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      The world was little more than a dull hum as Solvei walked along the shore, gathering shells beneath the warm sun. Sometimes she wondered what sound her toes made as they squished the sand. Sometimes she imagined the calming crash of the waves. Sometimes, like today, she was glad not to know—glad her world was silent. It allowed her to retreat into her thoughts, her mind spinning frantically enough without the added weight of the noisy village at her back or the thunderous waves.

      The warlord was coming.

      He’d been to their village before, but not in years, and not since everything in her life had changed. Even now the magic hiding beneath her fingertips sizzled, tickling her palms. It was all she could do not to clench and unclench her fists, revealing she was on edge. Maybe that was why she’d come to the beach, to fill her hands with fragile trinkets, to force the fidgeting to stop. Most days, the other villagers paid her no mind. She was deaf and mostly mute, and that was all it took to write her off. It used to bother her. Now, with this power funneling through her veins, she welcomed the reprieve. 

      Recently though, someone had been watching. She didn’t know who or why, but there was an itch at the back of her neck no amount of scratching could erase—the awareness of eyes constantly following her every move. And there was only one reason she could imagine for that.

      Someone had seen.

      Someone knew what she was. 

      Someone told the warlord.

      Of course, she could be wrong. The paranoia might be getting the best of her. But if she was right, she needed to run. Soon. Because she would never let him take her. The only reason she stayed was her family. The thought of leaving her mother and sister cut like a spear to the heart. 

      With a sigh, Solvei stopped to inspect a dense pocket of shells. Her blonde hair whipped in the strong breeze, her chunky braids slowly coming undone by the wind. She knelt to brush her fingers through the shattered bits, searching for unbroken shells her mother could sew onto their formal wear—and that was when she felt it.

      A tingle slid down her spine.

      Her shoulders writhed.

      Something was wrong.

      Something was terribly, terribly wrong.

      Her mother? Her sister?

      Solvei jumped to her feet and spun toward the village, a gasp on her lips. From where she stood along the far edge of the cove, a deep pool of water should have separated her from the roughly hewn wooden structures scattered before the forest. Instead, there was only sand. Fishing boats lay like corpses across the empty bay. In the distance, people ran for the trees, looking over their shoulders. Mouths opened wide, releasing screams she couldn’t hear. Fear curdling like sour milk in her stomach, Solvei turned. 

      A wall of water rushed toward her, as though the sea god had swallowed up the ocean, then spit it back out. The sound, she imagined, must have been thunderous, loud enough to alert everyone except her. 

      There was no time to run.

      No time to scream.

      As the water splashed her cheeks, she threw her hands up. White magic erupted from her palms and she leapt through the rift. Water followed her, soaking her bare calves and splashing across the clay tile floor of her home. With a swish of her hand, the magic dissipated.

      “Mama! Sissa!” she tried desperately to shout, but choked on the words. What gnarled noise erupted from her lips, she’d never know.

      The main room was empty. 

      Both bedrooms were vacant.

      As Solvei sprinted through the front door, water rushed through the village. Buildings crumbled beneath the force of the wave. One by one, the people running toward her disappeared into the torrent. 

      Mama! Sissa! she thought, her magic stirring. The tether to their spirits flickered, unstable, as she tried to anchor her power to their location. 

      Take me to them.

      Take me where they are. 

      A portal opened and water slammed into her chest, knocking her to the dirt.

      No!

      She forced the rift shut as she rolled, blown over by the barest touch of the wave. Soaking wet, she lifted her head to stare at the water gushing toward her. That’s where her mother was, where her sister was, deep in the heart of the destruction. 

      Magic at her fingertips, she reached for their spirits again. This time, her power couldn’t gain a foothold. They were gone. Pain unlike any she’d felt before ripped into her chest, like the slash of a great bear’s claws, tearing her heart from her body. 

      Take me with you, she silently begged. Don’t leave me.

      The water surged relentlessly closer, but she couldn’t find the will to move. Villagers sprinted by, desperate to escape. Finally, a hand yanked her to her feet. Solvei found Ivar’s frightened green eyes. He shouted to her, but of course she couldn’t hear. He pulled, forcing her to run with him. But it wouldn’t be enough. All of these people would be dead in moments.

      You can save them.

      The voice in her head was the one she always imagined to be her mother’s.

      Don’t give up.

      You were meant for bigger things. 

      You can save them.

      If she did, the warlord would come for her.

      Let him.

      Solvei threw her hands out and drew a seam through the fabric of the world, then pulled Ivar through. They stumbled over rock and grass, no longer in the forest but on top of the cliffs. She spread the rift wider, catching as many of the people still running for their lives as she could. The water came closer and closer. When it was near enough that she could feel cold droplets on her palms, she cut off her power. 

      A warm breeze caressed her cheek. She closed her eyes and imagined it to be her mother’s hand. In the darkness, she pictured her sister’s laughing face, blonde curls bouncing around her rosy, freckled cheeks. 

      The moment passed. 

      Ivar dropped her hand as though it were poison and stepped back in shock. Over his shoulder, all the people she’d saved watched her warily. They would tell the warlord what she’d done. And for this magic, he would put her in chains. He would steal her freedom. He would break her, just as he’d done with all the other women bound to his side.

      But he had to find her first.

      Solvei shifted her gaze to the mountains in the distance, so high they’d never been passed. Fog spilled over the peaks and down across the valley, extending into the sea, sucking up the sunlight. 

      No one sailed there.

      No one dared.

      There were stories of the creatures that lived in the mist, scary enough even her father had never ventured into those waters when he’d been alive, scary enough even the warlord might take pause. Ever since her magic had come, she’d felt a pull toward those unknown lands, as though someone had used her soul as a tether and gently tugged on the threads. For years, she’d resisted the call.

      It was finally time to answer.

