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      Lyana plummeted headfirst toward the ground at breakneck speed, gripping the dagger in her hand. The target on the other side of the arena fell with her, too far to reach without the added force of her body weight behind the throw. The floor came swiftly, fifty feet, then thirty, then ten. Just before slamming into stone, she spread her ivory wings and flipped her body so her feet landed hard against the ground. Muscles loose, she fell into a roll, fusing the momentum into her throw as she reached back her arm and—

      "Watch out!"

      The dagger slipped from her fingers and skidded across the stones. It came to a halt in the same moment the wooden disc she'd been aiming for clanked against the floor.

      With a growl, she snapped her face to the side, looking over her shoulder toward the voice she recognized. "Cassi!"

      Her friend shrugged, black-and-white speckled owl wings lifting along with her brows. "What? You think there won't be distractions during the trials?"

      "You scared me half to death."

      "And look what happened…" Cassi's gaze slid slowly to where the disc sat untouched. "You missed."

      "No one's going to do that during the trials."

      "They might."

      "They won't."

      "I'm just trying to help."

      Lyana snorted. "If you wanted to help, you should've gotten here an hour ago when I started practicing. Where were you?"

      "Sleeping."

      "It's the middle of the afternoon."

      "Your point is…?" Cassi trailed off, silver eyes glinting with mirth.

      Lyana couldn't stay mad for long—it wasn't in her nature. "My point is, get over here and help with the slingshot already."

      Cassi grinned. So did she. Together, they flew around the empty arena, gathering the wooden discs scattered across the ground, each pierced by a dagger aside from one. With a sigh, Lyana flipped the unhit target over in her hands and eyed the stands circling her. They were barren now, but in a few days, they'd be teeming with spectators.

      She's right. I need to be prepared for distractions. I need to be prepared for anything. The trials begin tomorrow, and I'm still as jittery as a fledgling before her first flight.

      Taking a deep breath, Lyana squeezed her fingers into fists, trying to stop their shaking. Her stomach was aflutter with the unfamiliar sensation of nerves. But that wasn't the only thing fuzzing her blood, making her feel light-headed. The more welcome buzz of anticipation thrummed across her veins. After her many weeks of preparing, and months of waiting, and years of wondering, the courtship trials were finally here. Well, almost.

      Tomorrow, the royal heirs from the other six kingdoms would arrive in her home, the House of Peace, to begin the battle for their mates. They'd compete in tests of strength and endurance, agility and intelligence, skill and savvy, and then they'd be matched. Lyana would no longer be a dove princess, but instead the future queen of a foreign house—the only question left was which one. The owls with their underground libraries? The hummingbirds with their cultivated gardens? The songbirds with their romantic groves? The ravens with their midnight secrets?

      She knew what was expected.

      Her father had been in talks with the king of the House of Flight, trying to match her with his son, a hummingbird prince she knew nothing about.

      But that's why she was here, practicing, preparing, doing everything she could until the very last second to ready herself for the trials. Because if she won—if she got top choice for the girls—she could pick whichever mate she wanted. With her destiny preplanned since birth, there was nothing Lyana valued more than the right to make this one decision, to hold her life in her own hands and guide its course.

      "Ready?" Cassi called from the slingshot, preparing to release a disc.

      Lyana pumped her ivory wings, lifting into the air as she slid a dagger free from her belt. "Ready."

      They ran through the test three times with Lyana never missing a target. This was her best event, and hearing the thunk of metal piercing wood steadied her heart, calming her nerves and clearing her head. She could do this. She would do this.

      "How about a little more of a challenge?" Cassi taunted when Lyana landed. "Care to give archery a try?"

      "And gift you the satisfaction?" Lyana wrinkled her nose. With her sharp owl sight and predatory instincts, Cassi was impossible to best with a bow. "This is supposed to be about making me feel better before tomorrow, and we both know I have no shot at winning the archery trial."

      "I didn't realize your ego needed boosting."

      Lyana arched a brow at her friend.

      "What?" Cassi unsuccessfully stifled a smile. "A little humility would do you good."

      I swear. Lyana bristled, feathers ruffling. If Cassi weren't her best friend, she would never put up with her. Then again, if she weren't her best friend—no, Lyana didn’t even want to imagine that possibility. Ever since the day the orphan owl had been discovered in the barren tundra on the outer edges of her kingdom, they'd been inseparable. Lyana, ever intrigued by the unknown, and Cassi, ever longing for a home, had been like two halves of one whole. They fit. Lyana's life wouldn't feel complete without her.

      "What about a spar, then?" Cassi asked, motioning to the rack of practice swords.

      Lyana grinned. "You're on."

      They each grabbed a dull iron blade, then walked to the center of the arena before facing off. Lyana lifted the sword, guarding her face, and Cassi did the same. She took one step left. So did her friend. Left, left. Right, right. Forward, back. On and on in the sort of dance that drove Lyana mad—she yearned for action, for adventure.

      Naturally, she broke first.

      With a yell, Lyana charged, pumping her wings for added speed as she raced across the floor. Cassi lifted her sword to meet the attack, then feigned right before dropping with a roll. By the time Lyana pivoted on her heels, Cassi's expansive wings were beating as she took to the air. With a single flap of her shorter wings, Lyana hastened to follow. Owls were better with aerial attacks, but doves had better maneuverability—as long as she stayed close, she had the advantage. Cassi circled and Lyana chased, neither gaining ground.

      "Is this a race or a fight?" Lyana finally called.

      Cassi flared her wings and flipped over in one move, facing Lyana with a grin. Their swords crashed together with enough force to reverberate up her arms, the sound echoing around the empty arena. Lyana drew her wings close, dropping five feet, then quickly beat them to soar up behind Cassi's exposed back. Her friend spun and met her strike, then put a boot to her chest and kicked them apart. With lethal grace, Cassi plummeted toward the floor, her wings arched high for increased speed. Lyana followed, envious as her friend landed at a run, while she had to make do with a slow approach. Different wings were made for different feats. While dove wings were quick and agile, they were made to land carefully on a perch. The only way to maintain her speed would've been to land at a tumble, as she'd done with her throwing knives, but against a foe it was too risky.

      Cassi was there by the time her toes touched stone. Lyana raised her sword defensively and stepped back as the force of the blow challenged her balance. With a wide swing, her friend attacked again. Lyana spun, catching the blade behind her back as she twisted away, then launched her own attack. Cassi ducked low and kicked with her feet. With a beat of her wings, Lyana jumped over her friend's leg. By the time Cassi stood, Lyana's sword was at her neck.

      "Yield."

      Cassi grinned and dropped her gaze. Lyana followed the path, noticing for the first time that her friend held a knife against her ribs. "You yield."

