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      Rowan could pinpoint the exact moment he fell in love. It would take him ten years to admit it to himself, to gather the vocabulary necessary to encompass the complexity of his emotion, but he experienced the first stirrings of affection the second Echo stepped into his life.

      That day, Rowan’s mother had sent him, armed with a basketful of freshly baked cupcakes, to play with the Ala’s orphans. The cupcakes had gone fast, and Rowan was lucky to have been able to snag the last one, a fluffy concoction of red velvet cake and cream cheese frosting.

      When the human girl entered the room a hush fell over the children. Her uncombed brown hair made her look like a wild thing, and she clung to the Ala like an anchor. She had no feathers. Her bare arms looked almost obscene compared with the down that covered Rowan’s skin. Her big brown eyes zeroed in on the cupcake in his hand as if she were a hawk hunting for her next kill. She was so skinny, so pale.

      He extended his hand, the half-eaten cupcake cradled in his palm as if it were something precious. And to the girl, it was. Even if he had licked off most of the frosting already.

      She took it from him with a look of such awestruck gratitude that Rowan had promised himself, at the tender age of seven, that he would devote the rest of his life to conjuring forth that smile. It was a beautiful smile, and he wanted to preserve it. He wanted to preserve her, just as she was at that moment. Happy.

      During the decade that followed, he succeeded in making Echo smile like that more often than not, and she opened his eyes to a part of the world he had never before been able to see. He wasn’t good with words – they didn’t always make sense on the page – so Echo read to him. They would spend afternoons in the library on Fifth Avenue, his head resting on her lap, her hands carding through the feathers on his head as she read aloud from Dickens and Vonnegut and Rowling. He fell in love with those stories the same way he fell in love with her. A little grudgingly at first, but eventually with complete abandon. He tried to return the favor by teaching her how to draw, but Echo was hopeless. The poor girl couldn’t draw a straight line to save her life. Their love was as sweet as red velvet, as fluffy as cream cheese frosting.

      Now, looking at the girl who stood before him in the Black Forest, framed by a halo of fire, he could hardly remember that person. She was a great and terrible thing, a being of pure magic, raining destruction down upon them.

      Until that moment, Rowan had never seen battle, had never smelled the sharp coppery scent of blood in the air, had never heard tortured shrieks rise above a cacophony of death. The flames that engulfed the forest – devouring trees in a violent cascade of unearthly crimson and gold – licked at his feet, seared the exposed skin of his hands. The only battles Rowan had ever known were two-dimensional renderings of wars gone by, immortalized as massive paintings lining the walls of museums. He’d studied them for hours, head bent over his sketchbook, fingers blackened from smudging charcoal across the page. The imagining of chaos was quite different from the reality of it.

      Echo stood by a weeping willow, silhouetted by the orange flames behind her, arms extended low, palms facing up. Their eyes met across the field, and Rowan called to her, even though he knew she couldn’t hear him.

      The sights and sounds of the battle raging around him fell away. Echo raised her arms, as if she were about to ward off a blow, but what happened next defied explanation. Fire poured from her palms, unlike any fire Rowan had ever seen. The flames were as black as coal and as blindingly white as the sun. They were so bright, his eyes watered, and he had to look away.

      Echo had told him that she was hunting for the firebird, that she had a map that would lead her to it. But the results of her search weren’t anything Rowan had expected.

      The girl he’d fallen in love with over cupcakes and stories had evolved. Now she was something savage and fierce, a celestial beast framed by a blaze of her own creation.

      Echo hadn’t just found the firebird.

      She was the firebird.

      Holy. Shit. 
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      Who are you? 

      The question soared across the scorched sky, spoken by a chorus of voices that seeped through the cracks in the rocks that glowed like coals, that oozed from the pulsing hot brightness of the magma inching down, down, down to swallow all life in its path.

      Lava ran over Echo’s boots. She looked at her feet, dispassionate, divorced from the sight of the rubber and leather bubbling and melting. Her shoelaces caught fire, but she did not feel them burn. Soot coated her skin, clung to her hair, her eyelashes, her clothes. The blue had been burned out of the sky by the eruption, and darkness descended, called forth by a veil of ash.

      Who are you? 

      “This isn’t real,” Echo said.

      And that isn’t an answer. 

      This was a dream. And in this dream, she was burning. Her skin blistered in the heat. Magma rushed around her ankles. It didn’t scare her, though it had the first time she’d had this dream. And the second. And the third. But by now, she’d lived through this scenario so many times, it was beginning to feel routine. All she had to do was endure it. Soon enough, she would wake up. She could do that. If there was anything at which Echo excelled, it was surviving.

      She ignored the question – she’d yet to answer it in any of her dreams – and looked toward the gaping maw of the volcano. She stood at its base, watching it belch fire and smoke and ash into the heavens. Screams rose from the village below. That was the worst part. She could ignore her burning body, but she could never tune out the screams. Every night, without fail, from the first night. The night she had opened a door into the world and let the firebird enter. She could feel it now, its wings fluttering inside her as if testing the limits of its mortal cage.

      Every night, the same question was posed to her, asked by a speaker with a thousand voices ringing as one: Who are you?

      I am Echo, she thought. She didn’t speak the words aloud. She knew the answer wasn’t correct. Or perhaps the answer was simply not complete.

      Lava crawled up her legs, past her knees, her thighs, her waist, consuming her inch by inch. In seconds, or perhaps minutes – time was so hard to track in dreams – it would rush into her mouth, her nostrils. It would seal her eyes shut. Soon, her entire body would be trapped on the side of the mountain, glued to the spot like a fly in amber.

      All she had to do was survive. Dying in dreams wasn’t the worst part. Waking from them with more questions than answers was. This was her fault. The eruption. The fire bursting from the earth. The darkness eating the sky. The screams of people caught in the middle of a cosmic dance that had begun eons before they’d been born. Soon, Echo would wake up and start a new day. But soon never felt soon enough when she was trapped in this dream.

      Who are you? The question was clear, even over the anguished wails of the people below.

      I am their end, Echo thought. I am their destruction. I couldn’t shield them from something I caused. I opened a door I shouldn’t have opened and now I don’t know what to do about it. I am alone in this.

      Then the voices asked, as they did whenever she dared consider her solitude: Are you?