      Before any of the villagers could move to restrain her, Solvei fell back into an open rift and vanished, letting her power carry her onward.
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      There was no up. No down. No sky. No ground. There was only a spinning vortex of blinding white light. Rafe clutched Lyana’s hands as her fingers began to slip from his hold. His skin was moist with sweat. Her cry rang in his ears. At the back of his thoughts, five other minds lingered, furious and fighting, but he wouldn’t let them go. Wherever he and Lyana were traveling, the creatures were coming with them, whether they wanted to or not.

      All at once, the brightness flashed. His vision spotted and he slammed against a hard surface. As he rolled end over end, sharp points dug into skin, and Lyana snapped free of his hold. 

      She didn’t make a sound. 

      The silence terrified him more than her screams ever could.

      “Ana!” he shouted, scrambling to his feet as his sight returned in blurred splotches of orange and black. Smoke burned his nose. He tripped over the uneven ground, falling to his palms as he stumbled forward. A rust-colored sky came into view, the air hazy. In sharp contrast, the land was deep charcoal, composed of uneven rock. And brilliant against those rocks were six bodies, one unmoving.

      “Ana!”

      She didn’t respond.

      The creatures did. As one, five heads snapped in his direction. The bonds in the back of his mind blazed. They’d be easier to fight without the shadow creature to keep him distracted, all susceptible to his raven cry and slower in a fight, but it was still five against one. Rafe tensed as the aethi’kine hybrid stepped forward. Its scales glittered with a golden glow and its shimmering wings unfurled. Those strange citrine eyes dropped to the body splayed between them. 

      Rafe dove.

      Magic slammed into his wings as he draped the flaming leathery lengths over Lyana’s body. The power dissolved into his skin, the force of it overwhelming even as the dragon in his soul greedily drank it in, hungry for more. Pain and pleasure raked through his bones. He fell forward, dropping a hand to either side of her face to keep from crushing her.

      And that was when he saw it.

      Burns wrinkled her formerly smooth umber skin, now raised and raw. The damage snaked above the hemline of her jacket, stretching up her neck and to the edge of her cheeks almost like fingers. Gnarled lines twisted down her arms like fiery veins. He could only imagine the marks hiding beneath her clothes. He’d thought if he helped, he’d lessen the load, but it hadn’t been enough. Their journey through the rift had lasted no more than a minute, but it had been a minute too long.

      “Ana,” he croaked, pressing his palm to her cheek. She flinched at his touch, a moan spilling through her lips. 

      Alive, he thought, the air whooshing from his lungs with relief. She’s alive. 

      For now.

      Claws seized him by the neck.

      Rafe immediately realized his mistake. The aethi’kine magic couldn’t control him, but unlike in his fights with Malek, the hybrid didn’t burn from touching Rafe’s dragon-bound soul. It, too, was a creature of ash and fire. Luckily, Rafe still had one trick up his sleeve. 

      As the creature jerked him back, warm blood flowing down his throat from the puncture wounds, he released his raven cry. 

      The beast let go.

      Rafe lunged forward and dropped to his knees. Reaching beneath her still form, he scooped Lyana from the rocks and pumped his wings.

      He wasn’t fast enough. 

      Wind laced with yellow magic slammed into his chest, whipping Lyana’s braids so they smacked him in the face. All around him, rocks rose into the air, then shot across the sky. He pulled his wings around them both and dropped, gritting his teeth when they hit the ground. Rocks cut into his back, the pain sharp, but he didn’t let Lyana go. Not yet. Not until he felt the fire always simmering along his wings intensify, the burn hot against his cheeks. 

      A scorching blanket of flames wrapped around him, and in his arms, Lyana whimpered. He placed her on the ground as gently as he could, but the extra time cost him. A body hit him from the side and together they rolled, golden scales and ivory skin, tumbling over the rocks. The creature’s hand came over his mouth while the other clenched around his throat one more time, cutting off air. The other four hybrids dove for Lyana and grabbed at her limbs. Their pleasure radiated across his mind as they feasted on her magic, drawing her power and her life force into their skin. He struggled against the aethi’kine creature, a raven cry burning at the back of his throat. The claws held like a vise around his neck. The creature pumped its wings, using the force to hold him firmly against the rocks. Rafe drew the beast’s magic under his skin, gaining strength and fortitude, but he couldn’t dislodge it, no matter how he fought.

      Rafe was trapped.

      Lyana was dying. 

      He had to⁠—

      A roar thundered across the sky. A new bond sprang to life in the back of his thoughts.

      Attack, Rafe silently commanded. Attack!

      The aethi’kine creature turned its face to the sky just as a shadow fell over them. Another roar blasted through the air. Then another, and another. Connection after connection thrummed to life at the back of Rafe’s mind, too many to control all at once—and he wasn’t the only one to think so.

      The aethi’kine creature released him and stumbled back as dragons circled overhead. The power flooding from its body hummed like the sweetest sound, drawing them in. The air Rafe breathed was laced with the alluring scent of its spirit magic, and if he was hungry, the beasts overhead were ravenous. They swooped, taking turns to dive for the aethi’kine hybrid. It took to the sky, swerving to avoid their clutches. Silent commands flooded down the mental bond as it fought to keep the dragons away, but its magic was too potent, too intoxicating. The beasts went mad, ignoring reason, ignoring command. So inflamed, they attacked the other hybrids as well, unable to sense anything but the magic oozing from their scales, not as alluring as spirit but still pulsing with power. The water creature fled, then air, then earth, then fire, dragons nipping at their heels.

      Rafe took the opening. He raced to Lyana and gathered her in his arms. Ten yards away, a white sliver of rift magic hovered above the rocks. He sped toward the spot and leapt into the glowing line.

      Nothing happened.

      Rafe turned. Again, he flew into the center of the simmering power. 

      Nothing.

      A golden arch shot across the sky and latched on to Lyana. If the aethi’kine creature meant to use her as a distraction, it was working. Even unconscious, she responded to the call. Her skin took on a subtle golden sheen as her magic bled out. In the back of his mind, the dragons grew hungrier. 

