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          ~ THE GATES ~

        

      

    

    
      Jinji opened her eyes to a changed world.

      The sky ahead was clear, empty, and it meant Rhen was truly gone. Vanished from her life, swept away on the back of the fire dragon he had just awoken. She knew where he was traveling—Rayfort. To his family. To his people. To save them from the rebels and the Ourthuri currently attacking his home. To save them with his fire. Jinji knew Rhen better than he knew himself. And she knew something else, something she was deathly afraid to admit—that nothing would ever be the same.

      The next time she saw Rhen, it would be over.

      The next time she saw Rhen, the lie would begin.

      The next time she saw Rhen, they would no longer be on the same side.

      And it was all because of the man in her arms.

      Janu.

      Her brother. Her twin. Her family. But deep inside, ensnaring his soul, was the shadow. A murderer. A killer. And the one thing Jinji had vowed to defeat but no longer could because the two of them were one. Jinji couldn't destroy the shadow without destroying her brother, so her only option was to let them both live—something Rhen would never forgive her for. People would die because of her inaction. The shadow was going to call forth his phantom armies—it was inevitable. And when that happened, hundreds would perish. It was an unavoidable truth. Every moment the shadow lived was another moment that left the world shrouded in dire danger. And if Rhen were there, he would end it all right now. But that was something Jinji could never do. Not now. Not to her twin.

      Janu shifted beneath her arms, pulling back, and Jinji broke her gaze with the bleak, empty horizon. She could never go back. The decision was made. The only direction to move was forward.

      "I don't know where to begin," Janu whispered, voice raw with emotion.

      Jinji cupped his cheek, marveling at the golden hue that she never thought she would see again, one that perfectly matched hers, as though they were one and not two people. Her gaze shifted to his eyes, warm and full of life, brown with golden flecks, darker than hers but almost the same. Her thumb stroked his skin just once, stretching the moment. Jinji wanted to hold on to this, to this one second where everything seemed right in the world. Her brother had come back to her, and nothing else mattered.

      "Ka'shasten," she murmured. My family, my loved one, my brother.

      "Ka'shasten," he said back, and it was perfect, a sound and a word Jinji had never dared hope to hear again.

      "Come," she said, standing and tugging on his hand. Jinji didn't want to look at the sky any longer. It was too vast, too expansive. She led Janu from the balcony, back into the castle nestled into the peak of the Gates. Though the walls were white and mostly bare, they thrummed with life. The spirits lived within this rock, within these stones. Jinji brushed her fingertips along the wall, feeling the spirits move beneath her touch, attuned to her every thought. And for the first time in a long time, a place felt like home.

      Back in the hall, Janu took the lead. How long had he been trapped here? How long had he been waiting for her to come save him? How long had he been alone? Yet not alone, Jinji realized, thinking of the voice in her head—the spirit. Janu had a voice of his own—the shadow. His only companion. And Jinji shivered thinking about the whispers the shadow had put in her twin's head, thoughts from which there was no escape.

      They stopped beside two empty chairs. Janu fell back, weary and weak. Jinji couldn't help but scan his frame, much taller than hers but much thinner too. Unhealthy and so different from the man she used to picture in her dreams, from the image she used to weave in the clearing of the forest. In her mind, Janu was a hunter—strong and fierce. But in reality, he had been hunted. Caught and dying a slow, agonizing death.

      Jinji shook her head.

      Too dark. All her thoughts had recently been too dark. And today was a magical day. She had found her twin again. He had come back to life. No matter the circumstances, it was something to celebrate.

      She smiled, peeking at him with her eyes wide in excitement. Janu scrunched his brows, gazing at her with apprehension, before giving into a grin of his own. Energy filled the space between them, electric, buzzing with joy that neither sibling wanted to contain. Just like old times. Though now, it was Jinji who was behind the surprise and not her brother.

      "Watch this," she said and closed her eyes, envisioning the table by her knees. The spirits heeded her every whim, and now that Jinji had fully embraced her strength, using her powers felt as easy as breathing.

      Janu gasped.

      Jinji opened her eyes, taking in her brother's dropped jaw, heart singing as his eyes sparkled with joy, so similar to the boy in her memories.

      "How?" He barely got the question out.

      Jinji bit her lip and shrugged, holding back a giggle. "A lot has changed, Janu, but right now all that matters is I'm starving."

      And then her gaze dropped to the table, and her chest swelled with a whole mix of emotions—nostalgia, longing, sadness, love. Resting on top of the table was a feast—an Arpapajo feast—something she never thought she would ever be able to enjoy again. Freshly roasted deer and rabbit. Steaming baked bread. Aromatic bean soup. Berries newly plucked from the bushes. Herbal tea, the one her mother used to make.

