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BOOK ONE: HATCHING

Though wind should blow,

We fly, we fly,

Though death shall loom,

We fly, we fly,

Though hunger grip,

We fly, we fly,

Though fate shall snare,

We fly, we fly.

- Songs of the Winged Ones

Elsewhere in the Winged Empire ...

“Launch on my mark!” Azur bellowed, his throat raw from what felt like hours of calling the battle. In truth, it had only been minutes. They’d been taken by surprise, their merchant ship coming around the southern point of the island only to be set upon by Rajadeer triremes. His heart leapt the moment he saw them and it was still stuck in his throat. “Launch!”

The arrows flew, but there were few trained archers on a merchant ship – even when there was spare money to hire protection – and most of the flight fell short into the water. Azur clenched his jaw and tried not to think of how few were left.

On the other side, their foes readied grapples for boarding. They wore the scarlet hoods and face coverings of Rajadeer – as if there was any doubt.

Azur looked up to the skua bird decorating his sails and made the sign of the bird across his chest. One tap to each shoulder and one to the forehead. A bee buzzed irritatingly around his head.

This was it. 

They had minutes left. 

Rajadeer boarding parties left no survivors. 

“Prepare for melee!” He bellowed down the line as coshes and knives were pulled from belts. 

No hope, then. Just the chance to fight until death. He bit his tongue and tasted blood.

He felt his lips forming the world of the old Invocation, “Fly us to the great beyond on the wings of the dawn. Shelter us under your wings.”

The enemy ship crashed into theirs, grappling hooks already in the air. 

“Cut them loose,” he cried. 

He reached for his axe but a gust of wind lifted him from his feet and sent him flying into the mast. He wrenched himself up from the deck as it careened from side to side. What in all the Storms and Seas was this?

In the chaos of his crewmates finding their feet, it was hard to see anything, but he rushed to the ship rail, eager eyes searching for any answer.

He clung to the rail as beside them, the Rajadeer trireme rose into the air, inch by inch. On its deck, the captain of the ship – noticable by the gold band in the red cloth wrapped around the lower half of his face – met Azur’s eyes in shock. 

For a moment they were one, both terrified and confused.

Azur looked up, and up, past the ship and the mast to the great purplish-white spirit bird holding the ship – a bird both there and not there – mostly invisible in the bright of the noon sun but with flames of white picking it out against the azure sky.

The trireme was completely out of the water, the barnacle-encrusted hull held fast by translucent purple-white talons larger than Azur was. Water poured in streams from the hull, casting up a spray of brine.

Azur’s mouth fell open as the great wings flapped – once – and his merchant ship spun in the grasping green waves, shoved into their embrace by the force of the wind. 

By the time they’d righted themselves – their ship bobbing back to the surface – the purplish-white osprey had flown so far away that the little ship in its grip was the size of the one neatly constructed within a bottle back at the Winged Empire Shipping Administration.

They were going to live another day. Relief made him feel light on his feet as he spun to see a Winged Empire tern sailing across the waves to lend them aid. White sails billowed as they harnessed the wind and the masthead bore a majestically carved tern with a beak sharp enough to split the hull of an unlucky merchantman. It had been lacquered white and polished to gleaming so that the light reflecting off it hurt Azur’s eyes. 

And standing on the hull – arms outstretched, hair and clothing rippling in the wind – rode an Imperial Wing, his eyes far away as he directed his bright spirit bird.

Behind him, a smaller man stood majestically, the white swans of the Imperial House decorating his blue coat and a golden band around his brow. Le Majest. The crown prince of the Winged Empire was here at the edges of the Empire instead of dancing in the halls of Paradise City like he should be. It was like a strange dream.

Azur blinked twice and then tore his eyes away from one wonder to watch the other. He looked back at the osprey just in time to see it snap the Rajadeer ship in half, dropping the wreckage and the tumbling red-veiled raiders into the sea. The bee shot out from its orbit around Azur’s head toward the wreckage.

No one challenged the Winged Empire. Not if they had any sense.
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Chapter One
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I slashed out with my sword, hacking at the tendril of Forbidding that whipped out at me from the tangled green tree. Yesterday, this oak had been healthy and thick with vibrant leaves the size of my palm. Today, it smelled of rot and something that looked like a snake slid under the bark and seemed to bulge out from its trunk as it clawed toward me. 

