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      “We’ve gone too far.”

      Athan planted his feet on the cold, wet ground. The falling snow swirled and thickened in the forest, obscuring the path home. Every gnarly branch resembled the next, casting eerie, shifting shadows as the wind rustled the pine needles.

      His older brother Sebb picked another gormberry and popped it into his mouth. Athan raised an eyebrow at the half-empty pail on the ground. I could be done by now if I had come alone, he thought. His brother might be a year older, but Athan was the more responsible one. Their mother was aware of that, yet she still insisted on Sebb accompanying him into the woods. Some babysitter he is.

      Athan shot him a disapproving stare, which he shrugged off. “Everything closer to Genwater was picked already,” Sebb said, smacking as he chewed. “We’ll come back empty-handed if we don’t keep going.”

      Athan frowned and crossed his arms. “We’ll come back empty-handed if you keep eating everything we find.”

      “But this is when they taste the best,” Sebb said with an exaggerated groan, glaring down his long nose. Athan stood firm, winning their brief staring contest. Sebb yanked his pail to his chest and stomped forward, picking another handful of berries. This time, he tossed them into the pail.

      Athan reached for a berry and paused, admiring it for a moment. Gormberries were blue as sapphires and almost as valuable during the winter months in Heigarth. He might chide Sebb for eating them, but his hollow stomach groaned with each juicy berry he picked.

      A gust whistled through the trees, and he snatched his pail before it tumbled over. He rubbed the wool sleeves of his cloak and shivered, then pulled his hat down to cover his ears. For the thousandth time, he wished that Drudges didn’t have to shave their heads. His bare hands were frozen and stiff, but it was too difficult to pick berries with the mittens his mother had made him.

      He’d lived in Heigarth his entire life—twelve years, to be exact—but he still hated the cold.

      Sebb pushed through the snow, moving deeper into the forest. Athan followed him through the sea of white and gray, struggling to keep up with his brother’s lanky legs. Somehow Sebb had already grown two heads taller than him over the summer. I’m always a step behind him.

      “Where do you think the dragon is now?” Sebb asked. His hand, full of berries, paused halfway to his mouth. He rolled his eyes at Athan’s furrowed brow but tossed the berries into his pail.

      “I heard it’s in the mountains somewhere. Mother’s worried it’s going to come here next,” Athan said. Mother worries about everything. Ever since their father died last year, his mother hadn’t stopped worrying. Technically, their master fed them and kept a roof over their heads. It was just enough to stay alive. Their father had hunted for the extra food two growing boys needed. Sebb should have taken on that responsibility when Father died, but … Sebb was Sebb.

      Athan looked up at the white sky, brushing away his bitter thoughts. He tried to imagine a real fire-breathing dragon passing over them. The idea was both thrilling and terrifying.

      Sebb followed his gaze. “I heard,” he said, lowering his voice and moving closer, “that it can breathe lava.” He nodded, his eyebrows almost reaching his scalp. “It came bursting out of Mount Scorzan and poured lava and ash down on everyone.”

      Now it was Athan’s turn to roll his eyes. “The dragon breathed fire, not lava.”

      “You weren’t there. Skardin’s dragon breathes lightning, after all.” Sebb rolled a berry between his fingers instead of picking more.

      Athan shivered, this time not from the cold. Skardin and his dragon had visited Heigarth once in the boy’s lifetime—and once was enough.

      He could still see the massive purple form of the storm dragon casting dark shadows over the land. From the dragon’s back, Skardin’s triumphant gaze had studied the rebellious people of Heigarth like a champion surveying his prize.

      And then, there was the lightning.

      With a deafening roar, the storm dragon had released an electrifying outburst, cracking across the sky. The hair on his arms had stood on end, the charge in the air making it difficult to inhale. People had scattered in the chaos that followed, their screams echoing long after Skardin had left.

      No, once was enough.

      “You know what this means, right?” Sebb led them deeper into the forest.

      Athan rubbed his hands together and breathed on them, shaking away the image of the storm dragon. “No …” He knew the look in his brother’s eyes. “What does it mean?”

      Sebb wiggled his eyebrows, and his normally gray eyes changed to an icy blue, then back to gray in a flash. “It means a frost dragon could hatch next.” His eyes turned fully blue, and flurries of snow danced between his fingers.

      Athan scanned the surrounding forest. “Are you crazy?” He swatted Sebb’s freezing hands. “What if someone sees you?”

      Sebb’s eyes returned to their dull gray, and the ice disappeared. “No one’s out there. Relax. I practice here all the time.”

      “Practice?” Athan’s voice cracked. “What are you practicing for? Your Light hasn’t fully manifested, and Lord Brenmarth will throw you in the dungeons if he finds out you’re a Seeker. You’ll never be able to use it.”

      And why should he use it? A whisper of envy passed through his mind, but he brushed it aside. He wasn’t jealous. Sebb’s powers were pointless, especially at their age. The Light was going to get him into trouble—or killed.