      For a moment, Jinji was overwhelmed taking the spread in—the sights, the smells. If she closed her eyes, Jinji could picture the faces of her people around her. Her father at the head of the table, blessing the meal with her mother by his side. Leoa bouncing her legs, impatient for the festivities to begin. Maniuk across from her, watching protectively, knowing this would be his role in the future. The children playing with acorns in the dirt, unaware they were supposed to be listening. And the chair always empty on her mother's other side, in remembrance of her brother, the future leader of the tribe taken too soon. How odd that now they were all gone, and it was Janu who was the only one left by her side.

      Jinji didn't realize a tear had spilled down her cheek until Janu reached out to wipe it away. His hand rested on her face for a moment longer than necessary, lingering while they shared a knowing look. The memories she had buried were crawling back out, fighting to be relived. And for the first time in a long time, with Janu by her side, Jinji felt strong enough to visit the past and pretend, at least for a little while.

      She gripped his fingers, noticing the water gathering in his eyes, and smiled. Then she shook the sadness away and dug in, using her fingers to rip the meat from the bones of the rabbit, licking them after taking a bite, just like she used to when they were children. There were no words necessary—no words that said enough, not even in the old language—so they ate in silence.

      At least, they started to. But not two bites in, Jinji fell to the ground, screaming as an agonizing vision ripped through her.

      Fire.

      Everywhere.

      Screams. Pain. Chaos.

      Jinji tried to make sense of it, but the raw heat of anger, of heartbreak, was too overpowering. So she let it come in an onslaught, wave after wave, until she realized what it was. The view was from above, of flames engulfing the city below. Fire swallowed Rayfort and its enemies with it. But they weren't her enemies. And they weren't her dragon's enemies. And soon, Rhen would realize they weren't his enemies either.

      Slowly, the vision faded. Brilliant, bubbling orange gave way to somber gray, and a face filled her eyes instead. Janu watched over her in terror.

      "Jinji!" He shook her shoulders. Her head was in his lap. How long had she been out?

      "I'm all right," Jinji said, sitting up, gripping his hand fiercely to let him know she was okay. "But we must go."

      "What was that?" he asked, fear not yet gone from his voice. Fear for her. Fear of being left alone again.

      "My fire dragon," she murmured, still not quite able to believe it herself. The voice had said the dragons were part of her, were pure elemental spirit magic, but Jinji hadn't quite believed it until that moment. The beast was like another one of her limbs. Even now, she sensed it out there in the distance somewhere, crying out in pain to not be forced to kill the very humans it was created to protect. And it had called to her for help. Jinji sighed, closing her eyes for a moment. "Oh, Rhen."

      The dragon was not the only one who would need her help.

      "Who's Rhen?" Janu asked, an edge to his voice.

      Jinji's heart skipped. There were too many possible answers to that question, so Jinji answered with the first one that came to mind, the truest and the simplest. "My friend."

      Janu wasn't satisfied. A dark glint shone in his eye, but Jinji chose to ignore it. He opened his mouth, and she cringed inwardly, not wanting to explain further, to see the judgment in his eyes—a newworlder prince? No Arpapajo would ever understand, least not her brother. But none of them had been there. Like Janu, Jinji had been left alone, and she had coped with it the best she could. Instead, he just asked, "Where are we going?"

      "Rayfort," Jinji answered without pause, grabbing one more piece of bread before blinking the meal from existence. Pain engulfed the city. She could hear cries on the air, as though the wind carried them to her ears. And with her newfound strength, Jinji could make all of it go away. "There are too many people there who need my help."

      If Janu didn’t understand, he didn't say anything. And for the first time, Jinji wondered how much the shadow had told him. Of Jinji. Of the spirit. Of their shared destiny together.

      But there was no time to dwell. As she raced through the castle, feet pounding on stone, her mind traveled back to her last moment with the shadow. To the sneer that twisted his lips and the fury that alighted his eyes as soon as Rhen had awoken the dragon, as soon as that first blast of fire shot into the sky. One, he had said, you have one but you won't get the others.

      Jinji gasped, pushing her legs even faster, sprinting.

      The princess.

      Leena.

      She had a water affinity. She must be the next rider. She would wake the water dragon. And the last time Jinji had seen her was in Rayfort. What if she was stuck in the middle of the battle? What if she had never escaped? What if the shadow had left Jinji and gone straight to the princess, to kill the next rider before Jinji even had the chance to save her? Had she lost another friend? How long would it take to find another person with a water affinity, with the potential to wake that dragon?

