in his chest as he purposely reached out to Nyra, not to speak but to share what he was feeling.

“The mood sharing is the hardest thing to wrap your head around,” Aeden said. “Understanding what is my own and what is Nyra’s has taken the longest to get used to. I still don’t think I’m fully used to it now,” he said. “You’ll all understand what I mean soon.”

With a clunk and a groan, one of the large oak doors slowly peeled backwards, followed by the other.

On the other side stood Lyric, his hands tucked behind his back. He smiled, but there was a dullness in his eyes as he spoke. “Right, this way, everyone,” he said. “Please form an orderly line.” He pointed to the chairs that were lined up neatly on either side of the hall in long rows, which reached about halfway down the Great Hall. “Offence and Guardians over on this side, Scouts and Supports on this side.”

“About bloody time,” Harrison said, pushing into the students in front of him in a vain attempt to get everyone moving.

“And here it all starts,” Serene said as she followed closely behind.

Vivienne had a vacant look about her, still quiet and unassuming. Aeden gave her a slight nudge and said, “Are you okay?”

Vivienne shook her head as she snapped back into the room, offering Aeden a feigned smile. “I’ll be fine,” she said, clearing her throat. It was the first time she had spoken since breakfast.

She set off following Harrison and Serene, who were now both further ahead of them with Aeden walking beside Vivienne. Large blue banners with the academy’s crest lined the walls on either side. In between them, torches were lit, but these were not needed as it was still morning, and natural light beamed into the room.

Despite its Gothic look, to Aeden it was stunning as he took the opportunity to admire the workmanship that had gone into crafting all of the detailed stonework. It was as if the room had been carved out of one large piece of stone, beautiful and mesmerising.

The chairs stopped halfway into the room, where a large metal fence stood running from one side of the Great Hall to the other. They were similar to the gate of Nyra’s pen, and judging by the size of them, Aeden imagined this would be where the Aer-Kin were brought into.

Director Vale stood in the centre of the enclosure with her hands placed delicately in front of her. She was wearing an all-black robe, complete with oversized hood that draped down, sitting between her shoulder blades. To her left and right were more members of the faculty, each of them wearing similar robes.

Aeden wondered why Lyric was dressed in his usual attire and not in the ceremonial clothing like the other members of the faculty.

As Lyric had said, both sides of the chairs had been split in half, creating four quadrants, one for each of the classes. The Offence class and Scout classes were in the front two quadrants, with the Guardians sitting behind the Offence class and Supports behind the Scouts. Harrison and Serene were already at their seats when Aeden and Vivienne sat beside them.

One by one, the students piled into the Great Hall, the noise building as the hall became full. Lyric moved to the gate but not before stopping at the bottom of the row where Aeden and the others sat.

“Good luck,” he said with a smile, “I’m sure you’ll all do great. We have a great bunch of Aer-Kin for you to bond with.”

“Thanks, Lyric,” Serene said, “that’s really kind of you to say.”

Lyric gave her a polite bow before continuing up the small walkway between the chairs and taking up position by the hulking frame of Master Storme.

When the final students took their seats, the groaning of the oak doors was followed by the loud thud of them closing.

Nervous chatter continued amongst the students until Director Vale gave a subtle nod to the back of the room and raised her hand for silence.

“Today is the greatest day of your lives,” she began. “Today is the day where you will be eternally bonded with your Aer-Kin.” She took a moment to look around the room at all the nervous faces that greeted her. “Not all of you will be successful, and as such, your time at the academy will draw to a close. You’ve spent the term building up your strength, preparing yourselves for what is to come. If you fail on this day, there is no second opportunity. I will not lie to you, bonding through the Weave is extremely dangerous. Your life will be at risk if your body and mind are not prepared to form this sacred bond.”

Director Vale wasn’t doing well to quell the nerves of the rest of the students, who looked on in horror. To be fair, this was information that each and every one of them should have already known. After all, they’d had it drilled into them for the last two months since their training began.

“Master Ember has been carefully looking after the Aer-Kin as they hatch and sorting them into the right classes for you today. As is customary at Aviara Academy, I invite those of you with special dispensation to stand up. You will already know who you are.”

Aeden caught the subtle shake of Lyric’s head as Director Vale spoke before looking down at the ground.

There were five students from the Offence class, two from the Scouts, and one from the Guardians. No one in the Support class stood up.

Aeden was surprised to recognise that the two students who had stood up from the Scouts were Rowan and Cassian.

“Aren’t you pally with those two?” Harrison said, leaning into Aeden. “Didn’t realise they were from money.”

“Neither did I,” Aeden said. Special dispensation meant those with deeper pockets got the first pick of the newly hatched Aer-Kin, something that frustrated Aeden. They had the opportunity to get the strongest Aer-Kin not because of ability but because of their wealth.

“If you would all care to enter the pen,” Director Vale said, directing them with her hand.

Lyric opened up the gate, and the standing students all made their way to the front. Kael entered the pen with a swagger that infuriated Aeden. Of course he would get first pick.

“Good luck, and may the gods favour you,” Director Vale said as the students passed her. “Master Ember, if you could bring in the first group of Aer-Kin. Let’s start with the Offence class as is customary to our tradition.”

Lyric shuffled away to the eastern side of the room, where there was an opening Aeden hadn’t noticed before. His echoed footsteps faded before returning. The chittering and grumbles of the Aer-Kin he had fetched bounced into the hall as a new wave of nervousness fell over the room.

The Aer-Kin entered the pen first, rushing into the room as they nudged one another and snapped their jagged little teeth in challenge. These were not calm. They were boisterous and full of energy.

A large Aer-Kin with obsidian scales bounded into another, a flicker of red coursing through the gaps like lava veins on the side of a volcano. It was muscular, with thick legs and a proud chest. It snapped at another well-built Aer-Kin, this one a light grey colour, with light blue streaks running down its sides. Two large, pointed ears protruded from its head, and its scales were more jagged and prominent.

A copper-coloured Aer-Kin that was slightly smaller in size with spiky ridges down its legs stomped ahead. This was followed by a thickset Aer-Kin that was earth coloured as if it had been rolling around in dirt, a small thin ridge running from the front of its head to the back.

Finally, a charcoaled-coloured Aer-Kin raced through the centre, jumping past the copper Aer-Kin with ease as it flapped its thin, veined wings. It landed delicately, barely making a sound before padding to a stop when Lyric called out with a whistle.

All the younglings gathered in the centre of the pen as Lyric raised his hands in the air, moving towards them. The obsidian one snapped towards him and took a step forward, but Lyric simply growled back.

It wasn’t the response Aeden had expected, but it worked as the feisty Aer-Kin reluctantly backed down and fell back into the group, not without a warning snarl towards Lyric, who still had his hands in the air as if he were a puppet master and all of the Aer-Kin were on strings.

Director Vale turned to face the pen, moving so her back now faced the rest of the students in the Great Hall. “Kael Blackthorn, if you would like to step forward. It is time for you to bond with your Aer-Kin.”
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Kael stood defiantly, poised to take control of the situation. Nothing about his body language suggested he was fazed. In fact, he was thriving, and that pissed Aeden off. His focus only intensified as he turned, analysing each and every one of the Aer-Kin standing before him, while the rest of the Great Hall fell into silence. Every person seemed to hold their breath.

It was a strange experience for Aeden. He had never seen this before, just like everyone else. Even though he had experienced the bonding process himself, it was woolly in parts of his memory, fragmented, making it difficult to remember exactly how things had happened. What he could remember was the pain, the confusion, and the fear that had gripped him simultaneously like a coiled viper.

Kael continued to focus as he tapped into the Weave, drawing on the connection to bond with his Aer-Kin.

“Arghhhh!”

With a cry, he collapsed to the floor, landing on his knees and clutching his hands to either side of his head. He writhed in agony as the connection took hold.

All of the faculty members watched on, unfazed by what was unfolding in front of them as Kael continued to cry out while the bond formed.

All of the Aer-Kin stopped dead in their tracks, lifting their heads as if they had all heard something that no one else could hear. They stayed motionless for a few moments until eventually, the Aer-Kin with the obsidian scales tilted its head to one side and took a step towards Kael.

Aeden scoffed. Of course the fiercest-looking one would be the one to form a connection with him. He still held hope that the connection would break, but looking at how things were progressing, he found this hard to believe.

Kael lifted his head, palms still clutched to the sides of his skull, but he defiantly planted a foot on the ground before rising slowly.

“You will submit to me,” he said with fierce determination.

That was not what Aeden expected to hear from his mouth. It was worrying, the terminology he was using. That wasn’t how Aer-Kin bonds were meant to form. That wasn’t how the Weave worked. It wasn’t about bending or breaking the other. It was about working in partnership. Still, it wasn’t like he expected anything less from Kael.

The obsidian Aer-Kin shook its head as the connection continued to form between them. Kael took slow, steady steps towards it, lowering his hands from his head and reaching out a hand to the struggling Aer-Kin.

“Go on, bite his fucking hand off,” Harrison said under his breath, and Aeden laughed dryly.

“Now, that would be a sight.”

Unfortunately, that didn’t happen. The creature shook its head a few more times, and then, in a sign of resignation, lowered it. The connection was complete, and Kael was bonded. He had gotten the pick of the bunch, and Aeden had no doubt how powerful this Aer-Kin would be.

Weary but triumphant, Kael raised his fist into the air to the accolades of the other Offence class students, and even the Scouts, and Guardians, and – to Aeden’s dismay – some of the Supports.

“That wasn’t so tough,” Kael said as he stared into the eyes of his bonded Aer-Kin. “Now, I just need to come up with a name for you.” He paused for a painfully long moment. It wasn’t like the rest of the cohort needed to wait for their Aer-Kin or anything. “Threxel,” he settled on with a grin. The obsidian Aer-Kin danced around in glee, clearly approving of its new name.

Lyric shook his head disapprovingly, and Aeden wondered what name he had already given the Aer-Kin.

“This way,” Lyric said, pointing towards the tunnel. “The hatchery hands will guide you where to go now that you’ve bonded.” Kael set off towards the tunnel, Threxel walking beside him.

Aeden watched on as each of the privileged Offence class students remaining stepped forward one at a time to go through the same process, each of them struggling as they writhed around in pain until their connections were complete. They all managed to bond with the different Aer-Kin as if they had all pre-agreed which ones they were going for. One by one, they received a cheer before making the walk down the same tunnel that Kael had vanished down. That was aside from one unfortunate student, who did not complete the bonding ceremony. He had been left a crumpled heap on the ground as his connection to the Weave failed. Aeden wasn’t sure if it was the Aer-Kin that rejected him or he simply wasn’t strong enough. The whimper-like cry that the student cried out as his life slipped away was something Aeden wasn’t going to forget. His only solace was the thought that that was perhaps the only time this would happen, but his head and heart felt differently.

After the student’s body was carried away, the process continued like it was nothing more than a hiccup. Students tried their best to remain calm, but suddenly everyone was that little bit more nervous, including Harrison, who was unusually quiet.

Lyric brought a new group of three huge Aer-Kin forward for the one Guardian class that stood in the bonding pen. Each of them had thick chests and short legs, their wings less pointed and jagged than the Offence Aer-Kins. Two of them were emerald green, and one was a dark earthy colour. They all grouped together as the stocky male student took a step forward, analysing each of the Aer-Kin in front of him. He went through the same process as the others as he tapped into the Weave. He managed better than the others; he was clearly in pain and discomfort, but he didn’t collapse to his knees or clasp the sides of his head, although he still grimaced and grunted as he concentrated.

It was the large earth-coloured Aer-Kin, its scales looking like they were made of stone, that started shaking its head as the two of them formed their connection. When it was over, the student wiped his forehead with his arm before heading down the tunnel. Lyric led the two remaining Aer-Kin away, disappearing himself before returning with four more.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” Aeden heard Rowan say to Cassian as the two of them were the last in the bonding pen.

Cassian turned to face her, grabbing hold of both her arms and pressing his head against hers. “You’ve got this,” he said in the tender moment. It was as if they were oblivious to everyone else in the room. Rowan raised her head and turned to face the approaching Lyric.

The first to enter the pen was a pale, silver-blue Aer-Kin with a faint iridescent shimmer down its sides. It was a thinner build than the rest of the Aer-Kin so far, slender and smaller than the rest, with an elongated neck and body. Its head was the same, with a longer snout and high-aspect wings that were built for gliding. A singular thin ridge formed down each of its four legs at the front.

The next to enter was a moss-green one with muted bronze colouration on its underside, as if it were born to camouflage in the trees. This one had thinner, pointed wings but was as equally thin as the first Aer-Kin, though this one had a smaller head and pointed ears that followed the shape of its head. Its tail was the most interesting aspect, as it forked off at the end like a snake’s tongue. It stepped into the pen, calmly, watching Cassian and Rowan as much as they were studying it and the others.

Next up was a matte-black Aer-Kin that had a sleek and muscular chest with purple hues rippling through it like cracked veins. A long, pointed snout protruded from its face, lined with razor-sharp teeth which it showcased as it snapped its jaws.

Last was a vibrant green Aer-Kin. This one had the longest body and the smallest legs. It was more snake-like as its body twisted as it ran into the pen. Its jawline was more beak-like, hooking into a curve. For an Aer-Kin it was odd looking, but it must have shown some potential for Lyric to fetch it in with the others for Cassian and Rowan to choose from.

All four moved to the centre of the pen as Cassian and Rowan stepped forwards, holding hands with one another. They gave each other a subtle nod as they attempted to connect to the Weave at the same time rather than individually. They held themselves as if they had been briefed to attempt to bond this way. Their focus was intent, but they kept hold of each other’s hands.

Aeden was surprised when he felt a swell of resentment in his stomach that they got to pick before everyone else. They had come from wealth, but he’d had no idea. Neither of them had confided in Aeden, and that hurt a little.

They were his friends, however, so Aeden swallowed that bitterness down as best he could, as he desperately wanted both of them to make it through the process unscathed.

Rowan was the first to cry out in pain as her legs buckled underneath her. Cassian kept hold of her hand, but he too dropped to one knee as the Weave took hold of both of them. Aeden felt himself instinctively lurch forward, as if he was in a position to help. It all added to the increase in his anxiety at the situation.

This continued for a few moments before the silver-blue Aer-Kin and the black Aer-Kin with purple markings started to thrash about, each of them flapping their wings wildly, coiling their heads from side to side as the other two jolted back away from them.

At one point Rowan’s pain turned into an anguished scream, but neither of them let go of each other’s hands.

Cassian was the first to stand back up. He dragged Rowan to her feet and the two of them stepped forward as their newly bonded Aer-Kin bowed their heads, the pale Aer-Kin in front of Rowan and the black Aer-Kin in front of Cassian.

They laughed nervously to each other, then swapped around and stepped forward again with their hands outstretched. Rowan had bonded with the more muscular looking black Aer-Kin and Cassian the other, which wasn’t how Aeden had thought this would go.

