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The morning bell hadn't yet rung when Iden descended into the lower aeries, a bucket of fresh fish slung over one shoulder and the day's first feeding clutched in his free hand. The stone steps were slick with condensation—they always were this close to dawn—and he'd learned years ago to keep one hand on the wall as he navigated the spiral down into the belly of Stormwatch Eyrie. 
The smell hit him halfway down: griffon musk, hay, leather oil, and beneath it all the sharp copper tang of the meat stores. It was home in a way the cramped servants' quarters three levels up had never been.
Iden emerged into the vaulted space of Aerie Six, the lowest and largest of Stormwatch's griffon chambers. Forty stalls lined the circular chamber, each one designed to house a griffon and carved directly from the mountain's stone. Dawn light filtered through the massive eastern archway—open to the sky and wide enough for three griffons to launch abreast.
He set the bucket down and rolled his shoulder, working out the ache. Nineteen years old and his body already kept a catalog of small pains: the perpetual knot in his left shoulder from hauling feed, the calluses on his palms, the trick knee from when a spooked griffon had knocked him into a wall two winters back. The riders never seemed to collect these small damages. Then again, they didn't haul their own water or muck their own stalls.
A low chirp echoed from the third stall on the left.
"I know, Zephyr. I know. Hold on."
The blue-gray griffon stuck her eagle's head over the stall door, amber eyes fixed on the bucket. She was young—barely three years old—and still had that adolescent scrawniness that made her look like all beak and talons. Her rider, a minor lord's daughter named Cassia, had bonded with her eight months ago and promptly decided that actual griffon care was beneath her station.
Iden knew Zephyr's feeding schedule, her favorite scratching spots, the way she favored her right forepaw when the weather turned cold, and the particular chirp she made when she wanted attention. He doubted Cassia knew any of it.
"Good morning to you, too," Iden said, fishing out two of the larger fish. Zephyr snatched them with delicate precision, her beak clicking softly as she ate. He scratched behind her tufted ears—that spot that made her lean into his hand with a rumbling purr—and checked her talons while she was distracted. Clean, sharp, healthy. Good.
He moved down the line, greeting each griffon by name. Starwind, who always tried to steal extra portions. Copper, who'd been limping last week but seemed sound this morning. Dawnfire, ancient and scarred and unbonded since her rider had died of old age five years back, who let Iden near her but screamed bloody murder if any rider approached.
The manifest said Aerie Six needed fresh straw in stalls seven, twelve, and eighteen. That meant at least two hours of hauling bales up from storage. His back twinged in anticipation.
"Talking to them again?"
Iden looked up to find Tabatha leaning against the archway, her dark hair already escaping from its braid despite the early hour. She had a bucket of her own—medicinal salves and bandages for the morning health checks—and the long-suffering expression of someone who'd just climbed six flights of stairs.
"They're better conversationalists than most people," Iden said.
"They're animals."
"So are most people." He moved to Copper's stall and ran a hand down the griffon's lion flank, feeling for heat or swelling in the previously injured leg. "Just less honest about it."
Tabatha snorted and joined him, pulling out her checklist. She'd been working the aeries for three years—a year less than Iden—and had the efficiency of someone who'd learned not to waste time. "You hear about the Tribute Day preparations?"
"Hard not to. Commander Aldric's been barking orders for a week."
"They're expecting a good crop this year. Ten candidates, including High Commander Varen's son." Tabatha’s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, even though they were alone. "Severin. Apparently he's been training for this since he could walk."
Iden had seen Severin around the Eyrie. Golden-haired, broad-shouldered, moving through the halls like he owned them. Which, in a sense, he did. The High Commander's son would bond with one of the finest griffons in Stormwatch, probably one of the juveniles from the upper aeries. The ones Iden wasn't allowed near.
"Good for him," Iden said neutrally.
Tabatha shot him a look. "You don't have to pretend with me."
"I'm not pretending anything."
"You watch them, Iden. Every evening when the patrols return, you're out on the landing platforms, staring up like—" She stopped herself, shook her head. "Never mind."
Like a starving man watching a feast. That's what she'd been about to say. And she wasn't wrong.