      “You never know what could happen,” Sebb said, flashing a wide grin. “Maybe I’m the next Guardian. The Frostsight.” He spoke the last word with a dramatic flourish of his hand, blowing a soft, icy breeze into Athan’s face.

      “If you’re the Frostsight,” Athan said, wrinkling his nose, “then I guess we’ve been doomed by the Great Dragon after all.”

      Sebb glared, and his magical blue eyes cast an eerie glow beneath his heavy eyebrows. He held out his hands, launching another flurry of ice.

      Athan stumbled backward and tripped over a rock hidden in the snow. He fell to the hard, frozen ground. Sebb doubled over in laughter while his brother struggled back to his feet.

      Athan growled and grabbed a handful of ice. He formed a hard snowball in his hands. “I bet I can throw more snow at you than you can⁠—”

      Sebb’s eyes were gray again, but something in them made his words fall short. He stared blankly, mouth agape.

      Athan didn’t want to turn around. Nevertheless, as if being pulled by a string, his body slowly twisted to face … a tree.

      He whipped around and threw his snowball at Sebb, whose laughter had turned into howls. “You should have seen your face,” he stammered, brushing off the ice. “It was too perfect! You would think we were in the⁠—”

      “Dreadwood!” Athan shouted, and he crawled backward until he hit the tree behind him.

      They had gone too far. The trees grew closer together here, their trunks and branches more black than gray. The sun’s rays struggled to penetrate the dark canopy of leaves above them. How had he missed it?

      He was never certain if the stories his parents had told him as a kid were true. On the one hand, everyone knew the Dreadwood was full of terrifying monsters, and they should have turned back at the first sign of black trees. On the other hand, he had wondered if the stories were meant to keep kids like him from exploring too far from home.

      He was wrong.

      He lifted a shaking finger and pointed behind Sebb, mouth hanging open in silence. It dawned on him how hushed the entire forest had become. No creaking branches, no squirrels rustling the underbrush, no breeze whistling through the leaves …

      Despite the lack of wind, dark shadows drifted in the air around Sebb, tendrils forming themselves into some sort of shape. More shadows swirled around his feet, mixing with the others until it began to solidify.

      “Oh, come on.” Sebb folded his arms across his chest. “It was a joke. You won’t get me with the same one.” Athan shook his head, and his brother dropped his arms. “Let’s just⁠—”

      The shadow crept across Sebb’s shoulder and drifted in front of his face. His eyes widened, and he spun around.

      Athan couldn’t see whatever was behind Sebb, and he wasn’t staying to find out.

      “Run!” Athan yelled and scrambled to his feet. He sprinted through the forest, pushing branches out of his face and jumping over rocks and fallen tree trunks.

      It was only when he reached Genwater that he realized Sebb wasn’t behind him.
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      Izzy, don’t!

      The dragon’s flash of anger rushed through Tiber as she snapped her mouth closed, choking back the roar he knew had been coming. She lurched forward, and he scrambled to hold on to the spike on her back. Luci rode behind him, gripping his waist.

      He directed his thoughts to Izzy again. You can’t do that, not here. Someone might see the smoke from the cities below … or from the skies if they were searching from above.

      The dragon despised the cold weather, and her frustration washed over him. Only two weeks before, she’d unleashed her flames on a pack of Shadow Knights in Scorzan City. Fighting alongside Tiber and Luci, she’d lured away Skardin’s storm dragon and protected him from his sister-turned-Shadow-Knight. However, these aimless flights through the mountains in search of the elusive frost dragon agitated her. She was tired of hiding. Tired of holding back her fiery roars. And honestly—minus the roars, of course—he shared that sentiment.

      “Speaking” to Izzy had become as natural as breathing during their short time in Heigarth. He almost couldn’t remember what his other life in Shendair had been like. After Isolde died, he’d had no one to talk to, and no one who understood him until he’d hatched the dragon egg.

      He shivered when Izzy’s wings sent another blast of freezing air through his hair. A permanent chill had taken up residence in his bones since they arrived at the Frozen Mountains. Even the warmth of her scales couldn’t break the cold inside the damp, dark caves where they slept.

      Two weeks, and they were no closer to finding the frost dragon.

      Two weeks since Luci had used her Light in the caves of the Scorched Mountains. She’d had visions of the northern mountain range, as if she were flying over the snowy peaks. Visions which seemed exactly like Tiber’s Firesight.

      But since then, most of the visions had been dark. He could feel Izzy’s impatience reflecting his own. They had no leads, and the dragon was tired of flying in circles, always looking for the same thing.

      Okay, just one dive, he thought. Why not? Maybe it would pull him out of his gloom.

      Luci’s arms squeezed like a vise around his waist as Izzy dropped to the protection of the mountains below them. Tiber, on the other hand, grinned while the freezing wind hit his cheeks. He lived for moments like this—a dive here, and a sharp turn there. It was the only thing keeping him sane in a sea of endless white … each day revealing nothing more than ice-capped mountains.

