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      “Up!” she yelled. With a strong pump of her wings, she strained upward.

      The bird-brained prince gaped at her.

      Argh.

      She swooped down, gripped a fist full of his hair and yanked.

      Up! Up! Up!

      “Up!” she screeched again, straining for the angry sky.

      Ronin growled but listened, angling upward, and beating his powerful wings.

      The tension from pulling his hair eased as he caught up to her.

      “Stop pulling my—”

      “Move!” she hissed and let go of his hair. The energy pooled in the depths directly below them. The monster was too close.

      And too hungry.

      “Move!” She beat her wings frantically. It wasn’t enough. They weren’t going to make it.

      The Sea Beast burst from the ocean. Only his gaping mouth with rows of sharp jagged teeth and the dark depths leading to his empty stomach were visible. An ambush attack from below. The giant monster thrust upward from the ocean, driving his toothy mouth closer and closer toward them.
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        Conspiracy of Ravens

        “Raven is my kind of people. Half hot-mess, half bad-ass, all awesome… the story was had plenty of humor, action and mystery rolled up in a nice paced story.”

        ~ Urban Fantasy Investigations

      

      

      

      
        
        Nevermore

        “The dramas, dangers, intrigue, and tension of NEVERMORE will have you glued to the pages, and when it is finished, Ms. McKenzie will have left you satisfied yet wanting more.”

        ~ Fresh Fiction

      

      

      

      
        
        Queen of Corvids

        It has all the classic comedy, angst, and drama that I have come to expect from J.C. McKenzie, and then it piles on mystery and more interesting characters.

        ~ Lady with a Quill

      

      

      

      
        
        The Call of Corvids

        “This is a fascinating read that brings together a world that has been marred with fae wars”

        ~ Fresh Fiction

      

      

      

      
        
        The Night House

        “From the very first page till the very end I was hooked on this book and read it in less than one day...it had everything you could want from a story romance, secrets, lies, suspense, surprises and more.”

        ~ Paranormal Romance Guild

      

      

      

      
        
        Shift Happens

        “SHIFT HAPPENS has excitement, intrigue and lots of danger. I love the whole cast of characters and how they played a part in the story” ~ Fresh Fiction

      

      

      

      
        
        Beast Coast

        “I loved this book as much as the first. There are secrets, surprises, and all manner of supernaturals.”

        ~ Paranormal Romance Guild

      

      

      

      
        
        Carpe Demon

        “The story keeps the adrenaline pumping and spine tingling tension building throughout the story with well written scenes full of vivid details that capture the imagination and make it easy for the reader to become engrossed... ~ Literary Addicts Book Community

      

      

      

      
        
        Shift Work

        “It’s a terrific series and if you like supernatural reads, with a side of romance, the sort with solid and intense plots, gripping and very real dangers, hard choices, supernatural people some of whom can be selfish, cruel and bloodthirsty…You’ll be hooked.”

        ~ Jeannie Zelos Book Reviews

      

      

      

      
        
        Beast of All

        “This time out, J. C. McKenzie has outdone herself with high-velocity action, soul deep emotions and one of those finishes that you want to replay over and over!”

        ~ Tome Tender

      

        

      
        Dangerous Dreams

        “This new world promises to be an adventurous one full of snark, passion, thrills, romance, danger and wonderful characters and I can’t wait to read the next one.” ~ Stormy Vixen Reviews

      

      

      

      
        
        Dangerous Liaisons

        “Loved this story and loved Raf and strong, stubborn Lara and I can’t overlook Lara’s dragon who brought humor to this story.” ~ Paranormal Romance Guild

      

      

      

      
        
        The Good Griffin

        “THE GOOD GRIFFIN is as addictive as a double shot of espresso, only without any of the withdrawal symptoms.” ~ N. N. Light
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        To my children, L and V

        My two favourite reasons to smile…

        And also my two favourite reasons for getting grey hair.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “It has been claimed that genetic engineering is like nuclear science, as both confer a power on humans for which they are psychologically and morally unprepared.”

        D. R. J. MACER
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        "Oh, meltdown. It's one of these annoying buzzwords. We prefer to call it an unrequested fission surplus.”