Iden had been born in Stormwatch's shadow, in the lowtown that clung to the mountain's base like barnacles on a ship's hull. His mother had worked the laundries until fever took her when he was twelve. No father he'd ever known. No family beyond the other laundry workers who'd made sure he ate until he was old enough to find work of his own.
He'd been fifteen when he'd first climbed the long road to the Eyrie, looking for any job that would take him. The steward had looked at his thin arms and hollow cheeks and sent him to the aeries. "See if you can handle it," the man had said. "Most can't."
Four years later, Iden could handle anything the griffons threw at him. It was handling his own wanting that proved difficult.
"I should finish the feeding," he said, moving to the next stall before Tabatha could push the subject further.
They worked in companionable silence for the next hour, the rhythm of the morning routine taking over. Feed, check, clean, repeat. The sun rose higher, and the aerie filled with the sounds of waking griffons: chirps and screeches, the rustle of feathers, the scrape of talons on stone.
The riders began arriving around the third bell. Iden heard them before he saw them—boots on stone, voices raised in conversation or laughter, the jingle of tack and weapons. They descended from the upper levels in ones and twos, moving through the aeries with the casual confidence of people who'd never had to question their right to be there.
Iden kept his head down and his hands busy. It was easier that way.
"You there. Stablehand."
Iden looked up from the stall he was mucking to find Commander Aldric standing in the center of the aerie, hands clasped behind his back. He was a tall man, iron-haired and iron-spined, with the bearing of someone who'd spent forty years in the saddle. His griffon, Stormclaw, waited behind him—a massive male with silver-tipped feathers and scars that spoke of decades of battle.
"Sir?" Iden straightened, pitchfork still in hand.
Aldric's eyes swept over him without really seeing him. "Stall twenty-three needs attention. The straw's fouled."
"Yes, sir. I'll see to it."
The Commander was already turning away. "See that you do. We have candidates arriving this afternoon. Everything must be perfect."
And then he was gone, Stormclaw padding after him, and Iden was left standing there with a pitchfork and the ghost of irritation in his chest. He'd already changed the straw in twenty-three two days ago. It didn't need attention. But arguing with a Commander was a swift way to lose your position, so Iden set down the pitchfork and headed for the supply room.
Tabatha caught his eye as he passed. She didn't say anything, but her expression said enough: That's just how it is.
He knew. He'd always known.
The sun climbed higher. The aeries filled with activity as more riders arrived for their morning routines. Iden moved through it all like a shadow, present but unnoticed, until even that became a kind of invisibility. He hauled straw, cleaned tack, checked feed stores, and tried not to watch the riders too closely.
Tried and failed.
There was an art to flying, he'd learned. Not just the mechanics of it—the bond between rider and griffon, the signals and commands—but the artistry. The way a skilled rider could read the wind, could coax a griffon through maneuvers that seemed to defy physics. Iden had spent four years watching, and he could name every rider's style, every griffon's personality, every subtle variation in formation.
Not that it mattered. Knowledge without opportunity was just another kind of torture.
By midday, Iden's back was screaming and his hands were raw. He'd hauled enough straw to bed half the Eyrie, repaired three broken stall doors, and somehow found time to help the smiths move a new feeding trough into position. His reward was a bowl of thin stew in the servants' mess and fifteen minutes off his feet before the afternoon rounds began.
Tabatha slumped onto the bench beside him. "Three candidates just arrived. I saw them in the upper courtyard."
"Anyone interesting?"
"Define interesting." She tore into her bread with the enthusiasm of someone who'd also spent the morning hauling. "There's Severin, obviously. Two girls—one looked nervous, one looked like she could punch through walls. A few boys about our age. All dressed like they've never seen honest dirt."
"So, nobility."
"Every last one." Tabatha chewed thoughtfully. "Do you ever wonder what it's like? Having everyone tell you from birth that you're special, that you're destined for great things?"
"No."
"Liar."
Iden smiled despite himself. "Maybe sometimes."
The afternoon brought more chaos. The candidates toured the aeries, escorted by senior riders who explained the bonding process, the training regimen, the glorious history of Stormwatch. Iden kept his distance, focusing on the mechanical tasks that kept the place running.