The rest of the room erupted into applause, with Aeden and the others joining in, a swell of pride conflicting with Cassian and Rowan’s privileged position, something that Rowan had never shared with him.

The two of them walked side by side with their Aer-Kin as they exited via the tunnel, and Aeden couldn’t help but feel intrigued as to where it was they were all being held now. Something he likely wouldn’t find out given he wasn’t here to bond, he was only here to watch the ceremony.

Director Vale turned to face the rest of the cohort and cleared her throat to bring silence from the rest of the room, the nervous excitement continuing to grow. “We will now move cohort by cohort until the ceremony is complete. Please be patient as you wait for your turn,” she said, pointing at the first row of the Offence class.

Of course they got to go first.

“Line by line, you will enter the pen and begin the process. Good luck.”

Aeden watched on with keen interest as one by one, students entered the pen. This time, though, Lyric brought in a bigger group of Aer-Kin, too many for Aeden to count before the bonding would begin. Some students’ connections started to form as soon as the Aer-Kin entered, others took longer to tap into.

The students formed their connections and exited down the tunnel as the remaining students in the pen bonded.

There were seven people overall in the Offence class that didn’t form a connection, three of them standing with worried expressions on their faces as their peers dropped to their knees in pain as their connections through the Weave failed. Each of them collapsed, their lives taken by the bonding process.

Aeden had stopped applauding those that bonded. He wanted to remember those who were failing, regardless of their class. They didn’t deserve this. No one did.

Those that survived, either bonded or not, were instructed to leave via the main door into the Great Hall, which seemed like a lonely walk as they lowered their heads in shame as they left, their time at the academy ended. At least they still had their lives, but Aeden felt a wave of empathy for all of them. He would hate to be in that position, alone and unbonded, cast out from the academy as if they didn’t matter.

Aeden watched on as the process continued for what felt like most of the day, and he didn’t enjoy a single moment of it. Seeing those that failed to form their own connections, that lost their lives, was splintering a part of him every time he observed it. Twelve from the Offence class had failed, twenty-two from the Guardians, and then another twenty-seven from the Scouts overall, with one of the Scouts losing their arm when they tried to place their hand on a disgruntled Aer-Kin’s head whom they hadn’t bonded with. Not all of them had perished. Around a third refused to even try to bond having seen what happened to the others. More than half of the rest had not left the Great Hall with their lives.

Each time a student bonded, there was a round of applause from the rest of the cohort, although this was getting quieter and quieter each time as their numbers dropped.

Aeden couldn’t join in the celebrations, and he couldn’t wrap his head around why others would; there was nothing to celebrate. So far they had seen so many of their peers fail, so many of them that were no longer here. Those that had survived would be sent home from the academy. There was nothing to celebrate with the ceremony, despite them knowing the risks before they started.

Aeden focused on Nyra through the Weave, and all he felt was guilt, not Nyra’s but his own. Up until now, he had taken for granted that he was a bonded rider. That was something he wasn’t going to do any longer. Over and over again both he and Nyra had defied the odds.

Aeden sat silently until the only class that remained were the Supports.

“Holy shit, it’s our turn now,” Harrison said, his voice quivering with nervous energy. His eyes were wide and bulging as he stared at the pen as the last Scout exited with her Aer-Kin, a thin, orange-coloured one with streamlined wings.

“Supports, if you would like to enter the bonding pen,” Director Vale said.

Aeden and the others were sitting on the fifth row, which meant it would not be long until Harrison, Vivienne, and Serene would finally have an Aer-Kin. Aeden was excited for them and wondered if any of the Aer-Kin he knew would come out. Copper Top had already bonded to one of the Guardians, and Solus and Valin had both bonded with Scouts. That must mean that the others Aeden had seen hatch would be Supports.

When the Support Aer-Kin were brought into the pen, Aeden’s heart leapt when he saw Midnight. She walked in slowly behind the others, her head lowered. She seemed nervous as she trailed behind.

The Support class began their bonding process, each time Midnight remaining hidden at the back.

When it finally came for Aeden’s row to step up, they all stood up in unison, with Aeden moving out from their line to let them pass.

“You will be okay,” Aeden said, patting Harrison on his back as he set off slowly. Serene grabbed hold of his hand, clearly just as nervous as him.

“I promise I will see you on the other side.” Harrison smiled, albeit with a nervous edge, as if he wasn’t fully convinced himself.

They edged towards the pen, Vivienne following closely behind, and entered it along with another five members of the Support cohort.

Aeden’s back ached badly from sitting through the ceremony, but he remained standing as he watched on with bated anticipation as each of his friends entered the bonding pen.

The pen was half-filled with Aer-Kin, and Lyric fetched a few more into the pen from the back room as the Support class lined up to start their connections to the Weave.

This was it. The nervousness that Aeden was feeling was like nothing he had ever experienced, and he found himself sweating as his heart raced. What if one of them didn’t bond, what if one of them was kicked out of the academy or worse? What if one of them was injured in the process? There had already been quite a few near misses by this stage, with a couple Supports only just surviving the ceremony.

He watched on as each of the Supports started to form their connections via the Weave. Vivienne was the first to cry out in pain, followed by Serene. Harrison remained standing along with the five other students they had entered with, a stony focus on their faces. They had seen enough connections form now to know that some took longer than others.

Aeden watched on as, one by one, the other Supports continued to bond, each time his heart sinking that little bit more when Harrison didn’t form a connection to the Weave.

“Come on,” Aeden muttered under his breath. He had to bond, there was still plenty of Aer-Kin inside the pen, there was time.

Aeden glanced over his shoulder at the remaining Supports still seated. It was just under half of their cohort, waiting for their chance to bond.

When Harrison clasped his hands to the side of his head, Aeden instinctively pumped a fist in the air, the tension too much to bear, drawing a scolding look from Master Storme.

Harrison cried out in pain, and a chunky golden-orange Aer-Kin started shifting around uncomfortably. It had short wings, far shorter than the other Aer-Kin, with a creamy white line running from the tip of one wing to the other. It had a round head with large eyes and a thick, club-like tail.

When Harrison stood tall, Aeden knew he could finally relax. Out of them all, he had been the first to bond. Director Vale ushered another two students out of the pen, but Harrison didn’t move. He was waiting for Serene and Vivienne to join him, who were still attempting to bond.

Two Aer-Kin started fighting the Weave as Vivienne and Serene fought against the intense pain that the connection brought.

One was a deep indigo colour with silver streaks running down its back to the tip of its ridged tail. This one had a thin, dark-blue ridge that ran down its spine. It had thick wings that were spread out to either side of it that looked like giant paddles.

The other was ivory white, with a soft pink belly and pink hues on the underside of its wings. It was a beautiful creature, more akin to a butterfly or even a flower. It was graceful, with a long, swan-like neck and large, black soulful eyes.

Vivienne and Serene continued to concentrate on their connections. This was the worst part, this was where their intense training and endurance came into play. Both of them, however, were nearly there.

A sudden cry of pain caused Aeden’s chest to tighten, as every part of him willed the bonding to be over.

One of the two Aer-Kin bowed its head – the white one. It was clear that the bonding process was over. Serene rose and slowly stepped towards it, placing her hand nervously against its head.

She turned and smiled before that soft expression on her face turned to worry in a matter of moments.

Something was wrong.

Something was catastrophically wrong.

Vivienne dropped to her knees. She cried out once again, clasping her hands to either side of her head, her eyes remaining fixed on the indigo Aer-Kin with a fierce determination. The Aer-Kin wailed, an unnatural, guttural cry, shaking its head as its body contorted.

“What’s going on?” Serene said, panic in her voice. “Vivienne, you can do this, just focus like we practised.”

Vivienne continued to grapple with the Weave, desperately clinging on to the bond with the Aer-Kin.

Serene looked across at Harrison, who was frozen to the spot, his eyes wide with a fear that brought a cold, icy chill down Aeden’s spine.

Vivienne stopped screaming, planting her hands on the ground and panting heavily, her skin almost translucent as she stared into the ground. With trembling arms, she pushed herself to her feet.

Aeden released a held breath. Vivienne was okay, she had bonded, or at least that was what it looked like. He couldn’t be too sure due to the indigo Aer-Kin’s movements.

Something was definitely wrong, however. The way the indigo Aer-Kin jerked its head, the way it didn’t bow its head. With an ear-splitting shriek, the indigo’s body convulsed as it collapsed to the ground.

This was something they hadn’t seen before, and Aeden had no clue what they could do to help. All he could do was watch as the horror unfolded.

“What’s going on?” Serene said, looking around at the masters of the academy for help or guidance.

None came.

Vivienne took a step towards the Aer-Kin. Aeden couldn’t tell if they had formed a connection through the Weave. Her steps were slow and pained as she closed the gap between them both.

The Aer-Kin let out another cry of pain, falling flat on its stomach, its legs splayed out to either side of it. Vivienne dropped too, as if she was weakened.

She reached out a trembling hand and placed it on the hatchling’s head.

“There, there, it’s okay,” she started through short breaths. “I’m here, you’re not alone.” The Aer-Kin calmed at her touch, its breaths slow and laboured. It took in a large gulp of air before exhaling one long crackling breath as its life slipped away.

Vivienne looked up at Serene, who rushed to her side. Aeden ran towards the edge of the pen as close as he could get without interfering with the bonding process with the other students.

“What’s going on? What’s happening?” Serene said as Vivienne rolled onto her back, resting her head against Serene’s knees.

“She was scared, something went wrong, I needed to let her know that she wasn’t” – her voice trailed off.

“You were bonded?” Serene’s voice cracked as tears streamed down her face.

A knot formed in Aeden’s throat, and his eyes stung when he blinked. If they were bonded, that meant that Vivienne’s life was connected to her Aer-Kin’s.

Vivienne’s eyes started to close, her own breathing slowing.

“No, no, no!” Serene said.

Vivienne raised a hand to brush a tear from Serene’s face. “It’s okay,” Vivienne started. “I knew” – her hand fell beside her.

Serene let out an agonising cry that ripped through Aeden. His own cheeks were wet with tears as he came to the realisation that she was gone. They had lost a friend.

Serene sobbed, bowing her head against the back of Vivienne’s, and Aeden’s heart broke watching. They were best friends. Now one of them was gone.

Hatchery hands entered the arena with a stretcher to remove Vivienne’s body, like they had with all of the other students who had failed the bonding process.

“Get away from her,” Serene demanded, her voice hoarse. “She’s still warm.” She looked at Director Vale for help.

“There is nothing we can do,” the director said, “she is gone.”

Serene continued to sob.

“At least let us carry her out,” Harrison said as the hatchery hands transferred Vivienne onto the stretcher. “Serene . . .” He gave her an understanding look as he grabbed her attention.

The two of them lifted Vivienne up and started walking towards the exit tunnel.

Aeden was just about to hop over the pen to get to his friends when the deep noise of a horn sounded, followed by another. Director Vale turned to face Master Storme and the other masters, and they exchanged worried looks.

Another long blow of a horn came, followed by a distant rumble, then a roar that shook Aeden.

He knew in an instant what it was.

They had been preparing for this moment, but the timing could not have been any worse.

The Sable twins had returned.
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Aeden’s legs felt like they were made of lead. He wanted to move. He wanted to get to Serene, to Harrison, to Vivienne, but he found himself frozen by what had just happened. His heart beat rapidly against his chest as the horns continued to sound, low and reverberating. All of the remaining Support students left in the hall looked around at each other in confusion.

“Everybody stay calm,” Director Vale said. “Mistress Jara, Master Storme.”

The two of them nodded before rushing off out of the Great Hall, past where Aeden was standing.

“Master Sorrel, Master Bennet, please remain with the students. The rest of you head through to the rest of your cohort. You will remain there until I send word.”

Director Vale hitched up her long, flowing robe, and with a brisk walk, she made her way inside the bonding pen. “Right, everyone, this way.” She moved at speed towards the tunnel where the rest of the cohort was. “Master Ember, could you secure the younglings?” she said as she passed the concerned Lyric.

“Of course,” he said, nodding his head as she passed him.

Time stood still. Aeden’s pulse throbbed in his ears. Vivienne had just died. She was gone, and now the academy was under attack.

“Aeden, what’s going on?” Nyra said through the Weave, snapping him from his thoughts. It was so good to hear from her, though Aeden wished it were better circumstances. “Your heart, why is it hurting, what’s happened?”

“We’re under attack,” he said.

“Under attack?” Nyra replied, and Aeden could feel her stress levels elevate straight away.

“I’m going to head to you as soon as I can, okay?” He didn’t care what the instructions were; there was no way he was being separated from Nyra.

“Hurry,” she said, “I don’t like the sound of those horns, and Aeden?”

“Yes, girl?”

“I’m sorry for snapping at you.”

“You don’t need to apologise, Nyra. I’m sorry for hurting you, that was never my intention.” Aeden followed the other Supports into the pen and observed as Lyric waved his arms around to shepherd the younglings together. “We will speak properly, when all this is done and I know you’re safe.”

“Please be careful,” she said.

“I will.” He closed off his connection before heading towards Lyric. “Do you need help?” he asked.

“They’re restless, they know something isn’t right. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way,” Lyric said. “They should all be bonded. I’m going to have to just bring them round the back with the others.”

Aeden did what he could, following Lyric’s direction as it quickly became only them two in the Great Hall and a group of about thirty younglings. Luckily, most of them were easy enough to usher down the tunnel, all except Midnight, who seemed reluctant to move.

“You’re okay,” Aeden said as he slowly approached her. “We need to get you to safety. We need to get you with the others.”

Midnight let out a chittering noise before hesitantly looking at Lyric, who hadn’t given her a second look.

“He’ll come around,” Aeden said. “He just needs time.” Just speaking was difficult. This whole situation was such a mess.

Aeden rubbed the top of Midnight’s head. It was a rough texture, which contrasted with the smooth look of her dark scales. She let out a rumble of contentment as Aeden scratched her behind her ear. “Come on, there will be more of those once we know everyone is safe.”

He shooed Midnight along, who thankfully followed Aeden towards the tunnel. More blasts of the battle horns rang out, this time more frequent. Now there was a low rumble in the distance but close enough for Aeden to feel the vibrations reverberate through the ground.

They had been preparing for this moment, and now was the time to put everything to the test, for the academy to stand up to the Sable twins.

Aeden rushed down the tunnel, Midnight ahead of him. Another loud blasting noise sounded out, rumbling the very foundations of where he stood. This time dust particles fell from the ceiling as the tunnel shook.

Midnight sped up, spooked by the noise as the horns continued to blare out.

This wasn’t good, not good at all. Aeden sought to reach everyone else as fast as possible so that he could get to Nyra.

When he exited the far side of the tunnel, he was greeted by a second larger tunnel, where Lyric was waiting for him.

“This way,” Lyric said, guiding Aeden along. Midnight passed him, but Lyric didn’t pay her any attention. Even in these circumstances, he was acting coldly towards her. “This will lead us to the cellar. All the others are heading down there, they’ll be as safe as possible there.”

Aeden stopped in his tracks. “I can’t,” he said, “I need to get to Nyra. She’s alone at the hatchery.”