        Mr. Burns, The Simpsons

      

        

      

      

      A monster free flight. Things were looking up. The salt spray lifting from the churning ocean below slid over Cora’s skin like a calming balm to her soul. She tucked her wings in and dove closer to the surface. Described by ignorant people as a cross between humans and birds, sapavians like Cora were neither, and both at the same time. She might have bird DNA running through her veins, but other than the giant wings protruding from her back and bird-like tendencies, Cora could pass as a human.

      Not that she’d want to.

      Ugh, humans.

      She shuddered and dropped her arm to trail fingers in the ice-cold water. Finally, she was free to glide in the air flows on another run. The day-long journey had flown by. Pun intended. No dirty city filled with members of the Seagull Clan squawking at each other, no vultures haggling over prices in the market, no pigeons flapping around, getting in the way to deliver important messages, or hawks watching everything to report back to the king. And no eagles…well, no eagles being eagles. Pompous, self-righteous egomaniacs, the lot of them.

      As a member of Cormorant Clan, Cora preferred the serenity of the ocean. If she had time, she’d dive below the surface and check for the pink run. They were later than usual.

      The treeline of the awaiting shore loomed closer. Iom, the Isle of Man, led by King Aeneas. Humankind defied their name because there was nothing kind about them. The vicious beasts shot arrows at anything with wings. Humans had a wealth of land and other resources, yet loathed sapavians for their mastery of the ocean.

      A flash of silver caught the fading sunlight. A jumper. The pink run had finally arrived.

      Cora dipped closer, the salt spray coating the underside of her black wings and flying leathers.

      Something cold sliced her shoulder. Her skin stung.

      What the hell was that?

      She patted the area with her hand. The cold sensation quickly turned to burning heat. She stared at her red fingers. Blood.

      Blood.

      Alarm bells screamed in her head.

      She careened to the side. Another arrow shot past, narrowly missing her. She clenched her teeth and rode the surface of the ocean, weaving back and forth. She couldn’t go skyward now. Without momentum, ascension took time. If the archer reached her over a kilometer from the shore, she’d become a pincushion if she tried to gain altitude right now.

      Instead, she turned to the left, straight for the cliff. Another arrow flew into the sea directly in the path she’d travelled. Her heart pounded and her skin tingled. She needed to get out of range. She veered harder to the left. More arrows hit the water.

      She strained forward, pushing her wings against the turbulent air to stay aloft and increase her speed. The sounds of arrows smacking the water’s surface grew distant. Or was that hopeful projection?

      The Cap Cliffs grew closer. With a great thrust, she angled up, flying leathers brushing the rough sandstone cliff as she flew along the surface and away from her would-be murderer.

      Fucking humans.

      They always scouted the Channel Access Point but getting shot at the Cap rarely happened nowadays. Bad luck? Or something else? Had they discovered her contact in the nearby village?

      With the wind under her wings, Cora pushed forward and into the protection of the trees. Out of sight and out of range, she touched down. Her leather boots pressed into the dry summer soil and the wind caressed her back with sweet promises. Just turn around, the sea wind whispered. Return to my sweet embrace.

      She tucked in her wings, the tips touching the sun-warmed path. The contact was more of an annoyance than a hindrance. She didn’t like walking when she could fly. And she hated getting shot by an arrow even more.

      Gingerly pressing against the wound, her fingers came away bloody again. Thankfully, the cut wasn’t as bloody as before. The bleeding had eased, but a dull throb radiated from the injury. The arrow hadn’t sliced deep as it whistled past her and it hadn’t caught an artery or a wing. Just a nick, really. She’d been lucky. As long as she kept the wound clean, she’d mend. If she could take a dip in the ocean, she’d be even better.

      Cora sighed, her wings drooping with the action. She needed to deliver the message to her contact and return home to report on the salmon run. Splashing around in salt water with humans actively hunting her would be irresponsible, and just plain stupid.

      The sun dipped below the treeline and cast Cora in a world of shadow. The trip took most of the day and all her energy. She’d have to wait for the morning to return to the Eyrie across the Carrion Channel, but she had little hidey holes around the area. Even with the heightened danger, she enjoyed this time abroad.

      As she walked, she stepped on fallen pine needles and stirred up the sweet smell she associated with the end of summer. The forest hummed with wildlife. Birds cooed and called from the branches. At one time, her people had been synonymous with the birds, but a nuclear tsunami in the aftermath of extensive genetic experimentation had changed that.