      "You're cheating." She frowned. "It's single-weapon combat."

      "Says who?"

      "I don't know—whoever came up with the courtship trials hundreds of years ago."

      "If you face a real attacker, they'll do whatever it takes to win."

      Lyana scoffed. "Who's going to attack me? We've been at peace for as long as anyone can remember."

      A shadow passed over her friend's eyes, there and gone, like the briefest eclipse of the moon. She grinned. "I'm not yielding."

      "Me neither."

      "I'll stay here all night."

      "Me too."

      Cassi snorted, but her sarcastic retort was cut off by a voice coming from the other end of the arena. "No, you won't."

      "Luka!" Lyana chirped, then dropped her sword immediately as she turned to grin at her older brother, the crown prince of the House of Peace. His toothy smile was bright against his dark umber skin, expression warm and loving, though the pointed curve of his brow hinted at an oncoming lecture. It was nothing she hadn't heard before. "What are you doing here? Do you want to practice with us?"

      "Do you have any idea what time it is?"

      Lyana glanced up at the translucent stones arching overhead, allowing a hazy glimpse of the sky. The entire city of Sphaira was made of the material, giving her home its common name—the Crystal City. "Um, past noon?"

      "Well past noon," he drawled. "The banquet starts in an hour. You need to get ready before Mother and Father come looking."

      She sighed heavily.

      "Go," Cassi said as she reached for the practice sword in Lyana's hand. "I'll clean up."

      "One more fight." She gripped the worn leather hilt, unwilling to give it up. "Just one more."

      Luka wavered, honey eyes softening as his ashen wings dropped infinitesimally toward the floor. He was right on the edge of giving in. She implored, leaning forward and cocooning herself in her wings, then waited. Any second…any moment—

      "Oh, fine," Luka grumbled. He'd never been very good at telling her no. "One more fight."

      Lyana straightened her spine, fully aware of the wicked gleam in her eyes. "What do you say, brother?"

      He lifted his brows haughtily. "You want to challenge me?"

      "Afraid you might lose?"

      Luka grinned, a mischievous spark coming to his gaze as well. Cassi tossed him her sword. He caught it easily, then swiped it once through the air to test the weight before easing into a fighting stance. "You're on."

      Lyana attacked swiftly, hoping to catch him unaware. But Luka was a better swordsman than she, and he easily caught the blow. Their eyes locked above the iron, an awareness passing quickly between them.

      She wasn't the only one whose life would change in the next few days. During the courtship trials, her brother would be picking his queen. And while Lyana would be leaving her homeland on a new adventure, he'd remain behind, forced to deal with the void her absence wrought. Tonight was their last night as the prince and princess of the House of Peace, two doves without a care in the world, two siblings united beneath one banner.

      Tomorrow, everything would change.

      But that was tomorrow.

      Right now, she had a fight to win. Glancing quickly over Luka's shoulder, she met Cassi's eyes. Her friend was already in position. Before he knew what was happening, Cassi dug her fingers into Luka's sides and his rigid stance caved in, surrendering to his laughter. Lyana pushed off their joined swords and took to the sky.

      Her friend was right. Playing dirty was much more fun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            RAFE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rafe flew at the rear of the flock, out of sight and out of mind, just another raven gliding with the breeze. No one spoke to him. No one so much as looked at him. The indifference was unnerving. Welcome, but unnerving.

      Something was up.

      When his brother, Xander, had come to his room that morning, telling him to prepare for the journey ahead, he'd been unsurprised. As the crown prince of the House of Whispers, Xander was needed at the courtship trials—and as his best friend and half brother, Rafe assumed he'd be coming along for the journey. What had shocked him, however, was the lack of protests. Queen Mariam had taken one look at him, lips stretched into a thin line, before launching into the air without a word. Helen, Xander's captain of the guards, had tossed a supply pack into his arms and told him to be useful. The other men and women eyed him warily, keeping their distance, but said nothing. And he should've been glad they didn't stare, didn't gossip, but instead, his stomach had been churning all morning, as though filled with bad food that wouldn't settle, leaving him on edge.

      Something was most definitely up.

      Unable to fight the eerie tickle at the base of his neck, Rafe glanced over his shoulder. The sky behind was empty, nothing but endless blue broken by clouds. Their floating isle had long since blinked out of sight. He glanced down, studying the impenetrable fog blanketing the world below—a mysterious expanse they called the Sea of Mist. Legend said Vesevios, the god of fire, claimed the barren lands beneath the haze. Some believed the fog was steam from a boiling ocean. Others believed it was smoke from endless flames. Others still claimed it was the dirtiest thing of all—magic. A spell to shroud Vesevios's realm and hide his beasts, to keep the dragons protected.

      A shiver ran up Rafe's spine just thinking about it.

      He glanced behind once more, but there was no hidden assailant lurking in the air. Still, he gripped the knife at his hip, comforted by the worn leather hilt, and writhed his shoulders, feeling the scabbard nestled between his wings. Though Xander would never sanction an attack, Rafe didn't put it past the other ravens. They'd been waiting for this moment ever since he was born—the bastard son of a hated king, the only boy to survive a dragon attack that killed countless others, the usurper they feared had weaseled his way close to their prince.

      Fire cursed.

      That's what they called him after he'd been pulled from the rubble left in the dragon's wake, burned but not dead, surrounded by bodies crisped beyond repair.

      A son of Vesevios.

      No matter his parents had died. No matter he was little more than five. No matter his world had shattered. To the ravens, from that day forward, he was cursed. And they'd been praying for a chance to get rid of him ever since, to drop his body into the foggy sea below and return him to his maker. Now would be an ideal time.

      A horn sounded near the front of the flock.

      Rafe started, dropping a few feet in surprise, and shifted his gaze ahead. A shadow hovered on the horizon—the House of Peace. They were almost there. If anyone was going to act against him, it would be now, before there were any witnesses. He braced himself, muscles tense, but the ravens simply changed direction, angling up toward the isle floating thousands of feet above theirs.

      As they soared, the air turned crisp, burning when he drew in breath. The homeland of the doves was a frozen tundra, nothing but ice and snow and barren rock for miles upon miles, far different from the wooded mountains of his isle. It was the highest of all the kingdoms, nearly fifteen thousand feet above the mist, too high for life. They lived in crystal buildings designed to hold the heat of the sun. They depended on trade for survival. And Rafe was pretty sure, as the jagged cliffs under the isle sharpened into focus, they were all fools for remaining there for so long.