      Glancing one last time at the rift, Rafe took to the air. That little speck of white magic was their only way home, but they couldn’t stay here. Lyana groaned in pain, trembling against him, but he couldn’t stop. All along the rocks below, charcoal bodies shifted as though awakening from slumber, no longer camouflaged by the landscape as flaming scales ignited. They were vastly outnumbered, and they needed to find a place to hide fast.

      “Hold on, Ana,” Rafe murmured into her hair, his voice rough. “Please, hold on.”
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      Time ceased to exist. The world passed in small vignettes of consciousness, flowing one to the next, no sense of how long she spent in the dark before her eyes fluttered open again. The world was impossibly white, then the skies were painted orange, then shadows flooded in. She was warm, then cold, then warm again. Pain burst in flashing stars across the darkness, coming and going. Winds howled, then water dripped, then a silence lingered, broken only by soft whimpers. 

      Hers. 

      This time when she opened her eyes, flames danced along the walls of a dark cave, illuminating sharp points and glistening walls. The firelight caught water droplets, making the ceiling sparkle. But it was quiet. No popping wood. No crackling heat. She turned her head, searching for the source of the light. By her other side, Rafe sat, the edges of his wings simmering. They fanned around her like a shield, giving off warmth. Bright blue eyes watched her with concern.

      “Rafe?”

      “How do you feel?” 

      “I don’t⁠—”

      Lyana broke off, her throat parched. He immediately sprang into action, offering her a handful of cool water. She pressed her lips to his fingers, her heart fluttering at his touch as he angled the liquid down her throat. 

      “I found an underwater river, but there were no fruits or anything to use as cups, just this rock with a hollow core.”

      “Where are we?” she croaked, her voice weak. Lyana tried to sit up, but her muscles wouldn’t obey. Every inch of her hurt.

      “Shh. Don’t move.” He took her head in his hand and ever so gently placed it on his lap so he could run his fingers through her finely braided locks. “We’re on the other side of the rift. Do you remember anything?”

      “Just flashes. I remember being in the sacred nest. I remember the egg hatching. I remember taking hold of the aethi’kine creature’s spirit—the burn unlike anything I’ve felt before—and then nothing. Just blurry moments I can’t piece together.” She frowned, a sour taste on her tongue. “I told you to leave me, Rafe. I told you to get somewhere safe.”

      “And I ignored you.” 

      He grinned, a soft smile filled half with humor and half with worry. 

      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “Neither should you.” 

      He cupped her cheek. All she wanted to do was reach up and thread her fingers through his, but her arm wouldn’t obey. Even bending her fingers felt like too much. 

      “I’m going to find a way out of here, Ana. I promise you.”

      “I know.” She sighed and shifted her gaze to the stalactites overhead. For a moment, she could almost fool herself into thinking she was home, and they were back in time, starting over in the cave where she’d first taken him after the dragon attacked. But this time, she was the one lying uselessly across the rocks, and he didn’t have the magic to heal her. “What happened?”

      “The rift swallowed us up and spit us out. All five of the hybrids came with us. We fought, but the magic lured in dragons, and there were too many in this world to control. The hybrids fled one way and I went the other. It took me a few hours to find a place to hide, and even more time to locate water. I’m still not sure what to do about food, but I didn’t want to leave you again until you woke up.”

      “How long has it been?”

      “Two days, maybe three.”

      She swallowed, her mouth dry but not from thirst. “And what happened to me?”

      An apology glistened in his eyes. Rather than answer, he gently slid his fingers down her cheek and along her jaw, slowly skimming her skin until he reached her palm. Then he lifted her arm just enough so she could see.

      Her gasp filled the cave, seeming to echo off the walls as she stared at the boils and burns marring her formerly pristine skin. He set her limb gently back down before she could stare for too long, but the damage was clear, and judging by the hot aches scorching every inch of her body, it was extensive. Holding on to the aethi’kine creature’s spirit had taken its toll.

      But I’m alive. I’m alive. Which is more than Malek can say. More than many others. And it will heal. With time, it will heal.

      Not entirely, a small, vain voice added, one she instantly loathed but couldn’t quite silence. There will be scars. Lots of scars. Ugly, gnarled, gruesome scars.

      “Ana,” Rafe whispered, pleading with her to look at him. “You⁠—”

      “My face,” she whispered softly, hating how weak she sounded. Hating more that she cared so much about something that, in the grand scheme of things, didn’t matter. Her eyes watered. She stared blankly at the flickering firelight. “Is it— Are there— Where⁠—”

      “They stop just above your jaw, stretching slightly onto your cheeks.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. 

      “And with or without them, you’re beautiful.”

      The words were meant to help, but she turned her face away from Rafe, unable to believe he could possibly mean them. 

      “Ana,” he said more firmly, a kingly command. It was a voice she so rarely heard him use that she had no choice but to finally meet his gaze. He slid his thumb along her cheekbone, his eyes turning soft, filled with a deep, tumultuous pool of emotion. “You’re perfect. You’ve always been perfect, and to me, you always will be.”

      A knot formed at the base of her throat. It was too much. She blinked and glanced away. “We need to eat something or we won’t survive.”

      The ache in her stomach, at least, was familiar.

      “I know. I’m going to find food. You’re going to rest. And then, together, we’ll find a way home.”

      She nodded. The odds were against them, but that had never stopped them before. For Rafe, she would try to believe. With him, anything was possible. 

      “Do you think…” She trailed off, fear stealing her voice. He didn’t need clarification.

      “You did, Ana. I know you did. You saved the world.”

      “I didn’t,” she said, catching his gaze, wanting more than anything for it to be true, for their sacrifice to have meant something. “We did.”

      Their friends were safe.

      Their world was safe.

      He was the King Born in Fire. She was the Queen Bred of Snow. And together, they’d saved everyone. 

      “Sleep,” he murmured, still running his fingers through her braids, the gentle pressure on her scalp soothing. “You need your strength. And I need time to see what food I can scrounge up in this gods-forsaken place.”