One of the branches unfurled, waving in the air toward me. I severed the snatching branch with one blow, pivoting on my left foot and whirling into a crouch to hack a second branch right before it caught the back of Alect’s cloak. 

“You’ll have to be faster than that,” I warned my younger brother as I slid my foot back from where a root arched out of the ground, hungrily pawing at my foot. 

We were getting close to the heart. One more good blow and we’d be able to plant a flame within the tree. Something buzzed in my ear and I swatted at a fluffy bee.

“I only have to be faster than you,” Alect teased, striking with his axe and hacking an opening into the oak about the size of my palm. I shook my head in resignation. Whoever didn’t open the heart had to set the fire. That was our rule for fighting Forbidding-taken trees.

“I’ve got your back,” he said solidly, for all the world like a grown man instead of a gangly fourteen-year-old. 

Fighting the Forbidding, like many things in life, had a lot to do with trust.

You had to trust your fighting partner. You had to trust your sword. And you had to trust your own good judgment and intuition. Mine was telling me that something was off today. Something was about to go wrong. I sure hoped it wasn’t this Forbidding fight.

I clenched my jaw, sheathed my sword, and dove under the darting strands of Forbidding that sliced out from the tree. I shoved a tiny nest of dry grass into the heart of the tree and eased my flint out of my belt pouch. That was one thing I couldn’t afford to drop at a time like this. I was striking it with my belt knife before most people could have arranged the grass. But we learned to light fires quickly on the frontier edge of the Winged Empire. 

You learned or you died.

I struck again, shifting my angle.

Success.

A spark took in the clump of grass and I blew gently on it, refusing to look over my shoulder and let anxiety distract me. The spark flared into flame. 

Behind me, I heard a grunt and barely turned in time to deflect the root rising up and shooting toward me. 

I rolled across the grass and came up clutching the root as it snaked toward my throat. It was too slippery. It was too strong.

It slid around my neck and I gasped, dropping my knife in my desperate attempt to open a space to breathe. 

This must be why I had such a bad feeling today.

I couldn’t draw in a breath. I flailed, panicking now. 

Come on, Aella. Think of something.

The edges of my vision began to sparkle and dance. I wasn’t ready to die.

And then the root went slack and I fell to the rocky ground, gasping and heaving. 

I scanned for Alect and saw him bent double, clutching his knees as he tried to catch his breath, too. In one hand, he held his sword. In the other, the end of the severed root.

Fighting the Forbidding was all about trust.

The fire took to the tree at that exact moment, and it went up like it had been dried and aged for two summers. Forbidding-taken things burned hot and fast. And it was the only way to drive back its eternal creep.

I scrambled to my feet, hurrying to pull the mustang from the tangle of roots that had locked it in place. They were slack now – the magic in them as dead as the tree the fire had killed. 

“Sometimes I wonder,” Alect said as he came to join me, axe hacking through the thicker roots holding the mustang. “What it’s like in a place without the Forbidding.”

“Like the Continent?” I asked. The main continent of the Winged Empire lay south of our shores. I’d never seen it. I was proud to say I’d been born here in Far Stones.

“Sure. Or anywhere really,” he said, looking over to where the land curled up like a wave of the ocean. The trees and ferns on that patch of ground grew upside down. It would need to be burned too – eventually. The edges of it slithered like snakes beneath the lip of ground. Always snakes. It made my skin crawl.

“You’d hate it. Everyone there has enough to eat, pretty clothes, oil for their hair, and all the latest contraptions,” I said dryly.

“Yeah, that sounds awful.”

We shared a grin. 

“And they live under the ever-watchful eye of Le Majest, the great Winged Emperor.”

“He can’t watch everywhere at once,” Alect teased. He was lean for fourteen, but with his sleeves rolled up I could see our constant battles on the Empire’s frontier were starting to bulk up his arms and shoulders. Just like my own arms had grown strong and taut. 

Soon enough he’d be making his choices about the life he’d lead away from home. So would I. 