      Jinji shook her head as they reached the front hallway of the castle. The princess's destiny wasn’t to perish at the shadow's hands. It was to ride on ice and water. Jinji would find her. She would save her. She would find all of the riders and would wake all of the dragons. It was their only defense against the shadow, the only way they might possibly defeat him—the only thing that might be able to save Janu's life.

      Outside, the sky was still clear, but her eyes were focused forward, on the staircase. She ran down taking two steps at a time, and Janu followed, racing to keep up. Moments later, they were at the base of the Gates, on that little stone platform nestled deep in the mountain—the secret entrance the spirit had led her to hours ago. And the little wooden boat she and Rhen had used was right where she had left it, stuck in the river she had frozen solid around it. They boarded. Jinji released the ice, letting it melt away, and commanded the water to take her back through the Gates, back to the world of the living.

      Janu stood next to her, shocked into silence, gaping with awe as the sea heeded her every order. The waves crashing against the rocky cliffs of the Gates paused, becoming as still as glass to let their boat glide over. The current shifted, flowing toward Rayfort. The tides rolled, carrying the boat faster and farther. The sails whipped sharply as the wind pushed against them, never once weakening. And in no time at all, it felt as though they flew across the White Stone Sea.

      Jinji saw the smoke first, an angry black cloud drawing a sharp line through the crystal sky. The closer they got, the more devastating the image became. Ships were half sunk in the harbor. Wooden bits, blackened and burned, floated atop water that was once brilliant turquoise but was now clouded by soot. The white walls of the city were crumbling into the sea, slashed with ebony burns. And beyond, houses were broken and bent, falling in on themselves, no more than rubble—the sort of demolition caused by men and not by fire. Jinji could imagine the rest—the streets covered in crushed stone, the broken populace wandering aimlessly with nowhere to go now that their homes had been destroyed, the bodies of the dead still littering the ground.

      Going through the city would take hours, far more time than Jinji had, considering Rhen and his dragon were nowhere to be seen. They had left, taking the fire and the soul of the city with them. But as much as she wished to follow, there were more important things she had to do here—saving the princess, finding any other riders. Rhen would find her. He always did.

      Jinji pushed the water beneath the boat harder. Janu gripped her arm, worried as the wall of the city fast approached, but Jinji paid him no mind.

      When she had left this city, Jinji was little more to these people than Rhen's traveling partner. An oldworlder. A foreigner. Someone with no respect and even less power. And the only way to change that now was to do something drastic, was to show these people she was not the same woman they remembered, to demand to be someone they could no longer afford to ignore. The Kingdom of Whylkin always answered to a king, and now that king would answer to her.

      "Hold on," she yelled to Janu.

      And then they flew.

      Jinji pushed the water beneath the boat up in a giant spout, popping them forward and into the air. The wind billowed, catching the sails and pressing against the bottom of the vessel, almost solid with its force.

      The castle of Rayfort loomed ahead, their destination. Below, Jinji heard the shouts of the people, fearful and confused. The word traveled. Bodies stopped in the street, heads flipped up, jaws dropped. And through it all, Jinji and Janu continued to sail across the sky, sinking to the open courtyard below. They landed with a gentle thud. The base of the boat skidded against the grass, coming to a complete stop mere steps from the grand entrance to the castle. An entrance now lined with red-clothed guards already defeated by the day. And yet, despite their weary muscles, their bedraggled appearance, each one stood ready to defend his king.

      Jinji almost felt sorry for what she would do next.

      "I must speak with King Whyllem."

      The only response was a terrified silence. A few brave souls cocked arrows in their bows, watching her with apprehension. First dragons and now flying ships? It was no wonder they were afraid, but she wished they weren't. It would make everything so much easier.

      Jinji gave them one more second to respond, hoping someone might recognize her as Rhen's companion, might take her willingly to the king. But listening to their strangled silence, she had no choice but to act. With the flick of her fingers, a gust of wind blew in from either side, knocking the men over, flinging them away from the entrance. Jinji tried not to wince as she stepped forward, keeping the wind strong, so even as they fought to reach her, they could not break through the wall the air created. Janu followed a step behind.

      Jinji pushed the doors to the side, taking her time, knocking anyone aside who dared try to stop her. With little effort, she reached the throne room. Putting her hand to the towering wooden door, Jinji burned it to ash beneath her fingers, watching as it crumbled to dust before her eyes and fell like a gentle rain to the ground.

      The trick worked. She would not be ignored.

      King Whyllem sat in his throne, eyes narrowed. But they widened when they landed on her. Surprise and recognition flooded his gaze. Before he had time to utter a word, a dozen arrows flew toward her, released by the guards on either side of the royal family. The men acted on instinct before their king could say no.

      It didn’t matter.

      Jinji lifted her hand.