      Echo had opened a door to let the firebird in. But she couldn’t help wondering what she’d let out.
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      Friday night in London’s Camden Market was a sight to behold. Stalls were tightly packed into the space, each vying to be louder and more eye-catching than the next. Rugs of dubious Persian origin swayed gently in the wind, and the brash yellow of streetlights sparkled over an array of glass pipes on a nearby table. The July air wasn’t exactly what Echo would call balmy, but it amplified the scents lingering about the market. Her stomach grumbled as she caught a whiff of what smelled a lot like kebab. Maybe she’d grab some on the way back. Maybe she’d even pay for it. Last night’s dream weighed on her, but the weight had grown so constant she could ignore it if she tried hard enough. Compartmentalization, she mused. It was a hell of a skill. And if any city in the world could help her forget her troubles, it was this one.

      She elbowed her way past London’s bright young eccentrics, searching for the stall Jasper had sent her to find. She didn’t need to look behind her to know that Caius was right on her heels, shadowing her with unwavering focus. When she’d told him that she was making a supply run, he hadn’t even given her the chance to ask to go alone. He hadn’t wanted her to go at all, insisting that it was safer in the East London hideout they were holed up in – an abandoned warehouse registered under one of Jasper’s many aliases – but Echo needed to breathe something besides the stale air she’d been sharing with him, Dorian, Jasper, and Ivy since abandoning Jasper’s Strasbourg home and going on the run three months ago.

      With Jasper’s injuries, they couldn’t go very far. Ivy had done her best to heal the wound he’d received taking a blow meant for Dorian, but even she needed supplies. The second Ivy had mentioned she was running low on the herbs for the poultice she’d been using on Jasper, Echo had jumped at the chance to restock. If she spent one more minute in that warehouse, she’d lose her mind. She needed distance. From the others, from her bed, from the water-stained ceiling she stared at every night when she finally woke from her tortured slumber. Luckily, Jasper knew of a warlock who’d set up shop in London selling goods to anyone with enough of an eye for magic to find his stall.

      She scanned the area, letting her gaze roam over the organized chaos of Camden Market. Magic didn’t like to be looked at head-on. It preferred to twinkle in one’s peripheral vision, teasing with a hint of its presence. Since that moment in the Black Forest, when she’d welcomed the power of the firebird into her body, becoming its vessel, Echo found that she was more attuned to the subtle hint of magic in the air. From the corner of her eye, she caught a shimmer around a stall, not fifteen feet from where she stood. Before, she would have noticed only the faintest haze in the air around the stall, but now the warlock’s magic gleamed in the artificial twilight of the market. When she turned to look straight at it, the shimmer disappeared. Found you.

      She cast a look over her shoulder, meeting Caius’s green eyes across the crowd. He kept close to her, but not so close that it would look like they were together. His idea. The baseball cap perched on his freshly shorn brown hair and the thickly applied foundation that hid the delicate scales on his cheekbones had been Echo’s idea. He’d squirmed in the chair as she piled on the makeup, unaccustomed to the sensation of goop on his face, but if she had to wear a disguise, so did he.

      Echo reached up to adjust the blond wig she’d pulled on before leaving the warehouse, and nodded, just enough for Caius to see it. The oversized sunglasses and newsboy cap she’d swiped from a dozing East London hipster on the tube added an extra layer of anonymity, but Caius remained on guard. They were still being hunted, by the Avicen, the people Echo had come to think of as family. By the Drakharin, led by Caius’s own sister. By pretty much anyone with even a passing interest in the firebird. Never before had Echo felt quite so popular.

      The corner of Caius’s lip turned up ever so slightly, and Echo let herself smile back in response. It hadn’t occurred to her to object when he’d insisted on accompanying her to the warlock’s shop. Caius had proved himself an exceptional companion. Sometimes, they would go up to the roof of the warehouse and he would point out constellations to her, regaling her with the Drakharin stories behind the stars. She knew the human tales and the Avicen ones, but these were new to her, and precious. Caius never wanted to stay out for long – again, safety first – but those moments were special. When she was leaning against the roof’s cold concrete with Caius just inches from her, she didn’t feel like a person of interest, or a chess piece in the war between the Avicen and the Drakharin. She didn’t feel like the firebird, the one tool that both sides desperately wanted to control in the hopes of ending their centuries-old conflict. She was just a girl, lying next to a boy, gazing up at the stars.

      “Looking for something?”

      The voice pulled Echo back, reminding her of where she was and why she was here. She broke eye contact with Caius, who was now leaning against a streetlamp two stalls down, examining his fingernails, the epitome of nonchalance, and turned to face the man who’d spoken.

      If oatmeal were to take a human form, it would manifest itself as this guy. Light brown cardigan. Stained white T-shirt. Beat-up cargo pants. Converse All-Stars that had once been white but had darkened to a sad gray. Sandy hair that was neither brown nor blond. Everything about him screamed beige. The only thing that seemed off was the pair of retro Ray-Bans hiding his eyes. But since Echo was also wearing sunglasses at night, she was fresh out of stones to throw. Rolling a cigarette as he looked up at her, the man sat by his stall in a metal folding chair, legs crossed at the ankles and raised to rest on the table beside him.

      “Can I help you?” His Cockney accent was thick. He brought the cigarette up to his lips and licked an exaggerated line along the top edge of the paper to seal it. The cheap silver jewelry on his table was laid out haphazardly, as if he wasn’t interested in selling it. That suited Echo as she wasn’t interested in buying it.

      She fished a small slip of paper out of her pocket. Jasper had scribbled a symbol on it – an equal-armed cross, with a diamond at the center and small triangles capping each arm – and told her to present it to the man. It was the international symbol for “Here there be warlocks.” Under the sigil, Ivy had added a list of ingredients.

      “Yeah,” she said, “I’m in the market for some hard-to-find goods.”

      The man leaned forward, dropping his feet to the ground as if movement was a chore. He took the paper from Echo, bringing it up close to his nose to examine it. Seconds ticked by. Echo fought the urge to bounce on the balls of her feet or anxiously drum her fingers against her thigh or reach up to scratch at the wig’s netting, which had been irritating her all night. Traveling incognito had been fun for the first five minutes, but the novelty had worn off, just as her patience was now wearing thin with Wonder Bread the Warlock.