      Her lip quirked with the ghost of a smile at his tone. There was the gruff man she remembered. Rafe grinned back, the glint in his eyes igniting a spark of life within her.

      “You’ve always been trouble, you know that?”

      “Yes.” Her smile deepened. “And you love it.”

      Joy flickered across his expression, so out of place considering the circumstances, but it gave her hope. Heat filled his gaze as he leaned down to touch his forehead to hers, their mouths hardly an inch apart. Warm breath brushed over her cheeks like a soft caress.

      “I do…” He licked his lips, drawing out the silence. “Then again, I’ve always been a glutton for punishment.” 

      He kissed her. 

      It was brief, just long enough to stir the butterflies in her chest, but it was full of so much—his love, their future, the promise of more, of days and years and a lifetime now that there was nothing to keep them apart. 

      “Sleep, Ana.” Rafe broke away and pressed his lips to her forehead. “I’ll be back by the time you wake up.”
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      In one vicious shove, the guards dragging Brighty between them tossed her into the interrogation room. With her hands still bound behind her back, even she couldn’t quite catch her balance. She fell forward and smacked her head against the tile floor. A groan escaped her lips as her straight black hair fell over her eyes. She shook it away from her face, not wanting anything to block her glare while she took in the small crowd of strangers staring from the other side of the bars. One face in particular caught her eye. 

      He looks just like him.

      It took her by surprise every time, the thought twisting like a knife in her chest as soon as she set eyes on the raven king’s swoopy black hair and ivory skin, a painful reminder. 

      Rafe.

      Where was he? Where had he gone? It had been three days since he’d disappeared into the spinning vortex of aethi’kine and rift magic. Three days since she’d watched the power implode, leaving no sign of her friend behind. Three days since she’d stood immobile with her hands wrapped around the golden bars he’d melded shut to block her way until half the crew had found her. Three days since they’d been caught, chained, and locked up in these dungeons.

      Bloody idiot. 

      Brighty didn’t know if the curse was for her or for Rafe. Of course he’d gone running headfirst into danger. Of course he’d sacrificed himself. Of course he’d left her behind. That’s what everyone she let close did. They left her. And she didn’t know why she’d thought he might be any different.

      That’s enough of the pity party—snap out of it! The only reason my friends are in this mess is that they wouldn’t abandon me. They came to get me. And because I was acting like a grief-stricken fool, we all got caught. Bloody idiots, the lot of us. 

      Brighty sneered and refocused on the man in front of her—Lysander Taetanus, the raven king. She’d heard all about him. Rafe used to drone on and on about his soft-hearted, studious brother. It had been downright annoying at times. But now, face-to-face with the man, Brighty was less than impressed. She had a hard time imagining the king before her as anything but a betrayer. 

      The moment Rafe had vanished, his beloved brother had turned his back on him, same as he’d done before. At least that was how Brighty saw it. This king had abandoned Rafe to the mist, and now he’d left his brother to his fate beyond the rift. Loyalty meant everything to her, to the crew, to Rafe, and this man had none.

      No-good, worse-than-sea-scum, pompous, feathery bastard.

      Brighty shot a wad of spit at his feet. 

      Lysander didn’t flinch. He simply dropped his gaze to the glistening spot, then emotionlessly returned it to the dove king.

      “Where is my daughter?”

      “I don’t know.” Brighty met the man’s hard stare, refusing to back down. “Maybe she’s hiding up your ass, along with that stick you seem to have shoved up there.”

      Smack!

      Her cheek stung as the slap reverberated around the room. Brighty just grinned.

      “Touchy, are we?”

      “Where has Vesevios taken her?”

      These avians and their damned gods. She snorted, the move ruffling the hairs still messily strewn over her face. “Hell if I know.”

      “How many of you are there?”

      “If by you you mean stunningly gorgeous photo’kines with a quick wit and even quicker hands, I’m afraid there’s only me.”

      “Mages,” the king practically growled, the ashen feathers at his back standing alert with his frustration. “How many mages are working for Vesevios?”

      At the word mage, the other royal avians bristled. Brighty didn’t bother to fight her eye roll. How easily they forgot that magic was the only thing that had saved their sorry asses. If not for her and the rest of the crew, this whole blasted city would’ve been charred to a crisp. They’d rescued them from the dragons—not that she’d make that mistake again.

      She was getting out of here. 

      Soon.

      And after that, whatever dragons were left in the world could have a bloody avian feast for all she cared.

      “None. None of us are working for Vesevios because the blasted fool doesn’t exist. We’re people, same as you, just without the wings. And there are thousands of us upon the seas. So do your worst, because I assure you, we can more than handle it.”

      Brighty heard Captain’s sigh in the back of her mind as though the woman were there. Starting a war wasn’t exactly on the agenda when trying to save the world, but she didn’t care anymore. 

      A foot connected with her gut. Brighty grunted, but kept staring at the king. 

      “What do you want?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “Why did you come?”

      At her continued silence, two hands grabbed her by the shoulders and lifted her from the floor. Then another guard stepped forward, his fist connecting with her face. A copper taste singed her tongue as magic prickled the undersides of her palms, yearning for release. It would be so easy. Even with her hands behind her back, all she’d need to do was light up the room, blind them all, then spin and fry their asses.

      “What do you want?”

      “To live.” She offered the king a bloody smile, then took a moment to meet the eyes of every well-dressed avian on the other side of the bars. “You’ve been alone in your lands of riches for too long, while those of us in the mist suffered. You’ve been thriving. You’ve been feasting. And now, it’s our turn. All we want is to live. Not survive. Live.”

      Fear saturated the air. It made Brighty chuckle. They were so easy to read—she knew exactly how to push their buttons. But let them be afraid. Because as soon as she saw the signal, she was getting out of this hellhole, and their gods wouldn’t be able to help them when she did.
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      “She hates me,” Xander said, dropping his head into his palm and angrily scrubbing at his hair. When he closed his eyes, he could still see the wrath burning in Brighty’s opal irises, the promise of retribution. “They all do.”

