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      Lyana plummeted headfirst toward the ground at breakneck speed, gripping the dagger in her hand. The target on the other side of the arena fell with her, too far to reach without the added force of her body weight behind the throw. The floor came swiftly, fifty feet, then thirty, then ten. Just before slamming into stone, she spread her ivory wings and flipped her body so her feet landed hard against the ground. Muscles loose, she fell into a roll, fusing the momentum into her throw as she reached back her arm and—

      "Watch out!"

      The dagger slipped from her fingers and skidded across the stones. It came to a halt in the same moment the wooden disc she'd been aiming for clanked against the floor.

      With a growl, she snapped her face to the side, looking over her shoulder toward the voice she recognized. "Cassi!"

      Her friend shrugged, black-and-white speckled owl wings lifting along with her brows. "What? You think there won't be distractions during the trials?"

      "You scared me half to death."

      "And look what happened…" Cassi's gaze slid slowly to where the disc sat untouched. "You missed."

      "No one's going to do that during the trials."

      "They might."

      "They won't."

      "I'm just trying to help."

      Lyana snorted. "If you wanted to help, you should've gotten here an hour ago when I started practicing. Where were you?"

      "Sleeping."

      "It's the middle of the afternoon."

      "Your point is…?" Cassi trailed off, silver eyes glinting with mirth.

      Lyana couldn't stay mad for long—it wasn't in her nature. "My point is, get over here and help with the slingshot already."

      Cassi grinned. So did she. Together, they flew around the empty arena, gathering the wooden discs scattered across the ground, each pierced by a dagger aside from one. With a sigh, Lyana flipped the unhit target over in her hands and eyed the stands circling her. They were barren now, but in a few days, they'd be teeming with spectators.

      She's right. I need to be prepared for distractions. I need to be prepared for anything. The trials begin tomorrow, and I'm still as jittery as a fledgling before her first flight.

      Taking a deep breath, Lyana squeezed her fingers into fists, trying to stop their shaking. Her stomach was aflutter with the unfamiliar sensation of nerves. But that wasn't the only thing fuzzing her blood, making her feel light-headed. The more welcome buzz of anticipation thrummed across her veins. After her many weeks of preparing, and months of waiting, and years of wondering, the courtship trials were finally here. Well, almost.

      Tomorrow, the royal heirs from the other six kingdoms would arrive in her home, the House of Peace, to begin the battle for their mates. They'd compete in tests of strength and endurance, agility and intelligence, skill and savvy, and then they'd be matched. Lyana would no longer be a dove princess, but instead the future queen of a foreign house—the only question left was which one. The owls with their underground libraries? The hummingbirds with their cultivated gardens? The songbirds with their romantic groves? The ravens with their midnight secrets?

      She knew what was expected.

      Her father had been in talks with the king of the House of Flight, trying to match her with his son, a hummingbird prince she knew nothing about.

      But that's why she was here, practicing, preparing, doing everything she could until the very last second to ready herself for the trials. Because if she won—if she got top choice for the girls—she could pick whichever mate she wanted. With her destiny preplanned since birth, there was nothing Lyana valued more than the right to make this one decision, to hold her life in her own hands and guide its course.

      "Ready?" Cassi called from the slingshot, preparing to release a disc.

      Lyana pumped her ivory wings, lifting into the air as she slid a dagger free from her belt. "Ready."

      They ran through the test three times with Lyana never missing a target. This was her best event, and hearing the thunk of metal piercing wood steadied her heart, calming her nerves and clearing her head. She could do this. She would do this.

      "How about a little more of a challenge?" Cassi taunted when Lyana landed. "Care to give archery a try?"

      "And gift you the satisfaction?" Lyana wrinkled her nose. With her sharp owl sight and predatory instincts, Cassi was impossible to best with a bow. "This is supposed to be about making me feel better before tomorrow, and we both know I have no shot at winning the archery trial."

      "I didn't realize your ego needed boosting."

      Lyana arched a brow at her friend.

      "What?" Cassi unsuccessfully stifled a smile. "A little humility would do you good."

      I swear. Lyana bristled, feathers ruffling. If Cassi weren't her best friend, she would never put up with her. Then again, if she weren't her best friend—no, Lyana didn’t even want to imagine that possibility. Ever since the day the orphan owl had been discovered in the barren tundra on the outer edges of her kingdom, they'd been inseparable. Lyana, ever intrigued by the unknown, and Cassi, ever longing for a home, had been like two halves of one whole. They fit. Lyana's life wouldn't feel complete without her.

      "What about a spar, then?" Cassi asked, motioning to the rack of practice swords.

      Lyana grinned. "You're on."

      They each grabbed a dull iron blade, then walked to the center of the arena before facing off. Lyana lifted the sword, guarding her face, and Cassi did the same. She took one step left. So did her friend. Left, left. Right, right. Forward, back. On and on in the sort of dance that drove Lyana mad—she yearned for action, for adventure.

      Naturally, she broke first.

      With a yell, Lyana charged, pumping her wings for added speed as she raced across the floor. Cassi lifted her sword to meet the attack, then feigned right before dropping with a roll. By the time Lyana pivoted on her heels, Cassi's expansive wings were beating as she took to the air. With a single flap of her shorter wings, Lyana hastened to follow. Owls were better with aerial attacks, but doves had better maneuverability—as long as she stayed close, she had the advantage. Cassi circled and Lyana chased, neither gaining ground.

      "Is this a race or a fight?" Lyana finally called.

      Cassi flared her wings and flipped over in one move, facing Lyana with a grin. Their swords crashed together with enough force to reverberate up her arms, the sound echoing around the empty arena. Lyana drew her wings close, dropping five feet, then quickly beat them to soar up behind Cassi's exposed back. Her friend spun and met her strike, then put a boot to her chest and kicked them apart. With lethal grace, Cassi plummeted toward the floor, her wings arched high for increased speed. Lyana followed, envious as her friend landed at a run, while she had to make do with a slow approach. Different wings were made for different feats. While dove wings were quick and agile, they were made to land carefully on a perch. The only way to maintain her speed would've been to land at a tumble, as she'd done with her throwing knives, but against a foe it was too risky.

      Cassi was there by the time her toes touched stone. Lyana raised her sword defensively and stepped back as the force of the blow challenged her balance. With a wide swing, her friend attacked again. Lyana spun, catching the blade behind her back as she twisted away, then launched her own attack. Cassi ducked low and kicked with her feet. With a beat of her wings, Lyana jumped over her friend's leg. By the time Cassi stood, Lyana's sword was at her neck.

      "Yield."

      Cassi grinned and dropped her gaze. Lyana followed the path, noticing for the first time that her friend held a knife against her ribs. "You yield."

      "You're cheating." She frowned. "It's single-weapon combat."

      "Says who?"

      "I don't know—whoever came up with the courtship trials hundreds of years ago."

      "If you face a real attacker, they'll do whatever it takes to win."

      Lyana scoffed. "Who's going to attack me? We've been at peace for as long as anyone can remember."

      A shadow passed over her friend's eyes, there and gone, like the briefest eclipse of the moon. She grinned. "I'm not yielding."

      "Me neither."

      "I'll stay here all night."

      "Me too."

      Cassi snorted, but her sarcastic retort was cut off by a voice coming from the other end of the arena. "No, you won't."

      "Luka!" Lyana chirped, then dropped her sword immediately as she turned to grin at her older brother, the crown prince of the House of Peace. His toothy smile was bright against his dark umber skin, expression warm and loving, though the pointed curve of his brow hinted at an oncoming lecture. It was nothing she hadn't heard before. "What are you doing here? Do you want to practice with us?"

      "Do you have any idea what time it is?"

      Lyana glanced up at the translucent stones arching overhead, allowing a hazy glimpse of the sky. The entire city of Sphaira was made of the material, giving her home its common name—the Crystal City. "Um, past noon?"

      "Well past noon," he drawled. "The banquet starts in an hour. You need to get ready before Mother and Father come looking."

      She sighed heavily.

      "Go," Cassi said as she reached for the practice sword in Lyana's hand. "I'll clean up."

      "One more fight." She gripped the worn leather hilt, unwilling to give it up. "Just one more."

      Luka wavered, honey eyes softening as his ashen wings dropped infinitesimally toward the floor. He was right on the edge of giving in. She implored, leaning forward and cocooning herself in her wings, then waited. Any second…any moment—

      "Oh, fine," Luka grumbled. He'd never been very good at telling her no. "One more fight."

      Lyana straightened her spine, fully aware of the wicked gleam in her eyes. "What do you say, brother?"

      He lifted his brows haughtily. "You want to challenge me?"

      "Afraid you might lose?"

      Luka grinned, a mischievous spark coming to his gaze as well. Cassi tossed him her sword. He caught it easily, then swiped it once through the air to test the weight before easing into a fighting stance. "You're on."