      Yet with every mountain they passed, he worried that Emperor Skardin and his giant storm dragon could be waiting around the next bend.

      “Why are we landing already?” Luci asked, her voice barely audible over the howling wind, even though she was right behind him.

      “Izzy’s done!” Tiber’s shouts puffed out in little clouds. “She wants to warm up and rest.” He hesitated, then asked anyway. “Did you see anything?”

      There was a long silence, so long that he wasn’t sure she had heard him. Izzy plunged toward the entrance of the cave where they had made their camp, and Luci cried out at the sudden dive.

      “No,” she said, fighting for breath as the dragon leveled out and landed on solid ground. “Nothing.”

      Tiber didn’t respond, scanning the mountains one last time. Would Skardin think to come to Heigarth to find them? There had been no sign of the emperor since arriving in the Frozen Mountains, but he still expected to spot a glimpse of the storm dragon’s purple scales over his shoulder. He didn’t know what was more terrifying—Skardin searching for them on his dragon, or the evil ruler still in Shendair, biding his time and plotting something even worse.

      They had no plan and no way to find the dragon. If Skardin finds it first … He shuddered. Picturing the man with a pair of dragons was a nightmare. They needed to reach the frost dragon before he did.

      White and gray peaks surrounded them like a beautiful winter painting he wished he could enjoy. More than that, he longed to be sitting inside a tavern next to a roaring fire.

      He had thought he knew what winter was like. Shendair never had much of a change in seasons; it was hot and humid most of the year. He recalled the winters from his childhood in Zanthius, however, where the warmth of summer eventually gave way to sharp, chilly winds and soft snowfall.

      But Heigarth taught him he had never truly experienced winter. Zanthian winters were like strolling through a warm breeze compared to the raw, frigid air here. He pulled his cloak closer around his arms, the chill stabbing through him as if his clothes didn’t exist.

      “Can we get onto solid ground, please?” Luci snapped behind him.

      Tiber shook away his thoughts and slid down Izzy’s shoulder, holding out his hand for Luci. Her curls peeked out from beneath her hood, and her cheeks were so red that they hid her freckles. She brushed past his hand with her head lowered and stomped into the cave.

      He exchanged a knowing look with Izzy. She’s not happy today. Another day had passed with no new visions and no sign of the frost dragon. He wished he had some words of comfort for her, but it would fall flat, just as it had yesterday. And the day before that.

      Izzy blinked her large red eyes. He could feel her sadness for Luci, for him, for the growing frustration inside them all.

      What would they do if they couldn’t find the frost dragon? Were they on a wild goose chase after all? But Luci’s description of her visions had been vivid. They sounded exactly like Tiber’s visions when he used the Light. Since he was the Firesight, he could see through Izzy’s eyes. If Luci had a vision of herself flying over the Frozen Mountains, surely it meant she was seeing through the frost dragon’s eyes. She was the Frostsight—wasn’t she?

      They had made a lot of assumptions back in that cave. After the battle with Skardin and Katania, they had flown north to the mountains. They assumed they’d find the frost dragon easily, then be on their way to the Protector’s camp in Heigarth. But either the frost dragon was hiding from them, or they were mistaken. Tiber wasn’t sure which possibility was worse.

      Izzy spread her wings now that she was free of her riders. Her long wingspan took his breath away, even now. She had grown in Heigarth, although more slowly than before. She craned her neck to let out a fiery roar, but his panicked thoughts stopped her.

      She nudged her snout toward him, pushing him to the cave entrance—and toward Luci. Tiber sighed and straightened his shoulders. Luci would need cheering up again today.

      He entered the cave with Izzy close behind. She swallowed up the entrance, blocking the wind and filling that portion of the cave with her radiating body heat. The entrance was just large enough for a dragon, and some sunlight peeked above Izzy’s back as she settled down. Warrick and Vondra hadn’t returned from their own scouting.

      Tiber sat on the opposite side of the drafty cave against Izzy’s front legs and allowed the warmth to wash over him like a bath. His dragon let out a snore. He hoped the fairies would return soon. With the Protectors’ retreat to their camp in Heigarth, their isolation in the frigid mountains was overwhelming. Aurelia’s death had left an aching void, with Luci feeling its sting the most. And his own sister, Katania, had chosen the Shadows over him, riding off on Skardin’s storm dragon. He clung to the belief that his sister was still in there … somewhere. He couldn’t chase after her anymore, not when he had people here who truly cared about him.

      They needed a win, some kind of hope to hold on to. For now, all they had was each other. Tiber was determined not to lose the only family he had left.

      “So nothing at all?” he asked, biting his tongue as soon as the words left his mouth. He asked every time, despite knowing what the answer would be.