He was checking water levels in the lower aeries when he first saw Severin up close.
The High Commander's son moved through the chamber like a prince surveying his future kingdom, flanked by two older riders who clearly knew their role was to nod and agree. Severin himself was everything the rumors suggested. Handsome in that clean-featured way of highborn youth, tall and built like he'd been training for combat since childhood. His clothes were fine but practical, his bearing confident without being openly arrogant.
He stopped in front of Dawnfire's stall.
"This one," Severin said. "Tell me about her."
One of the escorts cleared his throat. "Ah, that's Dawnfire. She's... unbonded, my lord. Has been for some years."
"Why?"
"Her previous rider passed from old age. She's proven... difficult to rebond."
Severin studied the old griffon with the focus of someone evaluating a piece of equipment. Dawnfire stared back, unimpressed. "She looks sound. Strong. Why hasn't anyone claimed her?"
"Griffons are particular about their riders, my lord. Dawnfire has rejected every candidate since her rider's death."
"Then perhaps she hasn't met the right candidate." Severin turned to his escorts. "I want to try bonding with her."
"My lord, I'm not sure that's—"
"I'm sure." Severin's voice didn't rise, but the temperature in the room seemed to drop several degrees. "Arrange it."
Iden watched this exchange from the shadows near the water troughs, simultaneously invisible and unable to look away. He'd spent years caring for Dawnfire, earning her trust inch by inch. She was proud, fierce, and deeply loyal to the memory of her fallen rider. The idea of this boy commanding her like a servant made something hot and uncomfortable coil in Iden's chest.
But that was the way of things. The riders commanded. The griffons obeyed. And stablehands kept their mouths shut.
The afternoon dragged into evening. Iden finished his rounds as the sun began its descent, and the evening patrol was preparing for launch—six riders and their griffons, running the perimeter check that happened every sunset without fail.
Despite everything—the exhaustion, the aches, the frustration of invisibility—Iden found himself drawn to the main launch platform. He always did. Tabatha was right about that.
He stood at the edge of the platform, in the space reserved for support staff, and watched the riders mount up. They moved with ease, the bond between human and griffon visible in every synchronized movement. Commands weren't shouted here; they were felt, anticipated, executed with the precision of dancers who'd rehearsed the same routine a thousand times.
Commander Aldric raised his hand. All six griffons tensed. Then the hand dropped, and they launched as one, wings spreading to catch the evening thermals, bodies lifting into the golden air with a grace that made Iden's chest ache.
He watched until they were specks against the darkening sky, then kept watching until even the specks disappeared.
"Beautiful, aren't they?"
Iden spun to find one of the candidates standing beside him. It was one of the girls Tabatha had mentioned—the one who looked like she could punch through walls. Up close, she was tall and broad-shouldered, with dark skin and darker eyes that held something like understanding.
"Yes," Iden said simply, because there was no point in lying.
"I'm Cadence," the girl said. "Of House Ravenshade. Tomorrow's my bonding ceremony."
"Good luck."
"Thanks." She studied him for a moment. "You work here? In the aeries?"
"I do."
"Then you know the griffons well. Better than we do, probably." Cadence tilted her head, considering. "What's it like? Being near them every day, caring for them, but never..."
She didn't finish the sentence. She didn't have to.
"It's fine," Iden said, which was the expected answer. The safe answer.
Cadence looked at him like she could see straight through the lie, but she didn't call him on it. "Well. If you have any advice, I'll be in the upper aeries tomorrow morning. Severin's already claimed he'll bond with the strongest griffon here, but I'm just hoping to find one that doesn't hate me."
She walked away before Iden could formulate a response, leaving him alone on the platform with the last light of day fading around him.
He stood there until the stars emerged, pinpricks of light in the gathering dark. Then he climbed down the platform stairs and made his way back to the lower aeries for the final checks of the day.
The griffons were settling for the night, their chirps and rustles quieting into the soft sounds of sleep. Iden moved through the chamber, checking locks and water troughs, making sure everyone was comfortable. It was meditative work, this final round. The day's frustrations faded into the simple rhythm of care.
He saved Zephyr for last. The young griffon was already drowsy, but she perked up when Iden approached, offering that same soft chirp that meant I see you, I know you.