      Lyana attacked swiftly, hoping to catch him unaware. But Luka was a better swordsman than she, and he easily caught the blow. Their eyes locked above the iron, an awareness passing quickly between them.

      She wasn't the only one whose life would change in the next few days. During the courtship trials, her brother would be picking his queen. And while Lyana would be leaving her homeland on a new adventure, he'd remain behind, forced to deal with the void her absence wrought. Tonight was their last night as the prince and princess of the House of Peace, two doves without a care in the world, two siblings united beneath one banner.

      Tomorrow, everything would change.

      But that was tomorrow.

      Right now, she had a fight to win. Glancing quickly over Luka's shoulder, she met Cassi's eyes. Her friend was already in position. Before he knew what was happening, Cassi dug her fingers into Luka's sides and his rigid stance caved in, surrendering to his laughter. Lyana pushed off their joined swords and took to the sky.

      Her friend was right. Playing dirty was much more fun.
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      Rafe flew at the rear of the flock, out of sight and out of mind, just another raven gliding with the breeze. No one spoke to him. No one so much as looked at him. The indifference was unnerving. Welcome, but unnerving.

      Something was up.

      When his brother, Xander, had come to his room that morning, telling him to prepare for the journey ahead, he'd been unsurprised. As the crown prince of the House of Whispers, Xander was needed at the courtship trials—and as his best friend and half brother, Rafe assumed he'd be coming along for the journey. What had shocked him, however, was the lack of protests. Queen Mariam had taken one look at him, lips stretched into a thin line, before launching into the air without a word. Helen, Xander's captain of the guards, had tossed a supply pack into his arms and told him to be useful. The other men and women eyed him warily, keeping their distance, but said nothing. And he should've been glad they didn't stare, didn't gossip, but instead, his stomach had been churning all morning, as though filled with bad food that wouldn't settle, leaving him on edge.

      Something was most definitely up.

      Unable to fight the eerie tickle at the base of his neck, Rafe glanced over his shoulder. The sky behind was empty, nothing but endless blue broken by clouds. Their floating isle had long since blinked out of sight. He glanced down, studying the impenetrable fog blanketing the world below—a mysterious expanse they called the Sea of Mist. Legend said Vesevios, the god of fire, claimed the barren lands beneath the haze. Some believed the fog was steam from a boiling ocean. Others believed it was smoke from endless flames. Others still claimed it was the dirtiest thing of all—magic. A spell to shroud Vesevios's realm and hide his beasts, to keep the dragons protected.

      A shiver ran up Rafe's spine just thinking about it.

      He glanced behind once more, but there was no hidden assailant lurking in the air. Still, he gripped the knife at his hip, comforted by the worn leather hilt, and writhed his shoulders, feeling the scabbard nestled between his wings. Though Xander would never sanction an attack, Rafe didn't put it past the other ravens. They'd been waiting for this moment ever since he was born—the bastard son of a hated king, the only boy to survive a dragon attack that killed countless others, the usurper they feared had weaseled his way close to their prince.

      Fire cursed.

      That's what they called him after he'd been pulled from the rubble left in the dragon's wake, burned but not dead, surrounded by bodies crisped beyond repair.

      A son of Vesevios.

      No matter his parents had died. No matter he was little more than five. No matter his world had shattered. To the ravens, from that day forward, he was cursed. And they'd been praying for a chance to get rid of him ever since, to drop his body into the foggy sea below and return him to his maker. Now would be an ideal time.

      A horn sounded near the front of the flock.

      Rafe started, dropping a few feet in surprise, and shifted his gaze ahead. A shadow hovered on the horizon—the House of Peace. They were almost there. If anyone was going to act against him, it would be now, before there were any witnesses. He braced himself, muscles tense, but the ravens simply changed direction, angling up toward the isle floating thousands of feet above theirs.

      As they soared, the air turned crisp, burning when he drew in breath. The homeland of the doves was a frozen tundra, nothing but ice and snow and barren rock for miles upon miles, far different from the wooded mountains of his isle. It was the highest of all the kingdoms, nearly fifteen thousand feet above the mist, too high for life. They lived in crystal buildings designed to hold the heat of the sun. They depended on trade for survival. And Rafe was pretty sure, as the jagged cliffs under the isle sharpened into focus, they were all fools for remaining there for so long.

      Yes, Aethios, god of sun and sky, was the holiest of them all. And yes, this was the home of his god stone, the physical manifestation of his might. But skies, it was cold! Sure, the ravens lived in the smallest of the seven kingdoms. And sure, their patron god, Taetanos, was the trickster god of fate. But at least he'd been kind enough to give them a warm home in which to live while he schemed. Rafe would take that deal any day.

      "Your lips are turning blue."

      He glanced sidelong at his brother, who moments before had flared his wings and dropped to the back of the flock to join Rafe. "Great. They'll match my eyes."

      Xander grinned, but the joy didn't quite reach his lavender irises, the only feature they didn't share. The late king had strong blood, and they both looked just like him—pale skin, black hair, a strong jawline and a tall frame. Rafe was more muscular from his time spent in the practice yards, and Xander leaner due to his studious nature, but aside from that they could have been twins. A fact he knew annoyed the queen to no end.

      "How was your flight?"

      "Unnerving," Rafe said, not liking Xander's tone. It screamed of feigned innocence. "What's going on?"

      "How do you mean?"

      "How do I mean?" Rafe snorted, unable to stop his bottled frustration from erupting. Calm wasn't a word often used to describe him. "Everyone's acting strange, including you."

      "Me?" The edge of Xander's lips pulled into a grin.

      Rafe's frown deepened. "Why aren't you up with the queen? We're almost there."

      "My mother can greet the emissaries without me."

      "See? That's exactly what I'm talking about."

      "What?"

      "Xander, when have you ever reneged on royal protocol?"

      "Leave it, Rafe."

      "Aha! So, I'm right."

      His brother sighed. "You'll find out soon enough."

      "What does that mean?"

      "It means patience is a virtue and I think you need the practice."

      He gritted his teeth, fighting back a growl. Before he could respond, the flock crested the edge of the isle, steep cliffs giving way to the ivory wasteland the doves called home. A group of six men and women waited on the ice, draped in furs, their ashen wings tucked close for added warmth. Queen Mariam landed elegantly before them, snow fluttering up in her wake. Two of her advisors landed at either side. The emissaries bowed low in greeting.

      "Xa—" Rafe cut off when he realized the spot beside him was now vacant. Where the gods did he go?

      Used to being surrounded by ebony wings, Rafe quickly spotted his brother in the mix of ravens still hovering above the isle, waiting for the sign from their queen to land. He was with Helen, leaning over to whisper something in her ear. The captain of the guards nodded, then glanced over her shoulder to meet Rafe's curious eyes.

      A sinking feeling settled in his gut.

      They were plotting—that much was obvious. The questions were what, and why, and how in the world did it involve him?

      His conversation with Xander the night before rose to the forefront of his thoughts. His brother had come to his room late in the evening, as he often did, to talk or settle his mind or simply pass some time. That night, he'd come in without a word, then paced back and forth across the rug, a frown on his brow and a purse to his lips.

      "Nervous?" Rafe had finally asked after a few minutes, unable to stand it.

      Xander released a puff of air that didn’t quite make it to a laugh. "That's an understatement."

      "What is it? The trials?"

      "Yes, the trials. Of course, the trials."

      "Relax." He shrugged. "Worrying will get you nowhere."

      Xander's face cut toward him. "That's easy for you to say."

      "You'll find a mate. Any one of those girls would be lucky to have you."

      "Would they?"

      The tone made Rafe go rigid. "Xander—"

      "Don't," his brother interrupted. "Not now. I didn't mean it like that— I wasn't— I didn't—" He sighed, lifted his right arm, and stared pointedly at the rounded end where a hand should've been. "I wasn't talking about this."

      "Good." Rafe stood and crossed the room. "What were you talking about?"

      "Don't sound so glum. All I meant was, am I such a catch? The ravens, as you well know, have been looked down upon for as long as I can remember. We're the forgotten house, the unwanted one. And I'm worried I won't be enough to change their opinions. But I need to, Rafe. I need to. Our people need a win. We need a win. There are only four second daughters in the trials, and five crown princes. If we're the odd ones out, if I don't get a match, if—"

      "Xander," Rafe soothed, putting a hand on his brother's shoulder. "You're more charming than any other prince in the kingdoms, and more intelligent too. You'll get a mate. I know you will."

      "But the trials—"

      "Are just that. Tests." He knew Xander's worries. He understood his fears. Rafe couldn't remember the last time his brother had picked up a sword or a bow, let alone entered the practice fields, preferring the library at the top of the castle and the books housed there. But physical strength wasn't the only thing that mattered. Heart counted far more, at least he hoped it did, and Xander had that in spades. "We all know the real purpose of the ceremony is to get the kings and queens in one place so they can make backdoor deals. And your mother is shrewder than any person I've ever met. The other houses won't know what hit them."