      Luci collapsed next to one of Izzy’s legs. She bent her knees to her chest and curled her arms around them. “No,” she said, glaring into the deeper part of the cave.

      He opened his mouth to provide some words of comfort, but nothing came out. How many times could he say the same thing? It’s all right … You’ll see something eventually … Not much longer … I’m sure we’ll find her soon.

      Why couldn’t he say anything new? Maybe something helpful this time? He shook his head, frustrated with his growing incompetence.

      He realized too late that Luci had noticed the gesture.

      “What, you think I can force her to come out?” She yanked her hood down around her neck, and her red curls sprang out. Her hair nearly reached her shoulders, much longer than when Tiber had first met her in Grimm’s tavern. It had been almost two months since that day, but it seemed like a century.

      “No, I didn’t mean—” He cut himself off. It wouldn’t help, anyway. Once her anger was lit, his words would only stoke the flames.

      “It’s just darkness,” she continued, as if she’d never heard him. “Always darkness. Why can’t I see anything else?”

      Tiber removed his hood and ran his fingers through his hair. “She’s probably in a cave.” He had told her that many times, but he kept trying anyway. “She’s hiding, growing, and likely sleeping. It’s not a bad thing.”

      “Not a bad thing until someone else finds her,” Luci grumbled.

      “I’m back!”

      Warrick’s cheerful shout echoed off the cave walls, startling Tiber. He had never been so relieved when the fairy’s red wings squeezed through the small space between the cave opening and Izzy’s back. Luci’s black cloud had grown in the last week since they hadn’t found the frost dragon. It was beginning to hang over them all.

      Warrick plopped down between them, then held out his hands. Flames appeared inside his palms, lighting the surrounding space. His spiky red hair had grown thicker, but what bothered Tiber the most was how thin Warrick was becoming. The formerly plump little fairy had lost weight, his face gaunt with dark circles under his eyes. Their desperate search through the mountains had taken its toll on them. Food was difficult to find, and they were feeling the effects. Izzy was willing to share her own hunted game—but only after she burned it.

      “D-did you find anything?” Warrick asked. He extinguished his flames and dumped out a basketful of large ripe berries.

      Tiber examined a handful of berries, his stomach rumbling. These berries were unfamiliar to him, blue like the summer sky and ripe despite the cold. He popped one into his mouth, and it burst with sweet juices. These were a thousand times better than the meager food they’d been eating.

      Luci scowled at Warrick’s question and didn’t respond. The fairy seemed oblivious, curling up to Izzy for warmth and grabbing another berry. “Gormberries,” he mumbled between bites. “We finally found a small orchard. Vondra is bringing more.” He tossed one into the air and tried to catch it with his mouth but missed.

      Luci’s icy expression melted, and a laugh escaped Tiber’s lips. “We didn’t find anything today,” he said. “I’m glad you had better luck than us.”

      “At least we’re making some progress, right?” Warrick’s smile faltered, and Luci returned to her sullen, distant stare. He reached for her shoulder until Tiber’s slight shake of the head signaled for him to pull back.

      “The dragon is safe in a cave somewhere,” Tiber said, widening his eyes. Reassure her, he pleaded silently, hoping Warrick got the message. The Frozen Mountains were vast, with a labyrinth of caves running throughout the mountain range. If the frost dragon was concealed from them, then it was also well-hidden from Skardin.

      “And you weren’t around it when the egg hatched,” the fairy said, wagging his head in agreement. “It may not be attached to you yet, even if you are the Frostsight.” He paused, and Tiber recognized that distant look. Warrick was thinking again. He leaned back and closed his eyes as the fairy’s ramble began.

      “I wonder why the egg hatched in the first place. Was it when you manifested your Light? It’s fascinating that you didn’t need to be around the egg like Skardin believed. It hatched on its own anyway, and now there’s a d-dragon alone somewhere in Heigarth, just waiting …” His voice trailed off, and Tiber opened his eyes. Warrick was watching him expectantly.

      “Uh, waiting for Luci!” Tiber finished, pausing to make sure Luci wouldn’t lash out at him. She didn’t move. Safe so far. “No one else has found her. We still have a chance. Have you tried⁠—”

      “I’ve tried,” she said through her clenched jaw, her gray eyes like steel.

      And now I’ve done it. Why couldn’t he keep his mouth shut? Warrick would’ve eventually asked, and Tiber could’ve let him take the fall.

      “I understand you can communicate with Izzy,” she continued, the words rushing out like an avalanche. “I know the dragon is supposed to hear me somehow. I’ve sent out all the thoughts into the world that I can think!” She brandished her hands in the air. “I don’t feel anything. All I see is darkness. Maybe it’s not … maybe I’m not …” The words fell, and she placed her head in her hands.

      “We’re all on your side, Luci. You’re not alone, remember?” Tiber said. Her eyes softened briefly. “We’re going to find the dragon, but it may be on her time.”