“She isn’t alone, some of those that bonded first are already over there. They were transferred once they had made sufficient recovery from the bonding process.”

The thought of Nyra alone with Kael was a thought that made Aeden’s blood run cold.

“Master Bennet has gone across to support them and bring them back here. You should wait here with everyone else, Aeden. That is the safest option.”

Aeden wanted to find Serene and Harrison. He wanted to be with them, to be with Vivienne, but despite that need, he couldn’t leave Nyra alone, not in the midst of an attack.

“No,” he said defiantly, “I can’t leave Nyra alone. I’ll go and fetch her and return with the others.”

Lyric let out a deep sigh of defeat. There was nothing he could say in these circumstances to change Aeden’s mind. He would have to cast him in irons in order to keep him from getting to Nyra.

“Fine, but I’ll come with you. The sooner we go, the sooner we can get back.” Lyric set off at once towards a separate large wooden door, a smaller version of the Great Hall entranceway. “This will take us beyond the courtyard and around the southeast corner of the academy, towards the hatchery. It’s the quickest route there. Follow me.” He slammed his hands onto the door to open them. Light cascaded through the gaps, dazzling Aeden, reminding him how long he had been inside observing the ceremony.

Nothing could have prepared him for what he saw as he exited the Great Hall.

The sky was filled with more Aer-Kin and riders than he could count, the noise of the battle horns reverberating in his chest as they continued to sound.

“This isn’t good,” Lyric said, “I can’t tell who’s ours and who isn’t.”

Above, Aer-Kin flew in circular motions, dipping and diving around one another as flashes of light and loud bangs echoed around them.

A blast of fire exploded on the ground ahead of them, the heat of which was intense and unforgiving. The fireball erupted into a mushroom-shaped cloud as hot earth spewed over two fleeing students, whose screams quickly vanished as they were consumed. Stones and earth sprawled over Aeden and Lyric, with Aeden raising his arm to shield his face. It was warm but bearable, though he knew that the two students captured by the fireball had no chance of survival.

“Come on!” Lyric roared.

Loud shrieks and roars rang out from the skies, warnings and threats between the Aer-Kin that now lay in defence of the academy against their attackers. Just above them, one large Aer-Kin clashed with something far larger, far more brutal and unforgiving.

“What is that?” Aeden called out, pointing towards the sky. They were too far away to pick out any discernible detail, but whatever it was, it was furiously clawing at the Aer-Kin it was battling.

The Aer-Kin shrieked before plummeting from the sky like a stone, slamming into the ground with a sickening thud. Its rider was wearing the same uniform as Aeden, her body twisted unnaturally as she sat harnessed atop the dead Aer-Kin.

His heart sank. They were not ready for war, let alone an attack like this. More Aer-Kin battled overhead, the third-year students rallying and taking to the skies as fast as possible. A loud roar caused Aeden’s head to snap upwards.

Vegar shot over the top of them, close to the roof from the Great Hall, quickly followed by another squadron of riders.

Vegar’s unmistakable shadow engulfed Aeden as he let out another ear-splitting battle cry. A dark cloud formed above him, and crackles of forked light glowed within. One lightning bolt shot forwards, not making contact with any of the other riders in the sky but rather serving to disperse them.

It was a warning shot, and it worked. A cluster of around five riders separated into different directions, with Master Storme and his squadron of riders diverting to attack the righthand flank.

“Come on, Aeden! We don’t have time to stop!” Lyric roared, snapping Aeden out of his stupor. He quickly gathered himself as bangs, roars, and screams filled the grounds of the academy.

Aeden sprinted as fast as he could to catch up with Lyric, who was just a short distance ahead of him, turning past the corner of the Great Hall and heading towards the courtyard.

Another scream came from above as another rider plummeted from the sky, a student. He slammed into the ground, unseated from his Aer-Kin. Aeden rushed towards the fallen student; he had healing powers, the least he could do was try to help him. The man twitched and spasmed as Aeden checked over him, blood pooling at the base of his head, his eyes wide with fear and shock. He tried to speak, but only gargled blood spilled from his mouth. There was nothing Aeden could do to help him.

Aeden searched the skies for the Aer-Kin that was now riderless. At least it would still be able to fight, even if it was now weaker. He couldn’t see anything other than pure chaos above him. Aer-Kin flew at speed around one another, some crashing into others, varying blasts of power as magic was hurled at each other. Aeden took a moment to close the fallen student’s eyes before setting off again. He couldn’t see Lyric now, but he knew the way back to the hatchery.

As he approached the courtyard, there was no mistaking the sound of steel on steel. Had the forces already breached the academy on the ground? He rounded the corner to see a group of students in combat against their enemy, and for the first time Aeden saw them.

They wore long, ash-grey tunics, a layer of armour plating coated in obsidian scales, metal shoulder pauldrons, and gauntlets that had a ridge of spikes down the sides.

“Dragon armour?” Aeden said to himself, it couldn’t be. Such a thing was incredibly rare, but here he could see at least seven attackers wearing it. Their faces were hidden behind black cloth, revealing only their eyes. Dragon armour was made from the scales of Aer-Kin, a practice outlawed in Nevaria, for good reason, too. Scales had to be harvested while the Aer-Kin were still alive in order to capture the magical properties.

The students were using all of their skills as they fought back, but they were no match for their attackers, the dragon-armoured warriors showing far superior skills with a mixture of weapons that ranged from swords, axes, and spears.

“Help me.”

Choking words to Aeden’s right caused him to look down. He recognised her straight away – it was one of the second-year students who had attacked him and Nyra. Ramona, if he remembered correctly. Her hands were clasped to her stomach, blood seeping between the gaps.

Aeden didn’t hesitate as he dropped to his knees. “Nyra, I need to draw on the Weave. It’s not me, it’s someone else that needs help.”

“Hurry, I can hear the fighting, it’s getting close.”

Aeden focused on the Weave as he pulled on the strings of light between them, channelling his power into the second-year student’s wound. It was bad, and he knew he needed to keep her calm.

“Keep still,” Aeden said as his arms throbbed. “I’m not sure I can heal it fully, but I should be able to stop the bleeding.” He drew on the Weave, his head throbbing so hard that he could swear he heard his own heartbeat. Tendrils of light stretched across the open wound as Aeden pulled the student’s hands away. The lights pulled towards each other as the student grimaced and cried out in pain.

“I’m nearly there,” he said as he focused, still very much aware of the fight continuing just a short distance from him.

When he was done, the student remained blood soaked, but Aeden checked to see that the wound was sealed. For now, anyway. “Come on, let’s get you up.”

“How?” Ramona asked. “It still hurts.” She grimaced as he stood to his feet.

“That’s because you’ve still had your stomach cut open. I’ve done what I can to stop the bleeding, but you need a healer to help you fully recover.” Another student rushed towards them to help, taking Ramona’s other arm and wrapping it over her neck.

“Head to the basement, by the Great Hall. There are other students there,” Aeden said.

“What about you?” the student asked. She had a nasty-looking cut to the side of her head.

“I need to get to Nyra, go!” he shouted before setting off through the outer edge of the courtyard. He counted four more bodies of students lying sporadically around the courtyard and one of a master who he was not familiar with, a gaping hole in his chest.

This wasn’t an assault, it was a massacre. How had they managed to get so many people inside the academy grounds so soon?

“Aeden, hurry,” Nyra said, panic in her voice. It caused a surge in Aeden, who could feel the fatigue from the magic he had drawn on already. “They’re trying to breach the hatchery, I can hear the fighting. They’re here.”

Digging deep, Aeden sprinted as fast as he could towards the hatchery. “I’m nearly with you, Nyra! Just hold on.” Desperation gripped around his chest as he ignored the fighting around him. His legs burned and his chest heaved. A blast of magic exploded beside him, sending him hurtling to the side. He didn’t hesitate to drag himself back up as his ears rang with a tinny noise.

Dirt and stone sprayed over him. Thankfully it wasn’t warm. He turned to see where the blast had landed; a large piece of stone lay protruding from the ground, a giant boulder. Had it been magic or a catapult that had done that? Just how well equipped were the Sable twins’ forces?

A shrill shriek above alerted Aeden to another falling Aer-Kin, and he prayed that it wasn’t another one of theirs. Judging by the crackle of lightning that had hit it, coupled with the unmistakable Vegar nearby, he guessed it was one of their enemies. At least that gave Aeden hope that they were not indestructible.

Aeden surged towards the hatchery, which was now in sight, his right leg not moving as it should. His knee was struggling, the movement uncomfortable, but he didn’t have time to stop. Nothing would stop him from getting to Nyra.

When he passed the hatchery entrance, there was no sign of the guards, but as he approached the hatchery entrance, he could see why. Four guards were deep in combat against the attackers. These were better equipped and trained for combat, and they were putting up a better fight at holding off the enemy who were trying to breach the hatchery. One lay dead on the ground, making it a three-to-one fight in the guards’ favour.

With numbers on their side, they made quick work of the remaining attackers, one receiving a sword through the neck before the three guards rounded on the final enemy. He raised his sword to defend himself, but the guards attacked simultaneously. Despite the fighter’s best efforts, the guards were able to bring his life to an end.

One of them looked up at Aeden. It was Galen, his face covered in blood. “Get inside,” he called out. “Damien, Corra, we will remain by the entrance, we must protect the younglings.”

Aeden shot inside, Galen following behind him. This was not how he had expected the bonding ceremony to go.


[image: ]


Aeden breathed a sigh of relief as his eyes fell on Nyra. The entrance to her pen was open and she was already equipped with her rider’s seat.

“Aeden!” she called out, her head twisting in pure joy of seeing him.

“Nyra!” He rushed over to her. “Are you okay? Have you been hurt?” He quickly checked her over for injuries.

“I’m fine,” she said, “the guards have kept us safe, all of us.”

Aeden spun back around, realising they were not alone in the room.

Kael, Rowan, Cassian, and the rest of the privileged students were standing ashen-faced beside their Aer-Kin, along with Lyric.

“I was worried that you hadn’t made it,” Lyric said with a grimaced smile.

“What’s going on out there?” Rowan asked.

“We’re under fucking attack,” Kael said, “that’s what’s fucking happening.”

“I think it’s the Sable twins,” Aeden said, catching his breath. “I think they came back with reinforcements.”

“Aeden, your leg!” Rowan gasped as she pointed towards it.

Looking down, Aeden could see some shrapnel protruding out of it. That would explain why it wasn’t moving as usual.

“I’ll be okay,” he said. “Nyra, can you give me a little help?”

“It’s no use healing it until we’ve removed whatever that is.”

“Here, I’ll help,” the large Guardian class student said, moving towards Aeden. He had short black hair, dark eyes, and a deep voice. “You’re probably going to want to bite down on something.”

Cassian reached for a broom and snapped it with his knee before passing it to Aeden. “Here, take this,” he said.

“Thanks,” Aeden said. “Do it.” He bit down on the wood and braced himself.

The Guardian student gave Aeden a subtle nod before grabbing hold of the shrapnel. “This is going to hurt like shit,” he said. His bedside manner could have done with some work, but at this moment in time, Aeden didn’t care, he just needed to get his leg healed.

Pain erupted down the entirety of Aeden’s right leg, forcing him to bite down hard on the broom handle. He cried out as he felt the shard slide out of his flesh.

Aeden spat the broom handle form his mouth, panting. “Thank you⁠—”

“Corwin, Corwin Miresen,” the young man said. “It’s bleeding a lot!” Corwin looked up at the others. Cassian tore a piece from his sleeve and passed it to Corwin, who scrunched it up into a tight ball and pressed it tightly to Aeden’s leg.

Aeden let out another cry of pain. “Nyra, a little help!”

He was struggling to concentrate so he was grateful when he could sense Nyra taking the lead. As she channelled the power of their Weave, light erupted in his vision, wrapping around his injured leg. Almost instantaneously, the pain became nothing more than a tolerable throb.

“Holy shit,” Cassian said as Aeden’s leg continued to heal.

Warmth soothed the pain until it was completely gone, and Aeden gave Corwin a nod. “You can let go now,” he said. “It should be okay. Thank you,” he added, reaching out to Nyra, who gave a satisfied chitter.

“Now that we’ve finished this little love-in, can we decide what the fuck we need to do?” Kael said. He was agitated, and understandably so. Threxel let out a disapproving grumble, with Kael looking down at him then back at the others. “Threxel thinks we should fight, and I have to admit, I agree with him.” They were like two peas in a pod, aggressive and eager to fight.

Great.

“They’re too strong for us,” Aeden said. “There are not just riders attacking the academy, but there are soldiers on foot, too. If we dive straight into the fight, we won’t last two seconds. We would be more of a hindrance than a help to those who are able to fight.”

“Aeden is right,” Lyric said. “We came back to get you all and take you to the cellar below the Great Hall. It’s the most fortified point, and at least there we can keep you and your newly bonded Aer-Kin as safe as possible.”

A loud bang came from overhead, followed by a shriek.

“And the sooner we leave here, the better,” he finished, gathering up scrolls from his desk and placing them into a satchel.

“So we just sit and hide away while everyone else fights?” Kael demanded.

“That’s exactly what we do,” Rowan said. “I want to defend the academy the same as you, but we have literally only just bonded with our Aer-Kin. I don’t know about you, but I have no idea how to fight alongside Vorne.” Her hand was resting on the head of her obsidian Aer-Kin. “All I know is that I will fight if I have to but only to protect him.”

Aeden could relate to how Rowan was feeling. He would do exactly the same for Nyra.

“Besides that, other than Aeden, none of us have had any time for our powers to manifest,” she finished. “So when everyone is ready, I think we need to get to the cellar as soon as possible.”

“Ain’t no ifs or buts about it,” Lyric said. “I’m here to escort you all back to the Great Hall and into the cellar.” He tossed his satchel over his shoulder and set off for the door. “Galen, can you help escort the students to safety?”

“Of course,” the old guard said, “all three of us will. There’s spare weaponry in your workshop. May I suggest we gather some supplies before leaving?”

Lyric nodded. “Then that settles it. Gather your Aer-Kin, you should all be able to communicate with them, so keep them under control. None of them have experienced anything like this before, so they may be scared and they may get spooked by the noises of battle. You need to support them, calm them, reassure them. We’ll have you all safe in the cellar in no time.”

“What if we don’t want to come?” Kael said, Threxel letting out a low grumble.

“Now isn’t the time for this shit, Kael,” Cassian said. “Just get your shit and come with the rest of us or stay here. Either way, don’t slow the rest of us down.”

Kael puffed up his chest and Aeden shook his head in disbelief. Even now, in these circumstances, Kael would rather fight someone from the academy over simply doing as he was told.

“Come on, Nyra, let’s go,” Aeden said, taking the lead. He nodded to Lyric and headed for the door alongside him. Nyra followed, and so did the rest of the room.

“Fine,” Kael said, “but if any of you get in my way, I won’t hesitate to leave you behind or cut you down.”