      "But if I had your strength—"

      "Xander."

      "If I had your skill—"

      "Xander."

      "If you—"

      "Stop!" Rafe yelled, stepping back. "Just stop. I won't hear it. You’re the most deserving crown prince in all the kingdoms, and that's that."

      Xander stared at him, left hand coiled into a fist. After a moment, the tension melted away. "Thank you, brother."

      They'd left talk of the trials alone after that, but there'd been a look in Xander's eyes, one Rafe couldn't read—or maybe didn't want to—one that whispered the conversation wasn't over.

      Returning to the present, he blinked a few times and cleared his mind before glancing back to where Xander and Helen hovered, but she was alone. His brother had disappeared again.

      This time, Rafe wouldn't go looking.

      That conversation was over, no matter what his crown prince had to say.

      On the isle, the doves bowed again, then fluttered their wings, lifting into the air to show the ravens to their guest quarters. The queen followed, leading the flock. They'd have a night to rest and recoup before making their official entrance to the House of Peace tomorrow for the courtship trials. Rafe had, perhaps naively, thought the flight over the Sea of Mist would be the most concerning part of this trip. Now, as he journeyed deeper into dove territory, he had the nagging sense that his hardships were only just beginning.
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      Lyana sat with her hands folded in her lap, casting a longing glance through the crystal ceiling overhead. The sky was just beginning to pink. It was her favorite time to sneak out of the palace. During sunset, in that brief moment when the light caught the city just right, the crystals blazed like a brooch made of diamond fire, aflame and sparkling, so bright they nearly blinded the eyes.

      Instead, she was stuck here, at a table set for a hundred with a smile plastered to her lips, pretending to pay attention. And doing a sorry job at that. Though she looked the part of a princess in her ball gown made of sapphire lace and studded with pearls, her heart was that of an explorer and her mind never stopped its wandering.

      "I'm sorry, what?" she asked, meeting the green eyes turned toward her in question, the only trait she and her mother shared. Lyana had her father's dark skin and rounded nose. Her ivory dove wings belonged to this house, whereas her mother, a former princess of the House of Song, had the saturated wings of a bluebird. But she was happy to have her mother's eyes, because it made it that much easier to recognize the emotion churning within them. Right now, Lyana read tired frustration with the warm edge of humor.

      "My daughter, always with her head in the clouds…"

      "I'm a bird." Lyana shrugged. "Where else should it be?"

      Her father chuckled softly, nudging the queen with his elbow. "She has you there, sweetheart."

      Her mother arched a pointed brow in his direction, the sort of look it seemed only a woman knew how to perfect. He tried to stifle his smile, but it didn't quite work. Lyana caught his gaze with a grin. The king, at least, was always on her side.

      "With the trials beginning tomorrow," her mother said, "I'd hoped your feet would be firmly planted on the ground so we might at least, for a few days, fool the other houses into thinking we raised a well-behaved princess who would make a lovely queen."

      Lyana stifled an eye roll and matched her mother stare for stare. "Like you were?"

      The king snorted under his breath. Across the table, her brother bit his lip to keep the air puffing his cheeks from releasing, and Cassi, seated to her left, kicked her ankle in warning.

      Her mother simply frowned. "Your grandmother never should've told you those stories. You didn't need the encouragement."

      "I'm glad she did," Lyana countered, remembering the hours she used to spend in her grandmother's room, those wrinkled fingers folding her coiling ebony locks into tight braids. Her mother's mother was a queen of a faraway land, an isle Lyana had never seen. Her father's mother, however, was home. And even though it had been a few years since her passing, Lyana could still smell the coconut sweetness of her skin, could still feel the reassuring scratch of her nails against her scalp. Since her mother was fair-skinned and straight-haired, it had been her grandmother who'd helped Lyana through the awkward early teenage years, teaching her how to work with her body rather than against it. They sat before the mirror for hours while her grandmother enthralled her with countless stories—her favorite being the tale of her parents' courtship trials. "And I'd love to hear those stories again, Mother…if you still have the nerve."

      The queen had one weakness, same as her daughter—the inability to back down from a challenge. Normally, that worked against Lyana, seeing as the challenge was most often keeping her unruly daughter in line. But right now, it might be to her advantage.

      "Come on," she goaded. "I'm sure everyone would like to hear how you and Father chose each other. Ease my mind about what's coming tomorrow. Ease our minds."

      Lyana glanced toward her brother. He was watching their mother, ever the doting son. "If you wouldn't mind, I would love to hear you tell it—you and Father both."

      "It was so long ago, I hardly remember."

      "Well, I do," their father cut in. "As is tradition, the House of Song was the first to present their offering to Aethios, and your mother was the first one through the door, squawking away to a tune only the gods could understand."

      "I was not!" the queen quipped, blue wings brisling as she turned to slap the king's arm. "You love my voice."

      "You're right," he agreed, eyes twinkling. "I do."

      By now, the rest of the table had quieted to listen to their monarchs tell their love story. The mood of the House of Peace was a merry one, informal whenever possible to encourage a close bond. But when their king and queen spoke, they listened—out of loyalty, out of love, and mostly, out of respect for the rulers they held dear.

      "Tomorrow night," her father began, "Lyana and Luka, my dear children, your courtship trials will begin with the parade of offerings, same as mine. The other houses will come to present their gifts to our god Aethios, the highest of them all, and you will receive them. Though it might not seem possible, I was once in your shoes, a nervous dove on the eve of his new life—afraid, excited, curious, so spun by my emotions I felt as though I were flying in the center of a raging tempest, letting the wind carry me where it may. And I can only pray to all the gods that you experience the same moment I did when your mother stepped through that door and into my home—a perfect sense of calm amid the storm."

      He glanced at the queen, meeting her eyes as a brilliant smile widened her lips. The room seemed to warm with their love. Lyana's chest swelled. Her heart skipped a hopeful beat, and she leaned forward in her chair, eager for more. The rest of the world fell away—the other guests, the crystal walls, the setting sun—until she felt as though she lived in the picture her father's words painted.

      "She must've been accompanied by her brothers, but I don't remember. All I see when I think on that moment is a girl with the brightest wings I'd ever seen, bluer even than the sky on a clear sunny day. Her face was covered by a mask of feathers, but she was still so beautiful she stole my breath. And as her voice traveled down the entrance hall, echoing off the walls and filling the crystal palace with the most beautiful music I'd ever heard, I knew I had to have her as my queen. She was the first princess through the door, but all it took was one. I didn't even see anyone else that night. I only had eyes for her."

      "That's easy for you to say now, dear," her mother commented wryly, a slight smile on her lips. "Though as I recall, you didn’t ask me to dance once at the welcome ball that evening—and I was waiting."

      "I was too worried I'd trip over my own feet! You had me awestruck."

      "You danced with the princess of the House of Paradise quite well."

      Luka coughed to hide a laugh as their father's jaw dropped. A few other soft snickers trickled down from the other end of the table.

      "It was all a ruse to fuel your ire." The king winked. "And it worked, if I remember correctly."

      "Well, after being ignored by you for most of the night, I had to do something to save my honor," her mother countered, peachy skin flushing pink, enlivened by the memory. "The first test the next morning just happened to be my best—"

      "Archery," her father cut in to explain. "Which also happened to be my worst."

      "So after sinking my first three arrows into the center ring of my target to prove my skill, I happened to glance down the line to where your father's empty target stood, and I thought I might do him a small favor."

      "She landed that arrow right in the center of my ring—still the best shot I've ever seen—and I was in love."

      "Well, I got your attention, to say the least."

      "So," Lyana commented, tone a hair too innocent. "You might say that a little rule-breaking was worthwhile, given the circumstances."

      "I was lucky," her mother answered firmly, seeing straight through her daughter's words. "Had your father been any other man, he might've been insulted by my stunt. He might've chosen a different mate, and my chances would have been destroyed. I would've had to return home to marry a noble from the House of Song with my reputation disgraced. Let this be a cautionary tale to choose wisely."

      "Good advice, dear," the king smoothly added, softening her mother's harsh tone for their guests. The conversation was veering a bit too personal for such a public setting, though her father had a natural way about him that made people feel at ease, something Lyana liked to think she'd inherited. He raised a glass, meeting a hundred eyes with a single glance, making the whole room feel welcome. "To our children on this most glorious night, the prince and princess of this blessed house who have provided so much joy to us and to their people, we leave you with this—choose wisely. Think hard on what you hope to find in your mates, and keep those wishes at the forefront of your hearts and your minds. The next few days will pass in a blur, but if you use hope as a guide, it will lead you down the right paths, to the right mates who will give you everything you dream, as your mother has given to me."