      The drafty cave became thick and stifling under her glare. She looked away and laid her head on Izzy’s back. “We’ll see,” she said. “Or I’m just not the Frostsight like we believed.”

      Tiber lifted his eyes to the ceiling. The last couple of weeks had been hard on Luci. It had been hard on all of them. He understood how desperate she was to find the frost dragon. The unbearable cold had put them all on edge, but he’d grown weary of her constant snapping and complaining.

      He needed air now. He climbed onto Izzy’s back without another word, and she grunted when he slid down the other side. Warrick’s muffled voice disappeared in the cold air rushing past Tiber’s ears.

      He yanked his hood over his head and folded his arms across his chest. Let Warrick comfort her, he thought. I’m done trying.
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      Luci closed her eyes and allowed Warrick’s words to wash over her. He could say whatever he wanted. It didn’t change the fact that she was a fraud.

      How could she have ever believed she was the Frostsight? What were the chances of that? After all, she’d been late manifesting her powers. What if they were simply … broken?

      All she had to go on were those first visions, the visions she’d had in the cave in Zanthius. They were visions of something flying over the Frozen Mountains; she just knew it. Since then, her visions had been endless days of total darkness. And without the frost dragon, they could never defeat Emperor Skardin. Izzy alone wasn’t enough.

      Two weeks. Two weeks of desperate searching, and they had found nothing. Tiber and the others were growing impatient, which made it worse. What else could they do except keep searching? But those few weeks felt like an eternity.

      “It hasn’t b-been that long, if you think about it,” Warrick said, and Luci blinked as his small frame came back into focus.

      How did he know? Of course, he couldn’t know what she was thinking. He had merely talked long enough that they had both arrived at the same conclusion. “Two weeks is a long time with no leads,” she said. “And the longer it takes, the more opportunity there is for Skardin to find us.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, but a loud rumbling interrupted them. Luci winced when he placed his hand over his stomach and blushed. It was her fault Warrick was so thin. It was her fault they had to stay here in the miserable cold. It was her fault the others had grown resentful.

      All because of me. I’m broken. Her phantom fingers ached on her left hand. Even now.

      “Warrick!” Tiber’s shout rang through the cave, and Luci scrambled to her feet. Tiber clambered over Izzy’s back with Vondra floating calmly behind him.

      Vondra’s purple bangs brushed her brow, having grown past her forehead since they’d left Zanthius. The storm fairy was average height, about the length of Luci’s forearm. Slightly taller than Warrick and much older, her face was beginning to show faint signs of middle-age. Of course, middle-age for a fairy made her about seventy-five years old.

      Despite being out in the freezing wind all day, not a hair on her head was out of place. The storm fairy’s demeanor was always the same. Purposeful, prepared—and annoyed.

      Her violet eyes flashed from Tiber’s excited face to Warrick’s nervous, buzzing wings. “It’s just a small campfire,” she said, raising her eyebrows at Tiber. “We don’t know if it’s the Protectors.”

      “But what if it is?” Tiber said, bouncing on his heels.

      Luci scowled. “What are you two talking about?”

      “There’s a campfire farther down the mountains, closer to Genwater.” The words tumbled out of Tiber’s mouth. “It could be the Protectors. Maybe we’ve found them. Didn’t Luci say they had a permanent camp in the mountains here?”

      “Or it’s not the Protectors,” Vondra said, crossing her arms. “It could be Shadow Knights. Or anyone else. We have no idea⁠—”

      “Where was the smoke?” Luci said, and Vondra blinked in surprise. “I can probably remember a few things.” She had been nine years old when she left her family, and she’d stayed briefly at the camp before Aurelia took her away from Heigarth. It was close to Genwater Castle, the capital city of the frost kingdom.

      Aurelia’s face came to the front of her mind, and she tried to brush it away before the tears came. But then, the tears hadn’t come for some time now. Instead, her cheeks were cold and dry.

      Vondra described what she had seen. “I’ll scope it out better in the morning. It’s too close to sunset now,” she added, glancing at the darkening cave entrance.

      Luci tilted her head. “It does sound like the camp …” Her voice trailed off as Tiber’s eyes brightened.

      “We can go in the morning and maybe rest a while,” he said, his words running together with excitement. He focused on Vondra and Warrick, avoiding Luci’s gaze.

      She stared at the ground. He’s probably thrilled to be around someone besides you.

      For some reason, the thought didn’t even pain her. He deserved a better friend than her anyway.

      “What about the dragon?” Vondra asked. “What did you find today?”

      “Nothing,” Luci said, her voice growing flat again. She nudged a small rock with her foot, then kicked it hard against the cave walls. “We might as well leave.”

      A hand touched her shoulder, and she turned, ready to tell Tiber she didn’t want to hear his suggestions again. Instead, it was Vondra floating before her.

      “We don’t know how far away the dragon is,” the storm fairy said. “We don’t know … anything, really.”