      All twelve arrows stopped, hanging in the air as though frozen in time, and then one by one they fell to the floor, each click deafening in the silence of the room.

      "Lady Jinji," King Whyllem said, voice stronger than she thought he might feel.

      Behind her, boots thudded down the hall. The guards she had left in her wake were struggling to catch up. Without turning, Jinji wove the spirits, picturing that the door she had burned away was rebuilt and that an iron bar was latched across it. They wouldn't bother her now.

      "You might not believe it at this moment, King Whyllem, but I come in peace, and I come to help. I could not wait for an audience with you, so I had to take your time in the only way I know how. Call your guards off, because I assure you I can do more harm to them than they can do to me."

      She hardly recognized her own voice. It was hard and commanding, far more confident than she felt. But this was what Jinji had to become because she knew what came next. After finding Leena, after awakening the water dragon, she would be healing these people—not just those loyal to Whylkin but the Ourthuri and the traitors on the other side of the wall too. In the fight against the shadow, the world of kings did not matter. Jinji couldn't erase the voice's vision from her mind—the black cloud of ghosts that would swallow the world whole. An army of phantoms from the shadow world, an army she had to find a way to defeat without killing her brother, a task that would take the help of every living soul available. Before that war began, King Whyllem would come to understand that she would be obeyed whether he liked it or not, the fate of the entire world depended on it.

      The redheaded king of Whylkin glanced to either side, looking so much like Rhen that it made her heart hurt, and called off his men. They stood down, lowering their weapons, but not relaxing entirely.

      "What can I help you with, Lady Jinji?"

      She swallowed. "Princess Leena, is she here? Or did you send her away?"

      "That question is harder to explain than you might believe," he said.

      "Harder to explain than a woman who can fly a ship through the air and catch arrows midflight?" Jinji asked.

      Whyllem nodded and raised his brows, as though to say, good point. "The princess was here not even half an hour ago, but she ran. My guards, I cannot explain it myself, they turned on her. One by one, each man tried to hurt her. They followed her. They were beyond command, beyond reason. And though they each remember it, not a single one can say who or what or how it happened. They say something else, someone else, commanded their actions."

      Jinji couldn't help it, her gaze slid to the man by her side who shared nearly the same profile as her. Sensing her eyes, Janu looked at her. She broke her gaze but not quickly enough, not before she saw the flash of disappointment in his eyes. The shadow had been here—not Janu—but deep down, Jinji couldn't help but lay some of the blame on him. And on herself too. If she had just been strong enough to do what she must, to kill the shadow, none of this might have happened.

      Jinji reached out, gripping Janu's fingers. Holding hands, her brother felt solid, felt real. She couldn't hurt him.

      She wouldn't.

      "Where is the princess now?"

      Whyllem shook his head. "If she survived, your guess is as good as my own."

      Jinji glanced behind Whyllem to the expansive window taking up the entire wall behind the throne. The city below was in shambles. Smoke still rose into the sky. Bodies were buried beneath buildings, strewn across the streets, probably burned beyond recognition in the flames. And Leena could be anywhere. Alive or dead, it would be nearly impossible to find her.

      A commotion outside the door caught her attention. Someone was shouting. Screaming. And somehow, deep in her gut, Jinji knew. Twice before, Princess Leena had been brought to her by fate. First in Da'astiku, where the princess had mistaken Jinji for her deceased love. Second in Rayfort, when the princess had miraculously saved Jinji from the sea. And now this.

      It was more than a coincidence.

      It had to be.

      Jinji spun, waving her hand, and the door to the throne room disappeared. Everyone in the hall stopped, shocked. It gave Jinji just enough time to take in a man she recognized carrying a body she did not.

      "Cal?" Jinji asked, surprised. Rhen spoke of his childhood best friend so much that Jinji had no doubt it was he. And if that hadn't been enough, she had met him in Rayfort weeks ago, before the king had sent her and Rhen away.

      But Cal was beyond answering. His bronze eyes were wide, his sandy brown hair was matted to his head with sweat, and a frantic aura surrounded him. Without pausing, he ran into the room, dropping to his knees, laying the body at Jinji's feet, speaking so fast she could hardly make out the words.

      "You must help. You must save her. I found her in the water. I heard the men say a guard had followed her. I knew where she was running. I knew the only place she could possibly go, but I was too late to save her. She's dying, and I was too late to save her."

      Jinji glanced down, realizing exactly who it was. The tattoos along her arms were barely recognizable beneath the burned flesh of her body. But the long black hair singed at the tips, the olive tone of her skin, the large eyes now closed in sleep—it was Leena. It was the princess.

      "I saw you," Cal said, still mumbling nearly incoherently. "I saw you, Jinji. I saw your ship, and I knew. You can help her. You must help her."