I tried not to think about that. The only thing I’d ever wanted was my family. And they seemed to slip away a little more every year as my siblings grew and started lives of their own. 

“They say he has a thousand eyes in every street and a thousand ears listening at every door,” I said in my spookiest voice, trying to distract myself from the things that actually scared me. “And they drag you from your home in the night and bring you to his Vultures.”

“Yeah, I’m sure frontier kids are their top priority,” Alect said. “But maybe we won’t be frontier kids for long. Maybe big bold Aella will test as a Wing tomorrow at the Hatching and go practice ancient magic on the mainland.”

He waggled his eyebrows at me. 

“Big bold Aella,” I said, putting a palm on my chest to indicate myself, “is more than happy here in Far Reach. Besides, Alect. No one has Hatched here since Amalia and that was an aberration.”

I gave the vines a final tug and the mustang whinnied, shook his mane, and tumbled out of the clutches of the dead Forbidding Oak, rolling his huge eye at me and plummeting into the forest.

I sighed. He’d been hard enough to catch last time. He’d be even harder now that he was spooked.

“Come on,” I said wearily. “We’ll have to catch him later. It’s almost dark.”

“The old man won’t like that we lost the mustang. That’s the fourth one this month,” Alect said, his expression dark.

“He’ll be more worried if we’re out past nightfall,” I said, retrieving my fallen knife and backing away from the burning tree. 

I whistled for the dogs, hearing their yapping echoing out over the stony ridge. They ran toward us, tongues lolling from their mouths and I looked around at the landscape wreathed in Forbidding with a tired slump to my shoulders. 

It was getting worse. 

Every day, we fought back the Forbidding as it tried to reclaim the land we’d hacked out of it in the first place, and every day it seemed to fight harder and harder. That tangled dark mass – unnatural and twisted, part spirit and part real – wore on a person. 

But if I could choose any other place in the world, I’d still stay here. It was home. It was where my family was. It was where you could live free and clear, as hard as it might be.

I was never going to leave.

“What will you do if you Hatch tomorrow, Aella?” Alect said and the way his voice trembled a little, I thought he was more worried for himself than for me. 

“I won’t Hatch, Alect. And neither will you. No one in Far Stones ever Hatches and that won’t be changing now,” I said.

But as we walked down from the rocky ridge toward the lights of our farmhouse, I thought I saw a flicker of something glowing – a faint purplish-white between the reaching tentacles of the dark Forbidding. It made a little stab of terror shoot down my spine. There was something different about this Hatching. And I wished I knew what it was.

Seven Years Before...

I gasped as the spirit egg appeared in Amalia’s hands – as translucent as the owl on the Imperial Wing’s shoulder but slightly pink and glowing brighter and brighter. 

Magic. I couldn’t help but let that word echo in my head again and again as I watched her. Magic, magic, magic.

“Now, say the word,” the Imperial Wing – a Winged Empire magic manifestor – breathed. She was entirely focused on Amalia as she guided her Hatching. There was a slight curve to the corners of the Wing’s mouth as her lips parted and stayed that way. She seemed to be anticipating a particular pleasure. Everyone else in our town shifted uncomfortably, their expressions identical – worried, nervous, expectant.

“Hatch,” Amalia whispered.

Her whisper echoed out over mothers clutching children close and men holding their pipes in mid-raise. Most touched a talisman or stroked some of the feathers sewn into their belts. Amalia’s friends gripped their skirts or jackets with worry. Most of us had never seen anything happen when a Wing came to town. Certainly not this.

The seconds drew out, long and tense. I held my breath, waiting.

Something cracked.

The crowd gasped all at once. 

I leaned forward, nearly toppling from my father’s shoulders as he fought to keep me upright.

Peep. 

The faint sound shattered the air around me as we all sighed.

A bit of spirit eggshell fell from the glowing egg, disappearing as a little beak popped out. I felt like I could hardly breathe. There was a sudden struggle in Amalia’s hands and a whooshing sound as everyone leaned forward, breathing again.

The little chick emerged from the egg and shook itself.

Amalia gasped, her face full of sudden delight. She looked up at us all, beaming.

Behind her, her father’s face twisted with grief. 

Hatching changed everything. Magic left nothing the same.