      “I’ve noticed.” Luci shrugged away her hand.

      “Luci.” Vondra’s voice snapped through the cave, cutting through Luci’s temper like ice. “Stop pushing us away.”

      “What do you mean⁠—”

      “Nothing that’s happened is our fault, and it’s not yours either.” Vondra cleared her throat, and her voice grew softer. “We need each other—all of us—to find the frost dragon. It’s not solely on your shoulders.”

      At a loss for words, Luci froze with her mouth open. Vondra had remained quiet for most of their time in the Frozen Mountains, even during Luci’s frequent arguments with the others.

      “Right now, it’s time to move on,” Vondra continued, ignoring Luci’s shock. “You can still keep an eye out for the dragon, tracking any changes with your Light. But we can’t stay here—not as winter begins to set in.”

      Vondra was right. Luci remembered the deep winters in Heigarth. They wouldn’t survive the harsh season in the mountains, but it also felt like giving up. Giving up on the others, on the dragon … on herself.

      A small breeze made its way past Izzy and crept down her neck. Luci shivered. “Okay,” she said, her voice small and quiet. “Let’s leave in the morning.”

      The others nodded and began their meager supper of gormberries. Luci allowed Warrick and Tiber’s chatter to fill the surrounding space until she was deep in thought.

      And just like that, they would be leaving again. No more desperate searches in a sea of white. No more frustrating visions. Maybe she could put the idea of being the Frostsight behind her.

      Aurelia’s face appeared before her again, but she blinked the image away. She didn’t want to dwell on Aurelia’s disappointed eyes. Not today, she thought. Time to move on.
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        * * *

      

      Luci squeezed the spike on Izzy’s back, deeply regretting that she had ever decided to ride in front of Tiber. His arms were around her waist, which gave her the constant feeling she was sliding backward down the dragon’s scales.

      Before they left, they’d agreed this made the most sense. She would have the best view of the mountains, which was essential for identifying the Protectors’ camp. Vondra had gone ahead of them to scout for any sign of Shadow Knights, and so far, all was right with the world.

      Luci couldn’t remember the last time she had felt that way.

      She had checked her vision once in the morning, only to be greeted with murky blackness. After that, she’d refused to check again, focusing instead on searching for a smoldering campfire and not falling off Izzy’s back.

      The one comforting thought was that they couldn’t fly too high. They didn’t want to be seen if the people at this camp weren’t the Protectors. Tiber had instructed Izzy to stay below the highest mountain peaks, weaving in and out of the valleys for cover.

      Although Luci had grown resentful of her time in the Frozen Mountains, she had to admit that the mountains were beautiful. The sunlight on the white snow could be blinding at times, but as soon as a cloud passed overhead, the entire scene changed. Glistening caps on the mountain peaks blended into the gray, brown, and green of the valleys below. The treetops crowded together, covering the forests near Genwater Castle … and the black trees of the Dreadwood. She shivered. Despite her fear of flying, it was exhilarating to watch the world from above, with Izzy’s bright crimson wings contrasting against the snow below.

      “Is that Vondra?” Tiber shouted from behind her, pulling Luci out of her comforting reverie.

      She squinted until the speck of purple grew larger. “That’s her!”

      Izzy pointed her head to the ground and descended, sending Luci’s stomach into a lurch. She dipped her head into her arms, pressing her face into the dragon’s spike and closing her eyes while they sped toward the valley below them.

      Izzy landed with a thud, and Luci reflexively slumped into Tiber’s chest. His muscles tensed, and she snapped forward in response. Her cheeks burned as she clambered down Izzy’s shoulder, avoiding his gaze when he slid after her.

      “Wait, let me help you,” he said, reaching out a hand even though Luci was almost touching the ground now.

      She looked up and caught his deep brown eyes. A sudden warmth swept over her, and she shook her head and averted her eyes. She was staring. He frowned, and she tried to smile reassuringly. “You know, the sailors talk about getting your sea legs. I wonder if I’ll ever get dragon legs,” she said.

      Vondra landed on her shoulder, and Luci nearly jumped out of her skin, crying out in surprise. Tiber stifled a laugh, but the fairy was unfazed.

      “I think I’ve found the Protectors’ camp,” Vondra said, flapping her wings to shake off the falling snow.

      Luci’s heart leapt. The Protectors! She pictured Ormund and the others—even Corbin—and her heart beat faster. No more searching in the snow. She would be home.

      “So let’s go!” she said. Vondra flew off her shoulder and hovered in front of her. “What are you waiting for?”

      Vondra’s eyes were a deep violet, almost black like storm clouds. “They’re gone, Luci.”
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      Gone.

      How could they just … disappear? Tiber blinked, his eyes adjusting to the darkness in the cave. It was cold, but it felt strangely warm after flying through the freezing gusts outside. His thoughts ran wild as he considered the numerous caverns hidden in the Frozen Mountains, not unlike the one they’d left behind that morning.