"Sleep well," Iden murmured, scratching behind her ears one last time. "Tomorrow's going to be chaos."
Zephyr rumbled contentment and settled back into her straw, eyes drifting closed.
Iden locked her stall and headed for the stairs. His room was waiting—small, cold, barely large enough for a cot and a trunk. But it was his, bought with four years of labor and loyalty, and that was something, at least.
He paused at the base of the stairs, looking back at the darkened aerie. Somewhere above, in rooms he'd never see, the candidates were probably preparing for tomorrow. Praying to whatever gods riders prayed to, visualizing their perfect bond, imagining the moment when a griffon would choose them and change everything.
Iden had stopped praying years ago. He climbed the stairs to his room, washed the day's grime from his hands and face, and collapsed onto his cot. Sleep came quickly, as it always did after the physical exhaustion of an aerie shift.
In his dreams, he flew. He always flew. Wings spread wide, wind in his face, the world spread below like a map made real. In his dreams, he wasn't a stablehand. He wasn't invisible. He wasn't nobody.
But then he woke up, and he was.
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The morning of Tribute Day dawned with unseasonable warmth. Iden noticed it the moment he stepped outside. The air held a thickness, a pressure that sat heavy in his lungs. 
He pushed the feeling aside and headed for the lower aeries. Tribute Day or not, the griffons still needed feeding.
The usual morning quiet was gone. The entire Eyrie hummed with activity. Servants rushed through corridors carrying fresh linens and polished silverware. Guards stood at attention along the main thoroughfares. Even the stone itself seemed to have been scrubbed clean, as if Stormwatch were trying to impress visiting dignitaries.
Which, Iden supposed, it was.
The candidates' families would be here today—High Lords and Ladies, minor nobility, wealthy merchants who'd bought their children's way into consideration. They'd watch from the observation galleries as their sons and daughters stood before unbonded griffons and hoped for a miracle.
The bonding ceremony was supposed to be sacred. Iden had heard the speeches often enough, delivered by visiting priests and senior riders alike. The bond between griffon and rider was a gift from the gods, a divine connection that elevated both parties. It couldn't be forced, couldn't be purchased, couldn't be predicted.
But somehow, it almost always seemed to choose the nobility.
Iden made it to Aerie Six without encountering any of the morning's chaos. The griffons greeted him with their usual chirps and screeches, blessedly indifferent to the politics happening above. He worked through the feeding routine on autopilot, his mind elsewhere.
"You're quiet this morning."
Tabatha emerged from the supply room with an armful of ceremonial tack—the decorated leather and polished metal that the unbonded griffons would wear for the ceremony. Everything had to look perfect for the noble families watching from above.
"Just tired," Iden said.
"Liar. You're thinking about it." Tabatha dumped the tack on a work table and started sorting through it. "About the ceremony."
"I'm thinking about getting through today without some noble's brat yelling at me for not bowing low enough."
"Also that, probably." She held up a bridle encrusted with small gems. "Can you imagine wearing this? It's got to weigh ten pounds."
"The griffons will love that."
They worked in silence for a while, preparing for the ceremony that would start in three hours. The unbonded griffons needed to be groomed until they gleamed, their talons cleaned, their feathers preened. Iden had done this before—last year's Tribute Day, and the year before that—but it never got less surreal. Dressing up creatures of tooth and claw like they were pets at a fair.
Around mid-morning, the candidates began arriving in the upper aeries. Iden could track their progress by the increase in noise—voices echoing down the stone corridors, boots on stairs, the nervous energy of young nobles trying to project confidence they didn't feel.
"Remember when that boy from House Silverbrook fainted the moment his griffon looked at him?" Tabatha asked quietly.
"He came back the next year and bonded successfully."
"After a year of therapy, I heard." Tabatha grinned. "These things are terrifying if you're not used to them."
Iden thought of Zephyr's gentle chirp, Dawnfire's proud gaze, Copper's playful headbutts. "They're only terrifying if you don't understand them."
"Most people don't." Tabatha’s expression turned serious. "Most people never will. That's the point, Iden. The mystery, the danger—it's what makes riders special. If everyone could do it..."