      Cora continued down the forest path. The clank of metal, the groan of wood and the clamber of humans talking trickled up from the town through the trees. The townsfolk of the small fishing village would be busy finishing the day’s work before they lost the light.

      From all accounts, the humans had history books just like sapavians, which told stories of grand cities with all sorts of convenient amenities, many of which didn’t require electricity. But a lot of humans believed if they started using the ways of the pre-cascade societies, they’d invite further ruin. The advance of technology had been the previous empire’s downfall, after all. So instead, humans shied away from some of the ancient knowledge, embracing a practice they called, “the forgetting.”

      Complete nonsense. Dad always said, “Work smarter, not harder.”

      She took a deep breath and regretted it. Lack of technology also meant questionable hygiene and waste disposal for some of the smaller fishing communities. She struggled to tolerate the outskirts of town. Assuming she wasn’t shot down first by an arrow-happy human, she’d never survive if she actually ventured in. If only she could practice her own form of forgetting.

      Cora found the deteriorating stump and pulled out the candle and flint from the notch in the side. After making a small pile of dried twigs and grass, Cora knelt down and shielded her work with her wings. She struck the flint with the stone. Sparks shot out and the grass caught on fire. Cora leaned down and blew, coaxing the red embers to life. The twigs cracked and popped as the fire spread and warmed Cora’s face.

      Finally.

      She dipped the wick of the candle into the small fire. When she first started making these runs, she’d tried to light the candle wick directly from the stone and flint. She’d failed, epically and repeatedly. Maybe she should’ve practiced more, but she found a method that worked and stuck with it.

      Armed with her single flame, she stood and snuffed out the burgeoning campfire with her foot. Cora walked farther down the path to another open area. Similar to the previous one, this break in trees offered shelter from the coastal winds and a clear view of the town below. A single stump sat in the middle of the small clearing, close to the cliff’s edge. Cora placed the candle in the holder sitting on the stump.

      Well, that’s done.

      After leaving the candle to flicker in its protected location, Cora walked back to the woods and made her way to the meeting location. Hopefully, her contact looked out the kitchen window tonight. Once, it had taken days for her signal to garner a response. She’d gone through five candles and had to restock her supplies.

      Cora enjoyed many things about her trips to Iom, but not humans or fishing villages.
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        “Someone didn’t get the message about not shooting the messenger.”

        Cora Cormorant

      

        

      

      

      A branch snapped and Cora pulled herself upright, withdrawing a dagger from her thigh-sheath in one smooth motion and waited. This better be Ava. If some numbskull stumbled upon her in the dark, the whole mission would be a bust and they’d have to figure out a new system and meeting place. Cora liked this one. The trees shielded her from the wind, and if she needed a quick getaway, she could take three lunges to the left and dive off the cliff to the murky ocean below.

      The sounds of stumbling footsteps echoed in the dark forest and a woman hissed.

      “Please, speak up,” Cora whispered. “I don’t think the whole village heard you.”

      Ava scowled under the moonlight and swatted a branch out of her way. “I hate this place.”

      “Really?” Cora rose her eyebrows and brushed her dark hair out of her face. “I think it’s perfect.”

      “You’re not the one facing imminent death if you walk two steps too far to the north or east.”

      “Please. With those stubby legs, you have at least four steps until you fall to your death.”

      Ava narrowed her dark, almond-shaped eyes at Cora and placed her hands on her hips. “If you weren’t so generous with intelligence, I wouldn’t be here at all.”

      Cora sheathed her dagger and brushed off her hands on her leather pants. She pulled the sealed letter from the pocket of her bodice. No crest covered the seal, but she recognized the smell and colour of the wax. Only one house on the Eyrie used this particular premium red wax. The same house Cora preferred to have nothing to do with.

      But…orders were orders.

      Ava reached forward, snatched the folded message from Cora’s outstretched hand and stuffed it in her satchel. “Did you read it?”

      “Of course not.” Cora pulled her shoulders back. She didn’t need to. Most of the communication from the royal family tended to put people in their place, scold those for perceived infractions or coerce others to do their bidding. With fancy words. Big, fancy words.

      Plus, as a determined professional, Cora would never break the messenger code by opening sealed notes.

      “And the salmon?” Ava asked.

