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To the dreamers. 

Look up. 

Atlantis is waiting for you to find it.
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Chapter 1
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Queen Aura watched from the window as a great dragon swept past Atlantis’ tallest tower, his wings outstretched and neck held high. Sunlight flared off his scales, and for an instant, the air itself seemed to breathe again. He moved with such effortless grace it was as if the beast was meant to be there all along. Her heart skipped a beat. 

Before Ember arrived, it had been years since she’d seen a dragon—and almost as long since she’d stood on solid ground. Both filled her hope and terror in equal measure. She’d forgotten how volatile dragons could be—and how unsteady the ground could feel under her feet.

So far, Draco was the only one, but there were more out there. She was sure. Things were in motion with the return of Atlantis. No one could yet pass through Atlantis’ gates. They had warded the city carefully when it fell from the sky, where it had been cursed for ages, but the gates would have to open sometime. 

Whether that would save them—or destroy them—Aura couldn’t say yet.

She sat by the same window she had spent countless hours when Atlantis hid in the sky—wishing and praying that they might one day return to the ground. 

In the last few years of their isolation, she had often seen Sierra on the steps of the castle. She’d heard the girl’s pleas, but never known how to help her, not until Ember arrived. 

And then there was Aurelia, no longer orphan now that her father had returned. Casius—once her loyal guard and now known to the world as Shepherd. He’d sacrificed everything to bring Atlantis home, and that sacrifice had separated him from his daughter. Until now. 

Time moved slower in Atlantis, but Aura guessed Aurelia to be in her late teens. She had raised the girl as her own, and once she’d come of age, made her a lady-in-waiting. Now Aurelia paced in the adjoining room, her grief still raw. She had taken the King’s death hard. Aura feared how Aurelia’s reunion with Shep would go. She sensed anger in her old guard— rightfully so. He had been cheated out of so much. They all had. 

Queen Aura sighed and ran her hand over the gauzy curtains, tracing where the fabric had frayed after so many years in stale air. Beyond the city was no longer the relative safety of the clouds and sky, but land—and danger. Atlantis had fallen near the sea, and she watched its whitecaps catch the last light of sunset. Another army was massing at their borders. Perhaps not Zyah but there were always enemies. People had always been jealous or afraid of Atlantis and its power.

It was the bane of her reign to broker peace. She’d barely begun, and already she was so tired. So far, the enemy hadn’t tested their wards—but it was only a matter of time.

A sharp wrap at the door broke her thoughts. 

“Enter,” she called. 

Javiar stepped in, cautious as ever. She was in her dressing room furnished with an ornate sitting area, dresser, and a desk. The wood had been white once, but like everything it had yellowed. A torch flickered, illuminating a large tapestry of Atlantis’s better days—a joyous festival that was a long-forgotten memory.

“Your Highness,” he said, bowing with hesitation. He needn’t have. She already knew what was in his heart. Javiar was a loyal guard—and an even more loyal friend. She noted the thinning gray at his crown, his chest-length beard, the kindness of his brown eyes, and the pity in his brown eyes.

“They need leadership,” she said, letting the curtain fall, and hiding the sunset where pink clouds darkened. The dark would bring ill tidings. 

He cleared his throat. “Actually, the King is....” 

At his pause, she turned. Her usually confident guard wrung his hands.  

“Disappearing,” he finished.

Her brows lifted. “Disappearing?” 

So much had happened in the last few days. Atlantis had returned to the ground after centuries, but it’s return came with a price. The King had been cursed. When Atlantis came home, he had taken his last breath. Their relationship had been complicated, but she mourned him. 

“You should come see,” Javiar said. He wore the same uniform of the King’s guard—crisp white shirt, red cloak. Queen’s guard, she corrected herself. 

There was no King to guard now. What would become of them?

She rose slowly, uncertain of what the night would bring. She’d been so eager to return home—all of them had. But now, Atlantis was afraid again. Would they be welcomed or shunned? Would there be another war? Would magic, this time, be lost for good?