She didn't finish, but Iden understood. If everyone could bond with griffons, then riders wouldn't be special. They'd just be people who happened to have griffons. The entire structure of power that kept places like Stormwatch running would crumble.
Better to keep it mysterious. Better to keep it rare.
By noon, Aerie Six had been transformed. The unbonded griffons—twelve of them, ranging from barely-trained yearlings to proud adults like Dawnfire—stood in a semicircle, groomed and tacked and looking deeply unimpressed with the whole affair. Platforms had been erected for the noble families, offering them a clear view without putting them in any actual danger. Guards lined the walls. Priests in their ceremonial robes clustered near the entrance, ready to bless the bonds that would form.
If any bonds formed.
Iden and Tabatha were relegated to the shadows behind the griffon line, ready to intervene if anything went wrong but otherwise invisible. It was a familiar position.
The candidates entered first, led by Commander Aldric and High Commander Varen himself. Iden had seen Varen before—everyone in Stormwatch had—but never this close. The High Commander was an imposing figure even in his sixties, silver-haired and hard-eyed, moving with the confidence of a man who'd never been told no.
Severin walked at his father's right hand, dressed in new rider's leathers. The message was clear: this was the heir, the crown prince of Stormwatch, here to claim his birthright.
The other candidates followed. Iden recognized Cadence immediately—she'd traded yesterday's practical clothes for formal attire, but her bearing was the same. Confident without arrogance, respectful without deference. Two other girls flanked her: one small and nervous, eyes darting everywhere; another tall and sharp-featured. The boys were a mixed group—some clearly from military families, others softer, more scholarly.
Fourteen candidates in total. Twelve unbonded griffons. The math meant some would leave disappointed.
The noble families filed into their platforms, a rustling sea of fine fabrics and jeweled accessories. Iden spotted House Ravenshade's banner—Cadence’s family. Also House Thornwall, House Silverpeak, and others he didn't recognize. The wealth on display could have fed Stormwatch's lower town for a year.
High Commander Varen stepped forward, and the chamber fell silent.
"Welcome," he said, his voice carrying easily in the stone space. "Today, these young men and women stand before you as candidates for one of the greatest honors our kingdom knows. The bond between rider and griffon is sacred, ancient, and mysterious. It cannot be commanded. It cannot be purchased. It can only be received."
Iden had heard variations of this speech before. He let his attention drift to the griffons, checking their body language. Most looked calm, if bored. Dawnfire stood at the end of the line, her gaze fixed somewhere beyond the assembled nobles, as if this entire ceremony were beneath her notice.
"The candidates will approach one at a time," Varen continued. "They will offer themselves to the griffons, and the griffons will choose. Or not choose. There is no shame in being unchosen—the bond finds its own time, its own match. Some of you may bond today. Others may need to return next year, or the year after. This is the way it has always been."
He stepped back, and Commander Aldric took his place. "Severin of House Varen, first candidate. Step forward."
Of course Severin went first. The High Commander's son, heir to Stormwatch's leadership, would have priority. It was tradition. Or politics. Iden was never quite sure where one ended and the other began.
Severin moved forward with the easy confidence of someone who'd never doubted his welcome anywhere. He stopped in the center of the semicircle and turned slowly, making eye contact with each griffon in turn. It was a bold move—direct eye contact could be read as a challenge—but Severin carried it off.
Several griffons shifted, interested despite themselves. A young male with brown and white plumage took a step forward, head cocked.
Then Severin did something that made Iden's breath catch. He walked past all the other griffons, past the yearlings and the juveniles, straight to Dawnfire at the end of the line.
"This one," Severin said clearly. "I choose this one."
Murmurs rippled through the noble families. Dawnfire didn't even look at him.
Commander Aldric cleared his throat. "My lord, perhaps one of the younger—"
"This one," Severin repeated. He stopped directly in front of Dawnfire, close enough to touch. "She's magnificent. Strong. Experienced. This is the griffon I want."
Iden could have told him it didn't work that way. You didn't choose a griffon. The griffon chose you. But Severin was the High Commander's son, and Severin had probably never been denied anything in his life.
Dawnfire finally deigned to look at the young man standing before her. Her amber eyes were unimpressed.