      “It’s for the best,” Cassi murmured, and stepped closer to where he was perched on the edge of his desk, taking his hand in hers. The warmth in her skin soothed the ache in his chest. For a moment, he could pretend the dream was real. That they were truly back in his library by a crackling fire. That they were truly touching. “It’s for your own protection. For your people’s protection. If any of the kings and queens even suspected you were helping us, I don’t want to know what would happen. They need to believe I fooled you just like I fooled all the others.”

      “I know, it’s just—” He sighed, staring at their entwined fingers before meeting her silvery eyes. They were full of sympathy. She knew what he would say before he said it. “They think I abandoned him. Just like when I never looked for him after he fell into the Sea of Mist. They think I’ve left him to his fate, and honestly, Cassi, it feels like I have.”

      “You haven’t.”

      “Then why does it feel that way?”

      “Because in this situation, you’re helpless,” she replied, her brows twisting with her own frustration. “We’re all helpless. The rift is still open. Lyana and Rafe are somewhere on the other side, trapped, hurt, dying, we have no way to know. Without them, our two worlds are clashing. And none of us have any idea what to do. That’s why Brighty is acting like she hates you. That’s why she’s putting on a brave face. That’s why she’s refusing to comply. Because she’s lost. We all are.”

      “The skryr?”

      Cassi shook her head. “Still stuck in his magic.”

      “It’s been days.”

      “And it could be more before he wakes.” 

      Xander dropped her hand and pushed away from his desk to pace across the room. Cassi crossed her arms and took his place, watching him. 

      The skryr was their only lead. Whatever had been written in the last page of the diary had to be important. Otherwise, why was it taking him so long to parse through it? All the answers were there, waiting just out of reach. It was maddening. This was the first time in Xander’s life where it felt as though his books had abandoned him. 

      “What is Lyana’s father saying?” Cassi finally asked. It had probably only been moments, but Xander already felt as though he’d burned a hole in the carpet.

      “He’s frightened. They’re all frightened, and the crew aren’t exactly helping. They’re terrified of magic, of what it means to be deep in the mist, of losing their homes. And I can’t blame them. Without the leadership of Lyana or Rafe, or even Malek, who knows what the mages will do. Our islands are full of life, and I bet they’re looking quite cozy to the inhabitants of cities like Da’Kin after spending eons fighting to scrape by on the sea. It’s only a matter of time before our lands are discovered and infiltrated.”

      Cassi pulled her bottom lip into her mouth, uncharacteristically silent. 

      “I’m right, aren’t I?”

      “Yes.” She exhaled loudly and the desk at her back transformed into a chair, into which she then collapsed with a huff. “Fighting has already broken out in Da’Kin. Without an aethi’kine to inherit the crown, it’s a battle for dominance between the remaining mages. Malek’s former council are fighting to get Jacinta named queen, since she was his closest confidant and her metal magic is formidable, but there are others in the city who oppose her plan for peace. I’m told there’s one ferro’kine in particular who poses the greatest threat, a man named Tanos.”

      “They want our homes.”

      “They want food and shelter and solid ground beneath their feet. Can you blame them?”

      No. He couldn’t. But he also couldn’t offer up his homeland like fruit ripe for the taking. It was at times like these that he acutely remembered Cassi was of both worlds, yet neither. For better or worse, she saw both sides. 

      “What are we going to do?” he whispered, falling back against his bookshelves. On the other side of the window, stars twinkled, too bright to be real, so close he could almost reach out to touch them. 

      “We’re going to find Lyana and Rafe,” Cassi said, appearing before him in a blink with a mischievous grin, those same stars alive in her glittering eyes. “We’re going to bring them home, and then the king and queen will have to figure it out.”

      His brother, the king. 

      Xander could hardly wrap his mind around the idea, and yet, it was somehow the most natural thing in the world to envision. Noble, loyal warrior he was, of course Rafe would lead them. Except… “Our people will never follow him. Not with his wings.”

      “They’ll follow her,” Cassi murmured with a confidence he envied. “One way or another.”

      Before he could argue, she stepped closer, grabbed a fistful of his shirt, and yanked. He stumbled forward just as Cassi lifted her hands to encircle his neck, and then her lips were on his. Every time they kissed, he experienced a moment of disbelief—that she was here, that a fighter like her wanted a scholar like him, that though they were enemies in the waking world they were lovers in her dreams. She tasted like hummingbird nectar, sweet and fizzy, and his nerves swarmed as his body heated. Before he knew what he was doing, Xander wrapped his arms around her back and pulled her against his chest. They molded together like clay, made for each other. She dug her fingers into his hair, twisting her face just slightly to deepen the kiss. He wanted to lose himself in her, but a thought nagged in the back of his mind.

      “Are you trying to distract me?” he murmured between kisses.

      “Why?” She slid her tongue against his, then captured his lower lip between her teeth. He groaned. “Is it working?”

      “Cass—”

      The ground gave out beneath him as the library dissolved into a vortex of swirling colors. When the dream re-formed, he was lying on his bed with her thighs on either side of his pelvis, straddling him. She grinned wickedly, her black-and-white speckled wings spread gloriously behind her, and leaned down to lick his throat.

      Well, when you put it that way…

      He slipped his hand beneath the hem of her shirt, eliciting a sharp intake of breath as his fingers moved up her abdomen. While he appreciated that she never tried to change him in the dreams, that she loved him just the way he was, sometimes he wished he could take over and hold her with two hands. After all, what were dreams for but pretending?

      As though sensing his thoughts, she grabbed him by the shoulder, squeezed her legs, and rolled so that he needed to use his right arm to hold his own weight, leaving his left hand open to explore. Just as his thumb brushed the underside of her breast, the dream wavered. 

      He broke away from the kiss, mind in a daze, blood anywhere except his brain. Cassi growled and dropped her head back against the pillow.