Ragged cheers erupted from behind me as all of Far Reach burst with hesitant joy.

Our first Wing had Hatched. 
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Chapter Two 
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We hurried into the homestead yard, still laughing together. 

Whatever thing I thought I’d seen in the woods was long gone and I was getting excited about seeing our family and enjoying the dinner my sister Raquella had been roasting all day. 

Our dogs ran ahead, announcing themselves with excited barks.

From the stables, I heard Retger cursing at their enthusiastic greeting and I couldn’t help the grin spreading across my face. 

Hatching was always my favorite celebration of the year because it meant the days would grow longer and summer would swell across the Far Stones and fill our bellies with good things.

Contentment settled over me like a warm blanket as I joined Alect at the well. 

I washed my hands and face in the bucket sitting beside the well and took a look at the yard around our homestead. Keeping it tidy was my job and with the last horses being brought into the barn, it was up to me to catch any stray handkerchiefs tumbling across the mowed fields between the barn and the house, or to pick up any abandoned buckets beside the sheep and chicken pens, or tie up the dogs if they got too loud from all the excitement.

Their barks had quieted now that we were home. Likely, I’d find them curled up on the wide veranda the way they usually wiled away a feast night. A dog’s life was a good one but they made my life better, too, just by being alive.

I looked toward the edge of the forest, cautious after that strange glowing spot I’d seen before, but the tree line looked the same as on a normal day. There were no signs of the Forbidding creeping down from the woods. No twisted, magic-ruined creatures slipping through the shadows or tangled trees lying in wait.

“Did you find the mustang?” Retger asked us as he came to the bucket to wash up.

“Already tangled in a Forbidding tree,” I said, tapping the sword at my hip. “We lit the tree and cut him loose but by the time he was free he was too spooked, and we lost him.”

Retger grunted unhappily and Alect gave me a wry look. I snickered silently. Our older brother got more and more like the old man every day. 

“Worried about the Hatching tomorrow?” Retger asked, clapping us both on the shoulders. We celebrated Hatching ever year – but this was one of the years when an Imperial Wing would attend the ceremonies. New manifestors could only Hatch under their guidance.

I shook my head, trying to dispel the tension forming in my belly. There was no reason to be worried. I tapped my shrike talisman for luck and turned back to tidying myself. 

“Not hardly,” Alect said. “If they want to pay me a boatload of money and teach me magic, I’ll stand where they want and do what they say.”

But I knew he was joking. No one would give up their freedom for money and a touch of power.

“Let’s get inside,” I said, making the sign of the bird unconsciously. One tap to each shoulder and one to the forehead, a plea to the deity to preserve us.

Inside the homestead, the conversation would already be starting as our family settled along the long dining room table or around the wide fireplace in the great room. Long as the table was, there wasn’t room at it for everyone – not with ten children and their children. 

I was the second youngest, and seven of my older siblings were already married, with only Raquella – who was almost eighteen – and Alect still at home with the old man and me. 

We glanced around the yard from long habit and checked over our swords. I felt the shrike etched into the pommel with my fingertip and my eyes trailed up to the shrike totem set outside the homestead. Our family sign. 

It was fitting. Shrikes impaled their prey on long thorns, and so would we if we were attacked.

We’d shown that today when we freed the mustang and that wasn’t even the first time this seven-day. 

I nodded sharply. It will be okay, Aella. Weird feelings of dread happen sometimes. They don’t mean anything. 

So why were my teeth still on edge? 

“Did you settle the horses?” Alect asked Retger as we started to walk to the homestead. I kept my gaze on the treeline, still worrying. 

What had happened to those dogs? It wasn’t like them not to be underfoot. 

Hadn’t they run right to the house? I had heard them in the barn with Retger, but now they were gone.

“Sure did. I thought that was your job,” Retger grumped as we headed in. 

“Yep. I would have done it if I was here,” Alect said. “Did you see that black Oska had last summer? A chest like that? That’s power. That mare can pull a cart full of timber or race down a trail – either one as easily as the other. I’m telling you, no one on the Far Stones raises horses as good as Oska’s. No one.”