Javiar joined her at the window. What he saw, she couldn’t say—danger, perhaps. He was always watching for it. This time, he was right to be afraid. 

“The people seek counsel,” he said, softly. “They are frightened. Confused.”

Aura drew a deep breath. King Corin had left so much to her in his final years. Then, her hands had been tied. What would she do now, unbound? 

“They’re right to be,” she admitted, turning away. She had no one but Javiar. She’d been too cautious to seek other counsel while the King lived. But times were changing. Outside, a faint murmur of unease rose outside the castle.

“What of those who brought us back—Shepherd and the others?” Aura asked, glancing toward Aurelia in the adjoining room. 

On the ground, lights approached—too fast to be horses. The sorcerers had told her of horseless carriages, even ones that flew. They’d avoided them before, but now there was no choice. Blue and red flashes blinked against the horizon, unable to cross the wards. Somewhere, the dragon roared. 

“They are inside the gates,” Javiar said. “Keeping vigil for the King. But they wish to speak with you.”

“I’ll bet they do,” Aura murmured. Her heart swelled with a mix of fear and excitement. The sight of those strange machines stirred something in her she hadn’t felt in a long time. She reached for Javiar’s hand and squeezed. 

“It was the right thing,” she said—half question, half statement. 

Javiar smiled, lifting her hand to his lips. “It is done now, my Queen. The only way is forward.” 

His eyes sparkled with excitement, maybe even joy. Atlantis had been cursed for too long. Freedom called to them. But first, Aura had to give them permission. Tell them it was safe. Lie.

“And what of Zyah’s wife, Maryse?” she asked.

He released her hand. It hovered between them for a moment, and she yearned to reach out for his comfort again. 

“She has disappeared,” he admitted. 

“Perhaps like King Corin,” she wondered.

“Perhaps,” Javiar agreed, skeptical. 

She touched his face, his beard rough under her hands. “Always so cautious,” she said, meeting his eyes. It wasn’t something she’d done in so long. If she’d approached the King in such a way in the last century, he’d have scolded her. She learned to keeping her gaze lowered. But now she allowed herself a moment of boldness. 

“Thank you, Javiar, for your loyalty—and your honesty—these many years. I truly trust and cherish your kindness.” 

His cheeks picked up a hint of blush. “It is my honor,” he said, bowing his head slightly. 

Aura turned and led the way out of the sitting room, stopping at the back door. She cracked it open. The girl sat cross-legged on a chair, brown eyes wide as she gazed out the window. Her blonde hair favored her mother. Aura had known the fortune teller well enough. Her dark eyes, though—all Shep.

“They have magic here, too,” Aurelia said, turning those brown eyes on Aura. “They fly, and they move so quickly. The lights are so bright.” 

Aura’s heart swelled. She had raised the child as her own, worried what this reunion might bring—for Aurelia, for Shep, and selfishly, for her. 

“Yes,” the Queen said softly. “And until we know what kind of magic, I’d like you to stay here.” 

Aurelia’s expression fell. Aura lifted a hand in warning. 

“For your safety,” she added.

“I am stronger than that,” Aurelia protested, standing to her full height—almost as tall as her father. “Please, let me see this new land. These wonders.”

“Soon.” Aura squeezed her hand. “For now, be careful.”

“Careful.” Aurelia muttered, huffing as she sank back into the chair. The torchlight caught a single tear on her cheek. Better she cry, Aura thought than let her anger fester.

“I’ll return shortly,” Aura said, but Aurelia didn’t move her eyes from the window this time. The Queen had guards on the child. She was special—perhaps too special for this world—but it was too late now. Things were in motion that couldn’t be undone. Soon, she would meet her father and learn her true story.

The Queen’s gown whispered across the floor as lanterns flickered to life. The magic of Atlantis held steady—even here. Lights bobbed overhead, casting restless shadows along the halls. Most of the servants and guards were outside—where the danger waited, and the future, too. 

A breeze came in the window. She paused before the great doors.

“I’ll need your counsel more than ever,” she told Javiar, not daring to reach for his hand this time, though she wanted to. Her eyes carried more than words: a question, a plea. 