Severin raised his hand, palm out, in the traditional gesture of offering. "I am Severin of House Varen. I offer myself to you. Will you bond with me?"
The silence stretched. Iden found himself holding his breath.
Dawnfire looked at Severin for a long moment. Then she turned her head away, dismissing him as thoroughly as if he'd never existed.
The murmurs from the platforms grew louder. Severin's jaw tightened, but to his credit, he kept his composure. "Perhaps she needs more time—"
"The griffon has chosen," Commander Aldric said firmly. "Please step back, my lord, and allow another to approach."
For a moment, Iden thought Severin might argue. The young man's hand had clenched into a fist, and something dark flashed across his perfect features. But Varen was watching from the sidelines, and whatever message passed between father and son was enough. Severin stepped back.
"The griffon will choose another candidate," Aldric announced. "Severin of House Varen, please remain with the group. You may attempt another bond."
Severin moved to stand with the other candidates, his face now carefully neutral. But Iden caught the way his gaze kept drifting back to Dawnfire, and the look in his eyes wasn't admiration anymore.
It was wounded pride. And in Iden's experience, wounded pride in powerful men was dangerous.
"Cadence of House Ravenshade," Aldric called. "Step forward."
Cadence moved into the center with none of Severin's showmanship. She didn't try to make eye contact with all the griffons at once. Instead, she stood quietly, hands at her sides, and simply waited.
The young brown-and-white male who'd been interested in Severin approached her. He circled once, scenting, evaluating. Cadence remained still, letting him investigate. When he pushed his beak against her shoulder, she raised one hand slowly and touched the side of his face.
The air seemed to shimmer.
Iden had seen bonds form before, but he'd never been this close. The change was immediate and visible—Candece’s posture shifted, her breathing synchronized with the griffon's, and something passed between them that was beyond words. The griffon—no, her griffon now—rumbled deep in his chest and pressed his head more firmly against her palm.
"A bond!" one of the priests announced, as if it weren't obvious to everyone watching. "Cadence of House Ravenshade and the griffon shall be as one!"
The noble families applauded politely. Elara looked dazed, one hand still resting on her griffon's face, a smile breaking across her features like sunrise.
"Congratulations," Aldric said warmly. "You may take your place by the archway."
She led her new partner to the side, and the ceremony continued.
Three more candidates approached. Two bonded—a scholarly-looking boy with a small, quick female griffon; the sharp-featured girl with a scarred adult male who'd been considered unbondable until that moment. The fourth candidate, the nervous small girl, approached and was rejected by every griffon she tried. She left in tears, her family stony-faced in their platform.
"Severin of House Varen," Aldric called again. "Second approach."
Severin stepped forward once more. This time he moved toward the yearlings, the young griffons who were less likely to have developed strong preferences. A golden female watched him approach with interest.
Severin offered his hand. The griffon stepped forward.
And that's when the air pressure changed.
It was subtle at first—just a shift in temperature, a sudden heaviness in Iden's lungs. Then the wind picked up, gusting through the open archway with an intensity that made several griffons screech in alarm.
"What—" someone started.
The sky beyond the archway had gone dark. Not the natural darkness of evening, but an unnatural, greenish-black that roiled with inner lightning. Wind howled into the aerie, strong enough to make even the adults brace against it.
"Storm!" someone shouted. "Get the candidates to safety!"
But this was no ordinary storm. Iden could feel it in his bones, in the way the air itself seemed to thrum with energy. This was wrong, unnatural.
Magic.
The word whispered through the crowd even as people scrambled for cover. Magical storms were rare, unpredictable, and dangerous. The last one had hit Stormwatch fifteen years ago and killed three riders.
Commander Aldric was shouting orders, trying to organize an evacuation. The noble families rushed for the exits, ceremony forgotten in their panic. Candidates scattered, some toward the stairs, others simply away from the howling wind.
The griffons went wild.
It happened all at once—every unbonded griffon in the aerie began screaming, wings spreading, eyes wide with instinctual panic. The newly bonded ones were little better; only the connection to their riders kept them from complete terror.
"Get them calm!" Aldric roared, but his voice was nearly lost in the chaos.
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