      Yes, Aethios, god of sun and sky, was the holiest of them all. And yes, this was the home of his god stone, the physical manifestation of his might. But skies, it was cold! Sure, the ravens lived in the smallest of the seven kingdoms. And sure, their patron god, Taetanos, was the trickster god of fate. But at least he'd been kind enough to give them a warm home in which to live while he schemed. Rafe would take that deal any day.

      "Your lips are turning blue."

      He glanced sidelong at his brother, who moments before had flared his wings and dropped to the back of the flock to join Rafe. "Great. They'll match my eyes."

      Xander grinned, but the joy didn't quite reach his lavender irises, the only feature they didn't share. The late king had strong blood, and they both looked just like him—pale skin, black hair, a strong jawline and a tall frame. Rafe was more muscular from his time spent in the practice yards, and Xander leaner due to his studious nature, but aside from that they could have been twins. A fact he knew annoyed the queen to no end.

      "How was your flight?"

      "Unnerving," Rafe said, not liking Xander's tone. It screamed of feigned innocence. "What's going on?"

      "How do you mean?"

      "How do I mean?" Rafe snorted, unable to stop his bottled frustration from erupting. Calm wasn't a word often used to describe him. "Everyone's acting strange, including you."

      "Me?" The edge of Xander's lips pulled into a grin.

      Rafe's frown deepened. "Why aren't you up with the queen? We're almost there."

      "My mother can greet the emissaries without me."

      "See? That's exactly what I'm talking about."

      "What?"

      "Xander, when have you ever reneged on royal protocol?"

      "Leave it, Rafe."

      "Aha! So, I'm right."

      His brother sighed. "You'll find out soon enough."

      "What does that mean?"

      "It means patience is a virtue and I think you need the practice."

      He gritted his teeth, fighting back a growl. Before he could respond, the flock crested the edge of the isle, steep cliffs giving way to the ivory wasteland the doves called home. A group of six men and women waited on the ice, draped in furs, their ashen wings tucked close for added warmth. Queen Mariam landed elegantly before them, snow fluttering up in her wake. Two of her advisors landed at either side. The emissaries bowed low in greeting.

      "Xa—" Rafe cut off when he realized the spot beside him was now vacant. Where the gods did he go?

      Used to being surrounded by ebony wings, Rafe quickly spotted his brother in the mix of ravens still hovering above the isle, waiting for the sign from their queen to land. He was with Helen, leaning over to whisper something in her ear. The captain of the guards nodded, then glanced over her shoulder to meet Rafe's curious eyes.

      A sinking feeling settled in his gut.

      They were plotting—that much was obvious. The questions were what, and why, and how in the world did it involve him?

      His conversation with Xander the night before rose to the forefront of his thoughts. His brother had come to his room late in the evening, as he often did, to talk or settle his mind or simply pass some time. That night, he'd come in without a word, then paced back and forth across the rug, a frown on his brow and a purse to his lips.

      "Nervous?" Rafe had finally asked after a few minutes, unable to stand it.

      Xander released a puff of air that didn’t quite make it to a laugh. "That's an understatement."

      "What is it? The trials?"

      "Yes, the trials. Of course, the trials."

      "Relax." He shrugged. "Worrying will get you nowhere."

      Xander's face cut toward him. "That's easy for you to say."

      "You'll find a mate. Any one of those girls would be lucky to have you."

      "Would they?"

      The tone made Rafe go rigid. "Xander—"

      "Don't," his brother interrupted. "Not now. I didn't mean it like that— I wasn't— I didn't—" He sighed, lifted his right arm, and stared pointedly at the rounded end where a hand should've been. "I wasn't talking about this."

      "Good." Rafe stood and crossed the room. "What were you talking about?"

      "Don't sound so glum. All I meant was, am I such a catch? The ravens, as you well know, have been looked down upon for as long as I can remember. We're the forgotten house, the unwanted one. And I'm worried I won't be enough to change their opinions. But I need to, Rafe. I need to. Our people need a win. We need a win. There are only four second daughters in the trials, and five crown princes. If we're the odd ones out, if I don't get a match, if—"

      "Xander," Rafe soothed, putting a hand on his brother's shoulder. "You're more charming than any other prince in the kingdoms, and more intelligent too. You'll get a mate. I know you will."

      "But the trials—"

      "Are just that. Tests." He knew Xander's worries. He understood his fears. Rafe couldn't remember the last time his brother had picked up a sword or a bow, let alone entered the practice fields, preferring the library at the top of the castle and the books housed there. But physical strength wasn't the only thing that mattered. Heart counted far more, at least he hoped it did, and Xander had that in spades. "We all know the real purpose of the ceremony is to get the kings and queens in one place so they can make backdoor deals. And your mother is shrewder than any person I've ever met. The other houses won't know what hit them."

      "But if I had your strength—"

      "Xander."

      "If I had your skill—"

      "Xander."

      "If you—"

      "Stop!" Rafe yelled, stepping back. "Just stop. I won't hear it. You’re the most deserving crown prince in all the kingdoms, and that's that."

      Xander stared at him, left hand coiled into a fist. After a moment, the tension melted away. "Thank you, brother."

      They'd left talk of the trials alone after that, but there'd been a look in Xander's eyes, one Rafe couldn't read—or maybe didn't want to—one that whispered the conversation wasn't over.

      Returning to the present, he blinked a few times and cleared his mind before glancing back to where Xander and Helen hovered, but she was alone. His brother had disappeared again.

      This time, Rafe wouldn't go looking.

      That conversation was over, no matter what his crown prince had to say.

      On the isle, the doves bowed again, then fluttered their wings, lifting into the air to show the ravens to their guest quarters. The queen followed, leading the flock. They'd have a night to rest and recoup before making their official entrance to the House of Peace tomorrow for the courtship trials. Rafe had, perhaps naively, thought the flight over the Sea of Mist would be the most concerning part of this trip. Now, as he journeyed deeper into dove territory, he had the nagging sense that his hardships were only just beginning.
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      Lyana sat with her hands folded in her lap, casting a longing glance through the crystal ceiling overhead. The sky was just beginning to pink. It was her favorite time to sneak out of the palace. During sunset, in that brief moment when the light caught the city just right, the crystals blazed like a brooch made of diamond fire, aflame and sparkling, so bright they nearly blinded the eyes.

      Instead, she was stuck here, at a table set for a hundred with a smile plastered to her lips, pretending to pay attention. And doing a sorry job at that. Though she looked the part of a princess in her ball gown made of sapphire lace and studded with pearls, her heart was that of an explorer and her mind never stopped its wandering.

      "I'm sorry, what?" she asked, meeting the green eyes turned toward her in question, the only trait she and her mother shared. Lyana had her father's dark skin and rounded nose. Her ivory dove wings belonged to this house, whereas her mother, a former princess of the House of Song, had the saturated wings of a bluebird. But she was happy to have her mother's eyes, because it made it that much easier to recognize the emotion churning within them. Right now, Lyana read tired frustration with the warm edge of humor.

