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FOURTH 
'NG

violent invasion attempts of the kingdom of Poromiel and their gryphon

riders. The weak don't survive here. especially not in the Riders Quadrant.
The dragons make sure of that.

"You're sending her to die!" a familiar voice thunders through the
general's thick wooden door, and I gasp. There's only, one woman on

the Continent foolish enough to raise her voice to the general. but she's

supposed to be on the border with the Eastern Wing. Mira.
There's a muffled response from the offlce, and I reach for the door

handle.

"She doesn't stand a chance," Mira shouts as I force the heavy door
open and the weight of my pack shifts forward, nearly taking me down. Shlr.

The general curses from behind her desk, and I grab onto the back of
the crimson-upholstered couch to catch my balance.

''Damn it. Mom, she can't even handle her rucksack," Mira snaps.

rushing to mv side.
"I'm fine!" My cheeks heat with mortification, and I force myself

upright. She's been back for flve minutes and is already trying to save me.

Because you need saving, you fool.
I don't want this. I don't want any part of this Riders Quadrant shit.

It's not like I have a death wish. I would have been better off failing the

admission test to Basgiath and going straight to the army with the majority
of conscripts. But I canhandle my rucksack, and I willhar,dle myself.

"Oh. \'iolet.'' Worried brolvn eyes look down at me as strong hands

brace mv shoulders.

"Hi, Mira." A smile tugs at the corners of my mouth. She might be

here to say her goodbyes, but I'm just glad to see my sister for the flrst
time in years.

IIer eyes soften, and her flngers flex on my shoulders like she might
pull me into a hug. but she steps back and turns to stand at my side, facing

our mother. "You can't do this."
"It's already done." Mom shrugs, the lines of her fltted black uniform

rising and falling with the motion.
I scoff. So much for the hope of a reprieve. Not that I ever should have

expected, or even hoped for, an ounce of mercy from a woman who's been

made famous for her lack of it.
"Then undo it," Mira seethes. "She's spent her whole life training to

become a scribe. She wasn't raised to be a rider."
"Well, she certainly isn't you, is she, Lieutenant Sorrengail?" Mom
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Conscription Da1,. 1 1", 1,ou Iiilish your tutoring, but iike I told you last spring,

I will not watch one of my children enter the Scritre Quadrant, Violet."
"Because scribes are so far beneath riders?" I grumble, knowing

perfectly well that riders are the top of the social and military hierarchy.

it helps that their bonded dragons roast people for fun.

"Yes!" Her customary composure slips.'And if you dare rvalk into
the tunnel toward the Scribe Quadrant today, I wiil rip you out by that
ridiculous braid and put you on the parapet myself."

L{v stomach turns over.
''Dad wouldn't want thisl" Mira argues, color: flushing up her neck.

''I loved your father, but he's dead," Mont says, as if giving the weather

report. ''I doubt he wants much these days."

I suck in a breath but keep my rnouth shut. Arguing will get me

nowhere. She's never listened to a damned thing I've had to say before.

and today is no different.
"Sending Violet into the Riders Quadrant is tantamount to a death

sentence." Guess IVIira isn't done arguing. Mira's never done arguing with
Morn, and the frustrating thing about it is that Mom has always respected

her for it. Double standard for the win. "She's not strong enough, Mom!
She's already broken her arm this year, she sprains some joint every other

'uveek. and she's not tall enough to mount any dragon big enough to keep

her alir e in a battle."
"Seriousli. \Iira?" What. The. Hell. I\[y flngernails bite into my palms

as I curi m-v hands into flsts. Knowing my chances of survival are rninimal
is one thing. Having my sister throw my inadequacies in my face is another.

'Are you calling me weak?"
"No." Mira squeezes my hand. "Just...fragile."
"That's not any better." Dragons don't bond fragile women. They

incinerate them.

"So she's small." Mom scans me up and down, taking in the generous

Iit of the cream belted tunic and pants I selected this morning for my
potential execution.

I snort.'Are we just listing my faults now?"
"I never said it was a fault." Mom turns to my sister. "Mira,Violet deals

with rnore pain before lunch than you do in an entire week. If any of my

children is capable of surviving the Riders Quadrant, it's her."
My eyeblows rise. That sounded an awful lot like a compliment, but

with Mom, I'm never quite sure.
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Threshing. candidate. Though you'll be a cadet by sunset, I suppose."

Or dead.

Neither of us says it.
"Good luck, Candidate Sorrengail." She moves back behind her desk,

effectively dismissing me.

"Thank you. General." I heft my pack onto my shoulders and walk out
of her office. A guard closes the door behind me.

"She's batshit crazy," Mira says from the center of the hallway, right
between where two guards are positioned.

"Thev'11 tell her you said that."
"Like they don't already know," she grinds out through clenched teeth.

"Let's go. We onlv have an hour before all candidates have to report, and

I sau' thousands waiting outside the gates when I flew over." She starts
walking, leading me down the stone staircase and through the hallways

to my room.

Well...it rr4.s my room.

In the thirty rninutes I've been gone, all my personal items have been

packed into crates that now sit stacked in the corner. My stomach sinks to
the hardlvood floor. She had my entire life boxed.