He stepped closer, hand on the hilt of his sword. “I will defend you to the death,” he said softly. And there were more to his words than defense. 

Aura’s breath caught. She could have said more. Done more. Instead, she nodded and stepped through the doors—into whatever awaited them next. 
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Paine nudged the King’s body as it lie prostrate on a table. Once, long ago, he’d sat upon a throne in this very room and ruled the city. Tall, wide windows on the left overlooked the city from the top of the hill, though they were shrouded by heavy red curtains now and the thrones sat empty. Tables had been pushed to the side of the wide room, and only a few chairs had been scattered haphazardly around him, lying in state. 

Long ago, the King had chosen to raise the city. Since then, though, he’d been nothing more than a figurehead, hidden in his tower, afraid to return Atlantis—afraid of this own ending. 

Ember hoped it wasn’t just fear for his own life that kept the city aloft for so long. Deep down, she believed he’d done it for his people. As he should have. She wasn’t sure the world would be kind to them. 

She looked at his body—calm, peaceful... fading. Actually fading. And she hoped, at last, he’d found peace.

“Maybe this is what happened to your other friend?” Paine said, cutting into Ember’s thoughts. Her voice echoed in the carnivorous room—it was too big for only five people.

The rest of the city, even the palace guards, were outside taking stock of what had happened, and feeling the weight of solid ground beneath their feet again. If Ember had to guess—and she was good at guessing moods—their feelings ranged from relieved to awestruck to fearful to outright terror. They needed a leader.

Though the King looked more regal in death than he ever had in life, Paine’s finger sank farther than it should have when she touched his shoulder. His body was fading—literally dissolving out of existence. 

After Atlantis had returned to the ground, Paine, Ember, and Shep had gathered in the throne room, joined by Ember’s sister, Sierra, and Captain Hawk. Each dealt with the city’s return in their own way.  They’d achieved what they set out to do—but at what cost? 

“Maryse?” Ember asked, tapping her foot. “She was hardly our friend.” Zyah’s wife fought against magic for centuries, and Ember had thought it was more like a parlor trick when her body faded out of existence after Atlantis returned. Much had happened quickly—the least of which, the government had been called in. The city was surrounded on all fronts: air, water, and land, but because of the wards, the world couldn’t get close. Ember was worried what they’d do when they did get through. Her dragon took it all in stride. Draco was showing off: doing rolls and roaring for the assembled governments—the internet must have been loving it.

“Maryse did disappear,” Hawk said, his voice aloof yet casual. But Ember detected truth beneath it. He wasn’t wrong. Maryse’s body was there one minute, gone the next. Ember was almost certain she had still been breathing...  but this? She looked at the King’s tragic form.

“Not like this,” Ember said softly. She took the King’s hand—bones the only solid thing left—and placed it on his chest. What a burden he’d carried for so long. He hadn’t carried it well. He’d made mistakes. Terrible ones. But he had returned them all the same. She patted his hand. “He’s going home... wherever that is.”

Shep, who had been pacing, paused to give her a smile. Something she had sorely missed. While he was here holding Maryse off, she and Sierra had been in Atlantis negotiating with the King to let them return. Hours had passed, but it felt like weeks since she’d seen him. She could still read his deep brown eyes, which reflected amusement, and maybe concern. Beneath it all, like a steady heartbeat (if only he had one), love. A flick of his curly hair fell in his face.

“Maybe home is farther away than Atlantis ever was,” he said. They’d talked about home before, but now it seemed to mean more, with the King’s body fading.

“Yeah, maybe the moon,” Paine joked. Ember could always count on her friend to lighten the mood. They’d grown close since meeting aboard Hawk’s flying pirate ship. Rescuing survivors of Atlantis had once been Paine’s life mission. She remembered meeting the fiery redhead in the kitchens. What would she do now, on the ground? Stay here in Atlantis—or see the world?