      Jinji lowered, sitting beside them both. "Let me hold her, Cal. Let me save her."

      He nodded, transferring most of the princess's body into Jinji's arms, but not all of it. Jinji couldn't help but notice that he held on to Leena's hand, cupping it gently in his and not letting it go. She said nothing.

      Leena's head rested on her lap, and Jinji stroked her burned cheek before leaning down to whisper in her ear. "I'm here. First, you saved Rhen. Then, you saved me. And now it is my turn to save you."

      With that promise spoken, Jinji closed her eyes, embracing the spirits in the air around her and focusing everything she could on Leena's broken body.

      Heal.

      It was all Jinji thought.

      Heal.

      Live.

      Survive.

      As the spirits wove tighter, Jinji sank deeper into the process. Every scrape, every break, every bruise she felt and mended, starting from the inside out. But it wasn't long before Jinji got a surprise.

      A baby.

      Not very large, barely anything at all, but Jinji sensed life in Leena's womb, perhaps young enough that not even Leena realized it was there. An innocent little soul, a flame so weak one puff of air would blow it out. A little girl, clinging to life just like her mother, a fighter just like her mother. And like her mother, Jinji would try to heal her too.

      The outside world disappeared as Jinji continued to work. She forgot the king, forgot Cal, forgot the throne room. The burns were extensive. The damage was deep. But Jinji forgot all of that too.

      Before she could heal Leena's body, she had to win the fight for her soul. Part of the shadow was still alive on the other side of the ether, the space between the shadow realm and the spirit world. And that part of him was tugging on the other side of Leena's soul, trying with all of his strength to yank the princess into the world of the dead, to tear her from the living. But Jinji refused to let that happen.

      For the second time in her life, Jinji found herself transported into the ether, back into the body of the spirit dragon, fighting the shadow. The sensation was all too familiar—she remembered it and she didn't. Back when the Whylkin lords had rebelled against their king, back when she watched as Rhen's own mother stabbed him in the gut, back before she knew the shadow was Janu, back when she had first touched the shadow in the dining hall of the castle, Jinji had been brought here, to a fight that had been going on for centuries.

      The last time she was in the ether, she had won. Jinji remembered now, the memory flooded back. It was how the spirit had been released into the world, how she had awoken with a voice inside of her head. And if she had done it once, she could do it again.

      Jinji whipped her tail, slashed at the ebony dragon with her claws, going for blood. The body of the beast felt as natural as her own, just as familiar and just as deadly. Her jaws snapped around the shadow dragon's neck, and her wings pumped, carrying them higher, closer to the spirit world, the living world.

      In that world, Jinji couldn't fight the shadow, couldn't fight her own brother—not yet. But here, in this space between, she would do everything she could for one win, for one way to let the shadow know he hadn't won.

      Not yet.

      Not ever.
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      Rhen had only one thought on his mind—finding Jinji.

      Okay, two.

      Finding Jinji and the army of phantoms he had seen in the dragon's vision. Correction—the unstoppable army of phantoms he saw wipe out thousands of men in the blink of an eye in the dragon's vision. That army. And it was coming back. Soon.

      "Come on," he whispered into the ebony scales blazing beneath his fingers. The wind whipped against his cheeks, hot from the flames encircling him and his dragon. It felt odd to think of them like that—as a rider and a dragon. To Rhen, they felt as one. One breath. One body. One soul. The wings pumping against air felt like Rhen's limbs. The snout always ready to breathe flames could be his own mouth. And they shared something else too—one mind. A mind forever changed.

      Every time he closed his eyes, Rhen saw them. The people burning in his flames. Their pain was a part of him—it cut straight through his heart. Their cries still haunted his ears, and even now, he heard their howls in the wind. Rhen had made a promise to himself and to his dragon—never again. And he meant it. From now on, he was Rhen. Just a rider and nothing else. No allegiances to anyone aside from the beast below him, the woman he was trying to find, and the entire world he was trying to save. All people, not just some of them.

      The peak of the Gates stood out against the clear-blue sky ahead. Pure ivory. He had no idea what waited for him there. Had Jinji found the shadow? Had she defeated it? Had she been defeated?

      Rhen shook his head—he would know if she were dead. He would feel it in his gut. Yet still, he pushed harder, flew faster, unable to deny the doubt and fear building in the back of his mind.

      He had left her.

      Rhen had left her.

      He had found his dragon, realized what it meant for Rayfort, and he had vanished almost without a second thought. Sure, Jinji had left him first, alone in that boat. Sure, she hadn't woken him to fight the shadow with her. But still, what if?