“I’d like to see him try,” Aeden said to Nyra through the Weave.

“Let’s go,” Lyric said. Galen opened the door to the hatchery for everyone to exit. The group headed around to the workshop, hurriedly gathering what weapons they could.

“You know how to handle this?” Lyric asked as he passed a sword to Aeden.

Cold gripped Aeden’s hand as he was caught off guard by the weight of the weapon. Sure, he had sparred more than he cared to remember with Master Storme, but only on a couple of occasions with weapons, and these had been training weapons, lighter and easier to wield.

That said, this wasn’t a usual situation. Nothing could have prepared them for this scale of an attack. Aeden didn’t think this would have been possible, which led him to wonder yet again just who the Sable twins were fighting for.

They headed back to the front of the hatchery where Galen was waiting with all the Aer-Kin. Aside from Threxel, they were timid in nature, flinching at the blasts of power radiating from above, shaking at the thought of stepping outside the hatchery.

Despite this being what they were bred for, what their purpose was, they were nowhere near battle ready, which was what surprised Aeden the most when he saw Nyra standing stoically in front of them, her bound wings tucked under her rider’s seat. Despite not being able to take to the skies to fight, she seemed unfazed and ready to fight if she had to.

“Are you okay?” Aeden asked. It felt like a stupid question but one that needed to be asked nonetheless.

“I’m fine, I just want to get you and the younglings to safety,” she said – a far cry from when she was chastising them for the noise they were making. That seemed like such a long time ago go. What Aeden would give to go back to those days.

“Right, everybody listen closely,” Lyric said as they approached the exit of the hatchery grounds. “Stay as close to one another as possible. Do what you can to reassure your Aer-Kin. I will aid as best I can, but they will respond best to you.”

The rest of the students gave Lyric a puzzled look; they were probably unaware that Lyric had the capability to speak to them through the Weave. This wasn’t the time to start explaining this.

“Keep close as a group, do not get separated, we need to stick together,” Lyric said. “Follow me, and I will lead us back to the Great Hall. The sooner we can get all of you to the cellar, the better.”

“Remember, this is not war games,” Galen said, his tone deep and serious, understandably so. “This is real. We’re under attack, we’re not looking for heroes. Let those who know how to fight protect you. You are all the future of this academy. That said, if the situation does arise, you are all equipped; if for any reason we do get separated, then get to the Great Hall as fast as you can. We’ll do our best to protect each and every one of you.”

“Thank you,” Rowan said. She was clutching an old, rusted hatchet in her hand, and there was a slight tremor in her voice.

Cassian placed his hand on her shoulder. “You’re going to be okay,” he said calmly. “All of us are.”

Lyric led the way, rushing out of the hatchery gates and back into the academy grounds.

As soon as they passed through the gates, Nyra stopped. “Do you wish to ride me?” she asked.

“Not yet,” Aeden said, clasping his sword. “I think defensively, we’ll be better separate for now, as I can fight too if needed.”

“Are you sure?”

“I think so,” was the best that he could offer.

“Very well, but please listen to me if I tell you to ride.”

“I will,” he said before following the rest of the group.

Lyric led from the front, accompanied by the guard, Galen. Both of them had swords drawn, while the rest of the students remained behind them alongside their Aer-Kin, who all followed closely.

Aeden and Nyra followed just behind the group with the remaining guards, Damien and Corra, behind them.

Explosions erupted all around them. Out of the sounds of metal against metal and cries of pain, the thing that affected Aeden the most was the smell of blood, that unmistakable iron smell. The academy was filled with death and destruction.

Smouldering flames were scattered around his periphery as Aer-Kin flew overhead, battling one another. It was near enough impossible for him to tell whose were whose, aside from the second-year students who also looked like they had taken to the skies, their Aer-Kin smaller than the rest.

In the distance, two more Aer-Kin could be seen plummeting to the ground like stones, their dull thuds sending a cold chill down Aeden’s spine.

“Keep going!” Lyric said, his roar more of a battle cry to keep them all motivated.

A nearby blast caused Vorne to flinch, pushing into Rowan’s side, who did her best to settle him. Cassian’s Aer-Kin flinched too, both of their postures emanating nerves.

The Offence Aer-Kin were unfazed by the blasts of magic and the fighting around them. In fact, all five of them were poised in attack position, heads lowered, wings tucked in tightly to their backs as if they were ready to strike at any moment.

Corwin’s Aer-Kin had its wings naturally spread out up and over his head into a shield-like canopy.

A deep, guttural roar unlike anything Aeden had ever heard jolted him and the others.

“W-What was that?” Rowan asked.

Aeden quickly looked around but couldn’t see anything through the chaos in the skies. “Just keep going,” he said as they continued to press forwards.

Chunks of the ground were churned up around fallen Aer-Kin, their riders’ bodies lying strewn across the ground, all of them lifeless.

The Great Hall was just up ahead of them. The sun setting behind it gave it an even more Gothic appearance than usual, casting dark shadows over the battlefield.

“Just ahead,” Lyric called back, “keep going, we’re nearly there!”

A flash of light and searing heat erupted by the side of the travelling group. Aeden found himself rolling through the dirt before he even realised what had happened. His head started ringing like a high-pitched bell once again, and his vision was initially blurred as he gathered himself.

“Nyra!” he called out.

“I’m okay,” she said as she pressed her head into Aeden. “Are you?”

“I think so,” he said. He couldn’t feel anything other than aches and pains, but he quickly checked over himself. Cassian was face down, Corwin too – Lyric and Galen were helping them back to their feet, alongside Rowan, who had blood on one side of her face.

Kael was also up on his feet, helping the Offence students up. Threxel and two other Aer-Kin from the Offence class were quick to set up a defensive formation.

Aeden rushed towards Cassian and Corwin and breathed a sigh of relief when both of them started moving around.

“Are you okay?” he asked them as they were helped back up to a standing position.

“I’m fine,” Cassian said.

“Just my arm,” Corwin said, a large red burn and blistered skin covering his forearm.

“Here.” Aeden quickly channelled his Weave, wrapping Corwin’s arm in tendrils of light. “I don’t have time to heal it fully, but it should help with the pain.”

“Thank you,” Corwin said.

Flames were between Aeden’s group and the Offence class.

“Are you okay?” Aeden called across.

“No!” Kael called back. “Shale and Luda are down, so are their Aer-Kin.”

Aeden instinctively stepped back before launching himself as fast as he could through the flames to reach them. He knew in an instant there was nothing he could do to help the two of them. One student was half sat up, his eyes wide and lifeless. His Aer-Kin was just a short distance from him, half of its body torn open from the blast.

The other was covered in burns and motionless, a pool of blood forming around their head. The smell of burning flesh caused Aeden to fold in half and vomit, bile burning his throat. Two more of his cohort gone, just like that.

“Is anyone injured?” Aeden asked.

The two remaining Offence class students shook their heads before Aeden looked at Kael, who was holding his side, a thin trail of blood seeping through his fingers.

Aeden couldn’t believe what he was about to do.

“Here, I can help,” Aeden said.

“I don’t need your help,” Kael spat, slapping Aiden’s hand away as he reached out.

“Listen, unless you want to bleed out, you need me to help you with that wound, or you won’t make it to the Great Hall.”

Kael stared at Aeden, and he couldn’t believe that even in these circumstances, Kael could be so stubborn.

“Just let me help you. You can get back to hating me when we’re safe in the Great Hall.”

“Fine!” Kael finally said, lowering his hand.

It was a deep gash to his abdomen, and Aeden quickly reached out to the Weave to summon more magic. The wound was deeper than he had initially thought as he started channelling the magic. Unlike Corwin’s wound, Aeden needed to seal this one as fast as possible, just like with his leg.

“Hurry up,” Kael said as Aeden continued to push his magic towards the wound.

“I’m going as fast as I can,” he said as he just about managed to seal up the wound. “This will have to do for now!”

“Aeden, look out!” Nyra cried out.
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Aeden looked up quickly but was not fast enough for the soldier who was hurtling towards him. Both the soldier’s hands were behind his head, ready to bring his sword straight down onto Aeden.

Aeden jumped back as best he could from Kael, but he wasn’t fast enough. His focus had been that intent on healing Kael that he had dropped his guard.

Luckily for him, he had Nyra, who leapt across the flames and slammed straight into the oncoming soldier before he had time to react, driving him into the ground. Before he even had a chance to scream out, Nyra had bitten down on him with a deep, threatening growl, his bones crushing under her strength.

Her attack caught Aeden off guard. It was the first time he had seen her this way, and she hadn’t hesitated to protect him.

“Are you okay?” Aeden asked.

“I’m fine.” She snapped her head up and lowered herself into an attack position. “There are more coming,” she said as her head darted from left to right.

“They’re flanking us!” Lyric said.

“Get in a defensive formation,” Galen called.

Aeden picked up his blade and took up position beside Nyra. Kael stood beside him with Threxel, and Damien and Corra did the same as well as the one other Offence class student that was on their side of the fire.

On the opposite side of the flames, the others prepared themselves.

“What do we do?” Nyra asked.

“Now we fight,” Aeden said as a group of soldiers headed straight towards them.

“There’s so many of them!” the Offence student said, standing beside Kael.

“They don’t have Aer-Kin,” Kael pointed out. “We have the upper hand. These aren’t bonded riders, they’re foot soldiers. That gives us an advantage.”

“I hope you’re right,” Aeden said. “We need to hold a line as best we can. If we get split up, that’ll make it easier for them to pick us off.”

“I agree,” Kael said, words that Aeden never thought he would hear leave his mouth.

The soldiers attacked together, and the Aviara students and guards raised their blades in defence.

This was it, this was the combat that they had been preparing for. The question now was, could they survive this?

“I’ll protect you as best I can,” Nyra said, and then she leapt forwards and slammed into the chest of one of the soldiers before spinning and using her tail like a rope to take out another two attackers.

The remaining soldiers reached Aeden’s group, and they parried the strikes as best they could.

Aeden’s hands vibrated as he nearly dropped his sword, unprepared for the force of the blow. He gathered himself, needing to raise his sword quickly to block a second attack, then a third. He couldn’t stay on the defensive, though, as the flames behind him threatened to kiss his back. After the third strike, he took a step forward and swung out his sword at the soldier.

It was a wild swing, and he hit nothing but air, which set him off balance as the soldier stepped forwards, jabbing his blade towards him.

Aeden just managed to step to the right to avoid the strike. That was a lot closer than he would have liked, but he had already broken the line. He brought his sword down onto one of the soldier’s weapons, sending it towards the ground. Before the soldier could react, Aeden quickly followed the line of the sword back towards him with his own and raised it into the soldier’s throat.

The soldier dropped his sword and grabbed at his neck, choking on his own blood.

Aeden stared. He had never taken a life, but he didn’t have a choice, they had attacked him. These were all the things Aeden told himself to try and rationalise the situation.

“Aeden,” Kael screamed, “fall in, you’re leaving us open!”

Kael moved with more precision than Aeden as he drove his sword into the stomach of another soldier before removing it and kicking him over.

Aeden rushed to stand beside Kael as more soldiers descended on them, with them all doing what they could to fight back. Behind them, Nyra moved like a blur, diving from one soldier to the next, tossing them around like dolls.

A scream of pain came from Damien as he dropped to his knees and fell face first into the mud, his blood oozing from his chest.

“Shit!” Aeden said as he fought back against another soldier. This time he decided to remain on the offence as he swung his sword from the side. The soldier jumped back but wasn’t prepared for Kael, who took advantage of the situation and stepped into his space before driving his sword into the soldier’s side.

Aeden pierced the soldier’s stomach with his blade, and he and Kael both withdrew their weapons from the soldier’s body at the same time as the man slumped to the ground.

Nyra rounded on the one remaining soldier as Aeden, Kael, Corra, and the other Offence class student stood side by side.

The soldier raised his hands into the air. “I surrender!” he said.

Kael laughed as he bolted forwards, striking at the now-unarmed soldier. Such an attack was against the rules of combat, but at this moment in time, Aeden didn’t care as Kael killed the man where he stood.

Across the flames, Rowan, Cassian, Lyric and Corwin all fought against more attackers.

“Nyra!” Aeden pointed at the flames as Nyra rushed towards them. As she passed Aeden, he grabbed hold of her harness and pulled himself towards her with everything he had as she leapt over them. While airborne, Aeden let go, using the momentum to crash into the soldier who was descending on Rowan.

In a frenzy, Nyra attacked the group of warriors. There were more here than what Aeden and the others had faced on the opposite side of the fire.

Aeden rolled through the mud, gripping hold of the soldier as the two of them came to a stop. In the process, he dropped his blade, but luckily for him, so had the soldier, and the two of them raised their hands.

They exchanged blows, but the soldier was caught unaware by Aeden’s strength as he quickly got the upper hand. Aeden jabbed a couple of times before unfurling a strong right hook to the soldier’s face.

The soldier was dazed but still standing as he desperately dived into Aeden. With little choice, Aeden dug his heels into the ground as best he could, then clasped his hands together and slammed them down into the soldier’s back with as much force as he could.

It was enough to send the man face first into the mud, and Aeden quickly dived onto his back and wrapped his forearm around his neck. He squeezed, clasping his free hand around his wrist as he held his arm in position until the struggling soldier fell limp.

When he looked up, he saw that his and Nyra’s intervention had helped give the upper hand as Rowan, Cassian, and Corwin dispatched some of the remaining attackers.

Lyric, however, was struggling against two attackers as he fought a few feet away, and Aeden jumped to his feet to get to him as fast as possible. Somehow Lyric had been dragged away from the others as he fought to parry the attacks that were coming from either side of him.

Aeden was surprised at how well he could fight, but unlike the rest of them, Lyric was not bonded to an Aer-Kin, meaning he was not as strong as them.

“Lyric!” Aeden called out. As he surged forward, his foot snagged on a fallen body, however and he was sent crashing back to the ground with a sickening thud, his jaw bouncing off the ground. For a moment he swore he could see stars as he desperately tried to reach the hatchery master.

Lyric parried away another strike before backhanding one of the guards. He quickly drove his sword forward, but his own strike was deflected by one of the soldiers. Before he had a chance to react, the second soldier brought his sword down with enough force to disarm Lyric.

Lyric dropped his sword.

Aeden did what he could to climb to his feet, but he was too far away. The soldiers both lifted up their blades. Time stood still. Aeden’s heart was in his mouth as he screamed out Lyric’s name.

“LYRIC!”

A blur of black flew straight into one of the soldiers, whose screams turned into nothing more than a deathly gargle as a small Aer-Kin tore at his skin frantically.

With the other soldier distracted, Lyric threw a solid punch into the side of his head before kicking him backwards. He quickly reached for his sword and spun it from the hilt around his wrist, then drove it down into the final soldier’s stomach.

“Midnight?” Lyric said as the youngling continued to claw at the dead soldier’s body, tearing through his armour like it was paper.

The unbonded Midnight was growling aggressively as it raised its bloody face towards Lyric and let out a chittering noise, similar to what Nyra did when she was happy.