      Although technically not part of the deal—Ava would be paid well for delivering the message—Cora found it best to maintain a positive working relationship with a person from a community who would otherwise shoot her on sight.

      Make yourself useful, Mom would always say. And you make yourself indispensable.

      Cora smiled. “The pink have arrived. They’re about a kilometre due north of the Cap.”

      Ava sighed and her shoulders dropped. “About time. They’re late this year.”

      Cora bobbed her head. Late salmon runs tended to have catastrophic effects on towns like Ava’s where the majority of families depended solely on the fish markets for their livelihood. “The Eyrie was also concerned. This will be welcome news for all of us.”

      Ava snorted, a guttural sound that contrasted with her delicate features. “Like any of us humans could compete with sapavians.” Ava narrowed her eyes and she leaned forward. “You’re bleeding.”

      Cora shrugged and instantly regretted the movement. The arrow wound still ached. “Just a scratch.”

      Ava pursed her lips but didn’t say anything. Instead, she straightened and lifted her chin. Her go-to body language for ending their little evening chitchats.

      “Anything else?” Cora asked.

      “Just—” Ava looked away.

      Cora frowned and waited. Sometimes, Ava had information about merchant ships planning to come in and the Eyrie traders welcomed the news.

      “Be careful.”

      Cora jerked back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Ava glanced around the forest as if they stood at some town hall meeting and worried about an eavesdropper. A bit overkill. The trees told no tales in this forest. In any forest. The plant kingdom was one of the only living groups of organisms to emerge from the nuclear cascades relatively unchanged. “There’s discontent among my people.”

      “That isn’t new.” She had the arrow wound to prove it.

      “New, no. Different, yes.”

      “How so?”

      “They’ve increased patrols along the northern cliffs and strangers are passing through town.” She pursed her lips. “I’ve probably said too much already. You’ve always been good to me, though. To us. Change is coming. Be careful.”

      Cold prickled along Cora’s skin. That didn’t sound good at all. Despite the protection of the trees, the proximity of her escape route and the solitude of the night, Cora felt exposed. Her black feathers ruffled and the hair on the back of her neck stood up as if trying to spot the danger for her.

      Time to go.

      “May the winds be strong,” Cora mumbled the traditional Eyrie farewell.

      Ava flashed a small, sad smile and stepped into the shadows. “And always at your back.”
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        “I could easily forgive his pride, if he had not mortified mine.”

        Elizabeth Bennet, Pride and Prejudice

      

        

      

      

      Cora moved through the Eyrie’s busy night market, careful to keep her wings tight to her body. Though all sapavians of the Eyrie had wings, some were shorter than others and some just lacked general courtesy. Stepping on someone’s wingtip was rude, avoidable and grounds for a legal knife fight, yet it still happened. In a busy marketplace, the perpetrator could easily disappear in the throng, leaving the hurt individual without anyone to spew curses at, much less take a stab at.

      After taking the night to rest following the meeting with Ava, Cora flew across Carrion Channel to the Eyrie. Home. Her tired wing muscles ached, and her sore bones begged for her comfortable bed. She didn’t want to shut herself away just yet. She’d visited the nurse first, got a stitch and then headed for the night market.

      Though she disliked crowds and socializing in general, she found the square of bustling shoppers and loud vendors full of sapavians oddly therapeutic after her solitary trip. She wanted to feel like a part of a community.

      She’d hate them all again tomorrow.

      Father often remarked on Cora’s “complexity,” though he usually used coarser words. She wanted to be invited to parties she had no intention of attending and she felt lonely when alone but hated sharing her space.

      Cora sighed and navigated through the crowd. She preferred it like this. Anonymous in a sea of people. Just another face. No obligations to make pointless conversation.

      Too late to report to the Spy Master who coordinated the messages, Cora drifted through the marketplace, enjoying the throng of people and the smell of seafood. The Eyrie castle and surrounding town stood as a solemn reminder of the world of man before the apocalypse and the world broke apart. It wasn’t really made for sapavians and it showed with its narrow streets and park benches. The ruling clan had ripped most of the benches out, but a few still stood as relics, reminders of a time long ago.

      The Eagle Clan would probably have to remove those soon, too, for more room. A sign of overcrowding, the packed marketplace had become busier and busier. Sapavians were running out of space, and with angry, bird-hating humans populating the closest available land to the south, there wasn’t anywhere to go.