      The warlock peered at Echo over his sunglasses, giving her the chance to see the one thing that marked him as no longer human. His eyes were entirely white, as though the pupils had been swallowed whole. The sight of them was enough to make Echo’s fingers itch for a weapon. Warlocks were bad news. She longed to reach for the dagger tucked into her boot. A nearby radio crackled with static as the announcer read off the hour’s headlines. A plane crash a few kilometers outside Sydney. The upcoming presidential election in the United States. The cloud of volcanic ash clogging the sky over New Zealand after an unexpected earthquake had caused an inactive volcano to erupt three months ago; apparently, it was still rumbling, still smoking. Bits of Echo’s dream flitted through her mind, but she pushed them down, as deep as they would go.

      “These are some pretty serious healing supplies,” the warlock said. He handed the paper back, rising to his feet. “You in trouble?”

      “Perpetually.”

      “My kind of girl.” The warlock stepped around the table, into his stall, and began rummaging through the boxes beneath the table. He took his sweet time. He glanced up at Echo, a little too keenly, and asked, “Come here often?”

      “Nope.”

      She willed herself not to look back at Caius. The last thing she needed was to engage in a rousing bout of chitchat with the warlock. The more he kept talking, the more likely it was that he would ask questions Echo couldn’t or wouldn’t answer. She was beginning to think that maybe she should have listened to Caius and stayed at the warehouse, hidden behind the layers of wards that protected them.

      With a shrug, the warlock said, “Most people who come to me are looking for something a little less… benevolent.” He popped to his feet, holding several ziplock bags full of herbs. He offered them to Echo, but when she reached out to take them, he yanked them back. “Payment up front, love. That’ll be five hundred.”

      Highway freakin’ robbery, Echo thought, even as she swung her backpack from her shoulder to retrieve the wad of cash she’d taken from Jasper’s stash. Though the warehouse wasn’t the most welcoming place – the ceiling leaked, the pipes were rusty, and the heating was more hypothetical than real – it was remarkably well stocked with a variety of currencies. She slapped the money down on the table. “There. Gimme the stuff, and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      “Ooh, feisty.” The warlock slid the ziplock bags across the table to her, but kept his hands on them. “I think I’d like to get to know you a bit better.”

      Echo took the bags, ignoring the way his pinkie finger briefly stroked the side of her hand. “The feeling is not mutual.” She dropped the bags into her backpack, then zipped it back up and slung it over her shoulders. “I’d say it was a pleasure doing business with you, but that would be a lie.”

      She turned, heading for the market’s entrance, the warlock’s bark of laughter ringing in her ears. Her skin felt slimy where he’d touched her. She rubbed her palm on her jeans as if that could erase the sensation.

      A hand slid into hers, and she jumped, instinctively trying to pull away.

      “Relax,” Caius whispered, breath warm against the shell of her ear. “It’s just me.”

      Tension drained from Echo’s body, replaced with a tingly feeling in her gut that was a close relative of contentment. She liked the way his hand felt in hers. She liked the rough texture of his calluses combined with the softness of his skin. They’d grown closer over the past several weeks, though they hadn’t progressed any further than cuddling. A presence tickled at the back of her mind. She ignored it. It was getting easier to silence Rose, but whenever Caius touched her, that voice had a habit of piping up as if his proximity were a summons.

      She tightened her hold on Caius’s hand, relishing the tiny smile that graced his lips. They walked toward the Camden Town tube station, where they could catch a train back to the warehouse. Completely non-magical travel had been another one of Caius’s ideas. That would make it harder for people to track them, if they were looking for signs of magic or the residue left behind by shadow dust. Echo couldn’t argue with the wisdom behind the idea, but she missed the convenience of traveling through the in-between, of walking through a door in one city and exiting into a completely different country.

      She bumped her shoulder into Caius’s arm. “I thought we weren’t supposed to look like we were together. Isn’t this breaking the rules?”

      Caius smiled again, looking down at their joined hands. He ran a thumb along her knuckles, right where the warlock had caressed her, as though he were erasing the last trace of that unwelcome contact. “If there’s anything I’ve learned from spending time with you,” he said, leaning down so she could hear his quiet words, “it’s that some rules were meant to be broken.”

      The lights of Camden High Street twinkled behind his head, casting a soft golden glow on the strands of hair that escaped his baseball cap. Echo wished that he didn’t need to hide his scales; she wanted to watch the light dance along his cheekbones, catching the scales’ slight texture and shine. He looked at her expectantly, waiting for her to respond. His eyes were a brighter shade of emerald than human green, almost as though they were lit from within.

      He’s beautiful, isn’t he? said the voice inside Echo’s head.

      Shut up, Rose. To Echo’s eternal surprise, Rose complied, but not without a flutter of sensation in Echo’s mind that felt suspiciously like ghostly laughter. It sent a tremor through her body.

      Caius gave her hand a quick squeeze. “Echo? Are you all right?”

      She cleared her throat and looked away from him. Rose’s thoughts may have been unwanted, but Echo couldn’t exactly argue with her. Caius was lovely to the point of distraction. But he didn’t know that Rose had felt the need to point it out. He knew Rose was there, buried deep somewhere inside Echo’s head, her soul inextricably linked to the firebird’s energy, but the extent to which Rose had made herself at home wasn’t something Echo was prepared to share. She had power now, responsibilities. There were people depending on her, and hearing voices wasn’t a character trait that screamed dependable. And so she kept Rose’s comments to herself. Maybe there would come a day when old ghosts kept their silence and left Echo alone in her own head. A girl could dream. But until that day, the fewer people who knew, the better.

      They were nearly at the tube station. They’d hop on the Northern line and be home in less than half an hour, but the thought of going back to the warehouse, of returning to those too-familiar walls and too-thin mattresses strewn across the floor, was suffocating. Echo needed more time away, more time to pretend that the weight of the world wasn’t resting squarely on her shoulders. Her stomach rumbled again, and she had an idea.

      “Yeah.” She squeezed Caius’s hand back, eliciting another small grin from him. He smiled more these days, though it wasn’t quite the same as the unguarded smiles she knew from Rose’s memories.

      Mágoa, Echo thought. Portuguese. The residue left behind by sorrow.

      The traces of long-ago grief clung to Caius, affecting every gesture, influencing every detail of his behavior, however minor. Rose’s Caius had been a different person, though Echo found that she liked this version of him just fine. But even then, questions still plagued her. She wanted to ask if what he felt for her was real. If all he saw when he looked at her was a dead girl. If she was insane to think that a history as tangled as theirs – hers, Caius’s, Rose’s – could ever have a happy ending. But all she managed to ask was “You hungry?”