Midnight had just saved Lyric. There was no mistaking that as Lyric stood in shock.

Nyra rounded them all at speed as she scanned for any further threats.

“I think that’s all of them,” she said, “for now, at least.” She pulled up next to Midnight and lowered her head towards the youngling, who bowed in return. Nyra pushed her head against Midnight’s and chittered.

“Is she okay?” Aeden asked.

“She’s terrified,” she said. “They all are, except Threxel.”

“You saved him,” Aeden said as he ruffled the back of Midnight’s head.

“We can’t stop!” Lyric called out, barely acknowledging Midnight. “Did we lose anyone?”

“Damien fell, as well as two of the Offence students from the blast.”

“What the fuck was that!” Two hands slammed into Aeden’s chest, causing him to stumble backwards. It was Kael, and he was furious. “What the fuck happened to hold the line!”

“I—”

“I saw what you did, we all did, saving your heroics to protect her.” Kael tapped a finger behind him at a sheepish-looking Rowan. “That left us vulnerable!”

“I didn’t think” – but Aeden struggled to find words.

“Too fucking right, you didn’t.” Kael pushed Aeden again. “You could have gotten all of us killed. This is why Supports don’t fight.”

Fire ignited in Aeden as he stepped forward and the two came chest to chest.

“Why don’t I show you again.”

“Now’s not the time for dick swinging,” Cassian snapped. He was checking on Galen, who lay on the ground unmoving. He looked at Rowan and shook his head. “We have enough going on without you two tearing chunks out of each other.”

“This whole situation is so fucked,” Rowan said as Vorne pressed his head into her side. Rowan wrapped an arm around his neck and stroked her free hand over the back of his neck.

“We need to move, before more soldiers target us,” Lyric said. “Let’s get out of here.” He turned to leave but froze in his tracks as another ear-splitting roar came from above, accompanied by another. Two large shadows swooped overhead before slamming onto the ground, wings outstretched.

“Need I remind you that it isn’t just the academy that’s at stake?” Lyric’s eyes bore into Aeden.

Aeden’s stomach lurched. Was he to blame for all of this? Director Vale had stood her ground because of the prophecy. All these lives had already been lost. What if the prophecy was wrong? Doubt crept up Aeden’s arms like vines in a forest as he ruminated on the thought. It was enough to make him want to be sick.

These weren’t Aer-Kin that were attacking, however; they were something entirely different, and the sight of them made Aeden’s blood run cold.

Orion and Rosheen sat atop two griffins, their bodies covered in a dark brown fur, the front of their bodies feathered with two bird-like legs. Both had ginormous eagle-like heads, with dark beady eyes and hooked golden beaks.

“What the fuck,” Kael said. “Are those griffins?”

“I’d says so,” Lyric said. He didn’t look as surprised as everyone else. “Get ready to run, there’s no way we can fight these. They’re too powerful.”

“Well, well, well, what do we have here, sister,” Orion teased from the griffin on the right, which was slightly larger than Rosheen’s. He looked at all the corpses around them and shook his head. “Looks like you struggled against the foot soldiers. I can’t say you’ll have a much better chance against us.”

“What do you want?” Aeden shouted as Nyra rushed to stand by his side. “You won’t get away with this!”

“But we already have. Can you hear that?” Orion cupped his ear sarcastically, grinning, “The Conclave have not come to your aid. They know they’re not strong enough for what’s coming.” His eyes fixed on Aeden. “And we have a bloodline to eradicate. When your director stood up to us, we had no choice but to make an example of her and the academy. We tried to do things the nice way, didn’t we, sister?”

Rosheen sat stony-faced, gripping the back of her griffin tightly.

“You see, we would have just killed the last of the bloodline, but given the resistance, if we have to bring this whole academy to ruin, we will. Our master wills it.”

“Why?” Aeden asked. “Why do all of this? What do you want to achieve?”

“You’re quite the spirited student, aren’t you? I am not about to divulge all our secrets, but I am about to enjoy ripping apart the one who has been a thorn in my side. And trust me when I say, I am going to have fun with you.”

Darkness clawed at the side of Aeden’s mind as Orion sought to Dominate him. How could he have been so naive? He knew what would happen, yet he had fallen into the trap.

“I’m going to have fun watching you kill all of your friends and classmates.”

“No!” Aeden cried out as he dropped to his knees. The back of his mind was getting darker, the hisses and growls of commands seeping into his thoughts as if they were his own.

“Kill them. Slaughter them.”

Each word was like barbed wire, sharp and painful as they raked through his mind. Aeden continued to fight it as best he could.

“Nyra,” Aeden reached out desperately through the Weave. “He’s going to take control of me. He’s already in my head. I don’t think I can keep him out. Don’t let me hurt anyone.”

“Aeden,” Nyra said, her voice laced with fear, “what is going on? I can’t hear you properly, your voice, its crackling, I can’t tell.”

Aeden tried to speak again, but it was as if his consciousness had been pushed to the back of his mind and he had become a passenger. Fear gripped him as he desperately tried to fight back against the Domination, but he was no match for Orion or his power.

“Kill them,” Orion said calmly.

His words echoed in Aeden’s head.

Kael drew his sword, ready to strike Aeden as he readied himself to attack. Aeden was powerless as his limbs moved without him willing them, as if he were a puppet on a string.

Nyra snarled and jumped in front of Aeden to defend him, but Aeden found himself taking aim at her, even though she was trying to defend him.

“Nyra, get out of the way!” Aeden tried to scream, but no words left his mouth.

When his sword drew blood, he could swear in that moment that his soul left his body.
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Crimson blood dripped from the tip of Aeden’s sword as he screamed out profanities towards Orion for what he had made him do. The problem was, no words left his mouth, as he was under Orion’s cursed Domination.

He had just struck Nyra with his blade, something that he never would have dreamed of doing, not in this lifetime or the next.

Shame coated him like thick tar. He wanted to be sick, he hated himself even though he had no control. This wasn’t his will.

Nyra spun around, limping slightly as she looked at her leg and then at Aeden. She let out a low grumble.

“Aeden?” Nyra asked, confused.

“Nyra, get back,” Lyric said, “that isn’t Aeden, he’s under Orion’s control.” He stood in front of the other students like a protective father, though there was no hiding the fear on his face.

“What do we do?” Rowan said. She was as equally confused as Nyra, judging by her worried look and trembling voice.

“Take one step forward and I will not hesitate to cut you down,” Kael warned, his sword gripped tightly in his hand, his arm straining under his anger. Kael didn’t need an excuse to kill Aeden; his hatred was clear on his face.

“You see what I can make you do?” Orion’s voice boomed inside Aeden’s head as if they were his own thoughts. Aeden desperately wanted to claw at his head, to find a way to break the connection. He wanted to tell the others to run, to somehow distract Orion enough so that he would break his line of sight. They had tested this theory when they stood against him last time he tried to Dominate Aeden, and it had worked.

He just needed the others to realise that now, before anything else happened.

“Stop,” Aeden said, his voice pleading. “I won’t hurt them.”

“Oh, but you see,” Orion said, his tone cold and threatening, “you will do exactly what I command of you. Attack them.”

Aeden stepped forward against his will and took another swing of his sword at Nyra. This time she jumped back and lowered her head into a more threatening position.

Kael took a step towards Aeden, but Nyra used her tail to block his path as Kael pressed against her.

“We can’t let him attack us, he’s stronger, he’ll kill us!” Kael said with gritted teeth. “His life isn’t worth more than the rest of ours.”

Lyric looked up at Orion. “We need to sever the connection so that Orion can’t control him. Then we need to run. We’re not strong enough to fight one of them on their own, let alone both at the same time.”

“We can’t wait for him to kill one of us,” Kael protested.

For once Aeden agreed with him. He wanted to tell them to run, in fact he kept trying, despite the words not leaving his mouth.

“Aeden, please focus, please don’t do this,” Nyra pleaded with him. He could hear every word as clear as water, could feel every emotion that Nyra was feeling, the fear, the anxiety, the confusion. But he was powerless to resist.

“You will kill them, or they will kill you. Whichever comes first,” Orion said.

“I won’t hurt them!” Aeden continued to fight back. He needed to find a way to sever the connection if the others couldn’t. He was desperate.

“Shame you didn’t strike down that runt of an Aer-Kin of yours. That would have killed two birds with one stone, taking you and it with one strike.” There was clear disdain and hatred in Orion’s voice for her, like she had done something wrong, like she was some kind of lesser creature, all because her wings were damaged. “She is an abomination.”

Something snapped inside Aeden like a branch of a tree, a spark of clarity. “You don’t know anything about her, or how brave she is. You all think she’s broken. She is perfect, brave, loyal. I wouldn’t want to be bonded with any other Aer-Kin. You don’t know what we’ve been through, what we’ve faced together. She defied death the day she was born.”

“Defied death?” Orion’s voice turned curious, which was even more sinister.

Aeden could have kicked himself. He had already said too much, but from what he could tell, as much as Orion could force Aeden to complete actions, he was free to speak out in his own mind. “Tell me, what did you mean by that?”

Aeden remained quiet.

“Oh, you really have not figured this out yet, have you? I am in your head now. Your thoughts are my thoughts. What you think, I can see. With a little bit of pressure, I can delve as deep into your mind as I wish, even if it does turn it into nothing more than a ball of pulp.”

Searing pain gripped the back of Aeden’s head.

“Now let me in!” Orion seethed. He was angry, frustrated, and that didn’t help one bit.

Aeden did his best to keep his guard up, to repel Orion from the deepest points of his mind, but he had no clue how to. The agonising pain was as if a creature was burrowing through his skin, frantic and unforgiving.

“No!” Aeden said, fighting back with everything he had.

“What are you hiding from me?” Orion demanded, delving even deeper into Aeden’s mind.

The pressure continued to build in Aeden’s head, so much so that he feared his head was about to explode.

“What’s happening?” Rowan spoke, fearful of what was unfolding.

“I don’t know,” Lyric said.

Aeden didn’t understand why they weren’t moving, why they weren’t running away now that the opportunity had presented itself. It was taking everything out of Aeden as he continued to fight, his vision darkening. He feared he would pass out. At least that drew hope that it would sever Orion’s Domination of him.

“This can’t be.”

A cold sensation slithered down Aeden’s spine as the darkness rescinded and clarity came back to him.

Orion turned to his right towards his sister, finally breaking the connection.

Aeden gasped and dropped to his knees, placing his hands in front of him to brace himself from falling. He had control of his body once again. Blood dripped from his nose, splashing against the back of his hand as he looked up at the others.

“Nyra, can you hear me?”

“Aeden!” she cried as she rushed towards him.

“You all need to run, you too, Nyra!” he called out, more of a desperate scream than a plea.

“This is him, who we have been looking for,” Orion said, his smirk leaving his face. “This abomination hatched from a consecrated egg. That means⁠—”

“The prophecy,” Rosheen finished, her stony gaze falling on Aeden now.

They knew about the prophecy and had confirmed what Aeden feared most – the bloodline they were searching for, the one they wanted to eradicate . . .

It was him they had been searching for, despite him not wanting to believe it.

Orion turned to face Aeden once more. “Well, isn’t this poetic. We thought when the Supports were slaughtered that the bloodline had been stopped, but apparently not. Still, looking at your Aer-Kin, I don’t understand exactly what our master fears. At least we know it’s the two of you that we need to kill to finally end all of this.”

“Stay away from her, I won’t let you take her!” Aeden screamed, climbing to his feet. He gripped his sword. “Get to the Great Hall!” he told the others. He didn’t care if he died, he would sacrifice himself if it meant the others had a fighting chance of escaping.

Orion’s griffin was at least five times Nyra’s size, who was the largest of the Aer-Kin in their party. There was no way she could put up a fight against them. What he did know was that she could survive their Weave breaking, whereas Aeden couldn’t if it was the opposite way around.

A loud roar came from above as the unmistakable form of Vegar came swooping down at high velocity. Master Storme channelled his power and sent forth a blast of lightning towards the Sable twins. The forked magic exploded in front of them as Vegar swooped around in a loop, her roar a sign of her rider’s discontent.

“Run!” Master Storme’s voice echoed across the field as he came back in for a second attack. He was dangerously low to the ground for a rider in flight. He sent forward another blast of forked lightning, and this time it hit Rosheen’s griffin, who let out a roar of pain before flapping its wings.

The gust of pressurised air was enough to nearly send Aeden hurtling backwards, but he planted his feet. He wanted to stay, he wanted to help Master Storme.

“Go!” Master Storme screamed again as the two griffins’ attention turned towards him. This was the chance they were waiting for, a chance for them to make their escape.

“Aeden, let’s go!” Lyric said as a firm hand grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back.

Orion and Rosheen took flight. There was no way they could focus on Aeden and Nyra, not with Master Storme attacking them, but Aeden also feared for the academy master.

Reluctantly, Aeden turned to run, grateful for the master’s intervention, having been moments away from certain death.

“Climb on,” Nyra said as she lowered down to her knees to allow Aeden to mount her. It wasn’t a request

“Your leg, Nyra.” Blood was pooling on the ground beneath where she stood.

“I’ll be okay,” she said.

“At least let me heal you while we move.” Aeden started to draw on the Weave, but this time, he found it painful. He cried out as his focus snapped back like he had been pushed away from their bond.

“No!” Nyra said. “You’re too weak, you can’t.”

“But your leg,” Aeden said.

“It’s fine, it’s just a flesh wound,” Nyra insisted.

“It’s time to go, Aeden!” Cassian called as the rest of the party rushed ahead, desperately trying to reach the Great Hall.

Aeden snapped his heels into Nyra’s side, and they set off at speed, supporting from the rear. She still had her speed, but Aeden could feel the jolt in her hind leg as she ran.

“Just keep going, Nyra, we need to keep you away from the battle. Now that they know about you, it’s you they’re wanting to come after. I am certain of it.”

“What do you mean?” she said as they continued to surge through the field.

“It’s my bloodline. They’ve all said the prophecy is about me, but what if it was about you this whole time? What if it was my bloodline that helped wake you, allowed you to hatch from your consecrated egg?”

Another explosion threw earth through the air as magic smashed into the ground to their left. It wasn’t close enough to harm them, but it was close enough that they needed to steer away from the blast.

“Up there,” Aeden said. Ahead of them, three soldiers were running towards the group. Nyra sped up, passing the party and reaching the soldiers at speed, letting all of her frustration out as she trampled them, slicing at them with her claws. Screams were quickly muted as she made short work of them.

Aeden was impressed with how fierce she was, how unfazed she was by the battle that surrounded them.

“Not much further!” Aeden called as they approached the southern side of the Great Hall, blasts of magic continuing to illuminate the sky. For the first time, Aeden was able to take in the destruction. Crumbling stone and fallen riders littered the grounds. One Aer-Kin was slumped over a wall that had crumpled under the force of its fall. It was another one of the academy students.

Aeden wondered when all of this would stop.

He spotted the unmistakable griffin darting around Vegar, the two of them flying towards one another at speed and clashing in the sky as their bodies collided.