      "Hear hear!"

      "In Aethios's name!"

      "By his blessing!"

      Lyana took a sip of hummingbird nectar as the cheers of her people rang throughout the banquet hall, letting the fizzing bubbles calm her nerves as she fought the other static charge brimming beneath her skin at her father's words. She glanced down to where her fingers were still clasped beneath the table, a subtle golden shimmer lighting her skin before she stifled it completely.

      Her magic.

      Powerful. Beautiful. Godly. And completely forbidden.

      Choose wisely.

      The words meant more than her parents could ever understand, though Cassi and Luka must have known the way they'd settle in her gut. Her brother met her gaze across the table, honey eyes more somber than the expression on his face seemed to allow. Her friend placed a palm over her hands and squeezed tightly. They were the only two people in the world who knew her secret, but if she chose wisely, maybe there would be a third person she might one day trust enough to tell. If she chose poorly, it could mean her life.

      Maybe that was why she liked to push the boundaries—her entire existence was one massive act of defiance. And though it wasn't what her mother would want to hear, Lyana knew what she'd be looking for in a mate tomorrow. Another rebel, just like her. Someone who didn't mind if she broke the rules. Maybe even someone who broke them with her. An accomplice. An ally. A mate, yes, and hopefully a friend, but most of all someone who would accept her exactly as she was.
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      A blade cut toward his neck and Rafe ducked, tucking his wings close as he spun on his knees before swiping his sword at Helen's feet. She jumped, narrowly missing the attack, then slammed her weapon down. Rafe crossed his twin blades above his head to catch the blow before it sliced his scalp in two. Using his extra weight to his advantage, he pushed hard and she stumbled back. It didn't take her long to find her footing—there was a reason she was the master of the guards. Rafe hardly had time to stand before she came barreling back, flapping her wings to lift snow and dust into his eyes as she went for his torso. Rafe deflected the attack with one sword, then spun, anticipating her path. When she turned, his other blade was at her throat.

      "Yield."

      "Well done, Rafe." Helen grinned, eyes wild from the fight, as alive as he ever saw them. "But can you best me with only one blade?"

      He glanced at the twin swords in his hands—his weapons of choice—then dropped one into the snow by his feet. The guards circled around them murmured, whispering to each other, likely placing bets. It was one of those rare moments when he felt as though he belonged—on the practice field, surrounded by soldiers, muscles firing, skin warm, heart thumping loud enough to drown out the doubts. Normally, he practiced by himself or sometimes alone with Helen, one-on-one. The other guards didn't care to watch, as though just looking at him, just acknowledging him, would embroil them in whatever devious plans they assumed he spun.

      A tickle lifted the hairs at the back of his neck.

      Again, he couldn’t help but wonder why. Why were they acting differently? Why were they looking at him as though they knew something he didn't? Why were they sizing him up and assessing his skill? Why were there calculations in their eyes? Most of all, why did he see the smallest glint of hope there too?

      "Ready?" Helen called, lifting her blade.

      He nodded. "Ready."

      She acted swiftly, charging across the space with her weapon held high. Rafe caught the edge of her blade easily—too easily. He realized a moment too late the attack was feigned as she spun under the weapon to elbow him in the gut hard enough he stumbled back. Helen sliced in a wide arc. He caught the sword on his forearm, using the metal sewn into his jacket as a shield, and pumped his wings, lifting into the sky. With his strength, he could land harder blows from the air than she, without the ground to anchor her movements. When their blades met, she strained to match his force, beating her wings rapidly to keep from falling back. Rafe stored that bit of information as he met her swing for swing, waiting for an opening. Fights were the only times when he knew how to be patient—how to wait for that perfect moment to strike.

      Now!

      He was a few feet above Helen with his sword lifted overhead, gripped tightly with both hands. As she rose to meet him, he swung down and closed his wings in the same moment, dropping toward the ground. Helen caught the strike and flapped her wings, but from this angle, she had no way to stop their fall. Rafe pressed harder, his strength and weight a guide. Just before her feet touched the ground, he relented, pumping his wings to throw her off balance. Then he hooked his blade behind hers and yanked as he dropped the last two feet, sending her sword flying across the practice field.

      "Yield."

      She was saved as a raven coughed from the edge of the grounds. "I have a message from the queen."

      "Perfect timing." Helen grinned. "Well fought, Rafe."

      "I think you mean well won."

      "Maybe. Maybe not." She shrugged and retrieved her weapon from the frozen ground. "I guess we'll never know. Now"—she turned toward the messenger, features focused—"what did the queen say?"

      The two of them walked off together, faces huddled close. Rafe took a moment to eye the ravens still standing in a circle around him. Without Helen near, their gazes grew wary and uncertain. He marched across the snow, feeling the bite of this frozen land, and retrieved his discarded sword. While dipping his bare fingers into the snow brought a shiver, it was nothing compared to the chill that was already bone deep. By the time he stood, the ravens had scrambled, partnering up into smaller groups to run drills. Surprise, surprise—no one had remained behind to join him.

      Oddly enough, the affront was almost comforting in its familiarity.

      Tossing a sidelong glance at Helen, who stood with a stern expression as she nodded along to the messenger whispering in her ear, Rafe tried to ignore the curiosity needling at his thoughts. If he was meant to know the contents, in due time, he would.

      Instead, he spun his twin blades and took up a fighting stance, imagining the foe on the other side as he swiped at the air. It could've been a dragon. It could've been a raven. Oftentimes, it was a mirror—a phantom version of himself that he battled tirelessly, but could never overcome. All the parts of himself he hated. All the moments in his past he wished he could change. A reflection of the secret he kept locked inside, whispering that everyone was right to fear him.

      Fire cursed.

      Maybe he was.

      "Rafe!"

      Helen's voice jolted him from the trance. Rafe stopped cold and sheathed his swords, turning toward the sound. When he found the master of the guards alone on the other side of the field, he was surprised by the bright ruby hues painting the sky behind her, clouds made molten by the setting sun.

      "You were in another world," she murmured, not teasing, not quite accusing, but with a hint of both. The woman was too shrewd by half, but he respected that because her savvy helped keep his brother safe. Though he couldn't help but think any day now, she'd be the one to uncover his ugly truth, especially as she narrowed her eyes. "Aren't you tired?"

      "Exhausted," he said evenly, careful with his tone. "I didn’t realize the time. What did the queen have to say?"

      "The schedule's been set for tomorrow. She and Xander will make an announcement at dinner. For now, the guards have gone to wash up, and I suggest you do the same."

      Rafe nodded.

      "Oh, and one more thing," she said, studying his face for a reaction. "Have you spoken to Xander yet today?"

      "No." He frowned. "Why?"

      "Just make sure you do." She set her lips in a thin line, staring at him for a moment, then turned and marched away.

      Rafe watched her leave, feet frozen against the ground as though they'd grown ice. That sinking feeling from earlier returned, weighing him down. Helen stepped inside one of the guesthouses, though he could still see her outline through the translucent crystals, lit from the inside by oil lanterns flickering yellow against the darkening sky. A few moments later, she was gone, vanishing into the depths of the strange circular dome. All the homes in the House of Peace were the same, arching like the moon over the horizon, made of crystals that trapped the heat of the sun, keeping the inside warm despite the frigid cold.

      Shivering as night crept in, Rafe turned on his heels and made for his accommodations on the other side, with the other guards. Normally, he kept close to Xander—claiming a room in the royal quarters of the castle back home, belonging to his personal guard. But tonight, a whisper told him to stay away, to run and hide, that nothing good could come of this conversation Xander and Helen seemed so desperate for him to have. He found an empty room and drew the curtain across the crystal, hiding himself from prying eyes. A bucket of warm water and a wash towel sat in the corner. They would do.

      Slowly, Rafe removed his fighting gear, starting with the X-shaped scabbard nestled between his wings and the twin swords housed there, then moving to the knives at his waist, the guards around his forearms, and the metal-laced vest protecting his chest. He stripped out of his pants and shirt, until nothing remained except for him and his secret.

      Magic thrummed beneath his skin, a subtle silver sheen sparkling like a river under the sun as it coursed through his veins. Xander was the only other person in the world who knew of it, though his brother claimed the power was invisible to his eyes. Rafe believed him for the simple fact that no other raven had ever seen the metallic hue. If they had, he would've been caught long ago and punished in the same way all those caught with magic were—public execution.

      Normally, he could keep the power contained, buried so deep even he sometimes forgot it was there. But after the long flight and the hours of practice, his weary body called on the magic. Using it was as natural as breathing, even if it marked him as the unnatural man they all claimed he was.