      Hopefully, King Edgar would figure something out—something that didn’t involve mass extinction.

      A familiar whiskey jack sapavian slipped a few quality otos to a merchant and leaned in for the Seagull Clan member to whisper something into his ear.

      Cora cringed and turned to move the other way.

      “Cora!” Jack yelled out.

      She winced. Damn it. She slowly turned back to see Jack leave the merchant’s stall with a wide grin. Whiskey jacks had the reputation for being the Eyrie’s social butterflies, and it was a well-earned stereotype. Members tended to gravitate toward gossip, acting as town criers, and working as reporters for their niche in society.

      Jack was gorgeous. One of those sapavians with naturally wavy hair that always looked like rumpled bedhead. Or maybe he constantly had nights filled with glorious sex. Cora didn’t know and she never planned to find out. Jack might have a strong body that looked more apt for building towers with his bare hands than cutting down Eyrie residents with his harsh written words, but Jack’s interest with Cora wasn’t romantic.

      “Hello, Jack,” she said.

      He rolled his beautiful blue eyes and dipped in a shallow, mocking bow. “For the hundredth time, my name is Marcus.”

      His name was Marcus Jack, but whatever. The more she remembered his role in society, and not how his bright white smile flashed in the moonlight, the better. Her heart had never been in danger around Jack, but her integrity and job security were. She had to guard her words.

      Jack leaned in and sniffed. “Did you just get in? You carry a certain sea spray freshness.”

      What a lovely way to tell her she smelled. Thanks. “What do you want, Jack?”

      He shrugged. “Word on the Eyrie is more sapavians are headed to the waystations to look for places to live. The albatross aren’t returning home as often and you’ve been very busy.”

      “Are you watching me?” She left at the ass-crack of dawn yesterday. Surely, he didn’t sit on the city walls to watch for her departure.

      He shrugged. “More like noticing your absence.”

      “That hardly means I’ve been busy. I don’t like crowds.”

      “No, you don’t.” He glanced around the busy marketplace and the sapavians weaving carefully around each other. “Yet, you’re here.”

      “So?”

      Jack examined his perfectly trimmed nails. “So, you tend to surround yourself with the very crowds you hate after you return from a trip. I figure you need to feel like you’re not quite alone after such a lonely excursion.”

      She scowled at the whiskey jack. Not only were these birds full of gossip, but they also excelled at reading people. Exceptionally well, apparently.

      She threw her hands up. “What does it matter?”

      “The daughter of the Cormorant Clan leader always matters, despite what you might tell yourself.”

      Her scowl deepened. The rumours of Father’s alleged betrayal never truly faded. This whiskey jack kept poking around trying to uncover some devious plot to confirm his conspiracy theories. And if he couldn’t get that he’d happily settle for gossip or any tidbit of news to fill his column.

      “What have you seen?” he asked.

      “What do you think I’ve seen?”

      Jack shrugged again. “I’m hoping it’s either new land or salmon. I’d be happy to report either. An exclusive scoop would really help me out. What do you say?”

      Cora’s harsh response got lost in squeals of excitement. She surveyed the crowd and realized they were all watching something in the sky. With a deep sigh, she turned away from Jack to confirm what she already expected.

      Sure enough, a male member of the Eagle Clan hovered above the Eyrie, holding hands with a woman from the Hawk Clan. Her long wavy brown hair whipped around in the air and the eagle’s court armour.

      “Who?” she murmured, not wanting to hear the answer.

      “Lord Liam Eagle and Lady Azure Hawk.”

      Not Ronin.

      She drew breath again, relieving the ache in her chest.

      The eagle sapavian was the king’s nephew, not the heir of the Eyrie.

      The crowd cheered again as the couple embraced and fell toward the island. Everyone around her held their breath. When the couple broke apart above the rooftops to swing back up, the crowd screamed with delight and encouragement.

      Cartwheeling.

      The eagle mating ritual.

      Coded in the very bird DNA that helped create sapavians a long time ago, members from the Eagle Clan retained the urge to complete this act when they found someone they loved.

      Cora turned away from the spectacle and pushed her way through the throng of sapavians and stopped dead.

      A few feet in front of her, the crowd had cleared for another special viewing event.