“Where’s the other?” Aeden asked, reaching out to Nyra. “I can only see one of them.”

“We need to keep going,” Nyra said as the two of them waited for the others to catch up.

The group was fatigued, battle worn, and exhausted, but they had made it. The Great Hall was still standing firm, despite clearly being subjected to some blasts of magic, which had smashed windows and destroyed a section of the roof.

“Look out!” Lyric roared as a screech alerted Aeden to an assault from above. It was Orion, coming in from the flank, and he was diving straight towards the group.

“Run!” Aeden called as the rest of the party sped up past him.

Orion was too fast as he swooped down towards them, his griffin’s claws stretched forward as it reached down for Nyra and Aeden.

They barely managed to escape the attack, but the same could not be said for Corra, who was clasped between one of the griffin’s talons, hoisted into the air, and launched into the courtyard with a sickening thud. Aeden knew there was no way she could have survived that, and he also knew they had no chance of getting to the Great Hall cellar with Orion in pursuit.

He was after him and Nyra. They were the whole reason why the academy was under attack.

“I’m ready when you are,” Nyra said as if she could read his thoughts. “I can sense your impulsiveness, and I agree. We need to draw Orion away.” Nyra spun around, ready to leave.

“We’ll distract Orion, it’s us he is after!”

“Don’t be so stupid!” Lyric said. “You need to survive this!”

“Don’t do it, Aeden, Lyric is right, we need you!” Rowan added.

“If we don’t, you guys won’t be able to get to safety. At least this way, it will give you the best chance.”

Aeden wasn’t taking no for an answer. “Lyric, thank you for everything you have done for me and for Nyra!”

“Don’t you dare!” Lyric said. “Don’t you dare speak like this is goodbye, because it isn’t, you two are too important in all of this!”

“I guess I’ll see you later, then,” Aeden replied, and he and Nyra spun back around to face the oncoming Orion.

“Are you ready, girl?” Aeden said, patting Nyra on the side.

Nyra chittered and lowered her head. “He may have the skies, but we have the ground.”
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Nyra set off at speed, leaving the rest of the party behind and allowing them the time they needed to make their escape back to the Great Hall and hopefully safety. The academy would still need to be able to fight off the forces, otherwise all of this would have been for nothing. At least for now, Aeden took solace from the thought that they were able to buy the others some time.

They raced towards the training field where they had spent so much time together practising all of their manoeuvres. Now was the time to put all that practice into motion.

Another screech from the griffin alerted Aeden that Orion was closer than he would have liked. He pulled on Nyra’s harness, dragging her to the left.

Orion shot past, a desperately close gust of air pushing against them. Aeden swore they were close enough that he felt one of the wings skimming dangerously over his head.

“Keep going, Nyra!” Adrenaline surged through Aeden’s body as they raced into the open field towards the forest.

Aeden knew that this was their best shot. At least the trees would grant them cover from Orion.

Orion circled around again, this time attacking from ahead of them and diagonally. They were near the training columns.

“Try to get to the pillars, that will buy us some time,” Aeden said.

Somehow, Nyra managed to draw on energy from somewhere as she sped up. Orion was approaching at speed, his griffin’s talons stretched out in front of it as it desperately clawed at Nyra.

The two of them were able to make it to the column as Orion and his griffin barely missed them once again.

“Well done, Nyra!” Aeden said.

They couldn’t stop, they couldn’t hesitate, they had to do the only thing they could: run.

“Shit!” Aeden ducked as one of the poles sticking out from the columns nearly took him out. He leaned forwards, as close to Nyra as he could as the pole skimmed the top of his head.

“Nyra, look out!” It was one of the pits that had been dug in, obstacles designed to help train them now becoming dangerous traps as they desperately tried to escape.

Nyra reached the pit and leapt as high as she could, but her hind leg’s injury meant she couldn’t push off from the ground like she usually would.

Aeden held his breath as the two of them bolted over the pit. If they landed in it now, this would all be over. To Aeden’s horror, Nyra slowed down as she leapt over the trap. Her front legs hit the ground first, her back legs clipping the edge of the trap.

Nyra let out a cry of pain as she stumbled. The force sent Aeden tumbling to the side as he desperately gripped hold of Nyra’s harness. Somehow he managed to keep a tight enough grip and pull himself back up into a better seated position. But the trap had caused enough of a delay to allow Orion to gain on them.

This was now a battle of wills as the edge of the forest drew closer, the place where all of this started, the place where Aeden had found Nyra.

Glancing over his shoulder, Aeden could see that Orion was getting closer and closer, his claws stretched forward once again.

“Keep going, Nyra,” was all he could manage as he reached down to his side, grabbing hold of the hilt of his sword that was strapped into Nyra’s harness. He didn’t need to use it though, as the griffin had no choice but to pull up into the air as Aeden and Nyra entered the canopy of the forest.

They were safe. For now, at least.

That didn’t mean they could stop. The dappled shadow of Orion and his griffin traced across the ground around them. Nyra slowed her pace down to a canter, needing to allow herself to regain composure. That was the logical thing to do.

“Come out, come out,” Orion called down from above. It wasn’t clear exactly where he was, but he was still closer than Aeden would have liked.

“What now?” Nyra said, panting. She was bordering on exhaustion, her voice weary.

“I don’t know, I didn’t think past getting to the forest and drawing Orion away. We need to find a way to get him dismounted from the griffin.” That was all Aeden could think of. “Keep your wits about you, and stay out of any clearings.”

“Do you think you can actually outrun me?” Orion said. “You’re only delaying the inevitable. The sooner you stop running, the better.”

“Keep as quiet as possible,” Aeden said as the two of them slowed down to a near stop, the rustling of the trees not bringing them any comfort.

Ahead of them, Orion’s griffin burst through the canopy and landed on the earth, spinning its head around to find them. When it clasped its eyes on them, it roared once again as Orion’s frustrated face lit up into a wild grin.

“Shit,” Aeden cursed, “run!”

Nyra didn’t need telling twice as she set off at speed once again. This time they had to navigate between the trees of the forest as she weaved from left to right to avoid hitting them. Aeden’s chest pounded as he clung on as tightly as possible, leaning into the harness and against the back of Nyra’s neck.

Orion’s advantage had been removed, but even though he and his griffin were now on foot too, that didn’t mean he was slow, not by any standard. His griffin continued to growl as it gave chase, its thunderous feet crashing into the ground.

The trees around Aeden became nothing more than a blur as he focused ahead of him and Nyra, leaning into every twist and turn. Ahead of them, Aeden could see a clearing, which wasn’t ideal; Orion’s advantage would be returned, but beyond the clearing, he could make out the shimmering waters of a lake, the setting sun sitting just behind the mountains ahead of them. Perhaps in the dark that would help them – at least they might be able to hide. That was Aeden’s only thought: escape and hide. He had no way of fighting back.

A stray branch whizzed over the top of Aeden’s head, causing him to flinch. Disorientated, he glanced over his shoulder, a move he instantly regretted when another branch crashed into his chest, sending him tumbling off the back of Nyra.

The blow left him winded as he slammed into the ground, gasping for air as he bounced off the ground. Orion’s griffin surged past, its focus on Nyra.

“Keep going,” Aeden gasped as he somehow managed to stagger to his feet. He stumbled forward as he realised Nyra had reached the clearing and Orion had taken flight once again. “Nyra, don’t stop.”

“I’m not going anywhere without you,” she cried, circling around to head back towards Aeden.

Aeden’s chest burned and he winced as he breathed in. He was sure he had broken a rib. “Nyra, I can’t run.”

This time Nyra channelled the power of the Weave herself and warmness wrapped around Aeden’s body, focusing on his ribcage. An uncomfortable snap of bone followed as Nyra reset his rib, and he was once again able to breathe, although the rest of his body still ached.

When she reached him, Nyra skidded to a stop, sending a cloud of dust and earth in Aiden’s direction.

“Climb on,” she said, and Aeden wasted no time jumping back on her.

“Where are they?” Aeden said, looking up in the sky. He couldn’t see Orion anywhere, and that more than anything filled him with dread. That notion was short lived as his griffin came crashing down with an ear-splitting roar before slamming into Nyra’s side, sending them both flying.

The world spun around him, and he skidded to a stop only for his heart to sink. This wasn’t a clearing, it was a cliff edge, with the lake sitting below them.

“Nyra,” Aeden reached out, but he didn’t get a response.

Dust whipped up around him as Orion landed on the opening with a thud.

“I have to say, I am getting a little tired of your games!” he growled. “This ends now.”

Aeden desperately wanted to get to Nyra, who was lying motionless just a few feet away from him. “Nyra!” he cried out as he crawled towards her. He knew she wasn’t dead; Aeden wouldn’t still be breathing if she were, but she was definitely unconscious as Aeden continued to search his Weave for her. There was no fear, there was no anxiety, only a black void.

“You bastard!” Aeden said as he crawled ever closer to her.

“Aw, will you look at that,” Orion teased. “Do you think you can actually help her? This prophecy ends with her death, and so will your wretched bloodline. My master will be most pleased.”

The griffin flapped its wings, taking flight and rushing forward to grab hold of Nyra’s motionless body. It squeezed her tightly as blood oozed from where its talons had pierced her hide.

Then it took to the sky and let her go above the lake.

Aeden’s whole world stopped, his blood seeming to drain from his body as a nauseating knot formed in the base of his stomach.

“Noooo!” he cried as he scrambled to the edge of the cliff and watched Nyra’s body crash into the deep, dark lake.

He didn’t know what to do, what to think. His heart hammered so hard that he thought it might break free from his chest. His worst fears had been realised in one sick move. Nyra was going to drown, and Aeden was absolutely powerless to stop it. He was as good as dead, too. His thoughts turned to Vivienne, who had passed mere moments after her Aer-Kin youngling had died.

He feared the water. The water had become his master, but he knew that he couldn’t stand aside and do nothing, he couldn’t let Nyra’s life end like this.

He climbed to his feet and fought the hesitation, fought past the crippling doubt.

He leapt from the cliff edge.

The speed was incredible as he dropped. He placed his feet as straight as possible, raising his hands into the air to make himself as streamlined as he could.

This was going to hurt, but in this moment, all he cared about was Nyra.

Within seconds he crashed into the water, taking a deep intake of air just before he hit the surface, his body crumpling underneath him. The pain was agonising and he wanted to scream out, but he couldn’t. He needed to find Nyra, and fast. He looked around him through the clear waters. It was dark, but he could make out loose shapes around him.

Fear filled every part of him as he swam around in a circle looking for her, all the while his own heart rate quickening as his own body started to fight for air.

Aeden’s head stung in the centre as the pressure built. He swam deeper and deeper, each stroke he took only solidifying his worst fears.

When he saw Nyra’s body at the bottom, bunched in a circle, Aeden swam towards her as fast as he could. His strokes were getting slower, however, as his air ran low, but he was determined to reach her. More than anything, he needed her to wake up, but it was getting harder to focus, harder to concentrate as his head pulsed and throbbed. He didn’t know how much longer he had. The water felt like treacle as he slowly swam towards her.

“Nyra,” he said again through the Weave, but he was greeted with nothing but silence.

As he reached her, he placed his hand on her wounded hide and used what energy he had left to connect to the Weave one final time. If he was going to die on this day, at least he would do so with Nyra, but he still had it in him to try one last thing.

The Weave opened up, and he used everything he had to pour the raw power into himself as he funnelled his healing powers into Nyra. If he could heal her wound, perhaps she would wake up. It wasn’t much, but it was all he had in this desperate, longing moment. She was somehow still alive, or their connection would have broken by now. This was it, his last chance, their last chance. Tendrils of light erupted from Aeden’s hands, wrapping around Nyra’s body and causing the water to glow around them.

The marine life around them darted away, but then tiny fish swam towards the light, as if drawn to the warm, pulsing power. Aeden’s hands ached, his body shaking violently as he struggled for air. He was nearly out of time. His body shook with sheer determination as he stretched their Weave to its breaking point.

It was to no avail. Nyra didn’t move, despite Aeden’s best efforts, his eyes widening with the realisation as his body convulsed. He had run out of air, and as such, he was out of time.

His consciousness slowly faded away into darkness.
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Aeden opened his eyes and found himself not surrounded by water but what he had come to recognise as the Weave. Something felt different this time, though. Something felt off.

Grogginess filled his head and it took him a few moments to gather his bearings as he struggled to remember where exactly he was.

Everything was black, as if he had been sent into the darkest of skies without a single star in sight.

Loneliness gripped his chest like a failing breath, and suddenly he remembered he had been submerged underwater. He gasped for breath, wondering if it would help him, and all it did was lead to further confusion. If he was drowning, how could it feel like he was able to breathe here?

There was nothing around him, nor was there any sign of anything else. His chest thundered when he realised he couldn’t feel Nyra. No fear, no anxiety, no panic. The silence that surrounded him was deafening.

He kicked his legs like he was drowning and submerged under water, as he knew that he was, but his legs felt as if he were wading through thick tar, viscous and unforgiving. His limbs moved in slow motion as a panic formed at the back of his throat. He didn’t know whether to scream or cry as he grasped at the air around him.

He had never seen the Weave like this, never realised that this was how it could be. Prison-like, torturous. Was this to be his life now, was this what he was to endure till the end of time, if such a construct existed here?

“Nyra! NYRA!” Aeden called out, his voice echoing like he was in the base of a canyon, skipping around him over and over again until it slowly faded into nothing.

“Nyra, please.” A hard knot formed in the back of his throat as Aeden found it hard to swallow. This couldn’t be it, this couldn’t be how their story ended. “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice breaking under the strain of grief, “I should have said it sooner, I should have told you as soon as I saw you.”

He had never gotten to say the words after he had hurt Nyra’s feelings, but he hoped she could hear them now.

Aeden’s head bowed forward as tears streamed down his cheeks, burning and unforgiving. This wasn’t how things were meant to be.

As he floated motionlessly in the Weave, he found it hard to focus, his mind playing through everything they had done together in their short time as a bonded pair.

In the distance, something garnered his attention, something faint, something that could just as easily be missed than could be found. What was it, though? It was so quiet, so minuscule, that he could have been forgiven for skipping past it. Instead he found himself focusing on it, there was something about it that he was drawn to.

The more he homed in on it, the more he realised it sounded like a low beat.

Dum dum, dum dum, dum dum.

It was a heartbeat, or at least, that’s what it felt like. When he focused his thoughts, he realised it was in tandem with his own.

It was there – he wasn’t imagining it.

“Nyra?” he asked, desperation clawing at his throat. “Is that you?”

There was no reply, just his echoed voice spinning around him dizzyingly.

“I know you’re there, Nyra. I need you to be there, I need you to understand that you can’t leave me. I need you to know that without you, I am nothing. You came into this world against all odds. And I stupidly thought that I needed to fix you, that I needed to do everything and anything that I could to prove that you could be just like all the other Aer-Kin at the academy, when I should have just accepted you for how you were. Like everyone else, I was foolish enough to see you as broken, instead of seeing you for what you truly are.” His sobs became unmanageable and breathing became difficult as Aeden lost control of his emotions, grief consuming him.