      “Dammit, I thought we had more time.”

      “Time?” he asked, still groggy. But now he recognized the daze for what it was—her hold on his thoughts slipping away, returning him to sleep. “Cassi, what’s going on?”

      “I’m giving you an alibi.”

      That sharpened his focus. “What?”

      “Don’t come after us, Xander.” She pecked his lips quickly, her face already growing blurry. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Don’t run, he wanted to say. If you run, they’ll never forgive you.

      The doves. The ravens. Any of their people. If she ran, she’d truly be the enemy. And he wasn’t sure how the two of them would come back from that.

      But she knew the risk.

      Cassi always knew exactly what she was doing.

      And she was already gone. 

      Xander fell back into his normal dreams like a rock sinking to the bottom of a lake, unable to fight as he was unwillingly dragged under and consciousness slipped away.
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      “Rise and shine, princess,” Brighty drawled as cold water splashed Cassi’s face. 

      She sputtered, jolting upright with the shock, and glared at the only source of light in the pitch-black dungeon. “I’m hardly a princess.”

      “Really?” Brighty snorted, the glow around her fingers flaring. “Could’ve fooled me with that holier-than-thou attitude of yours.”

      Cassi gritted her teeth—clearly, there was no love lost between them. “I told you to wake me when it was time, not drown me.”

      “You’re up, aren’t you?” Brighty shrugged, then glanced to the side. “Spout?”

      Shimmery blue magic filled the darkness of her cell and sucked the water from her clothes, drying her off. Cassi muttered a gruff, “Thanks.”

      Under her breath, Brighty snorted. “Like I said, a princess.”

      “That’s enough.” Captain Rokaro’s voice cut through the air with the sharpness of a blade. “If you two can’t learn to play nice, we’ll never make it out of here. And I don’t know about you, but I’m bloody tired of taking punches and sleeping on a cold stone floor.”

      “Too bad we no longer have a ship, no thanks to⁠—” 

      “Oh, come on! You’re still mad about that?” Cassi snapped, over the photo’kine and her attitude and everyone else in the crew, who still went silent when she was in the room. They didn’t trust her. She understood why. She was the jerk who had cut off Rafe’s wings and the jerk who had suggested they come to the world above and the jerk who had ordered they take apart their home piece by piece to use as a sled to get to Sphaira. But she was in this dungeon, same as them, and she was the jerk who’d spent every moment of the past few days planning their escape, so they could kiss her royal behind if they insisted on calling her a princess. 

      A male voice interrupted. “Is this a bad time?”

      Brighty jumped to her feet and extended the scope of her power. The shadows fled, revealing a long row of cells blocked by metal bars. Near the end of the hall, Archer stood with his arms crossed and a grin on his lips. Behind him, Shadow waited, wisps of darkness curling around her feet.

      “Finally!” Brighty cheered. “I was starting to think you’d been fed bad information.”

      Cassi ground her teeth and squeezed her hands into fists. Don’t engage. That’s what she wants. That’s what she lives for. Being the bigger person was not a role she was used to playing, and it definitely wasn’t one she relished. 

      “Did anyone get hurt?” she asked the ferro’kine, ignoring Brighty’s sneer. They all knew she wasn’t talking about the crew. But Sphaira had been her home for most of her life, and even if she was now their prisoner, she still cared about the avians who lived here. 

      “Bruised egos, maybe, but we either tied them up or knocked them out. They’ll recover⁠—”

      “Which is more than one of us might be able to say,” Brighty growled, cutting him off. “Get me out of here, Archer. We haven’t heard from Jolt all day.”

      His eyes widened, and immediately the room was filled with the screech of twisting metal as green sparks fanned through the air. The bars blocking Cassi’s exit snapped free of the rock into which they’d been fastened and bent to the side, leaving a gap. As one, she, her mother, Brighty, Spout, and Leech all stepped out of their cages. Upon seeing their bruised faces, Cassi winced. For days, all she’d heard was their voices, but the ugly purple welts swelling their cheeks made it obvious the avians hadn’t treated them with the same kindness Cassi had asked of Archer. The point became even more obvious as the group ran to the cell at the end of the hall to find a body lying still against the rocks. 

      Cassi might not have been one of the crew, or even someone they would call a friend, but her heart ached at the sight of Jolt splayed across the floor, her rich golden skin sickly pale, her normal vivacious energy gone. A broken arrow shaft still protruded from her shoulder, the blood soaking her clothes. Xander had argued to send a healer, with the purpose of later questioning Jolt, but the other kings and queens hadn’t agreed that it was worth the waste of supplies. That first day she’d been conscious enough to speak, but the words tapered off to moans, and then to terrifying silence.

      Leech immediately dropped to his knees and pressed his fingers to the inside of her wrist. “There’s a pulse.”

      They released a collective sigh of relief.

      “It’s faint,” he continued. “But it’s there. If we can scrounge up some supplies, I’ll do everything I can to heal her.”

      “I’ll find what you need.”

      Every face turned toward her, some dubious, some hopeful. Worry lit the captain’s icy irises, but she just offered a curt nod. If Cassi thought she could do it, then despite the risk her mother wouldn’t protest. She trusted her daughter, and maybe she, like Cassi, hoped it might provide a bit of redemption. 

      “I’ll meet you at the sled,” Cassi said as Brighty and Spout carefully lifted Jolt between them. They had destroyed their old wooden sled built from the ship long before to hide their presence in the city, but Archer had spent the past three days building a new one made of metal. It had taken a little while to find the supplies, which was why they hadn’t broken out sooner. But now Patch, Pyro, Cook, and Squirrel were waiting for them on the outskirts of the city. 

      “We’ll give you half an hour,” her mother said, holding Cassi’s gaze for a long, steady moment, the meaning in those icy eyes clear. You better not take longer than that. I won’t leave you behind again. With a thick swallow, the captain turned back to her crew. “Let’s move.”