"She's fucking efflcient, I'll give you that," Mira mutters before turning
my way. her gaze passing over me in open assessnent. "I was hoping I'd be

able to talk her out of it. You were never meant for the Riders Quadrant."
"So you've mentioned." I lift an eyebr-ow at her. "Repeatedly."
"Sorry." She winces, dropping to the ground and emptying her pack.

"What are you doing?"
"What Brennan did for me," she says softly, and grief lodges in mv

throat. "Can you use a sword?"
I shake my head. "Too heavy. I'm pretty quick with daggers. though."

Really damned quick. Lightning quick. What I lack in strength, I make up
for in speed.

"I figured. Good. Now, drop your pack and take off those horrible
boots.'' She sorts through the items she's brought, handing me new boots
and a black uniform. "Put these on."

"What's wrong with my pack?" I ask but drop my rucksack anyway. She

immediately opens it, ripping out everything I'd carefully packed. "Mira!
That took me all night!"

"You're carrying way too much, and your boots are a death trap. You'll
slip right off the parapet with those smooth soles. I had a set of rubber-

K
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Now, get changed while I sort out the rest of this mess." The beli rings high
above us. We have forty-five minutes.

I dress quickly', but everything feels like it belongs to someone else,

though it's obviousl)r tailored to mv size. My tunic is replaced by a tight-
htting black shirt that covers my arms. and ny breezy pants are exchanged

for ieather ones that hug every curve. Then she laces me into a vest-style

corset over the shirt.

"Keeps it from rubbing," she explains.

"Like the gear riders wear into battle." Have to admit, the clothes are.

pretty badass, even if I feel like an imposter. Goels, this is really happening.

ir. 5 arJE d'

so of th

"Exactly, because that's what you're doing. Going into battle." ! tt no matter the lengfh.- M
The combination of ieather and a fabric I don't recognize covers

me from collarbone to just below my waist, wrapping ovcr mv breasts

and crossing up and over my shoulders. I finger the hidden sheaths sewn

diagonailv along the rib cage.
"For your daggers."
"I clnlv have four." I grab them from the pile on the floor.
"You'll earn more."

I slide my weapons into the sheaths, as though mv ribs themselves

have become weapons. The design is ingenious. Between my ribs and the

sheaths at my thighs" the blades are easily accessible.

I barel.v recognize myself in the mirror. I look like a rider. I still feel

iike a scribe.

Minutes later, half of what I packed is piled onto the crates. She's

repacked my rucksack, discarding anything deemed unnecessarv and
almost everything sentirnental while word-vomiting advice about how
to survive in the quadrant. Then she surprises me by doing the most

sentimental thjng ever-telling me to sit between her knees so she can

braid n-rv hair into a crown.

ft s like I'm a kid again instead of a full-grown woman, but I do it.
'\\'hat is this?'' I test the material just above my heart. scratching it

ri rth mr flngernail.
"Something I designed," she explains. tugglng my braid painfully tight

against my scalp. " I had it specially made for you with'feine's scales sewn

in. so be careful with i1."

"Dragon scales?" I jerk my heacl back to iook at her. ''How'? Teine is
huge."

"l happen to know a rider whose powers can make big things very
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She hands me my now-rnuch-lighter pack. "The tighter your clothes. the

better off you are up there, and in the ring once you start sparring. Wear

the armor at all times. Keep your daggers on you at all times." She points

to the sheaths down her thighs.
"Someone's going to say I didn't earn them."
"You're a Sorrengail," she responds, as if that's answer enough. "Fuck

what they say."

"And you don't think the dragon scales are cheating?"

"There's no such thing as cheating once you climb the turret. There's

only survival and death." The bell chimes-only thirty minutes left. She

swallows. "It's almost time. Ready?"

'rNo.'!

"Neither was I." A wry smile lifts a corner of her mouth. "An<i 1'd spent

my life training for it."
"I'm not going to die today." I sling my pack over my shoulders and

breathe a little easier than this morning. It's inflnitely more manageable.

The halls of the central, administrative part of the fortress are eerily

quiet as we wind our way down through various staircases, but the noise

from outside grows louder the lower we descend. Through the windows,

I see thousands of candidates hugging their loved ones and saying their
goodbyes on the grassy flelds just beneath the main gate. From what I've
u'itnessed everv year. most families hold on to their candidates right up to

the ver\, last bell. The four roads leading to the fortress are clogged with
horses and wagons. especially where they converge in front of the college,

but it's the empty ones at the edge of the fields that make me nauseous.

They're for the bodies.

Right before we round the last corner that will lead to the courtyard,

Mira stops.

"What is- Oof." She yanks me against her chest, hugging me tight in
the relative privacy of the corridor.

"I love you,Violet. Remember everything I've told you. Don't become

another name on the death rol1." Her voice shakes, and I wrap my arms

around her. squeezing tight.
"l'll be all right." I promise.

She nods. her chin bumping against the top of my head. "I know. Let's
go."

That's all she says before pulling away and walking into the crowded

courtyard just inside the main gate to the fortress. Instructors, commanders,
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