“Look,” said Sierra, holding the curtain back as she sat at the window. Her blonde hair shimmered in the fading light. She had been trapped in Atlantis so long by Maryse, while Ember thought her sister was in a coma. Even then, Sierra never gave up. She still carried the same light heart. Once, it had annoyed Ember, the way sisters annoy each other. Now, all she felt was overwhelming love—and the need to protect. 

Following Sierra’s gaze, Ember saw Hawk’s ship approaching. Its silhouette cut an impressive form against the night—flying pirate ships tended do that. Though it passed through Atlantis’ defenses easily, lights flashed behind it and jets streaked overhead. 

Hawk grinned—another sight Ember had sorely missed. His usually pulled back hair hung loose, a reminder of how exhausted they all were. “I’ll see that they land,” he said, with Sierra and Paine offering to accompany him. 

Sierra gave the King a once-over. 

“I never liked him,” she said, her face scrunched up in an unusual frown. “But I forgive him.” The King had trapped her as much as Maryse had by refusing to acknowledge her. Did he make up for that in the end, when he returned Atlantis despite knowing he was cursed to die? That remained to be seen. 

“His legacy is complicated,” Shep agreed. He looked like he wanted to say more, but he’d only just met Sierra. 

She smiled at him, eyes crinkling. “You could say that.” 

“Be careful,” Ember told them. The three left, leaving her with Shep and the fading body of the King. Atlantis was defended by strong magic, but who knew what might be thrown at them? So far, no one could approach. It would fall to the Queen to meet them—wherever she was. Grieving the King, perhaps, or taking a moment alone. She was complicated too. Maybe everyone was?

Shep pulled a chair up beside her, their knees touching. It was such a different sensation from the King’s fading body—Shep’s touch was real, warm. Energy pulsed between them—it had since the moment he'd walked into her store. She tried to look down, but he wouldn't let her, tipping her chin up with his fingers and keeping his hand there.

“Home,” he said, “is where his soul is at peace.”

She smiled. That was as much for her as for him. There were so many questions crowding her mind: What happened to Maryse? Where was the Queen? Would Shep find his daughter, left on Atlantis all those years ago to proctor the island’s return? 

She took his hand and closed her eyes. Was her soul at peace? So much had happened in the last few months. She’d been dragged out of her old, predictable life—a life that had been stable, but at peace? No. Now she was surrounded by danger. Adventure. The unknown. 

“Perhaps the definition of peace is different for everyone,” she said, opening her eyes to take him in. Once, she feared trusting him, but now, she’d given him her heart. Fear lingered beneath it, but she chose to believe.

He leaned in, pressing their foreheads together. She needed his reassurance more than she realized. He still smelled of the wind and the sea, and the same adventurous twinkle danced in his eye as when he’d been on the ship—seeking Atlantis but protecting Ember at the same time. That both things could exist in one man was beyond her understanding. She’d already learned so much from him. He had changed her life. 

“This is home,” he said breathless. 

She tangled her fingers in his and kissed him—not the way she wanted to, the celebratory kind saved for when they’d be alone and she could forget about Atlantis, their struggles, and their journey—but a kiss of gratitude, love, and maybe a little distraction. She pulled back. The King’s body had faded even further, and so had the sun. By midnight, he’d be gone. There was so much to do.

“We have to—” 

He pressed a finger to her lips and shushed her. 

“It will happen in time,” he said—and he was right. Every time she’d tried to rush something it had only made things worse. But she looked at the King’s body. Was he to be buried? How? Her attention shifted to the door where she could hear the murmurs of the city. Finally, back to Shep. She reached up and moved his fingers gently.

“Your daughter,” she said, her voice soft. Tears built from the weight of all they’d been holding back. Somewhere out there, the baby he’d left waited for him.

“Aurelia.” His tears mirrored hers, though his carried more relief than sorrow. She’d always been able to read what people didn’t say—a blessing and a curse. He nodded. “I’ll find her,” he promised, leaning in to brush a soft kiss against her lips. “There is time.” 

Time. Such a strange thing. It stretched endlessly when she was alone, running the bookstore—days bleeding into years, all the same. But now? It never seemed like they had enough of it. 