      "My daughter, always with her head in the clouds…"

      "I'm a bird." Lyana shrugged. "Where else should it be?"

      Her father chuckled softly, nudging the queen with his elbow. "She has you there, sweetheart."

      Her mother arched a pointed brow in his direction, the sort of look it seemed only a woman knew how to perfect. He tried to stifle his smile, but it didn't quite work. Lyana caught his gaze with a grin. The king, at least, was always on her side.

      "With the trials beginning tomorrow," her mother said, "I'd hoped your feet would be firmly planted on the ground so we might at least, for a few days, fool the other houses into thinking we raised a well-behaved princess who would make a lovely queen."

      Lyana stifled an eye roll and matched her mother stare for stare. "Like you were?"

      The king snorted under his breath. Across the table, her brother bit his lip to keep the air puffing his cheeks from releasing, and Cassi, seated to her left, kicked her ankle in warning.

      Her mother simply frowned. "Your grandmother never should've told you those stories. You didn't need the encouragement."

      "I'm glad she did," Lyana countered, remembering the hours she used to spend in her grandmother's room, those wrinkled fingers folding her coiling ebony locks into tight braids. Her mother's mother was a queen of a faraway land, an isle Lyana had never seen. Her father's mother, however, was home. And even though it had been a few years since her passing, Lyana could still smell the coconut sweetness of her skin, could still feel the reassuring scratch of her nails against her scalp. Since her mother was fair-skinned and straight-haired, it had been her grandmother who'd helped Lyana through the awkward early teenage years, teaching her how to work with her body rather than against it. They sat before the mirror for hours while her grandmother enthralled her with countless stories—her favorite being the tale of her parents' courtship trials. "And I'd love to hear those stories again, Mother…if you still have the nerve."

      The queen had one weakness, same as her daughter—the inability to back down from a challenge. Normally, that worked against Lyana, seeing as the challenge was most often keeping her unruly daughter in line. But right now, it might be to her advantage.

      "Come on," she goaded. "I'm sure everyone would like to hear how you and Father chose each other. Ease my mind about what's coming tomorrow. Ease our minds."

      Lyana glanced toward her brother. He was watching their mother, ever the doting son. "If you wouldn't mind, I would love to hear you tell it—you and Father both."

      "It was so long ago, I hardly remember."

      "Well, I do," their father cut in. "As is tradition, the House of Song was the first to present their offering to Aethios, and your mother was the first one through the door, squawking away to a tune only the gods could understand."

      "I was not!" the queen quipped, blue wings brisling as she turned to slap the king's arm. "You love my voice."

      "You're right," he agreed, eyes twinkling. "I do."

      By now, the rest of the table had quieted to listen to their monarchs tell their love story. The mood of the House of Peace was a merry one, informal whenever possible to encourage a close bond. But when their king and queen spoke, they listened—out of loyalty, out of love, and mostly, out of respect for the rulers they held dear.

      "Tomorrow night," her father began, "Lyana and Luka, my dear children, your courtship trials will begin with the parade of offerings, same as mine. The other houses will come to present their gifts to our god Aethios, the highest of them all, and you will receive them. Though it might not seem possible, I was once in your shoes, a nervous dove on the eve of his new life—afraid, excited, curious, so spun by my emotions I felt as though I were flying in the center of a raging tempest, letting the wind carry me where it may. And I can only pray to all the gods that you experience the same moment I did when your mother stepped through that door and into my home—a perfect sense of calm amid the storm."

      He glanced at the queen, meeting her eyes as a brilliant smile widened her lips. The room seemed to warm with their love. Lyana's chest swelled. Her heart skipped a hopeful beat, and she leaned forward in her chair, eager for more. The rest of the world fell away—the other guests, the crystal walls, the setting sun—until she felt as though she lived in the picture her father's words painted.

      "She must've been accompanied by her brothers, but I don't remember. All I see when I think on that moment is a girl with the brightest wings I'd ever seen, bluer even than the sky on a clear sunny day. Her face was covered by a mask of feathers, but she was still so beautiful she stole my breath. And as her voice traveled down the entrance hall, echoing off the walls and filling the crystal palace with the most beautiful music I'd ever heard, I knew I had to have her as my queen. She was the first princess through the door, but all it took was one. I didn't even see anyone else that night. I only had eyes for her."

      "That's easy for you to say now, dear," her mother commented wryly, a slight smile on her lips. "Though as I recall, you didn’t ask me to dance once at the welcome ball that evening—and I was waiting."

      "I was too worried I'd trip over my own feet! You had me awestruck."

      "You danced with the princess of the House of Paradise quite well."

      Luka coughed to hide a laugh as their father's jaw dropped. A few other soft snickers trickled down from the other end of the table.

      "It was all a ruse to fuel your ire." The king winked. "And it worked, if I remember correctly."

      "Well, after being ignored by you for most of the night, I had to do something to save my honor," her mother countered, peachy skin flushing pink, enlivened by the memory. "The first test the next morning just happened to be my best—"

      "Archery," her father cut in to explain. "Which also happened to be my worst."

      "So after sinking my first three arrows into the center ring of my target to prove my skill, I happened to glance down the line to where your father's empty target stood, and I thought I might do him a small favor."

      "She landed that arrow right in the center of my ring—still the best shot I've ever seen—and I was in love."

      "Well, I got your attention, to say the least."

      "So," Lyana commented, tone a hair too innocent. "You might say that a little rule-breaking was worthwhile, given the circumstances."

      "I was lucky," her mother answered firmly, seeing straight through her daughter's words. "Had your father been any other man, he might've been insulted by my stunt. He might've chosen a different mate, and my chances would have been destroyed. I would've had to return home to marry a noble from the House of Song with my reputation disgraced. Let this be a cautionary tale to choose wisely."

      "Good advice, dear," the king smoothly added, softening her mother's harsh tone for their guests. The conversation was veering a bit too personal for such a public setting, though her father had a natural way about him that made people feel at ease, something Lyana liked to think she'd inherited. He raised a glass, meeting a hundred eyes with a single glance, making the whole room feel welcome. "To our children on this most glorious night, the prince and princess of this blessed house who have provided so much joy to us and to their people, we leave you with this—choose wisely. Think hard on what you hope to find in your mates, and keep those wishes at the forefront of your hearts and your minds. The next few days will pass in a blur, but if you use hope as a guide, it will lead you down the right paths, to the right mates who will give you everything you dream, as your mother has given to me."

      "Hear hear!"

      "In Aethios's name!"

      "By his blessing!"