I ignored the horse talk. I was scanning the trees for the dogs. No sign of them anywhere. But was that the purplish-white glow again? I shook my head. I must be seeing things. It was the excitement, that was all. 

We opened the door to the house and tumbled inside, smiling together as the scent of honeyed carrots and roasted chicken wafted over us. My mouth was watering before I had my boots scraped. 

I pushed through a knot of my laughing nieces and nephews as they plowed into Alect’s legs. 

“Give us a bear ride, Alect.” one of them called before Anfrea – my oldest sister and the mother of four of the children – hurried over to herd them back to the long table. Weariness etched lines on her face, but her smile was warm as she nodded to me.

“You’ve grown, Aella. You’re taller than I am.”

The children were arranged around the dining room table as their mothers filled plates for them. It was late and they needed their beds. We’d eat when they were finished and tucked away.

As much as I loved the children, it was my older brothers and father in the Great Room who held my attention. I was dying to hear what news had come up the mountains from the coast. 

“That’s what they’re saying,” my oldest brother Abghar said, from his place leaning against the mantle. He tamped down his pipe but there was fire in his eyes that made him look younger than his thirty years. “The tax is up on minerals of any kind. Iron. Copper. The nails for the new barn were three times what I’d saved for. Three times. The Empire thinks they can just keep taxing us and there will just be more and more to take, but it’s not true. We are not bottomless wells.”

There was a murmur of support from the rest of us and I was nodding my head with them. 

With all the success of my father’s homestead, Alect and I had to go without new boots this year, despite the holes in the ones we had. There was no money for extras – not even boots – after the Frost Season tax. I’d watched my father frowning as he combed through the seed. Last year had been a hard harvest and we hadn’t kept the seed we would have liked to, but with taxes so harsh, we couldn’t afford to buy extra seed from anyone else. We’d have to make do with what we had and that meant tightening belts and going without.

My brother Oska wrapped an arm around me, squeezing me into a side hug. 

“You’ve grown again, Shrikling,” he said quietly, under the sober voice of my brother-in-law Royn. “Keeping those Forbidding manifestations at bay?”

“Of course,” I whispered back with a grin.  

“You’d best be quiet voicing that, Abghar,” Royn said loudly. “The farm next to mine was run by a man named Heligar.” Royn and my sister Anfrea live two days’ ride east of us. “Heligar said the same at the last village meeting. It was deep into the Frost Season, but I saw no smoke from his farm all the next week, so I went over to see if he’d taken ill. He was gone. So were his animals. Someone fixed a seal of the Winged Empire to his door. No entry. No one in town will talk about it.” He sighed. “We took in his cat. Poor thing was half-starved.”

“Aye, and so it is in Karkatua,” my brother Awet said grimly. He pulled his long brown hair back into a knot as he spoke. We all had the same tangle of brown curls and sharp features dotted with freckles. “I’ve seen both men and women disappear after a complaint like that. My sister-in-law took in a pair of children whose parents had disappeared in the night.”

“If no one says anything,” the old man – my father – said from the chair at the fire, “then they can do as they please. It will be them today and us tomorrow until the only ones left are those willing to kiss dust for the Imperials. I’ll not live like that. And neither should my children.”

There were pained murmurs among us, but I saw my siblings looking worriedly at the children gathered around the dining room table, already noisy as they dug into the tantalizing food.

“So we take a stand?” I asked, but Abghar was already shaking his head, worry creasing his face.

“It’s no easy thing to pit yourself against the Empire when you have small mouths to feed. How can we put our prosperity before their lives?”

“What lives will they have if they keep taking everything from us?” Alect argued.

There was a sound – barely audible – that tickled my ears. It sounded out of place. I frowned, trying to think of what it could be. A tool sliding down from where it had been left? Had Retger failed to bar the barn door? I gripped the shrike talisman on the handle of my knife as I stood up on my toes, concentrating.

The dogs weren’t barking. They would bark if someone was here. So I shouldn’t be worried, right?

“We can’t be silent. No matter the risk,” the old man said, his silver-streaked curls tumbling out of his leather hair-strap as intensity seized him. “We must be strong. We must be relentless.” 