She forced a smile. “And what are we going to do with that time?” she asked, feigning innocence. He recognized her playful tone, but before he could answer, the Queen entered—Javiar close on her heels. 

She made a strong impression. Ember had only met her once before—back in Atlantis, when they’d broken into the castle to convince the King to return them. Aura had played a pivotal role then, and Ember had known even in that brief encounter that she was stronger than she let on. She could see it again now, in the proud set of the Queen’s shoulders. But the deep shadows under her eyes betrayed her exhaustion. They were stark against her pale skin, yet with her blonde hair loose and curled at the ends, you could scarcely look past her luminous blue eyes. She was beautiful in an ethereal way, and Ember didn’t mind standing in her shadow. 

Ember and Shep stepped aside, giving Aura room to stand by the King’s side. She touched his shoulder gently, her slim fingers hovering above his fading form. Her eyes misted, and Ember looked away, granting her the privacy of grief. Whatever the Queen had to say to the King she said in silence. Did she forgive him—or simply let go? 

After a long moment, Aura patted his hand. “We should let the people see him,” she said softly. “His sacrifice.” 

She met Javiar’s gaze, and something passed between them—something deeper than words. “So they know he was more than a monster.”

“I’m sure he was no monster,” Ember said quietly, wringing her hands. 

Aura’s answering smile was sad. “He alone is responsible for his legacy. But I will have them see all of him.” She straightened, her tone firm. “Javiar, get the room ready. Have it guarded.” 

As the Queen began issuing orders, Ember moved to the side. Outside, Hawk’s ship had landed on the courtyard, drawing a crowd. Hawk stood among them, speaking to the people of Atlantis, who gathered in growing numbers to listen.

Ember threaded her fingers through Shep’s. “Your daughter could be out there right now,” she said, her pulse quickening.

He swallowed. “I don’t know what she’d look like. How old she’d be...” He trailed off. “Her mother...”

He never finished his thought. The Queen’s quiet authority had transformed the room into a rush of motion. Within minutes, the King’s fading body lay in state—ready for the people of Atlantis to say goodbye. 

The Queen paused beside Ember. “They need a ceremony,” she said, her gaze lingering on the King. “And I will give them one. What happens after this...” She let out a weary sigh and shrugged. 

“We will have to greet the world,” Ember said, suppressing a shiver. 

“You will help with that?” the Queen asked.

Ember nodded, though she was no ambassador. Sierra would be better suited—she could charm anyone. “When you’re ready,” she said.

The Queen nodded as if it were already decided. “Let them in,” she told Javiar. “Let in my city.” 

She took her place on one of the twin thrones—the other conspicuously empty. The people would pass before her to offer condolences, then past the King’s body. They’d better hurry, Ember thought. He didn’t have much time for goodbyes.

She tugged Shep’s sleeve. “There’s one place I’d like to go before we get started,” she said. She’d felt the pull in her heart since they’d landed. She and Draco had never had a proper reunion. 

Shep smiled. “Of course.” 

He took her hand and together they slipped her out the back door—where her dragon waited.
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Ember’s connection with Draco wasn’t a typical friendship. She’d tried to explain it to the others—all but Shep, who had once had his own dragon. No words could capture their connection. It was a heartbeat. A tether. 

During her time in Atlantis, when they were apart, she could sense Draco out there. She’d wished he could have been with her, but that job had fallen on her and Sierra alone. Ember knew she couldn’t always pick the battles she fought, but she sure as hell better learn their lessons. She’d learned she could do hard things—difficult things, almost impossible things even, and she would need that lesson as they returned the magic of Atlantis back to the world. 

Her excitement rose as she and Shep weaved through the castle. She was learning her way—but just barely. They took a wrong turn and found themselves in the kitchen, where they helped themselves to a snack. Then they backtracked to the most breathtaking view of the ocean, and her home island visible in the distance. The lights shimmered faintly in the moonlight. But this wasn’t what she had come for. Shep, however, lingered at the window.