      So be it, Rafe thought as he reached for the bucket and splashed water on his face, sighing as the heat hit his cold skin. He scrubbed the sweat and grime away, but he'd learned long ago that no matter how hard he rubbed a towel against his skin, the magic couldn't be wiped clean. It was a stain, marking him as other, just one more dark cloud he'd learned to live with.

      When he was done, he dressed and met the rest of the guards in the entrance hall. He just had to make it through dinner, and then this godforsaken day would be over.

      That was the hope, at least.
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      With her arm hooked through Cassi's, Lyana twirled to the side and reached for another glass of hummingbird nectar from a passing tray. "Let's go find the boys."

      "Which boys?"

      "Luka and Elias."

      Cassi narrowed her eyes. "Why?"

      Lyana shrugged. "No reason."

      "Yeah, right."

      "Just come on."

      She tugged on Cassi's arm, pulling as she scanned the dance floor. The central atrium of the palace had been converted into a ballroom for the evening, one last celebration before the courtship trials began. Along the staircase circling the inside of the dome, oil lanterns hung, resembling caged stars. The flames glittered against the dark sky visible through the crystals arching above. Across the mosaic floor, doves swayed to the music that filled the room, swelling the walls as though they might burst. Others flew to the beat, dipping and diving and twirling with the tune.

      Through the revelry, Lyana spotted her brother standing with his best friend Elias, the two doing much the same as she and Cassi—observing, some might say gossiping. Lyana preferred to call it reconnaissance. Luka's gaze landed on Cassi, and even from this distance, she could see his features warm. They were both in for some heartbreak come morning, but that was the purpose of tonight—one last evening to embrace the recklessness of youth before adulthood dug its claws into them.

      "There they are," she murmured, nudging Cassi with her hip.

      The owl met Luka's gaze, the corners of her lips lifting into a smile before she had the chance to stifle it. Lyana charged ahead before her friend could say no. Resistance was futile anyway.

      "It's a crime that none of us are dancing," Lyana offered as she and Cassi neared.

      Luka eyed her much the same as her friend had—certain she had ulterior motives. So what if she did? That didn't mean they couldn't all benefit. "Hi, Ana."

      "Princess." Elias offered a small bow, ever the gentleman.

      "Really," she continued as though she hadn't heard. "It's such a shame there are no eligible bachelors here to whisk us off our feet."

      Luka sighed. "Do you want to dance?"

      "Not with my brother."

      "I'd be honored to dance with you, Princess."

      "Thank you." Lyana beamed at Elias and took the hand he offered. Then she leaned close to his ear. "I couldn't stand another second of those two moping at each other from across the palace. Something had to be done, and I know neither of them would willingly do it. Now they can say I bullied them into it if anyone asks."

      Elias met her eyes conspiringly. "I was about to make the same move."

      "Brilliant."

      He twirled her around and put a hand at her waist, pulling her into the throng of dancers. The two of them were the only ones in the palace who knew about Cassi and Luka's secret affair. Their best friends. Their confidants. Helping them sneak around was the only rule Lyana had ever seen Elias, an honorable member of the guard, willingly break. Though she hoped by the end of the night, she might get him to bend on one more thing.

      "Are you enjoying the celebration?" she asked conversationally, aware she couldn’t broach the topic of her true intentions too quickly.

      "Very much, Princess. And you?"

      "It's a wonderful party." She sighed happily, enjoying the confident way he led her around the room, each move timed perfectly to the music. Unfortunately for him, that would have to change. He had far too many of his wits about him. "Are you excited for tomorrow?"

      "Of course. It's not every day the other houses come to our isle."

      "No, I suppose not."

      Lyana caught sight of Luka and Cassi as they spun across the floor, eyes only for each other. Her friend did a better job of hiding her emotions, but her brother's were on bright display. Love shone unabashedly from his pores. For a moment, she wondered what it might feel like to be so wrapped up in another person, to be so enraptured. Did she envy them? Did she pity them? No matter their feelings, tomorrow her brother would begin the fight for his mate, and there was nothing either of them could do to stop it—just as there was no way she could escape the binds slowly wrapping around her. Such was the price of royalty.

      But she wasn't ensnared just yet.

      "Do you think Luka will win first place?" she asked, returning her attention to Elias.

      "He has a very good chance."

      "Do you think I will?"

      "I don't think it will matter." His brown eyes twinkled. "By the end of the welcome ball, I'm quite certain you'll have all the princes wrapped around your finger. They'll be fighting for you before the tests even begin."

      Lyana laughed softly. "Are you flattering me?"

      "I'm being as honest as always."

      "Words like that will go right to a girl's head."

      "Then surely I should keep going."

      Their flirty banter was easy as always, though it had never transitioned into something more. Lyana had kissed a few boys from her house, but Elias had always been Luka's best friend and her close companion, something she needed more than a lover. Romance made people foolish. It could make them do things they knew they shouldn't. Falling too deep was dangerous for a girl with a secret like hers.

      As the dance ended, he offered a bow. Lyana quickly grabbed his hand before he could walk away and pulled him toward the nearest table of refreshments. He wasn't free to leave just yet.

      "Glass of hummingbird nectar?" she asked innocently.

      Unlike Cassi, Luka, and her mother, Elias didn't hear anything suspicious in the tone. Still, he shook his head. "I have an early guard shift tomorrow. I should actually bid my farewell. I was telling Luka good night when you came over."

      "Oh, surely one glass with your princess won’t hurt?"

      He wavered.

      Lyana smiled up at him, coyly fluttering her lashes.

      "I suppose not," he said with a sigh, clinking his glass against hers. "But just one."

      "Of course. Just one."

      Six dances and six glasses of hummingbird nectar later, and she had him right where she wanted him. Lyana, of course, had only been pretending to drink, but poor Elias was well sloshed by the time the celebration drew to a close. She almost felt bad—but not quite.

      "Which house do you think will be the first to arrive tomorrow?"

      He swayed on his feet, eyes glazed over but still fighting to hold onto his last bit of sense. "I'm not sure I should say."

      She took him by the arm to steady him. "Come, I'll help you find Luka so he can take you home. What do you mean you shouldn't say?"

      "I think—I think I'm a little drunk."

      "I won't tell. By the way, where are you stationed tomorrow morning that you need to be up so early?"

      "The tunnel."

      "Really?" She knew that already, obviously. The tunnel was the hidden exit to the palace, and the only way she might successfully sneak out unseen come morning.

      "I don't think I should've told you that."

      "Pfft." She waved his words away. "Maybe I could bring you breakfast, as an apology for forcing you to stay out so late."

      "Breakfast?" He said the word as though he didn't know what it meant and shook his head. "It wouldn't be proper."

      "Who cares?" She sighed dramatically, but in the process of rolling her eyes, she caught sight of Luka charging across the nearly empty room with an accusing look in his eyes. Lyana snapped her focus to Elias, dropping the pretense as she squeezed her hand around his arm, forcing him to look at her. "We don't have much time, and you're right, you probably shouldn't have told me that, but you did. And now I'm going to tell you something I probably shouldn't, but I need your help. I want to sneak out of the palace tomorrow to watch the houses cross over the sky bridge."

      "Sneak out?" He sobered in an instant. Well, he tried to. "I don't know…"

      "Please, Elias. All you have to do is let me leave through the tunnel without telling anyone you saw me. I've done it before. It's perfectly safe. I'll be back before anyone even notices I'm gone. And I'll bring Cassi with me."

      "Cassi already agreed?"

      No. But she would when Lyana went to her room to wake her up in the morning. "Of course. Please. Oh, please. It's my last morning as a princess of the House of Peace. I just want to do one thing for myself before I'm sent away to a strange land, alone and uncertain, mated to a man I hardly know. Please."

      "Fine." He sighed, as though regretting the word even as he said it. "Fine, I'll help."

      "Help what?" Luka interrupted.

      Lyana shrugged as nonchalantly as she could. "Help me find Cassi. Though, maybe I'd be better off asking you."

      "She went to bed," he murmured, slightly uncomfortable. Lyana knew exactly whose bed she'd gone to, which was why she'd brought up her friend—it put her brother on the defensive. "I came to save Elias, who should also be in bed. What did you do to him?"

      Lyana rolled her eyes. It was nothing a few good hours of sleep wouldn’t cure. "Nothing. We were celebrating."

      "Right. I'll believe that—never." He shook his head and dipped his arm below his friend's creamy wing, wrapping it around Elias's waist for support. "Come on. You can sleep it off in my guest quarters." Then he turned back to his sister. "And you, don't get any ideas. I told the guards to keep careful watch on the front doors in case their princess tries to slip out on a midnight escapade."

      Lyana put her hand to her chest as if to say, Who? Me? Only after Luka beat his ashen wings, lifting both himself and Elias toward the royal rooms, did she give in to the desire to stick out her tongue.

      Joke's on you, brother. I'm not sneaking out until dawn. And I'm not planning on using the front door either.