      Lyana took a sip of hummingbird nectar as the cheers of her people rang throughout the banquet hall, letting the fizzing bubbles calm her nerves as she fought the other static charge brimming beneath her skin at her father's words. She glanced down to where her fingers were still clasped beneath the table, a subtle golden shimmer lighting her skin before she stifled it completely.

      Her magic.

      Powerful. Beautiful. Godly. And completely forbidden.

      Choose wisely.

      The words meant more than her parents could ever understand, though Cassi and Luka must have known the way they'd settle in her gut. Her brother met her gaze across the table, honey eyes more somber than the expression on his face seemed to allow. Her friend placed a palm over her hands and squeezed tightly. They were the only two people in the world who knew her secret, but if she chose wisely, maybe there would be a third person she might one day trust enough to tell. If she chose poorly, it could mean her life.

      Maybe that was why she liked to push the boundaries—her entire existence was one massive act of defiance. And though it wasn't what her mother would want to hear, Lyana knew what she'd be looking for in a mate tomorrow. Another rebel, just like her. Someone who didn't mind if she broke the rules. Maybe even someone who broke them with her. An accomplice. An ally. A mate, yes, and hopefully a friend, but most of all someone who would accept her exactly as she was.
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      A blade cut toward his neck and Rafe ducked, tucking his wings close as he spun on his knees before swiping his sword at Helen's feet. She jumped, narrowly missing the attack, then slammed her weapon down. Rafe crossed his twin blades above his head to catch the blow before it sliced his scalp in two. Using his extra weight to his advantage, he pushed hard and she stumbled back. It didn't take her long to find her footing—there was a reason she was the master of the guards. Rafe hardly had time to stand before she came barreling back, flapping her wings to lift snow and dust into his eyes as she went for his torso. Rafe deflected the attack with one sword, then spun, anticipating her path. When she turned, his other blade was at her throat.

      "Yield."

      "Well done, Rafe." Helen grinned, eyes wild from the fight, as alive as he ever saw them. "But can you best me with only one blade?"

      He glanced at the twin swords in his hands—his weapons of choice—then dropped one into the snow by his feet. The guards circled around them murmured, whispering to each other, likely placing bets. It was one of those rare moments when he felt as though he belonged—on the practice field, surrounded by soldiers, muscles firing, skin warm, heart thumping loud enough to drown out the doubts. Normally, he practiced by himself or sometimes alone with Helen, one-on-one. The other guards didn't care to watch, as though just looking at him, just acknowledging him, would embroil them in whatever devious plans they assumed he spun.

      A tickle lifted the hairs at the back of his neck.

      Again, he couldn’t help but wonder why. Why were they acting differently? Why were they looking at him as though they knew something he didn't? Why were they sizing him up and assessing his skill? Why were there calculations in their eyes? Most of all, why did he see the smallest glint of hope there too?

      "Ready?" Helen called, lifting her blade.

      He nodded. "Ready."

      She acted swiftly, charging across the space with her weapon held high. Rafe caught the edge of her blade easily—too easily. He realized a moment too late the attack was feigned as she spun under the weapon to elbow him in the gut hard enough he stumbled back. Helen sliced in a wide arc. He caught the sword on his forearm, using the metal sewn into his jacket as a shield, and pumped his wings, lifting into the sky. With his strength, he could land harder blows from the air than she, without the ground to anchor her movements. When their blades met, she strained to match his force, beating her wings rapidly to keep from falling back. Rafe stored that bit of information as he met her swing for swing, waiting for an opening. Fights were the only times when he knew how to be patient—how to wait for that perfect moment to strike.

      Now!

      He was a few feet above Helen with his sword lifted overhead, gripped tightly with both hands. As she rose to meet him, he swung down and closed his wings in the same moment, dropping toward the ground. Helen caught the strike and flapped her wings, but from this angle, she had no way to stop their fall. Rafe pressed harder, his strength and weight a guide. Just before her feet touched the ground, he relented, pumping his wings to throw her off balance. Then he hooked his blade behind hers and yanked as he dropped the last two feet, sending her sword flying across the practice field.

      "Yield."

      She was saved as a raven coughed from the edge of the grounds. "I have a message from the queen."

      "Perfect timing." Helen grinned. "Well fought, Rafe."

      "I think you mean well won."

      "Maybe. Maybe not." She shrugged and retrieved her weapon from the frozen ground. "I guess we'll never know. Now"—she turned toward the messenger, features focused—"what did the queen say?"

      The two of them walked off together, faces huddled close. Rafe took a moment to eye the ravens still standing in a circle around him. Without Helen near, their gazes grew wary and uncertain. He marched across the snow, feeling the bite of this frozen land, and retrieved his discarded sword. While dipping his bare fingers into the snow brought a shiver, it was nothing compared to the chill that was already bone deep. By the time he stood, the ravens had scrambled, partnering up into smaller groups to run drills. Surprise, surprise—no one had remained behind to join him.

      Oddly enough, the affront was almost comforting in its familiarity.

      Tossing a sidelong glance at Helen, who stood with a stern expression as she nodded along to the messenger whispering in her ear, Rafe tried to ignore the curiosity needling at his thoughts. If he was meant to know the contents, in due time, he would.

      Instead, he spun his twin blades and took up a fighting stance, imagining the foe on the other side as he swiped at the air. It could've been a dragon. It could've been a raven. Oftentimes, it was a mirror—a phantom version of himself that he battled tirelessly, but could never overcome. All the parts of himself he hated. All the moments in his past he wished he could change. A reflection of the secret he kept locked inside, whispering that everyone was right to fear him.

      Fire cursed.

      Maybe he was.

      "Rafe!"

      Helen's voice jolted him from the trance. Rafe stopped cold and sheathed his swords, turning toward the sound. When he found the master of the guards alone on the other side of the field, he was surprised by the bright ruby hues painting the sky behind her, clouds made molten by the setting sun.

      "You were in another world," she murmured, not teasing, not quite accusing, but with a hint of both. The woman was too shrewd by half, but he respected that because her savvy helped keep his brother safe. Though he couldn't help but think any day now, she'd be the one to uncover his ugly truth, especially as she narrowed her eyes. "Aren't you tired?"

      "Exhausted," he said evenly, careful with his tone. "I didn’t realize the time. What did the queen have to say?"

      "The schedule's been set for tomorrow. She and Xander will make an announcement at dinner. For now, the guards have gone to wash up, and I suggest you do the same."

      Rafe nodded.

      "Oh, and one more thing," she said, studying his face for a reaction. "Have you spoken to Xander yet today?"

      "No." He frowned. "Why?"

      "Just make sure you do." She set her lips in a thin line, staring at him for a moment, then turned and marched away.