      Rhen knew Jinji was strong, stronger than he was. He trusted her to be able to take care of herself. She didn’t need him, no matter how hard that was to admit. But he loved her. They hadn't said it, but he knew it deep within his soul. And the idea that she might have needed him, that he wasn't there for her, terrified him more than anything else could.

      Rhen brought the dragon down in a giant swoop, landing hard against the white stone courtyard nestled into the mountains.

      "Stay here," he murmured as he slipped from his dragon's back, stroking his side gently in parting. Unlike Ember, his unruly horse with a mind all her own, Rhen had no doubt his dragon would listen.

      "Jin!" he yelled as soon as he was inside the castle walls.

      Silence answered.

      "Jin!" he tried again as he raced up the steps, taking them two at a time. But the castle appeared deserted. No bodies. No blood. No weapons strewn across the floor. Not even a chair tipped over or a curtain hanging out of place. The entire space was frozen in time. If Jinji had fought the shadow, it wasn't here.

      But still, Rhen continued exploring, weaving in and out of rooms just in case he had missed something. Some sign. There was a dining area, bedrooms, living quarters with a fireplace, what appeared to be training rooms with desks and books. The more he wandered, the more intrigued he became. What had this place been used for? It was half a palace and half a guardhouse. There was even a courtyard that grew plants. It was overgrown and wild, but it held berries and foods all the same.

      He found his way to a balcony near the top tower, and he looked out, spotting his dragon resting in the courtyard below, stark ebony against so much white stone. As though sensing his eyes, the dragon looked up, lifting his long neck, turning a red pupil on his rider in question. Rhen didn't even have to speak, as soon as he thought, come, the dragon was already unfurling his wings and lifting into the sky. As he neared, Rhen perched on the balcony rail. And then he jumped, not a single doubt in his mind that the dragon would catch him. Their bodies were one, always sensing where the other half would be at any moment.

      As they flew higher, aimless at the moment, Rhen looked down at the mountain peaks below. Four openings spotted the stone, so unnatural. One was empty, but the other three held slumbering bodies just waiting to be awakened. One a silvery blue, one a dirty evergreen, and one so close to the color of the white stone Rhen could hardly make the body out—the air dragon, he was sure.

      Rhen knew where Jinji had to have gone.

      She was searching for the riders. She realized he had left her, and she went searching for the riders without him. Maybe the shadow had never been here after all. Maybe that had been needless worry all in Rhen's head. Maybe she had been fine all along.

      A nagging doubt in the back of his mind couldn't be ignored.

      Something had happened. Rhen was sure of it.

      And he intended to find out what.

      "Do you know where she is?" he whispered to the dragon.

      Rhen didn't need to explain further. They changed directions almost immediately, wings sweeping in a large arc, heading south. Rayfort, he realized. Of course, she was in Rayfort.

      As they flew, Rhen let his fingers brush over the rocky scales beneath his skin. Almost like coal, ebony black and rough to the touch, burning bright at the edges, revealing the inferno always raging within his dragon's core. Even now, without trying, a trail of flames lit up the sky behind them. Rhen pulled the fire beneath his skin, bringing the blaze to his hands and yanking the heat in, letting it fill him up.

      "You need a name," he said suddenly, releasing the flames. The wind carried them back and blew them out.

      The dragon didn't pause his flight, but Rhen felt uncertainty stir to life in the back of his mind, a foreign thought and yet a familiar one.

      "Yes, you need a name," he repeated, patting the side of the dragon's neck with his hand the same way he would Ember, soothing the beast, making a connection. He enjoyed talking to his animals as though they were people, and no animal had felt quite so human as the one beneath him now.

      Leaning down, pressing his whole body against the dragon's neck as though in sleep, Rhen listened to the heart beating deep within the animal's chest. The sound echoed in his own heart. And while Rhen couldn't say for sure, the dragon felt male, felt just like an extension of Rhen himself.

      "How about Blaze?" he whispered.

      A disgusted growl purred from the dragon's snout releasing hot flames that smacked Rhen directly in the face. Maybe he's more like Ember than I thought, Rhen mused, sitting up to think.

      "Coal?" Rhen questioned, noticing the rocky scales beneath his hand.

      The dragon dropped suddenly at a sharp angle, making Rhen lose his seat for a moment, suspended in air. He grabbed on tight, raising a brow.

      "A simple no would suffice," he muttered and adjusted in his seat. "Okay…okay. Let me think."

      It has to be strong, Rhen thought.

      Reading his mind, the dragon gave a subtle approval. Rhen tried to push the beast out of his head for a moment.

      And grand.