“What I’d give to see Actuous again,” he said, his gaze far away. She paused, her heart pulled in two directions. This was his homecoming far more than hers. Here was where he was born and raised—and here was where he had sacrificed his own future to bring them home.

“What was she like?” She stood behind him, watching the moon rise over the water. Here and there, warships dotted the waves.

“Blazing red,” he said, laughing. “With a temper to match.” He pulled his gaze away from the window. “I tempered her—but just barely. In those days, dragons were the source of most magic. They had power. Purpose.”

“What happened to them?” she asked. She’d known Draco was the first dragon to be seen in years, but not how—or why. The King’s brother, she assumed.

“They disappeared one day.” His shoulders fell. “There was a battle far away between Zyah and a neighboring village. Corin wouldn’t send troops, but the dragons decided on their own. It was like...” He stopped, taking a deep breath. “Like a cord had been severed between us. She didn’t die. She’s just... gone.” He looked back to her apologetically. “It’s hard to explain.”

She took his hand. “It’s not. I get it.”  

She wondered what it would feel like to remove her tether to Draco. Like something was missing, she supposed. “Do you think she’s out there somewhere?” she asked.

Shep frowned. “Perhaps,” he said, but the implications of that were frightening. He put on a faint smile. “But we have other things to attend to first.” He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it gently.

They slowed their pace as they walked through the castle, admiring the beautiful busts and tapestries, all in rich reds and golds, telling of Atlantis’s long history. Her tie to Draco pulled her with every step, and finally they reached a side door. 

She peeked out and spied the whole city in line to see the King, candles in hand. Lights fueled by magic dotted the line above them in dancing colors that somehow stayed muted and respectful. Low murmurs of conversation carried, with some singing. Beyond the line, she caught a fluff of purple as Draco fluffed his wing in the courtyard. 

Shep dropped her hand so she could run over the cobbled square, down the steps, and past the fountain. People turned to watch her, but she didn’t slow. There would be plenty of time for greetings later.

She ran right into the side of her dragon, avoiding the sharp parts of his scales and sinking herself into the soft, downy fur underneath. Draco let off a contented sigh. She’d come to know his feelings, even read his mind when she was attuned to it. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, voice muffled. She’d told him she wished she could have taken him, but she wasn’t sure he understood. For all his bravado, Draco was still young. 

He twisted his long neck so his golden eyes were level with hers, then gave her a big lick from toe to head. She laughed awkwardly. Dragon drool was not something you wanted on you all day.

“I take it I’m forgiven, then?” She patted his soft nose, and Draco closed his eyes. She felt his forgiveness in her heart and dipped her head to meet his.

“I promise,” she told him. “From now on, together.” Though how is that was going to work? Could people on the mainland see him now that magic was returned? What she wouldn’t give to go back and see all the people on the island who’d called her crazy.

“It is good to see you again.” Shep gave the dragon a bow, and Draco nodded in return. They’d had a good relationship on Hawk’s ship, though Ember suspected Draco opened a hole in Shep’s heart. Another hole. There were so many.

Draco had grown so his nose just fit in both her hands. He would cut a fearsome form if you hadn’t known him as a baby, chewing up placemats in her store. She wondered if the stories she’d read aloud had stayed with him—the far-off lands they had explored together in the pages of a book. The magic. The mystery. His eye twinkled. He would be no ordinary dragon. There were others out there. 

You should stay close by, she practiced talking in her mind. I don’t know what they’ll do on the mainland.

Draco responded with a huff and an image of them shooting at him. Ember frowned.

“Please be careful,” she said. She looked back at the city. “And don’t eat the horses.”

Draco lifted his head and snorted in laughter. It called the attention of a few townsfolk who began to wander over. Between their King lying in repose, a flying pirate ship, a dragon, and their return home, they were all dazed. Draco again smiled. Ember hugged the beast, though her arms barely reached around his neck.

“Let’s show them what you can do,” she said. She turned back to Shep, watching them from the shadows. His expression was unreadable, a fact that often drove her mad because she could read almost everyone. Was he thinking of his daughter, or did he just need time alone? She had learned to ask. It was the only way to get in his head. 