I opened my mouth, about to ask if anyone had heard the sound, when the door crashed inward with a bang. The force of the impact rocked the room leaving the door hanging from a single hinge like a drunk stumbling out of Cardinal Tavern.

My sister Raquella screamed.
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Chapter Three
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I froze.

What in the ...

Still no barking from the dogs. Sweat broke out on my neck.

Before my father could even rise from his chair, fabled Imperial Claws rushed into the house, swords drawn. I’d only ever seen an Imperial Claw – the soldiers of the Winged Empire – twice before in my life. They looked larger now – more intense in color and fury.

I gasped, fumbling at my waist for my belt knife without thinking, but I was already too late.

“Don’t move,” they roared as they rushed into the entranceway, armor and weaponry jingling, their boots hard on our polished wood floors.  

Abghar tried to push forward, but he was caught in the doorway to the entrance, a drawn sword at his throat preventing him from reaching my sisters and the children in the other room. Retger and Oska were right behind him, pressed against his back, eyes moving wildly as they looked for an opening.

“Step back,”a grizzled warrior with an unshaven chin and a thick scar on one cheek murmured as he stepped forward, blade still at Abghar’s throat.

The nearest Claws stood in a line across the door to the Great Room, swords drawn, faces stony, like pieces from a game of Wings and Claws rather than real people. 

They wore the traditional blue short-coats of the Claws, a design of golden eagles stitched in gold threads across their coats and marching up the sleeves to collars so high and stiff they looked like they might cut their chins. Their knee-high boots and breeches were black. More gold thread climbed up the outer legs of their breeches, swirling to give the impression of greater majesty in a design of curved talons. They were a long way from their Imperial home across the sea, but they seemed determined to bring that world with them. 

My eyes widened at the sight of them. So many. And here. In Far Reach. They were as foreign to us as the Rah-Mehn of Rajadeer.

“Please! Don’t hurt the children,” Anfrea pled, her voice strained with fear.

I craned to look around the Claws and saw my sisters, Raquella, Anfrea, and Adigale standing in a trembling line, arms crossed over their chests, protecting the dining room with their bodies. Little faces peered around the edges of their skirts and breeches.

I swallowed down a lump in my throat. Vulnerability and fear warred within me, choking my breath and making my hands shake.

Soldiers poured into our home as porcelain crashed in the kitchen. They must have come in the back door as well as the front, smashing the washbasin on the way in.

My breath turned ragged. What did they want? Why were they here? We were no threat to the Empire. And that was all that Claws were rumored to care about. They were the Imperial Army – the sword of the Emperor to defend his land and bring more and more people under the Winged banner.

I made the sign of the bird as Claws pushed past Abghar, their boots hard on the wood plank floor. They surrounded us, ringing the Great Room before we could do more than reach for our own weapons. I could barely hear over the sound of my heart pounding in my chest. 

This was worse than facing the Forbidding. Worse than taxes that stole from our pockets.

Flight of wind protect us, mercy of the skies fly over us, give us peace and protection, let us soar from this terror on the wings of eagles. 

My prayer felt too weak.

From behind the Imperial Claws, a dark shadow emerged.

Tall and slender, with a dark short-coat embroidered richly with the thick wings and curved neck of a crowned white crane, the man stepping from the shadows stood in stark contrast to the blue of the Imperial Claw’s uniforms. Swan wings twisted around the arms of his coat and white feathers were sewn in overlapping layers over the crossed belts slung over his chest. The scarves wrapped round his neck under his high collar were stitched to look like feathers. There was something familiar about him.

The Claws stood at attention, making the sign of the bird in unison at the sight of him.

“Search the house, Sergeant,” he said in a drawling, Imperial accent. His hair was oiled and the scent of roses rolled off of him as strongly as the stench of the pigpen in the heat of summer.

He turned his face and my eyes narrowed at his profile. I’d seen that somewhere...but where?

“Look. Everywhere.” His bright eyes glittered.

I stiffened at the thought of these soldiers rummaging through our things – breaking even more irreplaceable items. The washbasin had been a wedding present for my mother and father. The old man liked to tell us about her pride in the basin when she’d been a blushing bride, long before bearing ten children and dying of the Frost Fever. I hadn’t seen another one sold here in my whole life. These things might be common in the heart of the Empire, but here on the new continent across the sea, they were rare and precious. 