      Ronin Eagle, the Heir of the Eyrie, stood in front of her. Tall, strong, and built like a warrior, he wore the shiny silver and gold armour identifying his position as a member of the royal court. His brown hair had turned white during adolescence, marking him as a mature eagle.

      With his angular face turned up to watch his cousin, the prince didn’t see her. He wouldn’t recognize her even if he did, despite the shock of white in her otherwise black hair and the scar running down her face. No, that wasn’t quite right. He’d recognize her, maybe, in a flippant way, but she wouldn’t elicit any emotional response. Recognizable or not, she was beneath his notice. Not even his hawk guards looked her way.

      Being invisible wasn’t a bad thing. In fact, it’s where she needed to stay. Bad things happened to good people when the royals noticed them.

      “Oh! The heir.” Jack perked up. She hadn’t noticed he’d turned with her. “Later.”

      The whiskey jack left her side to weasel his way through the other spectators, aiming for the prince. A number of “ladies” from the Hawk Clan and Eagle Clan already stood by his side, trying to fawn, hair-flip and eyelash flutter their way to his heart.

      One day, Ronin would take his bride to the sky for all to see, completing the traditional mating ritual. Every girl in the Eyrie dreamed of being that bride at one point in their life. Some never gave up hope. Cora had dreamed, too, but hope and desire to be anything other than a messenger fled the day her mother died.

      The couple plunged toward their death again, a tangle of limbs. The crowd cheered, roaring encouragement as they broke apart.

      I’m done.

      She turned away from the cartwheeling and her childhood crush and made her way from the night market to her small room in the cormorant house at the edge of town. Despite the melancholy ache in her chest, she dragged her feet. Cora constantly battled between choosing two undesirable outcomes. She could stay in the market and feel her heart crushed further, or she could return home and go to sleep where her recurring nightmare lay in wait.

      Every night, dreams and memories plagued her. Ones where she relived her mother’s murder. Ones of Ronin and his sister’s rejection. Ones of flying low over the ocean’s surface with the Sea Beast swimming underneath. But the monster never attacked in her dreams; instead, she found his presence comforting.

      And that was the scariest thing of all.
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        “I love the smell of possibility in the morning.”

        Cora Cormorant

      

        

      

      

      The morning market hummed with excitement from last night’s events, yet an undercurrent of nervousness and danger kept the energy grounded. Cora stepped around a man with a rotund belly and slate gray wings.

      He grunted and turned his bulging bird gaze on her. “Watch it, Crow.”

      Cora rolled her eyes. Like that was an original slur. Crows were not one of the founding birds used to create sapavians during the Scientific Experimentation Era, known as SEE in the crusty old textbooks in Father’s study. Instead, the intelligent birds sat along the rooftops and fences of the Eyrie and watched, mocking from a distance as if sapavians would’ve been better, done better, if crows had been included.

      “Go peck yourself.” Cora smiled sweetly to follow up the insult. She stepped into the nearby doorway and turned away from the angry hollers of the pigeon man. Her boots scuffed the cobble stones. She closed the door behind her, shutting off the incessant racket of the bustling marketplace. Not one to skip, saunter or glide like some sort of fairy drunk on pixie dust, Cora moved like an efficient machine down the hallway on light feet and made her way to the cormorant leader’s office. Her father’s office.

      She trailed her fingers along the rough, stone walls, the familiar loamy smell and scratchy surface oddly comforting. She’d spent a lot of her childhood running through these starkly decorated halls.

      Her footsteps echoed down the corridor and bounced back; cool air clung to the walls in spite of the heat outside. Though she didn’t plan to travel today, she wore a clean set of flying leathers. The fitted pants, vest and vambraces might be hot for the late summer weather, but she never felt comfortable wearing civilian clothes. Besides, if she needed to cool off, she could always take a dip in the ocean.

      Cora took a deep breath of dust-laden air and turned the corner. Two large double doors loomed ahead, the solid oak stained dark brown and polished to shine under the natural light streaming in through the open windows. Shear, off-white curtains billowed across her path and brushed against her soft leather pants.

      The two cormorant guards standing on either side of the doorway straightened at her approach—Dax and Cam. The twins. She confused the two when she ran into one of them alone, but when they stood side by side like this, she could easily tell them apart. Honestly, as her cousins, she should do better, but they were called identical twins for a reason.