      Rafe watched her leave, feet frozen against the ground as though they'd grown ice. That sinking feeling from earlier returned, weighing him down. Helen stepped inside one of the guesthouses, though he could still see her outline through the translucent crystals, lit from the inside by oil lanterns flickering yellow against the darkening sky. A few moments later, she was gone, vanishing into the depths of the strange circular dome. All the homes in the House of Peace were the same, arching like the moon over the horizon, made of crystals that trapped the heat of the sun, keeping the inside warm despite the frigid cold.

      Shivering as night crept in, Rafe turned on his heels and made for his accommodations on the other side, with the other guards. Normally, he kept close to Xander—claiming a room in the royal quarters of the castle back home, belonging to his personal guard. But tonight, a whisper told him to stay away, to run and hide, that nothing good could come of this conversation Xander and Helen seemed so desperate for him to have. He found an empty room and drew the curtain across the crystal, hiding himself from prying eyes. A bucket of warm water and a wash towel sat in the corner. They would do.

      Slowly, Rafe removed his fighting gear, starting with the X-shaped scabbard nestled between his wings and the twin swords housed there, then moving to the knives at his waist, the guards around his forearms, and the metal-laced vest protecting his chest. He stripped out of his pants and shirt, until nothing remained except for him and his secret.

      Magic thrummed beneath his skin, a subtle silver sheen sparkling like a river under the sun as it coursed through his veins. Xander was the only other person in the world who knew of it, though his brother claimed the power was invisible to his eyes. Rafe believed him for the simple fact that no other raven had ever seen the metallic hue. If they had, he would've been caught long ago and punished in the same way all those caught with magic were—public execution.

      Normally, he could keep the power contained, buried so deep even he sometimes forgot it was there. But after the long flight and the hours of practice, his weary body called on the magic. Using it was as natural as breathing, even if it marked him as the unnatural man they all claimed he was.

      So be it, Rafe thought as he reached for the bucket and splashed water on his face, sighing as the heat hit his cold skin. He scrubbed the sweat and grime away, but he'd learned long ago that no matter how hard he rubbed a towel against his skin, the magic couldn't be wiped clean. It was a stain, marking him as other, just one more dark cloud he'd learned to live with.

      When he was done, he dressed and met the rest of the guards in the entrance hall. He just had to make it through dinner, and then this godforsaken day would be over.

      That was the hope, at least.
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      With her arm hooked through Cassi's, Lyana twirled to the side and reached for another glass of hummingbird nectar from a passing tray. "Let's go find the boys."

      "Which boys?"

      "Luka and Elias."

      Cassi narrowed her eyes. "Why?"

      Lyana shrugged. "No reason."

      "Yeah, right."

      "Just come on."

      She tugged on Cassi's arm, pulling as she scanned the dance floor. The central atrium of the palace had been converted into a ballroom for the evening, one last celebration before the courtship trials began. Along the staircase circling the inside of the dome, oil lanterns hung, resembling caged stars. The flames glittered against the dark sky visible through the crystals arching above. Across the mosaic floor, doves swayed to the music that filled the room, swelling the walls as though they might burst. Others flew to the beat, dipping and diving and twirling with the tune.

      Through the revelry, Lyana spotted her brother standing with his best friend Elias, the two doing much the same as she and Cassi—observing, some might say gossiping. Lyana preferred to call it reconnaissance. Luka's gaze landed on Cassi, and even from this distance, she could see his features warm. They were both in for some heartbreak come morning, but that was the purpose of tonight—one last evening to embrace the recklessness of youth before adulthood dug its claws into them.

      "There they are," she murmured, nudging Cassi with her hip.

      The owl met Luka's gaze, the corners of her lips lifting into a smile before she had the chance to stifle it. Lyana charged ahead before her friend could say no. Resistance was futile anyway.

      "It's a crime that none of us are dancing," Lyana offered as she and Cassi neared.

      Luka eyed her much the same as her friend had—certain she had ulterior motives. So what if she did? That didn't mean they couldn't all benefit. "Hi, Ana."

      "Princess." Elias offered a small bow, ever the gentleman.

      "Really," she continued as though she hadn't heard. "It's such a shame there are no eligible bachelors here to whisk us off our feet."

      Luka sighed. "Do you want to dance?"

      "Not with my brother."

      "I'd be honored to dance with you, Princess."

      "Thank you." Lyana beamed at Elias and took the hand he offered. Then she leaned close to his ear. "I couldn't stand another second of those two moping at each other from across the palace. Something had to be done, and I know neither of them would willingly do it. Now they can say I bullied them into it if anyone asks."

      Elias met her eyes conspiringly. "I was about to make the same move."

      "Brilliant."

      He twirled her around and put a hand at her waist, pulling her into the throng of dancers. The two of them were the only ones in the palace who knew about Cassi and Luka's secret affair. Their best friends. Their confidants. Helping them sneak around was the only rule Lyana had ever seen Elias, an honorable member of the guard, willingly break. Though she hoped by the end of the night, she might get him to bend on one more thing.

      "Are you enjoying the celebration?" she asked conversationally, aware she couldn’t broach the topic of her true intentions too quickly.

      "Very much, Princess. And you?"

      "It's a wonderful party." She sighed happily, enjoying the confident way he led her around the room, each move timed perfectly to the music. Unfortunately for him, that would have to change. He had far too many of his wits about him. "Are you excited for tomorrow?"

      "Of course. It's not every day the other houses come to our isle."

      "No, I suppose not."

      Lyana caught sight of Luka and Cassi as they spun across the floor, eyes only for each other. Her friend did a better job of hiding her emotions, but her brother's were on bright display. Love shone unabashedly from his pores. For a moment, she wondered what it might feel like to be so wrapped up in another person, to be so enraptured. Did she envy them? Did she pity them? No matter their feelings, tomorrow her brother would begin the fight for his mate, and there was nothing either of them could do to stop it—just as there was no way she could escape the binds slowly wrapping around her. Such was the price of royalty.

      But she wasn't ensnared just yet.

      "Do you think Luka will win first place?" she asked, returning her attention to Elias.

      "He has a very good chance."

      "Do you think I will?"

      "I don't think it will matter." His brown eyes twinkled. "By the end of the welcome ball, I'm quite certain you'll have all the princes wrapped around your finger. They'll be fighting for you before the tests even begin."

      Lyana laughed softly. "Are you flattering me?"

      "I'm being as honest as always."

      "Words like that will go right to a girl's head."

      "Then surely I should keep going."