Dum dum, dum dum.

He could feel her heartbeat, he could sense it, however faint it was.

“Nyra, if you can hear me, I need you to know that I’m sorry, and understand that all I have ever wanted is for you to be happy, for you to be accepted by your peers, as I believed that’s what you truly wanted. I would have done anything to help you achieve that.” He sniffed up and tried to gather himself, despite there being no chance of that. His hurt had become all consuming, an unforgiving wrath. “I thought that was what you wanted, but my desire to fix you became all consuming, instead of accepting you for what you are. Perfect.”

His head lolled, he tried to focus of the faint beat in the distance.

Dum dum, dum . . . dum, du⁠—

The beat stopped.

Aeden’s heart plunged like a boulder being tossed into a ravine.

“No, no, no, no, no! You can’t go, Nyra, you can’t, I need you, I am nothing without you. I’d give my life for you, Nyra. If you need power, if you need anything from me to help you get to the surface of the lake, then you take it. If I have the option, I would rather it was me that was taken, so that you can live.” He was desperate, he was terrified.

It was no use. His time was running out. He didn’t know how much time had passed while he was in the Weave. Surely his air must have run out by now. His own thoughts started to waver as he greeted the darkness that surrounded him, accepting it.

At least I will be by her side when I leave this world, he thought as he stopped struggling, accepting his fate. If Nyra was gone, then there was nothing worth fighting for.

There is, though.

The thought flickered to Aeden like a dying flame, but it was still able to provide light in the darkness.

If Nyra was dead, if she had passed, then Aeden would no longer be here. If their connection was severed, so too would be his life, because his life was linked to hers.

He had been doing this all wrong, he had called out for her, screamed for her, looked for her, but that was not what their connection was. Their bond transcended the need of touch, the need for sight or sound.

Aeden closed his eyes and searched, searched harder than he had ever for anything in his life.

Through the darkness, through their bleak situation, the faintest of feelings flickered. So small, but definitely there nonetheless.

He could feel her, and through Nyra, Aeden’s skin warmed slightly at the prospect, his arms prickling as his heart rate increased.

This must be her.

It had to be her.

He continued to search, homing in on a feeling that was drawing him in. It wasn’t much, but he knew if he was going to find her, if he was going to reach her, it would be through the feelings that they shared.

Slowly, the faint feeling grew, giving Aeden something more tangible to hold on to as he continued to focus on it, allowing it to swell within him.

The bleakness, the helplessness of the situation, it all started to fade, no longer controlling Aeden as the warmth travelled up his legs slowly, gaining speed, gaining strength until eventually he could recognise the feeling.

It was comfort, comfort in knowing that she was not alone, that the two of them would always be there for one another no matter what, and that despite the circumstances, Aeden would give his life for Nyra, and she would for him. It wasn’t transactional, it was a bond stronger than the currents of the ocean, of the wildest winds in the northern territories, the most active of the volcanoes of the southern isles.

It was unbreakable.

It was theirs.

And he could feel it.

He could feel her.

“Nyra?” Aeden spoke softly. The warmth felt as if she was wrapping her wings around him to protect him.

As he opened his eyes, a flicker of light lit up a section of the darkness of the Weave.

Dum, dum. Dum, dum.

It was a small ball of light, like a distant star, flickering in tandem with the beat, the beat that now matched the pacing of Aeden’s heart. It was calm, it was collected, and it was growing.

A tendril of light stretched out, stopping at a point where a second spark formed, then another. The tendrils continued to stretch out in multiple directions as it took form in the darkness.

Aeden had seen these sparks before, he had seen these tendrils when channelling the Weave. He could sense that he was connected to it, his skin prickled with the same energy as when he drew on their connection for magic.

This was different, this was something more, something energised, and it continued to grow at an alarming rate.

As the Weave grew in front of him, so did Aeden’s comfort, his belief, his hope.

Nyra was alive, they were alive.

Aeden’s eyes widened at the form that took shape in front of him.

“Nyra?” Aeden asked once again, longing to hear her voice.

The Weave continued to grow before him, light illuminating the darkness in a blinding flash.

“Aeden?” Nyra’s voice was a breath of fresh air, but there was something different about it. She sounded older, she had an ethereal presence about her.

As Aeden’s eyes adjusted, he let out a gasp at the shape that had formed from the Weave. It was Nyra, as if she had been mapped out by the stars, as if she was her very own constellation. It pulsated with a raw energy that only served to invigorate Aeden.

“I’m here, Nyra, I was always here.”

“You came for me? Even though” – Nyra’s voice was still tender, still soft but different.

“I was never going to leave you,” Aeden said. “It’s you and me, Nyra. Wherever you go, I will be by your side.”

The Weave flickered once again, growing in power.

“I thought I was lost, I thought you were gone.” Nyra’s words were not coming from in front of him but instead from all around him. “I feel strange, different, there is a power.”

“Is this the Weave? Is this our connection?” Aeden asked. He recalled Lyric saying that as their connection grew stronger, as the foundations of their bond solidified, their Weave would get stronger. Was that what this was?

“It is,” she said.

“You seem different,” Aeden said. There was a confidence about her voice, a wisdom.

“There is so much that I realise now, so much that I remember, so much that was hidden from me. It is overwhelming, Aeden, but something that I will share with you.” The tendrils within Nyra’s Weave strengthened, burning brighter, the nodes that connected them all flickering and crackling with the raw power.

Aeden had so many questions that he wanted to ask as Nyra’s Weave watched over him. That warmth, that comfort that he felt when she was near him, was stronger than it had ever been.

“Nyra, I’m sorry for hurting you, I’m sorry for making you feel that you weren’t good enough. I believe in you, I believe in us.”

“I heard you,” Nyra said. “It was faint, but I could hear you, I just wasn’t able to reach out, until you figured out how to get through to me, how to bring me back, how to awaken my dormant power.”

“Dormant?” Aeden said, suddenly finding himself confused.

“It is time that I showed you, Aeden. Open your eyes.”

Aeden’s eyes snapped open, and the darkness and light of the Weave were replaced by the murky depths of the lake. His chest pounded, and he started once again to struggle for air as he sat on the lake’s bed under the water, both his hands placed on Nyra’s body.

That energised, pulsating sensation poured out of his hands into her. She was warm to the touch as pockets of bubbles started to climb from her, her body glowing with an energy of light that could only be matched by the Weave or a star in the night sky.

It continued to grow, burning brighter, the pulse of their Weave now emanating from Nyra as bubbles continued to flow, fiercer, more charged. It was as if they were sitting in a geyser, the water boiling as the raw energy of the Weave wrapped first around Nyra before engulfing Aeden.

His eyes widened as the power flowed through him. In that moment, images and memories flashed through his mind, everything they had been through, finding her, fighting with her, binding her wings, sharing tender moments with her. They were all there, they were all theirs.

The glow of light grew so bright that Aeden had the compulsion to shield his eyes with his arm.

When Nyra stretched out her wings, they glowed brightly, like the wings themselves were the Weave. Her bindings were nowhere to be seen, and Aeden was in awe at what was unfolding in front of him.

“Climb on, Aeden,” Nyra said, reaching out to him through the Weave.

Instinctively, Aeden climbed onto her back. He was nearly out of breath and was almost out of time.

“Hold on,” Nyra said as she pushed off from the bottom of the lake with force and began their ascent to the surface.

Aeden’s heart hammered, the sensation in his stomach unbearable as the periphery of his vision darkened.
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Cold crisp air engulfed Aeden’s face as he breathed in deeply when they surfaced from the water. He panted heavily as he heaved, he wanted to vomit, he wanted to cough up all of the water he must have ingested, but he didn’t have any time to think.

Nyra wasn’t only glowing, she was aflame. From head to toe, her whole body was coated in ethereal magic. Pressurised air pushed against Aeden, threatening to dismount him from his riding seat.

“What the . . .?” Aeden said as he desperately clung on to Nyra’s back. There was something different about the flames. Aeden felt a warmth from them but it was more comforting than anything, soothing almost. He couldn’t feel any heat whatsoever, nor did his skin blister like it would if he put his hand too close to a naked flame.

Within moments they were clear from the water and continuing upwards, Nyra’s wide, burning wings rising and falling as they took flight.

“We’re flying, Nyra!”

“We are,” she replied. She was concentrating, but there was no denying that the two of them were soaring through the sky.

Nyra let out an almighty roar as she took flight for the first time, circling around as she got used to her newfound power.

“H-How?” Aeden asked. He was lost for words, his chest still heaving from nearly drowning just a few moments ago. “How are you flying?”

He looked down at her wings, which were coated in ghost-like flames, and then he looked at his hands in disbelief. They were not burning. Sure, they felt warm, but Nyra was somehow aflame, somehow flying, and somehow the fire was not affecting him.

“Nyra, what’s going on?” Aeden asked, confusion gripping him like a vice.

“As I said, there is a lot to explain, Aeden. This is my true form, a form that you have awakened.”

“You’re beautiful,” he said, still dumbfounded. Keeping one hand tightly on the saddle, he fumbled around with his free hand until he found the harness to click himself into. There was no mistaking it now; if he was to be unseated, it would mean certain death.

Beneath them the lake rippled. The mountains in the distance were dusted with snow, the tree tops of the forest looking more like broccoli than trees. It was mesmerising, and Aeden savoured the view for a moment, relieved at the fact that he wasn’t afraid of heights. He was alive, having nearly drowned, and not for the first time. He would be quite happy if he never set foot in the lake again.

He took the moment to appreciate Nyra in this form. Beneath the flames he could see her body. Her bindings were missing from her wings, but it was still her underneath.

“What is this form?” Aeden asked. “W-What are you?”

“I’m a phoenix,” she said. “It’s all coming back to me now, Aeden. Just know that without you, this wouldn’t be possible.” She whirled around in the air once more, letting out an almighty roar that ricocheted down the valley as she swooped down towards the lake at hurtling speed.

Joy swept through Aeden’s core as his own and Nyra’s feelings merged into one. His adrenaline spiking, he gripped hold of the front of the saddle so tightly that his knuckles went bone white.

Nyra swayed from side to side, gliding through the air with precision and grace. Taking a moment to peer over the edge, Aeden saw the reflection of him and Nyra as they glided across the surface of the water, and that was when he noticed that the flames coating around Nyra had engulfed him, too.

“You’re a phoenix?” Aeden said.

“I can’t keep this form for too long, as our Weave isn’t strong enough to maintain it, but yes. I am a phoenix.”

“I have so many questions,” Aeden said, his mind faltering as they all came rushing to the forefront of his mind. He didn’t know where to start, he didn’t know what to think. The sensation of flying through the sky was so much more than what he had ever expected it to be.

Distant roars echoed across the lake, and Aeden looked over his shoulder.

Smoke rose from beyond the forest, billowing up into the sky.

“Shit, the academy! Nyra, we have to go back, we have to help.”

Nyra rose up into the sky once more, turning to face the direction of the academy.

Another roar rang out, this one closer, different, one that Aeden remembered. When he looked up, it was Orion, sitting atop his griffin and bearing down on them at a high velocity.

“Go!”

Nyra used her wings to pick up speed as Orion swung by dangerously close.

“I was right!” Orion bellowed. “You are the bloodline we were searching for! It will be a frightful shame to have to kill a phoenix!” He didn’t seem fazed by Nyra’s new appearance, like all of this wasn’t new to him.

Aeden didn’t respond, his focus was on the academy and keeping Orion at a distance.

“Make sure he doesn’t make eye contact,” he said, reaching for Nyra through the Weave once more. He knew all too well what Domination felt like, and he didn’t want to experience that again. He also didn’t know if Orion was powerful enough to Dominate Nyra, but given what he had seen him make Midnight do, he wasn’t taking any chances.

“What do we do?” Aeden asked.

Yes, they could fly, but outside of that, he had no idea what to do next.

“Leave that to me,” Nyra said, and with a flap of her flaming wings, she soared up higher into the air.

Orion was hot on their tail as the forest they had escaped into quickly came into position underneath them, Nyra continuing to fly higher and higher.

“Hold on tight!” Nyra said.

“I can’t hold on any tighter,” Aeden protested as he continued to grip the handle on the front of the saddle.

As fast as Nyra was, and as beautiful and enchanting as she was in this form, she was still smaller than the griffin that edged closer and closer as they approached the academy.

“You actually think you can outrun us?” Orion laughed. “I will kill both of you on this night, and my master will be most pleased.” He swooped in close to Nyra.

Instinctively, Aeden leaned to the side and Nyra followed without him needing to say a word. The griffin didn’t pull away either as Aeden wrapped the loose reins around his hands before gripping the saddle once more.

At the last moment, the griffin pulled away before the two of them could make contact with one another, letting out a disapproving shriek for Aeden and Nyra’s efforts.

“Are you mad, boy? You’ll kill both of us!” Orion screamed as he gathered himself.

“That will teach him for getting too close,” Aeden said through the Weave. “Let’s get to the academy and help the others.”

As the academy drew closer, Aeden was taken aback by the sheer level of destruction that had unfolded. The academy grounds lay in ruins, stone had crumbled, buildings were destroyed and on fire. The ground was littered with fallen Aer-Kin, from both sides of the battle.

On the ground Aeden could see students looking up, pointing to the sky at him and Nyra. Like him, they would have seen nothing like this before.

“How do we stop them?” Aeden asked. “There are so many of them.”

“We fight, Aeden,” Nyra said as she circled around Aviara Academy. The main spire of the academy was crumbling but not destroyed. A section of the roof was missing, a large hole in the tiles.

Nyra swooped up into the air, dancing around into the sky. Aeden found it hard to keep his bearings until he eventually gathered himself.

Ahead of them was Orion, and they were heading straight towards him and his griffin.

“I can’t stay in this form for much longer, Aeden. We have to fight whilst we can, we have to get the advantage.” Nyra shrieked as she approached Orion and his griffin, raising her claws towards them as the griffin did the same.

Aeden braced himself for impact, but nothing could have prepared him for the force of the two creatures colliding in mid-air.

Growls, roars, and shrieks were exchanged as hooked claws frantically slashed at each other. It was all Aeden could manage to keep himself seated as Nyra fought against the larger griffin. After a few minutes, the two of them separated, both of them falling away before they flapped their wings to steady themselves opposite each other.

“I must admit, I am impressed,” Orion said.

Aeden made sure he kept his eyes away from Orion’s stare. There was no way he was letting him in, not again.

“I won’t let you win,” Aeden said. “You won’t get away with what you’ve done today.”

“Stupid boy, don’t you see? There are no winners in war.”

His griffin shrieked as it shot forwards at Nyra with alarming speed, this time headfirst, its hooked beak wide as it aimed to bite down on Nyra.

It was too fast for Nyra as it clamped down on her neck.

“Nyra!”

Both Nyra and the griffin moved in a death spin towards the tower of the academy as the griffin clasped tightly on Nyra’s neck.