      Caius’s smile wilted, turning down at the edges. “We really should get back.”

      Echo skipped ahead, using her hold on his hand to guide him toward the kebab place on the corner. London was riddled with them, and the quality was always a bit hit-or-miss, but she was willing to take the risk. “Oh, c’mon. A wise man once said some rules were meant to be broken.”

      With a quiet chuckle, Caius said, “He doesn’t sound very wise to me.”

      But he didn’t fight as she tugged him along, leading him toward the siren song of kebab. Strolling down the street looking like a couple was most certainly against the rules, but the night was young, and so was she. This moment was hers, and she would cherish it, even if – or maybe because – she knew it wouldn’t last.
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      When they returned to the warehouse, bellies full of greasy kebab, it was almost exactly as they’d left it. Candles sitting in puddles of wax were scattered about the large room on the top floor, illuminating the space with a soft yellow glow that reflected off the black-painted windowpanes. On the ancient television in the corner, a BBC host interviewed an expert on climate change, their voices overpowered by the occasional rumble of a passing train. Half a dozen mattresses had been pushed to the corners of the room and were surrounded by piles of clothing in varied states of disarray, from absolute chaos (Echo’s) to military neatness (Dorian’s). Jasper’s clothes fit Dorian and Caius, though the latter’s broad shoulders meant the borrowed shirts stretched across his chest in a way that was impossible not to notice. Echo had lasted two days living in Jasper’s oversized sweats before she couldn’t handle it anymore and snuck out in the night. She’d broken into a vintage boutique – they were all over East London – and absconded with an assortment of clothes for herself and Ivy. The talking-to she’d received from both Caius and Ivy for going out alone had been worth it. You never quite appreciated the fit of a decent pair of jeans until you didn’t have any that weren’t bloodstained or ripped.

      Jasper lay on his mattress, one hand dangling over the side, the other draped dramatically across his forehead. The vibrant colors of the feathers on his head, cropped short enough to look almost like hair, were dark in the candlelight, but their deep purples, velvety blues, and speckles of warm gold were still visible.

      Echo riffled through her mental lexicon for the right word to describe Jasper. “Pavonine.” That was it. “Of or resembling a peacock.”

      Dorian sat cross-legged on the floor by the mattress, running a rag over the steel of his sword. His silvery bangs fell across his eye patch as he tilted his head toward Jasper so he could hear whatever the Avicen was saying. Echo had come to realize that Dorian cleaned weapons the way some people bit their nails: absently, when there was nothing better to do. The blade hadn’t seen action for months, but Dorian polished it daily, keeping it pristine.

      Caius locked the door behind them and started checking the wards around it, testing them for weaknesses. It was the only entrance to the hideout. One way in, one way out. Caius had insisted it was safer that way, and when he insisted, it had the tendency to feel more like a royal edict than mere suggestion. If their little group were found, he could whisk them away through the in-between. Caius was one of the few people Echo knew who didn’t need to bother with shadow dust or thresholds to access the in-between, though the effort it would take to transport four other people would cost him dearly. All magic came with a cost, no matter how powerful you were. As far as emergency plans went, it wasn’t the absolute worst, but Echo hoped they’d never have to use it.

      She dumped her backpack on the floor beside the door. “Children,” she called, “I’m home.”

      Ivy popped her head out of the bathroom door on the opposite side of the room, long, snowy hair-feathers gleaming in the dim light. “Oh, thank the gods,” she answered, wiping her hands on a washcloth as she walked over to Echo. “If I had to listen to Jasper whine about his poultice one more time, I was going to gag him.”

      “Excuse me, young lady, I do not whine,” Jasper said, angling his head to glare at Ivy. “I lament.”

      Ivy rolled her eyes. “You’re nineteen, Jasper. Don’t you ‘young lady’ me.”

      Echo knelt down, fished the bags of herbs out of her backpack, and handed them to Ivy. “No bickering. This is a bicker-free zone. Bickering is an offense punishable by death.”

      “Don’t mind, Ivy,” said Jasper. “She’s still mad I bought Park Place right out from under her nose.”

      “And here I was thinking that what happened in Monopoly stayed in Monopoly,” Echo said. The board game had lasted only a week before Caius had confiscated it and hidden it somewhere deep in the bowels of the warehouse. Their last game had nearly come to blows.

      Jasper exhaled a pained laugh. “Oh, you sweet little fool.” He struggled to sit up, succeeding only when Dorian slipped a hand underneath his shoulder to help prop him against the wall. Ivy went over to his bedside, laying out the ziplock bags in the order she needed them. “And honestly, Ivy, can’t you fix me any faster? I’m sick of lying around like a lump on a log.” Jasper winked at Dorian. “Though at least the nurses are cute.”

      Pink suffused Dorian’s fair skin, inching past the eye patch all the way up to the dusting of scales on his temples. A tiny smile teased at his lips. Jasper had taken to showering Dorian with compliments the same way Dorian cleaned his sword and Caius checked the wards. Habitually.

      Ivy was less amused. She ripped open one of the bags so forcefully that dried green herbs scattered across the floor. “I’m a healer,” she said through clenched teeth. “Not a wizard.” She shoved the herbs at Dorian. “Grind these.”

      Dorian accepted the herbs because when Ivy told you to do something in that tone of voice, you did it. Catching Echo’s gaze, Ivy said, “Can we talk?”

      Echo nodded, not liking the sound of it. Whenever someone said “Can we talk?” it was always followed by something deeply unpleasant. That was a universal truth.

      They made their way to a corner of the loft, as far from the others as they could go. Caius shot Echo a concerned glance, but she waved him away. Ivy pitched her voice low so she wouldn’t be overheard. “Jasper’s not healing.”

      And there was the deeply unpleasant something.

      “Well,” Echo said. “It was a really bad wound, right? It’s going to take a while.”

      Ivy shook her head. “I mean, it’s not healing. At all. The herbs I’m using are fighting infection and keeping it from getting worse, but it’s just not healing. I think there might be some bad magic involved, but I don’t know how or why or what. I haven’t reached that part of my training yet.” Ivy rubbed her arms as if fighting a chill. “I was sort of distracted by getting kidnapped, then rescued, then whisked away on a globe-trotting adventure with our merry band of misfits.”

      Caius drifted to their corner, despite Echo’s silent instruction that he leave them be. “Is this about Jasper’s injury?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” Echo said. “It’s not healing. Ivy thinks there might be some bad mojo happening.”