We took good care of what we had. Nearly everything was irreplaceable.

“What’s the meaning of this?” my father asked stiffly. “We’ve done nothing wrong. We’re just eating dinner as a family before the Hatching.”

The dark figure stepped into the light of our home so that I could finally see his face properly. 

He was not much older than I was. Maybe not any older at all. Thin and pale with full red lips and blue too-large eyes, he was far too pretty to be an Imperial Claw. He was far, far prettier than I was. But the cruel slant of those full lips told a story of more than beauty. 

I knew where I’d seen that face before. My eyes widened. 

I’d seen its profile on the backs of copper coins. 

“You’ll bow when you address me and call me Le Majest or I will have your head,” he said with a slight tremble to his low voice.

My father’s lips formed a tight line and I saw them trembling, as if he was deciding what to do, but when his eyes fell on my sisters and the tiny faces peering around them, he frowned and bowed, awkwardly.

“Le Majest,” he managed in a choked voice, his silver-streaked curls tumbling from their binding band to cover his face as his head bowed.

The soldiers standing in a ring around the Great Room stiffened as if expecting an attack, while a grey-haired Claw with a scar where one eye should be, strode up the staircase into the loft. These were no regular soldiers. These Claws guarded the Imperial family. That made them Swan Claws. I’d heard legends of the Swan Claws and their brave acts. I’d also heard of their atrocities.

In Haberno, they had fought their way through twenty times their number to rescue a single bottle of wine of the vintage the Emperor claimed was his favorite and then cut their way back through a hundred miles of enemy territory to bring it to him. 

In Javens, they’d murdered an entire town because the village idiot wrote a poem about them. 

What in the world were they doing here?

There had to be thirty of the Swan Claws spread around the room – more than the room could comfortably hold. They packed around us, smelling of sweat and nerves. 

A second man entered the house from behind the crown prince. His blue eyes – so blue that they almost seemed purple – narrowed as he surveyed us. From his full lips, a small white stick jutted. He was dressed as an Imperial Wing in tight trousers, knee-high boots, and a sharply cut black short-coat. He made me think of a sapling held back, ready to burst forward the moment it was let loose. Though his expression was mild on his stony face, his sharply trimmed black hair and dark brown skin made his eyes seem even bluer – as if they held some bright patch of the sky inside them.

“Area is secure. No one else creeping around in the rocks or woods,” he reported. He sounded so much like a veteran, and yet he had to be the same age as the prince – barely older than I was. Maybe the same age as Raquella.

Le Majest nodded imperiously – how else would he nod? As if he was play-acting at being himself. 

“And the Forbidding?”

“Far enough back not to be a threat. For now.” His eyes were on me, though he was giving a report to the prince. 

What did he want with me? I didn’t like that considering look in his eyes, as if he was weighing me and finding me wanting.

He chewed on the splinter and his lips twisted around it in a considering frown.

The crown prince nodded his head toward the dining room and the rest of the Claws pushed into it, shoving Anfrea and my other sisters out of the way.

Glittering swords flashed and children shrieked, leaving a tight feeling in my chest.

“Don’t touch him!” My sister Helissa’s voice was too high, her son Carsell’s sobs almost choking it out.

“The rest of you,” the crown prince barked. “Kneel.”

My eyes bulged as my brothers and brothers-in-law looked warily at one another. 

The prince shrugged one shoulder at the Imperial Wing.

“A display is in order. Show these creatures what it means to serve Le Majest of the Winged Empire.”

The Wing pursed his lips and opened his hand. 

A huge bird – translucent white with just a hint of purple glow – filled the room above us, pressing down, down, down. It was so large that I couldn’t make out its features. But I could feel the pressure of it forcing me down like a powerful wind pushing on me.

My heart hammered even louder. This was the flicker I’d seen in the woods. It had been watching us. Waiting for us to come home. He had been watching us.

Reluctantly, my brothers fell to one knee, muttering, “Le Majest.”

Those cool blue eyes fell on me as the crown prince waited for my obeisance.  

Hatred – hot and sharp – twisted my guts. 

Whatever he was
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