      Lyana took one final look at the atrium-turned-ballroom, biting her bottom lip to keep from smiling too victoriously, then took off for her bedroom. By the time she landed in front of her doors, the servants were already holding them open. Two doves helped remove her gown while another slid the pins from her hair. Finally alone and in her sleeping clothes, she crossed the distance to the crystal wall at the far side of her room, which offered a magnificent view of the city below. Most of the buildings were dark, but a few homes still shone a soft yellow. Doves flew across the night, wings a mix of shadows and stars, blacks and grays and creams and whites shooting like comets beneath the bright glow of the moon. The frozen lands beyond the city walls were a molten sea of silver and azure, extending to the horizon. Beyond that, Lyana could only dream—and dream she did, as she drank in the sight, pressing her forehead to the stone.

      Tomorrow, she'd fly to the sky bridge.

      Tomorrow, the adventure she'd been craving would finally be here.

      Tomorrow, her new life would begin.
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      An awkward air sat like an uninvited guest at the dinner table. Xander and his mother had been fighting, that much was clear, and Rafe couldn't help but wonder if it had something to do with him. Queen Mariam hated breathing the same air as him, even if it was from thirty paces away. He was a constant reminder of the husband who'd betrayed her by loving another, and a common raven at that. She kept sliding fiery glances his way, there then gone, leaving a burn.

      Xander, of course, maintained an easy smile despite it all, laughing with the advisors seated at the important end of the table, talking jovially to Helen, even casting the occasional wry glance Rafe's way. Between them, rows and rows of ravens sat enjoying a meal as welcome guests of their monarchs, an honor the guards were rarely bestowed. He'd selected a chair at the very end of the table, where he could eat and brood in silence.

      It had been working quite well until the queen stood.

      "I'd like to start by saying thank you," she began and the room hushed. Rafe swallowed his bite too quickly, then fought a coughing fit as the food congealed in the back of his throat. The queen wrinkled her nose. "Thank you all for making this long journey to the House of Peace to help celebrate our most honored tradition, the courtship trials. My son, Prince Lysander, thanks you as well. Though the next few days may be trying, I urge you to remember what we've come for—to bring victory to the House of Whispers, to bring glory to Taetanos, and to bring a favorable mate home with your beloved prince. Nothing else matters. You are all loyal soldiers and I will expect nothing less from you in the coming days, no matter the circumstances."

      It was an odd speech—not quite uplifting, somewhat scolding, drenched in double meaning. Rafe frowned and casually scanned the room. Guards nodded gruffly, no confusion in their eyes. Some darted quick glances his way, while others seemed to stare purposefully at their food. They knew what she was talking about—they read the hidden message in her words. Why couldn't he?

      "With that being said," the queen continued, "we received an update from the House of Peace this afternoon regarding the schedule for tomorrow's events. As you know, the royal heirs are not allowed to see each other until the trails commence, at which point they will be masked until the matching ceremony on the final day. As such, we've all been appointed specific time slots to make our way across the sky bridge and into the heart of the dove kingdom. In what I'm sure is a sign of Aethios's blessing, the ravens have been given the first slot of the day, just after dawn."

      Murmurs rose immediately. Though the queen had tried to cover it with pretty words, being the first to cross the sky bridge was an insult, not a blessing. They would have to wake earlier than everyone else, which meant less time to rest after their long journey, less time to prepare their convoy, and more time to sit idle in the cramped quarters of Sphaira waiting for the trials to begin.

      "Enough." Silence fell. "Our house has long been underestimated. Let this be the courtship trials in which we are finally seen with the respect we deserve." She lifted her glass. "In Taetanos's name."

      "By his blessing."

      They spoke the response as one entity and raised their glasses toward their god. The fizzing nectar did nothing to calm Rafe's nerves. One by one, Helen and the other advisors stood, doling out orders for the morning. He waited for his name to be called, for an assignment to be given, but by the time the meal ended and the dessert plates were taken away, none came. He sidled out the door before anyone could notice, hoping to remain unseen and forgotten as he made his way back to his sleeping quarters.

      As fate would have it, he wasn't so lucky.

      An hour later, just as sleep was finally starting to quiet his mind, a knock sounded. He was up in an instant, heart rattling out of his ribs and falling to his toes. Xander waited on the other side of the door, features resolute as he stepped inside.

      "You're a difficult person to track down."

      Rafe shrugged.

      "What are you doing all the way over here?" Xander continued, pacing like a caged animal, something clearly on his mind. "I had a room set up for you next to mine."

      "No one told me."

      He offered Rafe a pointed stare, not saying a word as he walked by.

      "I thought the queen might prefer if I kept my distance."

      "Since when?" His brother snorted. "My mother would prefer to have you exiled, but that's never stopped you before."

      "Well, this is different. We're in a foreign kingdom."

      Xander stopped dead. "I think you're hiding."

      "Hiding from what?"

      "From me."

      Rafe scoffed and crossed his arms defiantly. In truth, he had no idea what to say. He had been hiding—from Xander, from the conversation they'd left unfinished, and from the signs pointing all day toward one inevitable conclusion he didn't want to face.

      And his brother knew it.

      "Rafe." The prince softened his tone, stepping forward.

      He stepped back. "No, Xander."

      "Rafe."

      "No."

      "Rafe—" Xander cut off with a sigh and lifted his hand to grasp the ring dangling from his neck, the royal seal of the House of Whispers. "I know you know why I came tonight. And I know why you're saying no. You've spent your entire life trying to prove your loyalty to a people who don't deserve it after the way they've treated you, but I know you, brother. I know you would never try to take what's mine. I know you would give your life to protect me. I know you would do anything I ask. So one way or another, you will do this too, because I am asking it, Rafe, whether you want to hear it or not."

      His gaze jumped from shadow to shadow, darting around the room, landing everywhere and anywhere aside from his brother's face.

      He didn't want to do this.

      Anything but this.

      "We shouldn't speak of these things here," Rafe hastily murmured, grasping for an excuse. "Someone might see."

      "Who?"

      "The walls are see-through—take your pick."

      Xander tiredly arched his brows.

      "Someone might hear," Rafe said, still desperate to delay. "We don't know how these houses work. There might be spies. There might be drafty holes where servants can listen. We're not at home, Xander. We can't be certain."

      "I know what you're doing."

      "You also know I'm right."

      A torn expression curled Xander's lip, but in the end he relented, much to Rafe's surprise. His brother called him stubborn, but the raven prince was an incurable pain when he wanted to be, wielding determination like a weapon sharper than any blade Rafe had faced in the practice yards. The tension eased from Xander as he glanced once more around the room.

      "You don't have to stay here, you know. If you want to come with me, I can show you to another room with a more comfortable bed."

      And give Xander the opportunity to get him alone again? He'd pass. "I'm comfortable."

      "You could get a bath drawn. What did you even do to wash?"

      "They gave me a bucket."

      "A bucket?"

      "And a wash towel."

      Xander couldn't help but laugh. "Surely there's a washroom in this building somewhere, or dinner would've been a lot more uncomfortable than it was already."

      "There is. I just wanted to be alone."

      "Color me surprised."

      "Is there anything else you want?" Rafe asked, unable to keep the edge from his tone. "I was sleeping when you barged in, and I'd like to get back to it."

      "You were not. Ruminating, maybe, but not sleeping. I'd bet my princedom on it. And if I remember correctly, you opened the door to let me in."

      "Now I'm opening it to let you out." Rafe turned the knob and pushed the door open, revealing the dark corridor beyond, lit only by a single oil lantern at the far end. "Good night."

      Xander shook his head, a mix of exasperation and mirth fluttering over his features as he made for the exit. For a moment, Rafe thought he was in the clear. Then his brother paused in the opening, one hand on the frame as he met Rafe's eyes across the darkness.

      "I'll be leaving for the sky bridge half an hour earlier than everyone else tomorrow morning. If you don’t wish me to fly alone, unguarded and vulnerable, I'd suggest you meet me at first light so we can finish this conversation in private. You can run from a lot of things, Rafe, but I know when it comes time, you won't run from me. Good night."

      Xander closed the door softly and left.

      Rafe didn't know how long he stood there, staring at where the light of his oil lantern played over the woodgrain, mind a thousand miles away—all the way back home where he wished he could be. Not in his current rooms, but in the burned hovel at the very base of the castle where he and his mother once lived—safe and whole and happy, until the dragon came and changed everything.

      He knew what Xander was asking. He knew why no one had paid him any mind as they flew to the House of Peace, and why the queen hadn't protested his presence. He knew why Helen had run through the drills with him that afternoon where everyone could watch, why she'd wanted to practice single-weapon combat, why she'd put his skills on display for the rest to admire. He knew the secret message the queen gave with her speech, a silent order for everyone to stay in line, no matter how they disagreed. And he knew why Xander had come to his room late into the night with the royal seal dangling from his neck like some sort of bargaining chip.