      They scurried through the dark halls of the dungeons, one of the few structures in Sphaira not made of translucent crystal but thick, frigid stone. It had taken Cassi a few hours to memorize the route to freedom, and a few more to convey it to Archer through his dreams. Now they made quick work of the maze. Shadow wrapped them in darkness to cover their movement. Every so often they passed a guard who’d been bound along the floor, feet and ankles wrapped in metal coils. 

      When they emerged into the slush-covered city streets, Cassi bid them goodbye and slinked off in the opposite direction. It was strange to walk through the city when it was shrouded in thick fog, strange not to see the crystals twinkling in the moonlight, strange not to feel a chill when the air here had always been crisp enough to burn the lungs. But although only a few days had passed since the isle had been returned to the sea, the changes were settling in quickly. The mist was warm. The snow was melting. And as she took to the sky, for once she didn’t need to worry about being the only owl in a city of doves. The city was filled with avians from every house, forced together to face the uncertainties of their new, shattered world. 

      Luckily, it was the middle of the night, so the city was quiet. Cassi flew to the greenhouses at Sphaira’s northern edge, aware from a lifetime of spying where the healers’ groves were cultivated. The sun hadn’t yet broken through the fog, but as she crept inside the building, she found the plants were struggling, not dead. Beneath Leech’s magic, they would bloom. Moving as quickly as she could, she grabbed an empty pot from the stack in the corner and filled it with dirt. Then she went down the row, not entirely sure which herbs would be most helpful but taking her best guess as she plucked some stems out by their roots. In ten minutes, she was done. Cassi slipped back out the door and⁠—

      “Who’s there?”

      She swallowed, her heart thumping in her chest as she slowly spun toward the sound. Little more than the blurred outline of a winged woman was visible through the fog. A worker, perhaps, or a guard. The greenhouses weren’t usually manned at night, but these were uncertain times. Cassi fingered the dagger at her hip. One throw and it would be over. She could flee unseen. The crew could slip into the night without anyone knowing. One life was all it would cost. 

      To Cassi, even one innocent life was one too many. 

      With a running leap, she took to the sky. 

      “Hey! Where are you going? What are you doing?”

      The stranger raced after her, but Cassi was faster. Within seconds, she lost her in the fog. Still, it was only a matter of time before the news made it to the king and the guards came running. Just another thing for which the crew would blame her. 

      Or so she thought, until she neared the rendezvous point on the edge of the city. Shouts filled the air, paired with the ring of metal and grunts of pain. Sparks of rainbow magic illuminated the mist. Shoots of flame and water sped across the ground as gusts of wind whipped through the sky. Rays of blinding light dissipated the fog, until Cassi spotted her mother’s crew huddled together on a small metal sled, fighting off an entire battalion of dove soldiers. 

      Within the chaos, Captain Rokaro spotted her daughter. “Now!”

      A giant sail unfurled as Cassi dove with an owl’s predatory grace toward the sled. The moment her feet touched metal, her mother and Patch unleashed their aero’kine power. Cloth snapped as a forceful gale swept through the fray and the metal contraption shot across the snow.

      Cassi dropped to her knees beside Jolt to carefully hand Leech the pot. Green magic immediately emerged from his fingers and sank into the dirt. Wilted leaves and stalks straightened as flower buds bloomed. He plucked petals and stems, then used a rock to crush them against the metal to form a salve. Her work here was done.

      “How’d they find you?” Cassi asked as she stood, using her wings for balance. The rest of the crew seemed at ease on the moving metal hull, used to the constant shifting of waves. 

      “Not sure,” her mother muttered, a frown upon her lips. The look in her eyes, however, was a wild one Cassi recognized, backlit by adrenaline. “But they clearly don’t plan on letting us go. Brighty, blind their eyes. Then Shadow, deepen the darkness. Let’s see if we can lose them in the fog. Archer, keep an eye out for arr⁠—”

      He unleashed his ferro’kine magic before she could finish the sentence. The arrow stopped a foot from her mother’s chest and dropped harmlessly to the floor. Captain arched a brow as she stared over her daughter’s shoulder, more annoyed than anything else.

      Cassi spun. 

      The fog behind them was peppered with the shadowy outlines of flapping wings. They’d made it out of the dungeons, and now the chase was on.
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      The slamming of a door jolted Xander awake. A sudden light stung his eyes as he rolled over in bed, using his wing to shield his face from the glow of the lantern.

      “You’re here?” a deep voice asked. It took a moment for Xander to recognize the dove prince. Luka looked down with unabashed shock, his wide eyes stark against his dark skin.

      “Where else would I be in the middle of the night?” Xander grumbled, and waved off the raven guard standing just inside the door with his hand on the hilt of his blade. “What’s going on?”

      “You tell me.”

      “I assure you I have no…” He trailed off as his dream filtered back into consciousness. It had been too realistic and too vivid to be only his. What had Cassi said before she left, depositing him into the deepest clutches of sleep? I’m giving you an alibi. He sighed. “They’re gone, aren’t they?”

      “Where are they going?” Luka asked, his voice hard. “Who are they meeting?”

      “I don’t know. She didn’t tell me.” Xander ran his palms over his cheeks then into his hair, forcing himself awake, and stood. With his muscular stature and imposing ashen wings, the dove prince was formidable. But Xander was done being intimidated. He narrowed his gaze. “Still, you and I both know they’re not running off to Vesevios, and they had no hand in Lyana’s disappearance.”

      “I don’t know that.”

      “If you’d get over your anger long enough to see the truth staring you in the face, you would. You were helping us, Luka. You know Cassi would never do anything to hurt your sister, and if you weren’t being so stubborn, maybe she’d visit you and tell you all the ways she’s trying to bring Lyana back.”

      The dove curled his hands into fists. “Where are they going? Tell me, now. It’s your last chance before⁠—”

      Xander’s heart flipped as Luka cut to silence. “Before what?”

      The dove sighed, and for a moment the walls erected over his honey irises disappeared. Fear flashed, not just the worry for his sister, but a little, it seemed, for Cassi too. 