Before she could, though, he broke out in a wide smile.

“Go,” he said, gesturing to the dragon, who had lowered his neck so she could climb on. As Draco grew, it was becoming more difficult to mount him. They’d need to devise something, but for now, Shep cocked his head while she paused with her hand on his hide. 

“Just be careful of the missiles and stuff.”

Now he was teasing. Between her magic and Draco’s, no missile would touch him. Shep took a step closer and touched her shin. “Be safe,” he said. She frowned.

“I know,” he continued, “safe is boring. But please, today, just be safe.” He kissed her forehead.

“We’ll be safe-ish,” she replied. She needed to connect with her dragon, to sort things out. Shep had his own lessons to learn.

“Will you go find her?” she asked, referring to his daughter. “I could go with you.”

His expression darkened—a curious reaction. 

“I’m going to walk the city. Clear my head.” He waved his hand toward Hawk’s ship, anchored a foot above the plaza. Most of the crew had already come out and were mingling with the city. 

“Maybe welcome our shipmates.” 

She eyed him, but there was no use arguing. “Okay.” 

She hugged him tightly, then climbed onto Draco—a sensation like going home. She buried her head in his back, feeling the warmth of his fur. Shep stepped back, watching them lift into the sky. Whatever was on his mind was lost in the sensation of flying. 

True to her word, she was careful. Draco stayed near the city, never flying higher than the tallest tower of the castle. He circled, his curiosity nudging Ember. She wasn’t keen on flying over those warships or tanks, which seemed to multiply by the minute. So many blue and red lights blanketed the horizon that she could barely see the little island she once called home. She had a strange homesick feeling for the bookstore and hoped she’d see it again someday.

“Let’s give them a show.” She patted Draco’s back, who roared in approval. A cheer went up in the crowd. Ember leaned forward, letting go completely. Wind rushed past her face as she soared, laughing, alive, free. 
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Chapter 4
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Shep left Ember with her dragon—their reunion both beautiful and painful. A reminder of all he’d lost.  

He rubbed his chest where his heart would have once beat. What would his daughter say when she learned what he was? What would any of them say when they discovered the price he’d paid to bring their city home was his very soul? Could he face them? 

He walked the once-familiar streets of Atlantis, keeping to the shadows. Every corner breathed a memory. 

Shep passed the shop where his wife had once kept her apothecary. He’d loved her, then—or thought he had. She’d been wise beyond her years, mystical, beautiful. She died bringing his daughter into the world. Some things even magic couldn’t fix. 

The park where they’d met lay empty now, everyone gathered in the square. He sat on a swing and listened to the distant sound of celebration. 

Above, Draco made circles in the night sky. Wind whispered through the trees. The swing creaked softly as Shep pushed himself with his toe. 

Things were familiar yet unfamiliar—like walking through a memory. The air had changed from something light and airy to something damp and guttural. Paint peeled from houses. Fruit rotted in a gutter. Signs of neglect and sadness were everywhere. 

He got up and moved on.

Shep had never been one for fortune-telling. The mages and the sorcerers saw what could happen, but he always believed it depended on choices—on the unpredictable nature of people. People surprised him all the time. Or they didn’t. 

He turned down what passed as an alley in the city, still wide and well-lit by bobbing lanterns even under the moonlight. A sign reading Fortunes blinked in red, a crystal ball glowing beneath it. He laughed—half at the appropriateness, half at the gaudiness. 

He didn’t remember the shop from before, though time had stolen so many things from him. On impulse, he drew the curtain back and stepped in.

He gripped the curtain in his fist, angry at himself for considering this unstable magic, but the feeling inside the shop was quite different from the outside. He stepped into a small sitting room, not unlike the back area of Ember’s bookstore, with all its rugs and books. Two cushions framed a small, empty table. Lamps, pillows, and blankets in every color covered the space. A fireplace glowed in a soft, low flame. 

Shep smiled, remembering the first time he’d seen Draco in the bookstore. When he glanced toward the window, though, there was no chimney or smoke—only cold air pressing at the glass. He let go of the curtain and stepped fully inside.