      It was silent except for the howling wind at the entrance. The hollow shelter opened before them into a small labyrinth of interconnected tunnels, each one varying in size. With each step forward, he had to duck around the spikes protruding from the ceiling. The vast expanse of this cave alone suggested a formidable number of Protectors could have stayed here—fifty? One hundred? Were so many people hiding from the emperor, working against him in secret?

      Luci and Warrick were searching in the smaller offshoots while Tiber ran his hands along the walls of the main chamber and examined the rough floor. There had to be something, some clue to what had happened here. The food and bowls were stored near the back of the cavern, and a campfire smoldered outside the entrance. Everything was eerily undisturbed.

      As if they hadn’t planned to leave.

      It was the thought he was trying to avoid, but it was true. Why were they forced to leave? And where did they go? The Protectors who’d traveled from Zanthius should have made it to the camp by now, which meant they had also disappeared.

      Vondra flew in, her mouth pressed in a thin line. “I found these outside in the snow.” She tossed a few large items toward him, and they clanged to the ground.

      Tiber squinted at what she had thrown, then his chest tightened. Weapons. “They ran outside to fight … something?” But he knew what the something had to be. Was that ever a question?

      Shadow Knights.

      She looked back at the entrance. “It must’ve happened recently. The weapons weren’t buried underneath the snowfall yet.”

      He pressed his hand to his forehead while she left to deliver the news to the others. The Protectors were in danger—if they were still alive. And if the Knights were that close, they were all in trouble. He glanced nervously at Izzy, who had been unable to fit inside. What now?

      “We need to find them,” Luci said, as if answering his thought. She marched back into the main cave, her right hand curled into a fist by her side.

      “What about the frost dragon? And Skardin?” Tiber folded his arms across his chest, trying to hide his fear of Skardin riding in on his storm dragon, an image that threatened the hairs on the back of his neck. “We can’t let them find Izzy,” he added. He wanted to be brave like he’d been in Zanthius when he’d tried to save his sister. It had only been a short time, but even the memory of his courage had dwindled.

      And the truth was, he was tired.

      “My visions are always dark,” Luci said. She widened her stance, planting her feet firmly on the floor. “We can’t find the frost dragon—at least, not right now. But we can help the Protectors.”

      “Maybe,” Tiber said, casting a cursory glance toward Izzy. Her stone gray eyes flashed when he turned back to her, but he chose to ignore them. “I want to make sure we’re keeping Izzy safe.”

      Warrick cleared his throat and held up a finger to interrupt. Tiber noticed with amusement that he was also ignoring Luci’s glares. “She can stay here,” he said. Tiber frowned. He thought the fairy was coming to his defense. “I’ll stay with her and help her find a p-place to hide. I can let you know if anything happens.”

      Tiber knew exactly what Warrick was doing. “You just don’t want to run into any Shadow Knights.”

      “And if Vondra goes with you, then each group has a messenger,” Warrick continued, ignoring Tiber’s outburst.

      “That’s an excellent idea,” Vondra said, and Warrick beamed, his wings humming behind him.

      Tiber pressed his lips together. He still didn’t like the idea of leaving Izzy behind, but he couldn’t let his fear of the emperor prevent him from helping. “Fine,” he said, dropping his hands to his sides. “But don’t go anywhere.” He shook his finger at Warrick. “Don’t leave the caves unless you absolutely have to. I’ll go to Izzy and make sure she listens to you.”

      “And we’ll leave as soon as you’re done,” Vondra said.

      Luci grinned. Tiber hadn’t seen a genuine smile from her in a long time, and it chipped away at some of his fears. Maybe I’m finally doing something right.
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        * * *

      

      Tiber tugged his cloak around his shoulders and shivered. His bones ached from exhaustion and the cold. It was evening now, and they’d hardly stopped moving since finding the abandoned camp that morning. When they reached the tree line in the foothills, they had lost the tiniest bit of warmth from the sun’s rays. Thankfully, Vondra had said they were getting close to Genwater.

      Luci explained how the lord of Genwater never knew the Protectors were so close, although they’d remained hidden in the Frozen Mountains for at least a decade. They usually kept a small number of people there to monitor the comings and goings of the emperor’s lackeys in the north. The constant snow provided an extra layer of protection, covering their tracks.

      Unfortunately, that meant there were no tracks to follow, and no way to know they were on the right path.

      All we have is a hunch. Tiber squeezed the cloak tighter around his neck until his knuckles turned white. Whoever had attacked the Protectors likely headed to Genwater rather than staying in the bitterly cold mountains. The city was built close to the foothills, so it was the most logical place to take captives. If they’re still alive.

      He kept the thought to himself. They hadn’t noticed any bodies or blood in the snow. The scattered weapons were the only signs of struggle. They had to hope for the best. The Protectors had to be alive.

      Luci came to a sudden stop. The snowfall had slowed, and through the trees, he could see something new.