      The dragon shot a little flame into the sky, flying faster with excitement. Rhen was on the right track. He thought back, mind unwittingly brought to Rayfort, to the damage Rhen had done on the back of this dragon, to the flames that had engulfed the enemies of his city, an unstoppable force. They had come from the sky, blazing down like a raging inferno, pouring flames across the battlements.

      "Firestorm," Rhen said suddenly. "How's Firestorm?"

      Rhen knew what the dragon would do a moment before he did it, so he held on tight, sinking low as the wings flattened against his dragon's side, sending them racing toward the sea below. Right before they slammed against the crystal water, the dragon changed directions, spreading his wings to flatten out and skim along the surface. And then they surged up as a thunderous roar erupted from his throat, sending a ring of flames in front of them, filling Rhen's vision. They flew directly through the fire, blue sky disappearing as angry orange and reds consumed his vision.

      "Firestorm!" Rhen yelled, laughing, unable to contain the adrenaline pumping through his system.

      When they broke through the bubbling cloud of fire, he saw Rayfort on the horizon. Immediately, his mood deteriorated. The city was a reminder of a memory he wanted to escape. No more than an hour or two had passed since Rhen had left Rayfort behind, and he had hoped it would be longer before he would return. But there was nothing to do but face it—face the damage he had forced Firestorm to do. The grass around the city walls was scorched black. The sea was littered with ships that had been burned apart, melted away to almost nothing. Bodies blackened and charred were everywhere, and Rhen's skin crawled knowing his actions had killed them all. He would spend the rest of his life trying to make up for that fact.

      "Let's land, boy," Rhen whispered, patting Firestorm's coarse side.

      They came to a stop next to something Rhen never thought he would see, a small boat resting in the courtyard of the castle, far away from the water.

      Jinji.

      He knew there was no other explanation. She was here. She was the only person in the world who could carry a boat so far from the harbor. And that wasn't all. Rhen had spent almost two weeks on that very boat, aware that every gust of wind against the sail carried him farther from his family, from his people, leaving them to their doom as the Ourthuri surrounded the city. He would recognize that boat anywhere.

      "Prince Whylrhen," a guard called.

      "Lord of Fire," another shouted.

      Rhen closed his eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath. He could no longer be the savior his people believed he was. Soon enough, they would come to realize that too.

      "Just Rhen," he said back, turning to the men as Firestorm dropped to his belly and laid his head on the soft grass. "He means you no harm," Rhen called, noticing how they stared at the dragon with fear in their eyes. "Just leave him be. He will cause no trouble. I've come to find Lady Jinji and to speak with my brother."

      "They're in the throne room, sire. They have been for over an hour."

      Rhen needed no other prompting. He ran through the halls, stopping outside the throne room just long enough to realize it no longer had a door. Strange. But then he took in the scene inside. Two women were collapsed against each other, a heap on the ground, and Rhen knew exactly who one of them was.

      "Jin!" he shouted, racing forward, dropping to her side and placing a hand to her head. It was feverishly warm and, behind closed lids, her eyes shifted back and forth, ticking rapidly.

      "She's been like this for quite some time," a familiar voice muttered with concern. Rhen glanced up, noticing Cal for the first time. The man was one of his dearest friends, yet he was hardly recognizable. Cal, who always followed the rules. Cal, who always looked proper and put together. That same Cal was now covered in grime, cheeks stained with long dried tears, and his eyes were filled only with concern. But not concern for Jinji, Rhen realized, following the line of Cal's arm to the fingers holding a womanly hand, preciously cradling her burned skin.

      I did that. Rhen shuddered. His concern for Jinji had tunneled his vision, but now his eyes were wide open. The woman Jinji held in her arms was barely recognizable. All of her skin was bubbled red and raw, burned black in certain places, angry and scarred. And Rhen's fire had done it.

      He wanted to throw up.

      Then he noticed her olive skin and long onyx hair, the faint remains of tattoos on her burned arms.

      "The princess?" he whispered.

      "I found her floating in the water," Cal murmured, voice scratchy and sore.

      Rhen glanced at his friend. What had happened in Rayfort while he was gone? Cal had never even met the princess, and now he was watching her like his life would go with hers if she died, like the fate of his heart depended on her large eyes opening once more. But watching his friend, Rhen knew it was not the time to ask.

      "Lady Jinji said she could heal her," Cal continued, voice growing more hollow. "She held her and for a few minutes it looked like she was getting better, but then Lady Jinji collapsed, and the two of them have been like this for longer than I care to admit."

      "Where did you disappear to, brother?" another voice called. Whyllem. Rhen watched as his older brother stood from his spot on the throne, a smile spreading over his cheeks. "I thought you of all people would want to stay to celebrate the victory. After all, you're the one who won us the war."