      With a slow nod, Caius said, “I think our resident healer is right.” He looked over his shoulder to where Dorian was grinding herbs while Jasper watched, naked adoration in his amber eyes. “It was a Firedrake sword that wounded him.” He grimaced. “My sister – or should I say, the new Dragon Prince – once approached me with a plan for making her regiment even more lethal. Tanith wanted a warlock to curse their weapons so that even if a wound wasn’t a killing blow, it would still kill its intended victim.”

      “Like a poison,” Echo said.

      Ivy let out a string of un-Ivy-like curses.

      “Exactly like that,” said Caius. “I forbade Tanith to do it. After my last few experiences with warlocks, I had little desire to involve myself with them.”

      “What happened to sour you on warlocks?” Echo asked. “Other than the fact that they’re pretty much evil incarnate.”

      Caius’s grimace deepened to a full frown. “I don’t think they’re particularly fond of me, as a matter of fact.” He rubbed the nape of his neck, a gesture Echo had learned meant he was about to confess a truth he would rather keep to himself. “Shortly after my election to the throne, I called in a team of warlocks to strengthen the wards around Wyvern’s Keep. Our mages were good, but there’s nothing stronger than the type of dark magic warlocks traffic in. I promised them untold riches after they completed their task. I didn’t exactly deliver on my promise.”

      “And what did you deliver?” Echo asked.

      Caius met her eyes, his expression guarded. “Death. I couldn’t have warlocks on the loose with detailed knowledge of the keep’s fortifications.”

      “Christ,” Echo said. She knew about Caius’s past. He had done terrible things. That was not news. But it was easier to see him the way Rose had: as a person who wanted to use his power for good. Who didn’t want to hurt people. He had changed in the century after her death, and the years since had seen his hands soaked in more blood than Echo could imagine.

      As if he could read her thoughts, Caius said in a soft voice, “I never said I was a good person.”

      Ivy shifted uncomfortably beside Echo. “What happened to the warlocks who kidnapped me from the Agora?”

      A moment passed in awkward silence before Caius said, “I killed them, too.”

      Echo watched the play of emotions on Ivy’s face. She knew the abduction had been the most traumatic event in Ivy’s life – up until the battle of the Black Forest – but Ivy was a gentle soul. Relief and guilt warred in her expression. “I see” was all she said.

      This wasn’t a conversation Echo wanted to have at that moment. Or ever. “So we can’t go to those guys to ask for help,” she said. “What are we going to do about Jasper? We can’t just leave him like this.”

      “His wound will kill him,” Ivy said. “Eventually.”

      Caius let out a wary breath. “If it’s truly dark magic, then the only way we can fight back is with dark magic.”

      “And the only people who practice that are warlocks,” Echo said.

      Caius nodded. “I’ll talk to Jasper. He might know one or two who would be willing to help for the right price.”

      “Let’s try not to kill anyone this time,” Ivy said.

      A line formed between Caius’s brows as his frown deepened. Echo was too tired to deal with this. She didn’t want to think about Caius murdering people – no matter how creepy and unethical those people were in their own right – and she didn’t want to watch Ivy judge him for it. Hell, Echo judged him for it. And somewhere in the back of Echo’s mind, Rose was probably forgiving him. The cognitive dissonance was a lot to handle. Their lives were a lot to handle.

      “Great,” Echo said before the conversation could continue. “Now that that’s settled, I need to get some rest.”

      She left them to their business and plopped down on her mattress, positioned farthest from the windows. With a single, unreadable backward glance at Echo, Caius returned to checking the wards. Ivy joined Dorian by Jasper’s bedside to continue preparing the herbs for a new poultice. The sound of their banter was a comforting white noise. They’d been holed up for months, but it was still strange to consider how unlikely their group was. Two Avicen, two Drakharin – once mortal enemies – and Echo, the lone human. She looked down at her hands, remembering the black and white fire that had burst from her palms. Maybe she wasn’t quite so human after all.

      The mattress dipped beside her. She looked up to find Caius sitting next to her. “Wards okay?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Solid as ever. We’re as safe as we’re ever going to be.” He ran a hand through his dark hair. A few days ago, Dorian had forced Caius into a chair, brandishing a pair of scissors. This is getting out of hand, Dorian had said. Echo, Ivy, and Jasper had shared a bag of microwave popcorn while they watched Caius stew in resentful silence as Dorian cut his hair. That was what passed for entertainment in the warehouse. Caius kept touching the back of his neck, like he wasn’t quite used to the new length. He turned to Echo, eyes gone dark in the flickering candlelight. “How are you feeling?”

      Her smile was small and tight, her jaw clenched. Now that she was back in the warehouse she felt strangled. Odd. Exposed. It was nothing like her home, the secret room in the New York Public Library, with its fairy lights and stolen treasures and mountains of books. The silence and solitude of that place had suited her. The image of that empty room, still shielded by its wards, made her chest ache. But thinking about the things she’d lost was infinitely easier than thinking about the people she’d left behind. Like Rowan. She pushed the thought down, deeper and deeper, as far as it would go.

      “I’m fine,” she lied.

      Caius was not fooled. “You don’t look fine.”

      A train rolled past, shaking the windows. Echo broke the hold his gaze had on her and focused on the television. On its screen was aerial footage of plumes of smoke, bellowing forth from the mouth of a volcano somewhere in the Pacific Ocean, miles off the coast of New Zealand. The flawlessly coiffed blonde behind the news desk relayed the baffled opinions of experts who had agreed en masse that the volcano was supposed to be dormant and that its recent activity was nothing short of a conundrum, as there was no logical explanation for the tectonic movement that had caused its eruption. Something deep inside Echo tugged at her as she watched clouds of black ash and oozing rivers of bright magma flash across the screen. The feeling wasn’t recognition, but a close cousin to it; it felt as though a force within her was trying to communicate in nonverbal sensations. The volcano had erupted the same day Echo had driven a dagger into her own heart, freeing the firebird from, as the prophecy put it, its cage of bones.

      Caius was saying something, his voice low and distant, but Echo heard none of it as the image on the screen switched to the complete and utter ruin of a village, half-collapsed walls sticking up from the ash-covered ground like fractured, blackened teeth. It looked exactly like the village from her dream. She grabbed the remote to turn up the volume and shushed Caius.