      Their flirty banter was easy as always, though it had never transitioned into something more. Lyana had kissed a few boys from her house, but Elias had always been Luka's best friend and her close companion, something she needed more than a lover. Romance made people foolish. It could make them do things they knew they shouldn't. Falling too deep was dangerous for a girl with a secret like hers.

      As the dance ended, he offered a bow. Lyana quickly grabbed his hand before he could walk away and pulled him toward the nearest table of refreshments. He wasn't free to leave just yet.

      "Glass of hummingbird nectar?" she asked innocently.

      Unlike Cassi, Luka, and her mother, Elias didn't hear anything suspicious in the tone. Still, he shook his head. "I have an early guard shift tomorrow. I should actually bid my farewell. I was telling Luka good night when you came over."

      "Oh, surely one glass with your princess won’t hurt?"

      He wavered.

      Lyana smiled up at him, coyly fluttering her lashes.

      "I suppose not," he said with a sigh, clinking his glass against hers. "But just one."

      "Of course. Just one."

      Six dances and six glasses of hummingbird nectar later, and she had him right where she wanted him. Lyana, of course, had only been pretending to drink, but poor Elias was well sloshed by the time the celebration drew to a close. She almost felt bad—but not quite.

      "Which house do you think will be the first to arrive tomorrow?"

      He swayed on his feet, eyes glazed over but still fighting to hold onto his last bit of sense. "I'm not sure I should say."

      She took him by the arm to steady him. "Come, I'll help you find Luka so he can take you home. What do you mean you shouldn't say?"

      "I think—I think I'm a little drunk."

      "I won't tell. By the way, where are you stationed tomorrow morning that you need to be up so early?"

      "The tunnel."

      "Really?" She knew that already, obviously. The tunnel was the hidden exit to the palace, and the only way she might successfully sneak out unseen come morning.

      "I don't think I should've told you that."

      "Pfft." She waved his words away. "Maybe I could bring you breakfast, as an apology for forcing you to stay out so late."

      "Breakfast?" He said the word as though he didn't know what it meant and shook his head. "It wouldn't be proper."

      "Who cares?" She sighed dramatically, but in the process of rolling her eyes, she caught sight of Luka charging across the nearly empty room with an accusing look in his eyes. Lyana snapped her focus to Elias, dropping the pretense as she squeezed her hand around his arm, forcing him to look at her. "We don't have much time, and you're right, you probably shouldn't have told me that, but you did. And now I'm going to tell you something I probably shouldn't, but I need your help. I want to sneak out of the palace tomorrow to watch the houses cross over the sky bridge."

      "Sneak out?" He sobered in an instant. Well, he tried to. "I don't know…"

      "Please, Elias. All you have to do is let me leave through the tunnel without telling anyone you saw me. I've done it before. It's perfectly safe. I'll be back before anyone even notices I'm gone. And I'll bring Cassi with me."

      "Cassi already agreed?"

      No. But she would when Lyana went to her room to wake her up in the morning. "Of course. Please. Oh, please. It's my last morning as a princess of the House of Peace. I just want to do one thing for myself before I'm sent away to a strange land, alone and uncertain, mated to a man I hardly know. Please."

      "Fine." He sighed, as though regretting the word even as he said it. "Fine, I'll help."

      "Help what?" Luka interrupted.

      Lyana shrugged as nonchalantly as she could. "Help me find Cassi. Though, maybe I'd be better off asking you."

      "She went to bed," he murmured, slightly uncomfortable. Lyana knew exactly whose bed she'd gone to, which was why she'd brought up her friend—it put her brother on the defensive. "I came to save Elias, who should also be in bed. What did you do to him?"

      Lyana rolled her eyes. It was nothing a few good hours of sleep wouldn’t cure. "Nothing. We were celebrating."

      "Right. I'll believe that—never." He shook his head and dipped his arm below his friend's creamy wing, wrapping it around Elias's waist for support. "Come on. You can sleep it off in my guest quarters." Then he turned back to his sister. "And you, don't get any ideas. I told the guards to keep careful watch on the front doors in case their princess tries to slip out on a midnight escapade."

      Lyana put her hand to her chest as if to say, Who? Me? Only after Luka beat his ashen wings, lifting both himself and Elias toward the royal rooms, did she give in to the desire to stick out her tongue.

      Joke's on you, brother. I'm not sneaking out until dawn. And I'm not planning on using the front door either.

      Lyana took one final look at the atrium-turned-ballroom, biting her bottom lip to keep from smiling too victoriously, then took off for her bedroom. By the time she landed in front of her doors, the servants were already holding them open. Two doves helped remove her gown while another slid the pins from her hair. Finally alone and in her sleeping clothes, she crossed the distance to the crystal wall at the far side of her room, which offered a magnificent view of the city below. Most of the buildings were dark, but a few homes still shone a soft yellow. Doves flew across the night, wings a mix of shadows and stars, blacks and grays and creams and whites shooting like comets beneath the bright glow of the moon. The frozen lands beyond the city walls were a molten sea of silver and azure, extending to the horizon. Beyond that, Lyana could only dream—and dream she did, as she drank in the sight, pressing her forehead to the stone.

      Tomorrow, she'd fly to the sky bridge.

      Tomorrow, the adventure she'd been craving would finally be here.

      Tomorrow, her new life would begin.
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      An awkward air sat like an uninvited guest at the dinner table. Xander and his mother had been fighting, that much was clear, and Rafe couldn't help but wonder if it had something to do with him. Queen Mariam hated breathing the same air as him, even if it was from thirty paces away. He was a constant reminder of the husband who'd betrayed her by loving another, and a common raven at that. She kept sliding fiery glances his way, there then gone, leaving a burn.

      Xander, of course, maintained an easy smile despite it all, laughing with the advisors seated at the important end of the table, talking jovially to Helen, even casting the occasional wry glance Rafe's way. Between them, rows and rows of ravens sat enjoying a meal as welcome guests of their monarchs, an honor the guards were rarely bestowed. He'd selected a chair at the very end of the table, where he could eat and brood in silence.

      It had been working quite well until the queen stood.

      "I'd like to start by saying thank you," she began and the room hushed. Rafe swallowed his bite too quickly, then fought a coughing fit as the food congealed in the back of his throat. The queen wrinkled her nose. "Thank you all for making this long journey to the House of Peace to help celebrate our most honored tradition, the courtship trials. My son, Prince Lysander, thanks you as well. Though the next few days may be trying, I urge you to remember what we've come for—to bring victory to the House of Whispers, to bring glory to Taetanos, and to bring a favorable mate home with your beloved prince. Nothing else matters. You are all loyal soldiers and I will expect nothing less from you in the coming days, no matter the circumstances."