      “Luka,” Xander demanded. 

      “They left the city heading south,” he said after a tense moment. “They’re moving on a sled and if they stay that course, they’ll hit a series of mountains they won’t be able to cross. We’re going to catch them, Xander, and when we do, they won’t cooperate. But for their safety, for her safety, maybe you will.”

      “I don’t know anything.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      The dove prince walked out. 

      “Luka!”

      He didn’t stop. 

      “Luka!”

      Xander raced after him, stopping only to shove his feet into boots. Before he knew what he was doing, he was soaring over Sphaira, chasing after a troupe of dove soldiers led by their prince. 

      “Where are we going?” a voice called over the winds. Xander didn’t slow. Helen would catch up.

      “After Cassi and the mages.”

      “They ran?”

      “Straight into a mountain range. And I need to be there when the doves find them.”

      “I thought she told you to stay out of it. To protect yourself by pretending indifference.”

      “Yes, well…” Xander glanced over his shoulder and caught the eye of his captain of the guards. “Turns out I’m not so skilled at indifference.”

      They didn’t speak after that, instead using all their concentration to keep pace with the doves barely visible in the thick evening fog. They must have been flying for an hour before the ground started to rise in sharp, jagged peaks. The higher they climbed, the more the mist thinned, until finally they burst through the bank and emerged beneath a star-flecked sky. The doves flew ahead, their sandy wings catching the glow of the moonlight.

      Where are they? Xander thought, sure they must have missed Cassi and the rest of the mages in the fog. There was no way a sled would have been able to slide over such rough terrain, no way except⁠—

      He gasped.

      Miles ahead, lit a brilliant silver by the moon, a sled raced across the sky, its bottom curved almost like a ship. Water sprayed up from the mountain below, helping to buoy it aloft. Winds rushed ferociously across the sky, disturbing the otherwise soft blanket of mist before getting caught in a luminous white sail. There had to be at least fifty doves trailing behind, volleying arrows across the sky. None made it to the sled. And though the bulk of metal moved slowly, the gales were so powerful none of the doves could fly closer. 

      Xander caught up in no time. 

      “I guess the mountain didn’t stop them,” he shouted to the dove prince. 

      Luka watched, aghast. “I don’t know how…”

      But he did. 

      They both did.

      Magic.

      Xander squinted, trying to see what Cassi showed him in his dreams. But here in the waking world, try as he might, he couldn’t spot the yellow streaks of magic that must have been illuminating the sky, or the glittering blue aura of the water, or the green sparks tossing the arrows off course. The world was awash in midnight shades of gray, nothing more. The power was invisible to his eyes, something foreign he would never understand. 

      Or was it?

      A soft orange glow in the mist caught his eyes. Magic? Something else? The light was subtle at first, but growing brighter, and closer, almost as though it was moving…

      “Dragon!” Xander shouted just as the creature burst through the top of the fog bank, its fiery scales brilliantly stark against the night sky. 

      The doves yelled.

      They pulled back.

      It was too late.

      The beast and flock slammed into one another, both chasing the same moving target. The creature roared, bursting with flame. Feathers ignited and bodies dropped from the sky. A woman appeared at the back of the sled, her hands ablaze. Fire sailed across the night, abandoning wings and clothes to race for her simmering palms. 

      She’s helping us, he realized as the dragon erupted again. Flame engulfed the sled, the blaze swallowing it whole. A cry burst from his lips as fear clenched his chest. 

      Cassi!

      Before the thought could even settle, the sail emerged from the fire, untouched by the heat. That woman still stood with her hands aflame. If he wasn’t mistaken, she appeared to be smiling. Beyond her shoulder, a massive sheet of metal began folding in on itself, until it took the shape of a roughly crafted arrow. In a blink, the weapon shot across the distance. The dragon swerved, and had the weapon been a normal one, it would have missed. Instead, the metal swerved too and sank deep into the creature’s gut. It bellowed in pain, spewing more fire. A blinding white light sliced across the dark and struck the beast right where it was wounded. Another roar as loud as thunder rattled the sky. The arrow yanked free, covered in blood, and pulled back for another strike.

      This time, the dragon fled.

      Its simmering charcoal body dove back beneath the fog, becoming little more than an orange glow that faded into nothing. The sled followed, first the silver hull sinking into the mist, then the sail, until it slipped out of sight. 

      They were toying with us, Xander realized as he flared his wings to come to a stop and hovered beneath the stars. The doves around him did the same, coming to a collective realization. The chase was over. We didn’t stand a chance.

      Part of him was thrilled to see Cassi escape, but part of him was frozen with his terror. It had been one thing to have Lyana tell him about magic, to see Rafe heal himself, or to have Cassi slip into his dreams. It was another thing entirely to see such power on the offensive. Watching it with his own eyes, Xander understood why his people were afraid. 

      Those mages could have ended them in moments had they wanted to. The ferro’kine could have sent all those arrows back on them instead of dropping the weapons harmlessly from the sky. The pyro’kine could have burned them alive. That light could have blinded them. The water could have drowned them. The winds could have swept them away. 

      What will we do if they decide they want to fight us? If they decide they want our homes and our lands and our people back as slaves?

      How can we possibly stop them?

      Luka sidled up next to him, both of them staring at the now-empty night sky. Already the thick fog had rejoined, leaving no trace of the sled swallowed within its folds. 

      “How do we fight them?” the dove prince asked, his tone ominous. “How do we fight that?”

      We don’t, Xander thought, meeting the eyes of his captain, her gaze dark with worry. We can’t.

      Lyana had shared her dreams of the future she wanted to build, one of two peoples united and two societies living in peace, a world re-formed. Xander had believed in the visions she’d spun. He’d followed her into the unknown. He’d been by her side, guiding their people down a path only she could forge. 

      Now she was gone.

      And Xander was afraid—not just for her and Rafe, but of the chaos they’d left behind.
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Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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