      “Genwater Castle,” she said, a puff of cold air forming in front of her face.

      The gray, sprawling castle was short and squat compared to the towering foothills above it. Tiber leaned forward and tilted his head when a commotion sprang up from the city below. Cries echoed above the rattling of chains and cracks of lightning. Stormseekers, he thought. Given the noise, there were likely even more of them. And which side were they on?

      Luci’s eyes widened as they both struggled to discern the voices above the wind whistling in their ears.

      “We need to find out what’s happening,” she said, stepping on a small branch as she rushed forward. The sound of cracking wood reverberated around them.

      Vondra held up a hand. “I’ll make sure the forest is clear first.” The storm fairy flew ahead of them.

      Luci folded her arms and tapped her foot while they stood in silence. Tiber tried to think of something to say, anything to break down the walls that had grown between them. But every idea seemed dumber than the last.

      “Maybe they got away,” he said. “They could have⁠—”

      “The Protectors are in Genwater,” Vondra said. She had already returned, purple wings flapping furiously between them.

      Tiber’s hood fell from his head, and he almost dropped his cloak. He hadn’t heard her coming. “Don’t do that,” he said, yanking his cloak back around his head and shoulders.

      “Oh, thank the Dragon.” Luci said with a smile.

      Vondra didn’t return the smile. “The Knights have captured them.”

      A chill ran down his spine, deeper than the frigid air surrounding them. Before he could react, Luci was descending the foothills, running through the trees without looking back. He groaned, chasing after her while Vondra buzzed in the lead.

      They found her halfway up a tree, pulling herself higher branch by branch. She was far too close to the city. Tiber scanned the surrounding forest. Every rustle of the pine needles or snapping twig made him jump. Luci inched out onto a branch, apparently trying to get a better view of the city square.

      He grabbed a low branch and pulled himself up until he was just below her. “What are you doing?” he hissed. “Someone is going to see you.”

      She cast a murderous glare down at Tiber, causing him to gulp. Her brow furrowed, and her face turned a deep crimson. “I’m going to help them. What else should we do?”

      “Luci—” But he stopped. She was right, of course. What else should they do? And yet …

      He had been here before. His thoughts ran back to that night, the night he had run away from the Caverns to save his sister Katania. The same sister who now wore the mask of the Shadow Knights. He had hurried into things for a sister who never needed saving, and others had paid dearly for his mistakes.

      Don’t be stupid.

      Tiber nodded slowly, and Luci’s face relaxed. “You know I understand how you feel,” he said. “But I’ve screwed up before because I didn’t take a second to think this through.”

      She swung her legs over the branch, settling into a sitting position. Then she turned back to the city.

      Vondra flew up to them and put a hand on her shoulder. “What would Aurelia say?” she asked softly. Luci’s head snapped toward the fairy, but Vondra continued. “You knew her the best. We could use Aurelia’s advice right now.”

      “But she isn’t …” Luci trailed off, and her gaze drifted past the fairy.

      Vondra patted her back lightly. “It’s okay, you don’t have to⁠—”

      Luci’s hand shot out, sending the fairy flying. She yanked her pack into her lap.

      Aurelia’s pack. Tiber’s eyebrows rose, and Luci locked eyes with him. The pack that never left her side.

      “Aurelia would use what she has,” she said with a smile, pulling the Shadow Knight mask from her pack. “She would take a moment to make a plan.”

      More cries resonated from the city, followed closely by a crash of icicles shattering to the ground. They all leaned forward, trying to make sense of the commotion unfolding in the square.

      The Protectors were down there. Ormund, Corbin, and around twenty other prisoners were sitting on the ground in chains. Four Shadow Knights surrounded them, the large black eyes of their masks scanning the crowd that had gathered there. They stretched their hands out in front of them, warning the crowd to back away.

      “How could they have been captured so easily?” Tiber asked. The Protectors far outnumbered the Knights. He remembered their previous battles in the Scorched Mountains and the skill Corbin and Ormund had shown.

      “If they had enough iron, they could take out quite a few at a time,” Vondra said, shaking her head. “Don’t forget that the Shadows help them—not to mention they likely had the advantage of surprise.”

      “Are the people in Genwater trying to help them?” Tiber said, but no—the crowd was thinning out as the Shadow Knights threatened them. His heart sank. They would have to do this on their own.

      Luci grabbed his arm and leaned forward. “Look.”

      Two people hadn’t moved away from the Knights. Drudges, he thought, noting their short hair and dirty clothes. They hadn’t been noticed—yet. The man placed himself in front of the woman and tried to push her back, but she craned her neck, calling out to the Protectors.

      “They’re going to get themselves killed,” Tiber said, shaking his head. “What are they doing?”

      Luci was squeezing his arm. He glanced over and saw her face had gone pale.

      “They’re looking for me,” she whispered. “It’s my parents.”
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