      It was an odd speech—not quite uplifting, somewhat scolding, drenched in double meaning. Rafe frowned and casually scanned the room. Guards nodded gruffly, no confusion in their eyes. Some darted quick glances his way, while others seemed to stare purposefully at their food. They knew what she was talking about—they read the hidden message in her words. Why couldn't he?

      "With that being said," the queen continued, "we received an update from the House of Peace this afternoon regarding the schedule for tomorrow's events. As you know, the royal heirs are not allowed to see each other until the trails commence, at which point they will be masked until the matching ceremony on the final day. As such, we've all been appointed specific time slots to make our way across the sky bridge and into the heart of the dove kingdom. In what I'm sure is a sign of Aethios's blessing, the ravens have been given the first slot of the day, just after dawn."

      Murmurs rose immediately. Though the queen had tried to cover it with pretty words, being the first to cross the sky bridge was an insult, not a blessing. They would have to wake earlier than everyone else, which meant less time to rest after their long journey, less time to prepare their convoy, and more time to sit idle in the cramped quarters of Sphaira waiting for the trials to begin.

      "Enough." Silence fell. "Our house has long been underestimated. Let this be the courtship trials in which we are finally seen with the respect we deserve." She lifted her glass. "In Taetanos's name."

      "By his blessing."

      They spoke the response as one entity and raised their glasses toward their god. The fizzing nectar did nothing to calm Rafe's nerves. One by one, Helen and the other advisors stood, doling out orders for the morning. He waited for his name to be called, for an assignment to be given, but by the time the meal ended and the dessert plates were taken away, none came. He sidled out the door before anyone could notice, hoping to remain unseen and forgotten as he made his way back to his sleeping quarters.

      As fate would have it, he wasn't so lucky.

      An hour later, just as sleep was finally starting to quiet his mind, a knock sounded. He was up in an instant, heart rattling out of his ribs and falling to his toes. Xander waited on the other side of the door, features resolute as he stepped inside.

      "You're a difficult person to track down."

      Rafe shrugged.

      "What are you doing all the way over here?" Xander continued, pacing like a caged animal, something clearly on his mind. "I had a room set up for you next to mine."

      "No one told me."

      He offered Rafe a pointed stare, not saying a word as he walked by.

      "I thought the queen might prefer if I kept my distance."

      "Since when?" His brother snorted. "My mother would prefer to have you exiled, but that's never stopped you before."

      "Well, this is different. We're in a foreign kingdom."

      Xander stopped dead. "I think you're hiding."

      "Hiding from what?"

      "From me."

      Rafe scoffed and crossed his arms defiantly. In truth, he had no idea what to say. He had been hiding—from Xander, from the conversation they'd left unfinished, and from the signs pointing all day toward one inevitable conclusion he didn't want to face.

      And his brother knew it.

      "Rafe." The prince softened his tone, stepping forward.

      He stepped back. "No, Xander."

      "Rafe."

      "No."

      "Rafe—" Xander cut off with a sigh and lifted his hand to grasp the ring dangling from his neck, the royal seal of the House of Whispers. "I know you know why I came tonight. And I know why you're saying no. You've spent your entire life trying to prove your loyalty to a people who don't deserve it after the way they've treated you, but I know you, brother. I know you would never try to take what's mine. I know you would give your life to protect me. I know you would do anything I ask. So one way or another, you will do this too, because I am asking it, Rafe, whether you want to hear it or not."

      His gaze jumped from shadow to shadow, darting around the room, landing everywhere and anywhere aside from his brother's face.

      He didn't want to do this.

      Anything but this.

      "We shouldn't speak of these things here," Rafe hastily murmured, grasping for an excuse. "Someone might see."

      "Who?"

      "The walls are see-through—take your pick."

      Xander tiredly arched his brows.

      "Someone might hear," Rafe said, still desperate to delay. "We don't know how these houses work. There might be spies. There might be drafty holes where servants can listen. We're not at home, Xander. We can't be certain."

      "I know what you're doing."

      "You also know I'm right."

      A torn expression curled Xander's lip, but in the end he relented, much to Rafe's surprise. His brother called him stubborn, but the raven prince was an incurable pain when he wanted to be, wielding determination like a weapon sharper than any blade Rafe had faced in the practice yards. The tension eased from Xander as he glanced once more around the room.

      "You don't have to stay here, you know. If you want to come with me, I can show you to another room with a more comfortable bed."

      And give Xander the opportunity to get him alone again? He'd pass. "I'm comfortable."

      "You could get a bath drawn. What did you even do to wash?"

      "They gave me a bucket."

      "A bucket?"

      "And a wash towel."

      Xander couldn't help but laugh. "Surely there's a washroom in this building somewhere, or dinner would've been a lot more uncomfortable than it was already."

      "There is. I just wanted to be alone."

      "Color me surprised."

      "Is there anything else you want?" Rafe asked, unable to keep the edge from his tone. "I was sleeping when you barged in, and I'd like to get back to it."

      "You were not. Ruminating, maybe, but not sleeping. I'd bet my princedom on it. And if I remember correctly, you opened the door to let me in."

      "Now I'm opening it to let you out." Rafe turned the knob and pushed the door open, revealing the dark corridor beyond, lit only by a single oil lantern at the far end. "Good night."

      Xander shook his head, a mix of exasperation and mirth fluttering over his features as he made for the exit. For a moment, Rafe thought he was in the clear. Then his brother paused in the opening, one hand on the frame as he met Rafe's eyes across the darkness.

      "I'll be leaving for the sky bridge half an hour earlier than everyone else tomorrow morning. If you don’t wish me to fly alone, unguarded and vulnerable, I'd suggest you meet me at first light so we can finish this conversation in private. You can run from a lot of things, Rafe, but I know when it comes time, you won't run from me. Good night."

      Xander closed the door softly and left.

      Rafe didn't know how long he stood there, staring at where the light of his oil lantern played over the woodgrain, mind a thousand miles away—all the way back home where he wished he could be. Not in his current rooms, but in the burned hovel at the very base of the castle where he and his mother once lived—safe and whole and happy, until the dragon came and changed everything.

      He knew what Xander was asking. He knew why no one had paid him any mind as they flew to the House of Peace, and why the queen hadn't protested his presence. He knew why Helen had run through the drills with him that afternoon where everyone could watch, why she'd wanted to practice single-weapon combat, why she'd put his skills on display for the rest to admire. He knew the secret message the queen gave with her speech, a silent order for everyone to stay in line, no matter how they disagreed. And he knew why Xander had come to his room late into the night with the royal seal dangling from his neck like some sort of bargaining chip.

      He wanted Rafe to take his place in the trials. He wanted Rafe to don the seal and pretend to be the prince. He wanted Rafe, with his superior training and fighting skills, to win him a mate
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