      “— the scene here is simply devastating,” intoned the field reporter, his wool coat snapping in the wind, his hair fighting free of its pomade. Behind him, what looked like a rescue crew combed through debris, lifting fallen planks of wood and shuffling around jagged chunks of stone. The dark mass of the volcano was visible in the distance. “This entire area of land has just been destroyed. There’s nothing – and no one – left.”

      “Is there any word on the ground as to what could have caused this?” asked the blonde in the studio, unruffled by the elements.

      The field reporter ran a finger along a wooden stump beside him. His gloved hand came away covered in what looked like soot. “No idea yet, Sandra. But a member of the recovery team has told me that this” – he rubbed his fingers together, smearing the black soot – “residue doesn’t appear to be volcanic in origin, despite the recent activity in the area. We’re not quite sure what it is, but we’re hoping to have answers soon.”

      “Thank you, George,” the newscaster said. “And keep us posted…”

      Echo thumbed down the volume. The tugging in her gut intensified, as if the firebird were shouting at her without words, trying to force her to realize something that should have been obvious but wasn’t. The volcanic eruption. A village swallowed by fire and ash. And all of it timed to neatly coincide with the firebird’s appearance. With her dreams. With the sense of dread that had been building in her since she had sliced open not just her own body but the fabric of the world, letting in a cosmic force she didn’t understand.

      Caius pitched his voice low so only Echo could hear him. “Are you still having those nightmares?”

      She nodded, still not looking at him. The muscles in her neck were taut enough to snap. The others knew about the dreams. It was hard to keep something like that a secret when you woke up screaming several nights in a row. But she didn’t want to talk about them. They made her feel powerless. Confused. Consumed by questions and plagued by suspicions that she had done something terrible and irrevocable.

      “It’s connected,” Echo said softly. “I started dreaming about the volcano before I heard about it on the news. It started that night.” She gestured to the scar on her chest, which was only just visible over the collar of her T-shirt. “The night all this happened.” She swallowed. The words were still strange on her tongue. “The night I unleashed the firebird. I let it into me, but I don’t think it’s the only thing I unleashed.”

      “Perhaps it’s a coincidence,” Caius said. “You went through something extremely traumatic. Maybe your psyche latched on to the idea of the volcano and conflated the events in your mind.”

      She shook her head. “I dreamed about the volcano before I knew it had happened. We didn’t have a TV at Jasper’s loft in Strasbourg. I hadn’t heard the news yet. And that village— I saw it, that exact one.”

      Caius reached for her, maybe to offer comfort, but she pulled away.

      “It’s not a coincidence,” she said. “I know it. I know.”

      Echo couldn’t believe in coincidences, not anymore, not when she lived in a world peopled by creatures that should be more at home in fairy tales than on the streets of major metropolises, not when she herself had become a thing of magic and myth. She could feel Caius’s eyes on her, questioning, wondering, just as she was, what her role in all this was – what the firebird’s role was.

      The bird that sings at midnight from within its cage of bones, Echo remembered, eyes still trained on the now quiet television, riveted by the scene of destruction, will rise from blood and ashes to greet the truth unknown.

      She’d often found herself mulling over the prophecy that had led her here, to this warehouse, to these people. The last line in particular. What truth? As the sensation that was not quite recognition strengthened, as the firebird pounded against the inside of her skull, demanding that she take notice, take action, do something, she thought that maybe she was about to find out.
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      The night air rustled the short strands of Caius’s hair, tickling the back of his neck. He stood on the roof of the warehouse, hands in his pockets, skin still warmed by the memory of Echo’s body heat. He’d waited until she fell asleep, curled up on the mattress on her side, long brown hair spread out on the pillow like a dark cloud, her brow furrowed even in slumber. Caius had smoothed the wrinkle with a gentle touch, mesmerized by the way she’d turned toward his hand, mumbling something incoherent. People were supposed to look younger in their sleep, but Echo seemed older than her years, as if the weight that bore down on her was even heavier when she was most vulnerable. At night, Caius knew, she was plagued by the lives of the vessels that had come before her, memories that weren’t her own crowding her head like unwelcome houseguests. And that was when she wasn’t forced to live through an eruption, the lone witness to a cataclysmic event that claimed an island in a far-off sea. Eventually, she’d stilled, and Caius had come up to the roof, leaving the others to their nighttime rituals, seeking as much silence as one could find in a place as chronically boisterous as London.

      He gazed at the city spread before him, the silhouettes of buildings dark against a sky so polluted by ambient light that the stars were all but invisible. He and Echo had spent many a night trying to pick out the brightest ones, though she occasionally mistook a passing plane for a shooting star. Even when the constellations weren’t wholly visible, Caius still told her the stories he’d carried with him since childhood: tales of great dragons cutting through the sky, wings as black as the void of space, eyes glittering with the fire of stars. The sky, all Drakharin children were told, was the realm of the gods, where Dragon Princes of days gone by ascended when their reigns came to an end, destined to watch over their earthbound brethren for all eternity. Caius had believed those stories, as children so easily did, until the day of his coronation, when he’d knelt before the assembly of Drakharin nobles that had elected him, and swore that he would serve his people until his dying day. As the weight of the crown settled on his head, he knew that he’d given up the chance to live a long and happy life. Power corrupted, and those it didn’t corrupt, it killed. He’d met his sister’s eyes from across the room, burning as bright as rubies, speaking truth to the lie of her proud smile. He should have seen it then. The jealousy. The ambition. He should have known that his reign would end with Tanith. But love had blinded him, as it was wont to do, and he’d only seen the twin he entered this world with, not her potential for betrayal, and believed what he wanted to believe. That her love for her brother was greater than her aspirations.

      Behind him, the hinges of the rooftop door squealed as it opened. Caius didn’t need to turn around to see who had just come through it. He’d recognize Dorian’s footsteps anywhere.

      Dorian came to stand beside him, pale hair and even paler skin bright in the darkness. A coin appeared in his hand, as if from nowhere, and he proceeded to roll it over his knuckles, fingers moving with a practiced grace.

      “Where’d you learn to do that?” Caius asked as he watched the effortless motion of Dorian’s hands.

      Dorian faltered, and the coin slipped from his grasp. He caught it with his other hand and slipped it into his pocket. “Jasper.”

      “An Avicen teaching you coin tricks.” Caius let himself smile. “Now I really have seen everything.”