      He wanted Rafe to take his place in the trials. He wanted Rafe to don the seal and pretend to be the prince. He wanted Rafe, with his superior training and fighting skills, to win him a mate. It didn't matter what Rafe wanted. It didn't matter that he spent his life trying to convince the ravens he had no desire for his brother's crown. It didn't matter that the last thing he needed was one more reason to be gossiped about in the streets back home.

      It hurt Rafe's soul that Xander didn’t believe in himself.

      But that didn't matter either.

      With a sigh, he peeled away from the door, muscles stiff and sore, then collapsed on the bed. Curled on his side with one wing draped over his torso like a blanket, Rafe knew two more things for certain. One, that he would do as his brother asked, no matter how he wished to tell him no. And two, that morning would be a long time coming as dread wrapped around him like a lover, keeping sleep at bay.
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      After his spy left, King Malek stood on the quarterdeck with his feet braced and his fingers clasped behind his back, staring out at his sleeping city. The floating metropolis emerged like a monster from the fog, undulating softly with the waves, creaking and groaning, a hundred lanterns bobbing like eyes across the darkness. No matter where he looked, the sight gave way to mist—endless, impenetrable gray. The vapors hung like a weight on his kingdom, so thick the sun couldn't penetrate, so dense a constant moisture licked his cheeks. He was almost surprised they hadn’t grown gills.

      Sometimes he liked to imagine what it might be like to feel the sunlight kiss his skin, to marvel at the burning embers they called stars, to see the sky painted pastel every morning and every night instead of monotone gray. Mostly, he wondered what it would be like to fly.

      The avians had long reveled in their floating world high above the clouds, leaving those below in squalor. If the prophecy was right, those days would soon be over.

      Lyana Aethionus.

      The name moved through his thoughts like a current, carrying warmer tides. The dove princess. On the rare nights when he got to dream, he often pictured her eyes. They were green, he knew, but were they hard like jade or soft like seafoam? Did they twinkle like emeralds or were they as dull as the ocean he'd spent his life upon? Would they look at him like a stranger or would they one day be the first to understand the burden he carried, the burden the two of them might carry together?

      It wouldn't be long before he had his answers. And if she was the woman he'd been searching for, if she was in fact the queen who'd been promised, Malek knew one thing for certain—he would have her, no matter the cost.
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      The king had never known the warm kiss of the sun. Still, he stood at the edge of his ship, forearms resting on the damp wooden rail, face lifted toward the sky. Those golden rays were the stuff of songs.

      His world was gray—the vapors swirling off the dark surface of the sea, the mist against his cheeks, the endless fog. True, he often found himself searching the gloomy expanse for one small crack, one tear in the cloudy folds, one glimpse of the sky. But it wasn’t in search of the sun.

      It was in search of salvation.

      In search of her.

      The stomping of boots pulled him from his reverie. The king spun. His first mate crested the steps to the quarterdeck and dipped his head in greeting. With a sigh, the king stepped away from the rail, away from his thoughts, and opened his mouth—

      An invisible pulse of energy whipped through the air. The blast struck the king in the chest, and he stumbled back, slamming into the rail. Sparks of silver and gold danced across his vision.

      He blinked, and blinked again, trying to clear his sight, trying not to hope, but the dazzling gleam wouldn’t fade. Across the effervescence, his first mate’s eyes were wide with disbelief.

      “My Liege—”

      “Silence,” the king ordered as he turned and studied the fog. Spirit magic simmered in the air, flecks of stardust and sunlight, glimmering majestically against the impenetrable haze. The king lifted his palm and released his aethi’kine power, shooting a golden arc over the sea. His magic merged with the aura descending from the sky, one and the same.

      “She’s here,” he whispered, the softest confession.

      Across the deck, his first mate gasped.

      “She’s here!” the king shouted, as though the authority in his tone could invest the words with undeniable truth, since he believed in them with all his soul. He’d only ever felt power like this once before in his life—on the day the prince was born. And he’d been anchored in these deep waters ever since, in this very spot, waiting to feel that pulse of magic again. “Wake everyone! Prepare the ship for battle. The day has come!”

      His first mate sprinted away without another word. The king kept his eyes on the surface of the water, waiting for the inevitable.

      Waiting.

      Waiting.

      Waiting.

      Not three minutes later, he saw the telltale glow in the dark. The ocean began to bubble and steam. Black-as-night liquid turned midnight blue, then warm aqua, then fiery orange, as though the world had flipped and the sun was no longer hiding behind a layer of fog, but was somewhere deep beneath the sea, surging toward the surface.

      And then the beast emerged.

      Its long screech was loud enough to make the king step back. The dragon pumped its wings, once, twice, roaring into the sky. Droplets of boiling water fell like rain. The king closed his eyes against the burn, waiting for the wave of steam to dissipate, and reached blindly with his magic. The dragon’s spirit was an inferno, too searing to grip, too potent to control, and even with all his power unleashed, the king wouldn’t be able to hold on for very long. Still, he sent the command through the golden energy pulsing from his palm.

      Stay.

      Do not move.

      Do not fly.

      Stay.

      “Bring it down!” he screamed for all his soldiers to hear and opened his eyes. The dragon hovered in the fog, but the king’s magic was losing strength, losing vigor. The beast was the biggest he’d ever seen, ever battled. Already, his insides burned as the dragon fought back, a silent war, shooting fire and fury through the spirit connection the king had no choice but to maintain. “Bring it down!”

      Magic flared in the air around him.

      Blue sparks dipped beneath the sea and swirling water rose, splashing against the beast, dousing its flames. But the fire returned in moments, churning from a volcanic core no hydro’kine power could touch.

      Yellow streaks cut across the sky, twisting into a windy vortex, aero’kine magic. The dragon was pulled into the storm, confused and swept away, wings flapping against the invisible currents, unable to fly free.

      Dark swirls ensnared the beast’s head, the work of his shadow mage. Blinding ivory beams burrowed through thick scales, pure burning energy from his light mage. As the king dropped to his knees, the scorching beneath his skin too much to handle, a metal arrow pierced the dragon’s heart, leaving a trail of deep emerald ferro’kine magic in its wake.

      The beast wailed.

      But still it fought, wings pumping, spirit fuming. Boils erupted on the king’s arm. His breath came fast. His pulse pounded faster. He blinked the spots from his vision, pushed the pain from his mind, and held on with all his power.

      “Bring it down!”

      Another metal arrow sliced through the fog and landed true.

      Then another.

      And another.

      Until finally, the dragon dropped and crashed into the water, suspended for a moment on the surface with its wings spread as steam erupted from every fiery scale that kissed the sea. Tail first, it sank, disappearing within the dark, liquid folds.

      The king landed with a thud against the deck of his ship. Shadows hovered at the edge of consciousness, closing in. Hands gripped his shoulders. Muddled voices whispered. Reality slipped further and further away, but he couldn’t go. Not yet. Not until…

      “Bring me the boy,” he rasped to whoever was listening.

      Something cold was pressed to his forehead.

      Something hot burned his chest.

      Energy exploded beneath his skin, both foreign and familiar, popping and sizzling and crackling—frantically wielded, he knew, by the young prince who now said, "Stay with me."

      The boy's voice was one breath from a cry.

      Stay with me, the magic whispered, not letting the king sink away, not letting him die, not yet. Youth and vigor and life flooded his veins, a river of gold, a rush of pure potent might.

      The king blinked, opened his eyes, and found the deep blue gaze of his son—not by blood, but by something more important. Magic. Fate. Destiny.

      “Your queen is here,” he murmured through wheezing breaths. The prince shook his head as though he didn’t care. The king snatched the boy’s cheeks and held them tightly, using the last of his remaining energy to force the prince to listen, to hear, to understand. “You must find her, Malek, whatever it takes. You must always remember who you are, who she is, and what the two of you mean. No matter how hard it is, you must find her.”

      “I will,” the prince promised. “I will.”

      It was all the king needed to hear.

      He closed his eyes.

      He let death take him.

      And in that split second before thought faded completely, he wondered if maybe, after all these years, his spirit would finally see the sky. The sun. The stars. The moon. Yes. But most of all, the isles floating high above the fog, the winged people who lived there, and the queen of prophecy, who together with his son, would one day save them all.
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      “I feel you hovering.”

      “I’m not—” Lyana stopped and rolled her eyes as she stared down at her best friend, releasing a heavy sigh. Because, of course, she was hovering. Standing at the end of Cassi’s bed, bouncing from one foot to another, biting her lip, staring—all right, hovering. Although, technically…

      Lyana snapped her wings, freeing them from their snug position against her back, and stretched them to their full ivory glory. She pumped them once, twice, three times to float above the bed. “Now I’m hovering.”