      “Is he in?” she asked them.

      Cam nodded.

      Dax leaned over and opened the door, holding it open for her to pass through.

      “Thanks,” she said and walked into the office of the Cormorant Clan Leader, Master Fisherman. Those might be his official titles, but unofficially, he was the Spy Master of the Eyrie. Kane Cormorant orchestrated the delivery of overseas messages for anyone wanting to avoid the regular pigeon channels.

      And to Cora, Father.

      The old man looked up from the large oak desk he sat behind and placed his quill down beside the parchment paper he was writing on. Thick dark eyebrows rose slightly over brown eyes so dark they almost appeared to blend in with his pupil. His hair, once inky black, now had a splattering of white and the stubble on his face was growing in more gray than black. He rested his wings, folding them loosely behind his back. He wore the black leather livery identifying his position in the royal court. At one time, before his “fall” from grace, he wore the eagle pin on his shirt over his heart. Those days were long gone.

      The door clicked shut behind her and she stepped forward. “Father.”

      The seriousness of his expression faded, and a genuine smile spread across his weather-worn face. He pushed away from the desk, unfurling his large black wings to stretch briefly before refolding them behind his back.

      He held his arms out. “Coraline, my heart. Welcome home.”

      She walked around the desk and into his warm embrace. With a deep breath, she inhaled leather and parchment—the two smells she’d long-ago associated with her father. She squeezed him back before pulling away.

      “How was the mission?” he asked.

      “Successful.”

      “No return message?”

      She shook her head.

      “Something is going on over there in Iom and my contacts have grown silent. I don’t like it,” he said. His gaze drifted to the angry wound on her shoulder. He couldn’t possibly see it through the neckline of her flying leathers, but her stitch itched as if his gaze had locked on it and gave it a tug. Those nurses must’ve told on her.

      Her father reached out to cup her face. He ran his thumb along the scar that ran down her cheek from beneath her right eye to her jaw. His gaze flicked to the lock of white hair that rested along her shoulders. Sadness welled in his eyes. She knew the look. Memories of their past flooded his mind. Thoughts of a happier time. Thoughts of Mom.

      His contacts went silent once before. They’d received no warnings and Father hadn’t been there when the humans attacked the keep. The ultimately unsuccessful siege left Cora scarred and her mother dead. Moments like this proved her father still hadn’t forgiven himself for not being there for them.

      “A successful run, but not without problems,” he spoke with a growl.

      She nodded. “What trip across the channel isn’t? Some enthusiastic scout on the bluff got a lucky shot. I veered east to avoid the archer and next time I’ll approach farther to the west.”

      Father scowled.

      “The pink run is in,” she offered. “Feasting less than a kilometre off the cliffs.”

      Father straightened. “That’s welcome news.”

      She nodded again.

      “I wonder why the albatross didn’t report them?”

      She shrugged. Aloof and distant, the southern albatross preferred to stay offshore as much as possible. They perched on rocky islands too small to live on comfortably and were almost as wild as the sea monsters. Too slow and moody to use as messengers, they still acted as Father’s eyes and ears over the ocean by reporting fish runs and anything else of interest. Despite that, they often missed things, not out of incompetence, but out of ambivalence. Pointing that out right now wouldn’t solve anything. Father already knew their personality quirks.

      “There was something else,” she said.

      Father’s brows rose. “Oh?”

      “My contact—”

      A knock on the door interrupted her. She clamped her mouth shut and turned to the door in unison with her father. She’d have to tell him about Ava’s cryptic warning later.

      “Enter,” Father growled. He squared his shoulders and let his hand drift to the hilt of his dagger.

      Cora took her place to the left and slightly behind her father and rested her hand on her weapon.

      Both doors swung open and Cora caught sight of the twins’ wide eyes and tense mouths before three intimidating figures walked into the room.

      Oh crap.

      Cora stiffened as she watched Edgar, King of the Eyrie and Leader of the Eagle Clan walk into the room, flanked by his son and daughter. No less spectacular than he appeared last night, Ronin always gave the impression he was above everything, unlike Sasha, who perpetually looked as though she smelled something bad and assumed it was you.

      Cora clenched her teeth together.

      “Edgar,” Father said. “An unexpected surprise.”

      That was a nice way of saying, “I wish I could leap over this desk and stab you.”