Nyra flapped her wings as she sought to gain control, the griffin’s claws scratching and raking her sides.

Nyra let out a scream of pain as they continued to fall.

Sitting by wasn’t an option, and Aeden reached for his sword. He swung forwards at the griffin, but he wasn’t close enough to make contact. If he wanted to help Nyra, he needed to get closer, and that meant one thing.

Realisation dawned on him as he looked down at his harness. He was going to have to let go, he was going to have to untether himself.

He let go of the saddle, reached for his safety line, and unhooked it, Nyra’s reins still wrapped around his wrist.

“Nyra, I’ve got you.”

He didn’t give her time to respond before he pushed up against the force of air around them and lunged forwards, bringing his sword down on the beak of the griffin.

With a roar of pain, it opened up its bloody beak, let go of Nyra’s neck, and fell away. Aeden dropped down Nyra’s side, his arm jarring as it snagged on the reins. He slammed into Nyra’s side as she frantically flapped her wings to gather herself. It was too late; the academy spire was too close for them to avoid. They crashed into the side of it with incredible force. Stone dislodged as Aeden let out a cry of discomfort and heard a popping noise from his shoulder.

As they fell to the ground, the griffin hit the spire just above them, unable to avoid it, the same as Nyra. The two creatures fell through the air.

The ground hurtled towards them at alarming speed as Aeden held his breath. Nyra continued to flap her wings as she fought to straighten herself up.

She was just about managing to pull her body upwards as they reached the ground, reducing the force of the impact. She turned into the ground, protecting Aeden as best she could as she bounced off the ground under a plume of smoke.

Above them, Aeden saw the griffin slamming into the ground with a thud and ear-splitting shriek.

Aeden found himself in a plume of dust and debris as he hung down from Nyra’s side. She was breathing, but she was struggling, and from what he could tell, she wasn’t conscious.

Her phoenix form had vanished and her laboured breath caused Aeden more than alarm. She was alive, though, that was all that mattered.

Aeden tried to free himself but cried out in pain. Reaching for a dagger tucked into his belt, he cut at the reins until he eventually broke free, dropping to the ground.

His shoulder stooped, and the pain was unbearable. He had dislocated it.

He reached out through the Weave, testing Nyra, testing if there was enough power for him to draw on. There wasn’t, the Weave itself tempered and frayed beyond what it should have been. Aeden feared that if he pushed it any further, he would risk severing it entirely, and who knew what the consequences of that would be.

Instead, he pressed his shoulder against Nyra’s side, gritted his teeth, and pushed against her as hard as he could until he heard a crunch and felt the discomfort of his shoulder popping back into place.

“Nyra?” he said. He could see she was breathing, but she wasn’t responsive. Blasts of magic continued to reverberate around them as the battle continued, the shrieks coming from the night sky of the warring Aer-Kin as they clashed with one another.

“You will pay with your blood!” Orion rushed through the dust cloud towards Aeden. He wasn’t armed, but he was furious, his face contorted with rage.

Aeden lifted his stronger arm to defend himself, but Orion unfurled a volley of punches at him, which he was unable to block.

His head snapped back, and he tasted iron as Orion struck him over and over again.

“Stupid boy, don’t you realise that all of this resistance is futile? I’m not averse to getting my hands a little dirty, but I must admit, you and your abomination have become more than a thorn in my side.” He punched Aeden in the stomach before pinning him up against Nyra.

“I won’t let you Dominate me,” Aeden said as he fought against Orion.

“Stupid boy,” Orion snarled, his face bloodied. A deep cut to the top of his head meant that his usually pristine hair was now matted with blood. “I don’t want to Dominate you now, I just want to kill you so I can leave this wretched place.” His hands clasped around Aeden’s neck, and he squeezed tightly.

Aeden grabbed Orion’s wrists and desperately tried to ease the pressure as, through the dust, his griffin staggered towards them.

“And while I squeeze the last bit of life from your wretched body, know that he is going to destroy that phoenix of yours before the winds send word that there is one in existence.”

Aeden struggled, but with his injured shoulder, he simply didn’t have the strength to fight back.

“Wake up, please, Nyra. I need you.”

Orion’s face contorted with vitriol and he grimaced, his hands getting tighter and tighter as they constricted around Aeden’s neck.

With a rumble, Nyra began to move, pushing Aeden into Orion, who lost balance as he stepped backwards.

Aeden dropped to his knees, coughing and gasping for breath, but he didn’t have time to waste as he staggered back to his feet. He was beaten, his body broken, but there was no way that he was going down without a fight.

“You just won’t give up,” Orion said. Grinning, he leaned down to pluck a dagger from a fallen soldier on the ground and stared towards Aeden.

Nyra roared, baring her teeth. She may not have been in her phoenix form any longer, but she was no less fierce as she bucked up into the air before slamming her feet into the ground. With a snarl, she ran towards Orion. He braced himself for impact, but she shot straight past him. She was running at his griffin, who was gearing up to take flight.

Sensing the opportunity, Aeden charged forwards himself, spearing Orion as he tried to catch him off balance.

Orion planted his feet but struggled against Aeden, who punched him in his side with his stronger arm.

Behind them, Nyra reached the griffin before it could take flight, and this time it was her turn to grab it around the neck as she sunk her teeth into it.

The griffin wailed as it writhed around in pain, trying in vain to loosen Nyra’s grip, but it didn’t.

Orion’s knee buckled and he let out a grimace of discomfort as Aeden pushed back even harder this time, forcing Orion back. When Orion fell backwards, his head smashed off the ground, Aeden landing on top of him.

Orion swung up with the knife and Aeden cried out as he was unable to defend his weaker arm, the blade piercing his skin as it sank into his upper arm.

Aeden pulled back his free hand to strike Orion but stopped when he saw fear in his eyes for the first time. He was desperately trying to look behind him where Nyra still fought his griffin, whose movements were now becoming laboured as its life ebbed away.

“Your bond is the same as ours. If your Weave breaks, then so do you. If your griffin dies, then so do you.”

Panic crept into Orion’s wide, gaping eyes as blood pooled into his mouth, dark black veins creeping up his neck like a parasite.

“I am nothing like⁠—”

With a sickening crack, Nyra bit down even harder and the griffin’s neck fell limp. She let go, and its body stooped to the ground.

Orion started to laugh. “My master will come for you” – his last breath rattled as his life faded away.

Aeden let out a roar of frustration.

What had all of this been for? For his bloodline? For Nyra?

He looked around him. The academy lay in ruin, surrounded by death.

Nyra walked slowly towards him, a heavy limp in her left leg.

“Are you okay?” she asked as she reached him, pressing her head towards him.

Aeden allowed the crown of her head to reach his own as he savoured the feeling of her scales against his skin.

“You did it, Nyra. You did it.”

Another screech came from their right, and Aeden’s head shot up. Sitting atop the tower of Aviara Academy was the second griffin, along with its rider, Rosheen.

She stared down at Aeden for an uncomfortable amount of time before her griffin let out another pain-filled roar. It was a rallying cry, but Aeden couldn’t help but feel a sense of grief in its cry. He looked at the dead griffin and Orion’s body, and he wondered if the griffins were twins just like their riders.

When the griffin jumped from the tower, Aeden readied himself. They had beaten Orion and his griffin, and if they needed to fight another, so be it.

He tried to stand, but his legs were weak. He had no energy left, no fight left, the Weave between him and Nyra already dangerously frayed.

The griffin slammed into the ground. “Get away from my brother,” Rosheen growled.

Aeden climbed up off of Orion and stepped backwards. There was no way they could fight again, but as long as he had Nyra by his side, he wouldn’t stop.

“Vaja,” Rosheen said. Her griffin shot forward, scooping up Orion’s lifeless body into its claws. Then it flapping its wings, hovering just above Aeden.

“You will pay for taking my brother’s life.”

Aeden didn’t say anything as his eyes met Rosheen’s and he was greeted with raw hatred. He braced himself for an attack.

Instead, her griffin roared and set off into the air over the academy.

“What is she doing?” Aeden asked.

“They are leaving,” Nyra said.

The skies filled with the remaining Aer-Kin as Rosheen led the retreat. Aeden’s tired, aching legs finally gave way, only for him to be caught by Nyra.

“I’ve got you,” she said.

The battle was over.
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Aeden stood in the centre of the Great Hall, in the pen that not that long ago his peers were bonding with their Aer-Kin. Tonight should have been a night for celebration. Instead, they were left counting the dead.

Nyra waited outside with some of the other Aer-Kin. Despite Aeden feeling nervous about leaving her with the others, she had insisted that she would be okay.

“How many wounded do we have?” Director Vale asked a battle-worn Master Storme and Mistress Jara.

“Too many to count,” Master Storme said. “Mistress Plato has informed me that the healers wing is full beyond their capacity. They’re doing all that they can, but I’m afraid it will be a long night for some of the students and masters of the academy.” He was solemn in the way he spoke, his head bowed.

“And what about the fallen?” the director asked pensively.

“Too many to count,” Mistress Jara answered. “Initial reports are suggesting that nearly all of the second years that took to the skies have fallen, and only a small number of the third years have survived.” Tears welled in Mistress Jara’s dark eyes as she fought back anger through gritted teeth.

“This wasn’t a battle,” Master Storme growled, “this was a massacre. One that would have been even worse if it was not for the actions of Harrington.”

Aeden’s heart rate quickened at the sound of his name, and he raised his head to greet the masters and director of the academy. He didn’t know what to say, or to think for that matter.

Above them, half of the roof of the Great Hall was missing, tiles and roof beams scattered across the Great Hall floor.

Aeden had been waiting here since he was told he had been summoned by the director, although for what reason he was unsure.

“I didn’t see what happened, but others did,” the director said. “They say your Aer-Kin arrived in a ball of flames. Is that true?”

Aeden nodded. “We unlocked her true form, although she couldn’t sustain it for long.”

“The phoenix.” Director Vale spoke at a whisper before looking at Master Storme and Mistress Jara. “I was right, this is as the prophecy foretold. ‘New life shall rise in lightless day, an untapped power, long concealed,’” she recited the last few lines of the prophecy.

“What now?” Aeden asked. “The academy is destroyed, so many are dead, and their master will likely retaliate, won’t he? How long before they all come back?” Right there, in that moment, Aeden couldn’t care any less about the damned prophecy.

“For some reason the Conclave didn’t come in time. We can only hope they’re on their way. They’ll help us rebuild the academy and we’ll regroup, but what matters most is that you and your Aer-Kin – your phoenix – are alive, and that means we have what we need to finally tip the scales of war in our favour.” The director’s face lit up at the prospect. “‘A new line of Aer-Kin revealed.’” She slowly spoke the final line of the prophecy. “Your Aer-Kin, if she truly is a phoenix, is a mythical-grade Aer-Kin. Do you know how many mythical-grade Aer-Kin Nevaria has in their ranks?” She paused for a moment before continuing. “None. This would be the first, because until now, the phoenix has been nothing more than a story, nothing more than make-believe. Just like those griffins that led the charge tonight. Today, we have learnt that there is much more to this world than we thought, and we need to be ready for what comes next.”

“And what comes next?” Aeden asked, but Director Vale didn’t answer. Instead she gave Master Storme and Mistress Jara a look, one that Aeden could not decipher.

“Mistress Jara, may you escort Aeden Harrington to the healers wing?” Director Vale said.

“What are you not telling me?” Aeden pressed. Mistress Jara took a step forward, but Aeden raised his hand to stop her.

“I can make my own way,” he said, but he had no intention of heading to the healers wing. He needed to see Nyra, he wanted to check she was okay. “My friends, where is the rest of my cohort?” he asked.

“We can count our blessings that they survived,” the director said. “Thanks to your actions, we can regroup, retrain, and become stronger.”

Anger and frustration tinged with guilt racked against Aeden. Even in this moment, all the director could think about was furthering the academy’s strength while they waited for the Conclave to arrive.

He needed to get out of the room, he needed to think, he needed to breathe.

“And who exactly was it that orchestrated this attack? What if they come back?” Aeden asked. “How do we protect ourselves when they come back?”

“By getting stronger,” Master Storme said matter-of-factly. “By making sure we’re as fortified as possible while training your peers how to master the Weave.”

“And what of their master? What of Malveus?” Aeden asked.

The director shuffled around uncomfortably. “We don’t know his plan or what he will do next. What we do know is that you and Nyra are key to all of this.”
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Aeden met Nyra at the front of the academy. Three other Aer-Kin surrounded her as he approached, and initially Aeden thought they were targeting her. As he drew closer, he realised that they were protecting her.

Nyra let out a chitter of contentment when she saw Aeden, and her warmth reached him through their Weave like she was overjoyed to see him.

“There’s so much that we need to talk about, Nyra,” Aeden said. “You turned into a phoenix.”

“As short lived as it was, yes, you unlocked my true form when you mastered our Weave.”

“Mastered?” Aeden said, unsure if that was the correct term to use. He felt as far away from mastering the Weave as he could be. There was still so much more that he needed to learn, so much that he had no clue about.

“You have a lot of questions, but I only have some of the answers. The power of the phoenix is life reborn,” Nyra said.

“That’s how you hatched from a consecrated egg.” That part at least made sense to him.

“How I came to be, how my egg wound up in the cave you found me in . . . That is all a mystery. But there is something much bigger at work here, Aeden. Something that I need you to help me figure out.”

“And I will, Nyra, I promise I will. Can you turn into your phoenix form again?” Aeden thought back to them taking to the skies. It felt like a distant dream, shrouded in a nightmare.

“I will be able to, but our Weave is fragile. We pushed it to breaking point to trigger the transformation, both our lives depended on it. It isn’t something we can force, but when our Weave is recharged, I should be able to transform again. Yes, although for how long will depend on the strength of our Weave.”

That, at the very least, made sense to Aeden.

“But we’re going to have to train to build on our connection. What we have achieved, what you have helped me to unlock, is only the beginning. As you can see, there’s a lot of work we need to do to help the academy recover from the attack.” There was something more mature about the way Nyra carried herself now.

Aeden was in awe. This academy had been so cruel to her since the day she hatched, yet here she was, talking about helping the academy recover. Her nature was so pure.

“What then?” Aeden asked.

“I don’t know what comes next, Aeden. All I can say is that as long as we are bound to our Weave, I feel there are no limits to what we can achieve. You helped me find a strength within myself, one that didn’t look like anyone else’s. You believed in me when the rest of the world thought I was broken.”

Aeden appreciated the sentiment. A lump formed in his throat and tears formed in his eyes. It didn’t mean it stopped him from worrying, however. Malveus would surely retaliate, and they needed to be ready for that. As well as that, Aeden’s concern rose for what the academy’s intentions with Nyra truly were as he thought about the last lines of the prophecy that Director Vale had recited.

New life shall rise in lightless day, an untapped power, long concealed, and a new line of Aer-Kin revealed.

What Aeden realised in this moment was that their story was only just getting started.

What he didn’t know was just how legendary that story would become.
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