      "This was no victory," Rhen said harshly, running his hand over the princess's burned arm. How many others looked like her? How many others were in pain, dying from his flames?

      "Our enemies are dead. I would call that a victory," Whyllem said, peering at Rhen strangely, with concern.

      Rhen just shook his head, brows pulling together. "They weren't our enemies, Whyllem, not really. You don't understand, not yet. But you will. You all will."

      "Rhen—"

      "Stop," he interrupted, sensing Jinji stir beneath his palm. A small sigh escaped her lips, and her hand clutched the princess's tighter, as though she was struggling to hold on. Rhen cupped her cheek, unable to stop himself. Her features relaxed as though sensing his presence. The wrinkles in her forehead smoothed, and her full lips unpursed. "Leave us," Rhen continued, speaking to Whyllem alone. "Bring the baby and the women back to their rooms, celebrate victory with the men if you must, and then go out and assure the city that their king is alive and well, that the family of Whyl has survived. It will give them hope to see your face—it will help the healing process begin."

      Whyllem paused. Rhen felt his brother's eyes boring into the side of his head, and he could guess what he was thinking. That Whyllem and not Rhen was the king regent. That he was the one who was supposed to give the orders. That father and Tarin would be disappointed to see Rhen act this way. That the people of Rayfort would want to see their Lord of Fire too. But Whyllem didn't need to say a word. Rhen knew all of that already. And for the first time in his life, he didn't care. All of the concerns that normally would have filled his head were gone, burned away by the fire. He had far more to worry about now.

      Instead of speaking, Whyllem left, and the rest of Rhen's family followed behind—his mother, the queen mother, his baby nephew. He watched them go, knowing that the divide perpetually separating him from his family had just grown that much wider.

      And with his eyes near the door, Rhen finally noticed another person in the room. A person whose face Rhen never thought he would see again. Older. More bedraggled. But the same—Jin the boy, somewhat grown up.

      Rhen jerked back, brows coming together in confusion.

      If Jinji was in his arms, Jinji the woman, how could she also be standing over there, hidden behind her magic?

      "Who are you?" he said darkly.

      The man watched Rhen with an equal amount of distrust, and his eyes fell to the spot where Rhen still held Jinji's cheek. "I'm Janu."

      Rhen's gaze narrowed further. "Who are you really? Janu is dead. The Lady Jinji told me the story of his death herself."

      "She is not the Lady Jinji. She is Jinji of the Arpapajo people. And she was misinformed."

      But before Rhen could answer, Jinji sat up, wide-eyed and gasping for breath. He brought his arms around her, pulling her close. And without truly realizing it was him, she sensed it, curling into his side, breath calming the longer he held her.

      "I'm here," he whispered, "you're safe."

      He kissed her forehead, still sensing the eyes of her alleged brother watching them in fury.

      "Rhen," she said weakly. But then her eyes closed once more, and she fell over Leena's body.

      "Jin." He shook her shoulder gently.

      "Wait!" Cal exclaimed, hand clutching Rhen's arm to halt his actions. Rhen followed his friend's eyes, noticing for the first time that the princess's skin was transforming. The heat blisters were shrinking. The ripples of melted skin were smoothing out, returning to their normal tan olive color. The tattoos encircling her arms were being painted back on. Different this time, Rhen couldn't help but notice, as the image of a dragon with wide wings appeared on her bicep, followed by crashing ocean waves. Rhen's brows drew close together, and then he smiled as the realization hit. Leena was the next rider—she had to be. Why else would Jinji be drawing dragons across her skin, branding her as such? Their fates had always been mysteriously tied with this woman, and it made perfect sense that she would be the next one called forth to wake a dragon—the water dragon, judging by the tattoos Jinji spun. Within minutes, the princess was transformed back to the beautiful woman he remembered her to be.

      Jinji sat up, wearily this time, completely exhausted, blinking with some confusion. In her lap, the princess opened her eyes and rolled to a seated position, far more energetic than the woman who had just healed her. Leena ran her fingers up the smooth skin of her arm, marveling, before looking at Jinji with awe.

      "Thank you," the princess said, nearly breathless. Before Jinji could respond, Leena noticed the fourth person in their small circle. In a heartbeat, her arms flew around Cal's shoulders, hugging him tight. Without any hesitation, he reciprocated, pulling her close, eyelids crushed together with emotion.

      Rhen glanced at Jinji, smirking. She shrugged, unable to contain a little smile of her own. And then it was her turn to fling herself into the arms of a man she loved, and Rhen responded whole-heartedly, bringing his arms fully around her thin frame, enveloping her completely. Her lips pressed gently to a soft spot on his neck, bringing a sigh to his lips, and he stood without letting
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