      Dorian chuckled softly. “If you look closely at the horizon, you can see pigs flying in the distance.” He turned to Caius, single blue eye as focused as a hawk’s. “Speaking of Jasper…”

      “I know,” Caius said. “He’s not healing. Ivy told me. I think the blade that wounded him was cursed.” He added, “By a warlock.”

      Dorian swore softly in Drakhar. “You never let Tanith off her leash to do as she wished, but now that she’s Dragon Prince, there’s no one to stop her. Without you there to hold her back, she’s getting reckless.” His hand drifted to his side, where his sword would be had he been wearing it. “I would sooner die than allow a warlock to touch my blade. Gods only know what magic they could work on weapons without you even knowing.”

      “I know,” Caius said. “And that’s why I never wanted her to do it. But it seems she has and now we have to deal with the consequences.”

      Beside him, Dorian shuffled, hands curling into fists and uncurling. “Jasper is the one dealing with the consequences. We have to help him, Caius. We have to do something. I can’t just sit here and watch him die because he took a blow meant for me.”

      Dorian, pleading for the life of an Avicen. Caius stifled a smile. He turned back to survey the urban vista before them. It was so different from the world he’d known, but he was finding a kind of alien beauty in that difference. “If the blade was truly cursed by a warlock, then perhaps a warlock can remove the magic infecting his wound.”

      With a weary sigh, Dorian turned to rest against the parapet, arms crossed over his chest, back to the brightly colored lights shining through the windows of the warehouse across the way. There was a party in that warehouse every other day. Echo called it a rave. “Well, I’m fresh out of warlock friends after we killed the last batch we worked with. I’m afraid you and I are beginning to earn something of a reputation in that community. Those bridges are a little too burned for us to use.”

      Their eyes met, and for a brief moment, Caius caught the rawness, usually so well hidden, in Dorian’s expression. Dorian turned away, breaking the connection.

      “I have a plan,” Caius said, “but I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

      “How many times do I have to say it?” Dorian asked. “I’d follow you anywhere, Caius. Prince or not.”

      “Well,” Caius began. “We’re going to make a new warlock friend. We just need a warlock. Any one will do. Jasper has mentioned before that he used to run with a band of warlocks in his” – Caius curled two fingers in the air, forming quotation marks, a gesture he’d picked up from Echo and Ivy – “‘wild and reckless youth.’ I’m going to see if one of them would be willing to help us.”

      Dorian opened his mouth to object, but Caius held up a hand. “I know what you’re going to say and I don’t want you to say it, because then we’re just going to argue and you know I always win.”

      Dorian scowled. “Only because I let you.”

      “Be that as it may,” said Caius. “Jasper’s wound requires magic neither you nor I can counter. We need help, even if that help comes from a distasteful source.”

      “You’re right,” Dorian said, his words punctuated by a rapid exhalation. “But Jasper’s in no condition to go anywhere,” he added, all protective indignation. Caius sank his teeth into his lower lip to hold back a smile. After so many years of pining after his prince, it was nice to see Dorian’s affection focused on someone else. He deserved to find love and to have that love returned.

      “And that’s why I’ll be contacting the warlock of his choosing.” Caius pushed himself away from the parapet, stretching his arms high above his head. It was getting late, even if the dull roar of the party across the way showed no signs of abating. He took one last look at the stars, dimmed by the noxious clouds that hung above the city. As prince, he’d done little to deserve his place in the heavens, but he’d meant every word of his vow. He’d protect his people and serve them, even if he had to do it from afar, without a title and with precious few allies. Even after they threw their support behind someone else.

      He started toward the door, Dorian hot on his heels. “I take it you mean to go alone,” Dorian said.

      Caius pulled the door open, grimacing at the loud sound of the hinges complaining. They needed a good greasing. The staircase was dark, illuminated only by a single, flickering bulb hanging sadly from a rusty chain. “I need you here, Dorian. To protect the others.” He winked at Dorian over his shoulder. “Besides, I doubt I could pull you away from Jasper even if I wanted to.”

      Dorian missed the top step. He grabbed the banister, catching himself. Caius laughed, then clapped a hand over his mouth when Dorian shot him a dark look. “Sorry,” Caius said, words muffled by his palm. He lowered his hand. “But it’s true. You’re quite smitten.”

      It was hard to tell in the shadowy stairwell, but Caius was willing to bet that there was a pale pink blush painting Dorian’s cheeks. With an indignant huff, Dorian headed down the stairs, brushing past Caius. Oh, yes, that was most certainly a blush, crawling all the way up to the silver hair.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Dorian. He kept his back to Caius as he descended, rounded the bend, and then began making his way down the next staircase.

      “Of course not,” Caius said, taking hold of the banister and swinging himself down in front of Dorian. He bent his knees as he landed, silent as a cat. “I’m sure all those surreptitious glances mean absolutely nothing.”

      Caius was through the door before Dorian could muster a response. He felt lighter than he had in weeks. They had a plan to help Jasper – or at least the very beginnings of a plan. A plan in infancy. And it was probably a terrible plan, but it was better than nothing, and sometimes, that was all anyone could ask for.
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      Echo woke to the rich, bitter scent of freshly brewed coffee. Her eyes flew open. The coffeemaker in the warehouse had broken two weeks ago, dripping its last forlorn drop of badly burnt coffee as she and Jasper looked on in sadness. Echo bolted upright, kicking off the sheets and pulling a hand through her sleep-tangled hair. In the corner of the room, where they’d arranged boxes of instant oatmeal, cups of ramen noodles, a microwave, a rickety table, and a kettle into a makeshift kitchenette, stood the Ala, greasy paper bag in one hand, and a cardboard tray holding four large cups of coffee in the other. Her expression was that of a disgusted parent walking into a child’s messy bedroom.

      “Honestly, when was the last time any of you ate something that couldn’t be prepared in a microwave?”

      “Ala!” Echo sprang to her feet, legs tangled in the sheets. The Ala was here. The Ala had brought food. The Ala was a goddess.

      Echo’s shout woke the others. On the mattress nearest her, Ivy grumbled, pulling the sheet higher above her head, while Caius rubbed a hand over his face, hiding a yawn. His dark hair was mussed from sleep, but it was an artful disarray, the kind that beckoned to be combed through with questing fingers. He met Echo’s eyes and smiled a little wryly as his gaze dropped. Only then did Echo remember that she wasn’t wearing any pants. Thankfully, the gray T-shirt she’d nipped from Jasper’s stack of clothes hit her mid-thigh. She looked back at Caius and shrugged. Coffee and a hot breakfast were infinitely more important than sartorial modesty. She kicked the mess of blankets off and made her way to the Ala, who was setting the bag and coffee tray down on the table.