“Hello?” His voice came out rough. He’d never gone to a fortune-teller on the island, and the last time he’d visited a mystic on the ground, well... he’d been turned to a vampire. His trust, understandably, was thin. 

On the table, a tray appeared—a teapot and two cups, both steaming.

“I see you’ve finally made it.” 

A woman entered. She was one of those whose age was impossible to guess—anywhere from girl to young adult. Dark hair bound with a colorful headband, cheeks flushed pink, her eyes the color of the moon on a night like this. 

He turned to leave.

“This is a mistake,” he muttered. 

She caught his arm. Her grip was firm.

“Stay a bit,” she said. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

I bet you have, Shep thought. 

“Why are you still here?” he asked. “Why not in the square with everyone else?”

She sat cross-legged on a pillow, her skirt billowing softly. “I’m not so enamored of this world as most of them,” she said. Her voice had an odd, lilting accent—curious for someone trapped here for so long. 

Despite himself, Shep lowered onto the cushion across from her, waving off the tea. 

“I’ve seen it all play out,” she said as she sipped. “Long road for Atlantis, but they’re tough people. They’ll make it, all right. Make some things better, some worse. That’s the way of it, isn’t it?” 

She shrugged and produced a set of cards from the folds of her dress. At her gesture, Shep nodded for her to begin. She started to shuffle.

“I have my reservations too,” he admitted. Now that Atlantis had landed, he wasn’t sure what came next. Were they even safe? 

Thinking of his daughter sent a sharp ache through the place where his heart had once beat. 

The fortune-teller noticed. Her expression softened as the cards slowed in her hands. 

“My name is Grace,” she said. A card slipped free of the deck. She placed it facedown on the table. “And I am sorry for your pain.”

Shep frowned. “You know nothing of my pain,” 

He tried to make it sound flippant, but his voice cracked. He imagined his heart was splayed out for the world to see—cold and still.

She only nodded. “I have a gift,” she said with a sad smile. “I can see people’s hearts—their struggles, their pain. Once, I called it a curse. I fought it. I made terrible choices—ones that had repercussions.” 

Her gaze drifted to a shelf where there was a photo: a younger version of herself beside a girl in shadow. “Ones I cannot ever take back. But you—” she looked back at him, “—you think you’ve gone down that path, but you haven’t. Not yet. You can still come back. There is penance for you. There is hope.”

Shep balled his fist to still its tremor. He leaned in as she drew another card and set it beside the first. 

“If I believe what you’re saying, it’s impossible,” he said quietly. “My choices... are irreparable. Finite.” He wavered. “Devastating.” 

He hadn’t told anyone the whole story—not even Ember. Especially not her. He’d learned to deal with the hunger. He fed, not to kill. Yet sometimes, especially in the beginning... 

Yes, he’d taken lives. Bad ones—thieves, robbers, and murderers. But weren’t they entitled to the same mercy he sought? That made him a hypocrite at best. At worst, a murderer.

Grace smiled faintly, laying out a third card. “Nothing is finite in this world. I’d have thought you learned that by now.” 

She set the deck aside and sipped her tea, her silver-gray eyes never leaving him.

“And your choices?” he asked.

“Mine require penance as well,” she said. “Why do you think you’re here?” 

He gave a short, incredulous laugh. A black cat slipped through the back room, cast him a disapproving glance, and vanished beneath a curtain without so much as a mew. He thought he saw the flutter of a wing. 

“Okay,” he said, bold now. “Since you know so much about me... tell me what your cards say.” 

Perhaps it was the act of confessing, or merely hinting at his secrets. Perhaps it was hope—the promise of absolution. Freedom.

Grace flipped the first card. “The past,” she said, mouth wrinkled at the corners. She frowned. “Great sadness and loss.” She looked up from the five cups depicted and scrutinized him. He felt that it wasn’t the cards she was reading—it was him. 

“You think you’ve made such grievous choices,” she said, “but you’ve done them
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