      Daddy, the smooth talker.

      “Kane,” the king nodded and stopped in front of the desk. His gaze briefly flicked to Cora. Recognition flashed before he turned his attention back to Father.

      Typical.

      At one time, she’d run through the castle, tugging on his shirt hem so he’d slip her more candies. When Cora was little, their families had been close, often getting together and letting the children play. That was before Edgar and her father had a disagreement.

      Cora never discovered the cause, but the result had been devastating.

      She’d never forgiven the Eyrie leader for what happened next and judging from Father’s stiff back and tense shoulders, he wouldn’t either.

      His hand remained on his dagger’s hilt.

      When they first returned from the outpost to the Eyrie, among whispers of betrayal, a number of the king’s advisors publicly questioned his choice to bring back the Cormorant Clan Leader. Those advisors were now gone, dismissed from their positions. But they weren’t the only ones confused with the decision. Edgar wasn’t one to surround himself with powerful sapavians who loathed or betrayed him.

      The answer was simple, of course. Father never betrayed the king and provided an irreplaceable service. Though the king hardly confided his secrets to Cora, she could figure out that much on her own. Why the king and Father would allow the rumours to persist still mystified her, and why the king graced them with his presence today baffled her.

      Cora took her direction from Father’s stance and remained ready.

      “At ease, Kane. I’m not here to attack you or your daughter. I’m here on business.”

      His son and daughter straightened and their gazes flicked to Cora in unison.

      That’s right, bitches. Here I am.

      They hadn’t recognized their childhood friend. She should’ve expected it. Hell, she had expected it. Yet a piercing pain still stabbed her heart. She really was nothing to them now. It made her question whether they were ever her friends to begin with.

      Sasha quickly scanned Cora’s face, came to some conclusion, and returned her attention to Father without breaking her dismissive expression once.

      Being the same age, Cora and Sasha had been close friends, even braiding each other’s hair and all that crap. Sasha had grown into a striking woman, her hair and wings retaining a tawnier colour, closer to the hawk genes from her maternal line than an eagle. Her golden, almost yellow gaze still held their piercing focus, as if she shrewdly saw through all the bullshit. Her expression held no warmth for her childhood friend. Assuming it ever did.

      And Ronin…

      Her face grew warm. Well, Ronin had grown up to be just as stiff and arrogant as his father and not at all as dashing as her girlish heart and dreams had imagined him to be. The heir’s striking golden gaze had paused on her face, most likely taking in the scar and streak of white in her otherwise black hair. At least that’s what she assumed the look of pity was for.

      Father relaxed, but rested his hand on his belt, still close to the dagger strapped to his side. “How can I help you, King Edgar?”

      Edgar scowled at the title. He glanced at his grown children and hesitated.

      Sasha nodded. Ronin remained a statue.

      “I need my son escorted across the channel to the Cap.”

      Kane stiffened. “Why?”

      As a servant of the court, Father shouldn’t question the king, yet the other man made no attempt to reprimand him.

      “He will attend a meeting with the humans.”

      Father’s hand tightened on the belt and the leather creaked from the stress. “I’m a fisherman. I run a fish scouting service, not bodyguards. If you don’t want to send your own men to guard your son, use the hawks. If you want a message delivered, the pigeons will be more than happy to assist you. Unless you want to know the location of the pink run, I can’t help you.”

      “Cut the crap, Kane. You work for me, remember? I’ve already briefed Ronin and Sasha. Everyone in this room is aware of your alternate role in society.”

      Father’s wings ruffled and resettled. “I’m hardly the vigorous youth I once was, and we don’t make outings across the channel. It’s too dangerous. Even the waystation route holds a certain risk.”

      Edgar leaned forward and placed both hands on the flat surface of the desk. His hair, long turned white from age, fell in front of his amber gaze. “I ordered you to cut the crap. You have at least one messenger that makes it through. My guardsmen have seen them.”

      Cora silently cursed herself. She’d gone too close to the curtain walls of the palace along the coast. She knew it.

      “I’m not suggesting you accompany my son,” Edgar continued.

      Ronin whipped his head to the side to stare at his father.

      “I want the best,” Edgar said.

      Oh no.

      The King of the Eyrie turned his yellow eagle gaze to her. “I want Cora.”
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