      Echo threw her arms around the Ala and buried her face in the Avicen’s shoulder, breathing in the familiar scent of honey and old books that clung to the Ala’s raven feathers like perfume. The Ala hugged her back tightly, and over her shoulder, Echo caught sight of Dorian on the other side of the room, sword drawn, a frown frozen in place. Echo bit back a laugh. Dorian had been on watch during the night, standing guard to make sure no intruders made it past their wards. He looked absolutely stymied that the Ala had been able to do it, breakfast in hand, as though the wards were nothing. But the normal rules of in-between didn’t apply to the Ala; she could navigate its darkness with an ease no living creature could hope to match, even Caius.

      Echo pulled back, looking up into the Ala’s onyx eyes. “I missed you.”

      The Ala smiled and smoothed down the unruly strands of Echo’s hair. “I missed you, too, my little magpie.” She gestured to the food on the table. “I brought your favorites. Bacon, egg, and cheese on a bagel, and jelly doughnuts. I thought you might like something a touch more substantial after weeks of eating nothing but” – she picked up a box of Pop-Tarts, squinting at the label as she read the ingredients – “high-fructose corn syrup.”

      Echo yanked open the bag and drew in a deep breath. Heavenly. She grabbed a doughnut and bit into it, powdered sugar drifting down like snowflakes, savoring the taste of the jelly as it exploded on her tongue. It was bliss. Around a mouthful of doughnut, she said, “I love you.”

      “As I love you, little magpie,” the Ala said. She turned and looked at Dorian’s sword, lifting a single amused eyebrow. “Do you plan on using that, boy?”

      Shamefaced, Dorian lowered the blade. “No.”

      “Then I suggest you put it away.”

      He did.

      Caius drifted over to where Echo stood, clutching the bag of doughnuts. Now that he was close to her, she was more self-conscious about her state of undress and the powdered sugar on her face. One of his hands settled on her lower back briefly as he reached around her to claim a coffee, the warmth of his skin radiating through the thin cotton of her shirt. He brought the cup to his mouth and smiled at her over the lid. “Good morning,” he said, voice rough from sleep, slightly deeper than normal. He took a sip, Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed, the angle of his head highlighting the elegant line of his throat.

      Echo rubbed at her sugar-coated lips with the back of her hand. “Morning.” He knew what he was doing. He had to know. No one got to be two hundred fifty years old without learning how to make drinking coffee look pornographic.

      Behind her, the Ala cleared her throat. Echo jumped, and Caius winked at her. Now he was just being unfair. Echo snagged a napkin from the depths of the paper bag and wrapped another doughnut in it to take to Ivy.

      The Ala made her way to the bank of windows at the other end of the room, near Ivy’s bed. “Come, Echo, I have something to discuss with you.”

      Echo followed, doughnuts in hand, and plopped down on the mattress. A wordless groan emerged from the Ivy-shaped pile of blankets. Echo poked at the center of the blanket lump until Ivy peeked out, delicate features pulled into a frown, white feathers sticking up at odd angles. Waving the doughnut under Ivy’s nose, Echo said, “I got you a present.”

      Ivy snaked a hand out from under the covers, grabbed the doughnut, and retreated beneath the blankets.

      Echo looked to the Ala, who was watching their exchange with a bemused expression. “So, what’s the deal?” Echo asked. She took another bite of her doughnut. Jelly leaked around its edges. “How are things at the Nest? Is everyone okay?”

      By everyone, she meant Rowan. Their relationship might have been burned to the ground in a firestorm of bad decisions and even worse luck, but she couldn’t not care about him. Caring about Rowan was inherent to her being, ingrained in her DNA.

      “Everyone is fine.” The Ala’s tone was all too knowing. “Including Rowan.”

      Echo breathed a small sigh of relief. There was a chance, one she was reluctant to acknowledge, that he would hate her for the things she’d done: siding with Drakharin or, at the very least, appearing to; running off with little explanation and leaving him to deal with a mess she’d helped create. Killing his partner. But even if he hated her, she’d still care. She would always care, no matter what catastrophes she wrought.

      The Ala leaned against the windowsill, hands resting by her sides. Stray bits of sunlight dappled the unevenly tinted panes, backlighting the Ala with a soft glow. “But that’s not why I’m here.” She glanced at the corner of the room, where the TV was sitting, dark and silent. “I assume you’ve kept abreast of recent events.”

      Echo ceased her chewing and the mouthful of doughnut slid down her throat like a heavy lump of clay. “If by recent events, you mean all this weirdness with an active inactive volcano, whole villages swallowed up by destruction, and recurring nightmares that seem to be pointing a finger directly at me, then, yeah. Kind of hard to tear my eyes away.”

      “These events are more than mere anomalies,” said the Ala. “I can sense it.”

      From beneath her pile of blankets, Ivy asked, “Like a disturbance in the Force?”

      The Ala nodded tightly. “In a manner of speaking.”

      From the corner of her eye, Echo saw Caius shift and set his cup of coffee on the table, only to pick it up and then put it down again. She turned just enough to see his face; he was looking at her, but he wore an odd expression, one she couldn’t quite read.

      An unfamiliar presence ghosted softly at the back of Echo’s mind. She squeezed her eyes closed, letting it settle. If it had been Rose, she would have known. Occasionally, she felt the press of other souls – long-dead vessels – against the walls of her skull, but they were never as tangible as Rose. Sometimes, she would feel emotions that she knew were not her own: fear, regret, despair. When the presence stilled, Echo asked the Ala, “Okay, but what does any of it have to do with me?”

      The Ala pushed away from the window, smoothing her hands over her long, gauzy skirt. The white linen was a stark contrast to the pure black of her skin and feathers. “I think these bizarre happenings have everything to do with you.” At Echo’s chagrined expression, she amended, “Everything to do with the firebird, that is. I’m sure you’re familiar with Newton’s third law of motion.”

      Echo’s love affair with physics in her early teens had been brief and turbulent. “For every action, there’s an equal and opposite reaction,” she recited. The words were nothing new; she’d read them in a battered physics textbook fished out of the library’s discard pile – out-of-date volumes were prime candidates for permanent relocation to Echo’s private collection – but now they took on a new weight.
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