      Cassi rolled dramatically onto her back, a black-and-white speckled wing falling over the edge of her bed as she moved, and offered Lyana a sleepy, though still effective, glare. “What could you possibly want so early in the morning?”

      Lyana shifted her head to the left, staring through the crystal wall of the palace at a sky tinged lavender by the rising dawn, then turned back to her friend. “Come on,” she grumbled. “Don’t tell me you forgot what day it is.”

      “How could I possibly forget when it’s all I’ve been hearing about for weeks?” Cassi paused for effect. “But waking me up with the sun won’t make the day come any faster.”

      At that, Lyana put her hands on her hips, unperturbed, and smiled—a wicked sort of smile her best friend undoubtedly recognized. “It will if we sneak out to the sky bridge.”

      Cassi blinked twice, expression not changing. “Are you serious?”

      “Am I ever not serious?” Lyana asked innocently. Cassi opened her mouth to respond but was cut off. “On second thought, don’t answer that. I mean it. I can’t sit here and twiddle my thumbs all day while the other houses make their way to the palace. I’ll go crazy. Crazier. And you have to come with me. You have to. Even if just to keep me out of trouble… Well, more trouble.”

      Shaking her head, Cassi winced. “I should have seen this coming.”

      Lyana nodded. “Yes, you should have.”

      “Ana…” her friend whined.

      But the use of her nickname would not change Lyana's mind, not today of all days. “Just get up, all right? I brought our furs and our hunting gear. Nothing will happen. But Elias is only on his shift for another thirty minutes, so we have to go now, or we’ll miss our chance.”

      “Elias? Really?” Cassi snorted, shaking her head. But she eased to a seated position and flexed her wings, awakening her tired muscles.

      “He’s my friend,” Lyana said with a shrug, tossing the extra furs onto the mattress before slipping her own around her wing joints and tying the openings at her shoulders.

      “He doesn’t know how to say no to his princess is more like it,” Cassi huffed, but grabbed the clothes and started changing.

      Lyana watched her, smirking. “Few people do.”

      Cassi snorted again as she pulled on her pants and laced her boots. “Let’s go before I change my mind. I’m already beginning to overheat in all these layers.”

      Not needing to hear any more, Lyana turned and marched toward the door, the bottom tips of her wings barely grazing the floor. The air in the palace was always warm and slightly humid, but in clothes meant for the frigid tundra outside, she found the temperature oppressive, heavy in a way that made her feathers itch. She slid one of the double doors open an inch, peeking through the crack toward the curving hall outside and the atrium beyond. The palace was a tall, ovular dome, with the rooms corkscrewing up along the outer perimeter, leaving a hollow central core for easy flight. The exterior walls were made from translucent crystal stones, allowing the sun to shine through and trapping the heat inside. But in order to maintain a proper seal, there were only two ways in and out of her home—and both were located at the very bottom of the structure. In a few hours, the palace core would be bustling with movement. Right now it was, for the most part, empty.

      Perfect, Lyana thought, biting back a grin.

      Turning, she found Cassi over her shoulder, eerily silent as usual even in movement, and whispered, "Let's go."

      Her friend nodded, somewhat reluctantly. It was still a nod.

      Lyana pulled the door fully open and sprinted into the hallway, then dove over the railing and tossed her wings wide in one quick motion. The air whistled as it whooshed through her feathers, her dove wings not nearly as stealthy as the owl wings following behind her, but still doing the trick. The breeze created by her body whipped her clothes as she plummeted to the floor. Luckily, she had bundled her tightly braided hair into a knot atop her head earlier that morning, so it was no bother. In fact, there was nothing she loved more than the stinging kiss of the wind against her cheeks.

      Cassi flew past her as easily as she always did.

      Lyana tried to hold back a frown when her friend threw a goading look over her shoulder, but failed. Cassi’s owl wings were predatory, made for a quick attack and nearly vertical as she dropped in a straight line toward the ground. Lyana's wings were meant for maneuverability and agility, not for hunting. So, although she soared as quickly as she could, keeping the flapping to a minimum, there was no way she could beat Cassi in a rapid descent. And Cassi knew it.

      “What took you so long?” her friend teased from the shadows as she waited with crossed arms on the mosaic floor at the base of the palace.

      The colorful stones seemed dull in the early morning haze, but in a few hours they would sparkle. The floor had been designed to mirror the sky above. At midday, when bright rays spilled through the apex of the dome, the crystal palace became radiant with the power of the sun.

      Lyana ignored her friend and spun toward the discreet door nestled on the northwestern side of the room. It was the only discreet door there. The other four, positioned at north, south, east, and west, all towered at least thirty feet high and were impossible to open without alerting the entire palace. Though, of course, that was the whole purpose. One led to the banquet room, one to the sacred nest, one to the arena, and one to the official entryway, where an indoor market was held every day to sell goods and create a sense of community. But Lyana didn’t want official, she wanted secret, so she ran her fingers along the wall, searching for the telltale groove of the hidden back door. And…

      Got it, she thought as she pressed, hearing a click.

      The door swung open, revealing a narrow, dark passage, built from limestone like the interior walls instead of lucent crystal. The hidden route was courtesy of a former king with a paranoid streak unnecessary in a land that had been at peace for hundreds of years—but Lyana wasn’t complaining, when it made sneaking out of the palace for a few hours that much easier.

      “This place always makes me feel claustrophobic,” Cassi muttered.

      Lyana grabbed her friend’s hand because, to be honest, she’d always felt the same way. The ceiling was barely two feet above her head, the walls weren’t wide enough to spread her wings, and though a handful of oil lanterns lit the space, everything felt cramped, especially to bodies made for open air.

      “We’ll be outside soon,” she said. An undeniable excitement pulsed through the words. As much as Lyana loved her home and understood the need to remain indoors in such a hostile, cold environment, she’d choose the wintry bite of open air over the palace walls any time.

      “Are you sure about that?” Cassi couldn’t help but wonder.

      Lyana frowned, shaking her head. “We’re back to this?”

      “Well,” her friend drawled, “I just remembered that I ran into Elias with your brother last night, right before bed. Exactly how many cups of hummingbird nectar did you have to plug into him before he agreed to this little plan of yours? Five? Ten? He was flying in zigzags when we left him.”

      Lyana shrugged. “I don’t know. A few?”

      “That’s what I thought. I’m not sure how hospitable he’ll be feeling after all.”

      “Just come on.”

      With a roll of her eyes, Lyana pulled on Cassi’s arm, urging her friend to move a little faster. They reached the end of the passage after a few rushed minutes, but before Lyana could pull the door open, a deep voice stopped her.

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      Lyana paused with a heavy sigh. But it was just an unexpected setback, a little delay, nothing more. She forced a wide smile onto her lips and opened the door. “Morning, Luka.”

      Her brother stared back with his arms crossed and his ashy wings outstretched, blocking the door to the outside. The atrium was made of crystals, meant to blend with the surrounding town, and it was lit brightly enough to reveal the disapproving lines etched in his dark skin. Two years older, and he never let her forget it. To his left, Elias stood with drooping shoulders, his tan wings folded and his face remorseful.

      Lyana wrinkled her nose at him. Traitor.

      “It’s not Elias’s fault,” Luka cut in, aware of every thought racing through her mind. “Did you really think I wouldn’t know you’d pull a stunt like this? I didn’t even realize Elias was on duty until I got here this morning to wait with him.”

      Lyana spared Elias an apologetic look before concentrating on her brother. “Luka, come on. We’ll only be out for a few hours. I’ll be back before Mother and Father even realize I’m gone.”

      He raised disbelieving eyebrows. “When have I heard that before?”

      Valid…

      “I mean it,” Lyana insisted. “I just want to watch the first house arrive. I just want to get rid of my nerves. I need some fresh air, or I’ll go crazy. Don’t you, of all people, understand?”

      “I do, Ana.” His hard gaze softened. Before she could press the advantage, however, his brows scrunched together. “But this week, of all weeks, we need to be on our best behavior.”

      Her wings drooped. “Why?”

      “You know why. We’re representing our family, sure, but we’re also representing the House of Peace, all our people, all the doves. And most importantly, we’re representing Aethios, god of the sun and the skies. We can’t dishonor that.”

      “I wasn’t going to,” Lyana said softly. She stopped short when Cassi bit her lip to keep from commenting. “It’s just, Luka, that’s not all we’re doing. And you know it.”

      He sighed but remained silent with his jaw clenched.

      Because she had a point.

      Yes, they were the prince and princess of the House of Peace, but they were also a boy and a girl about to be paired off with a mate for the rest of their lives in a political partnership, instead of the love match all their friends would someday make.

      The heirs from each royal house were currently on their way to her home for the courtship trials—their most honored tradition, during which all the royal matches would be arranged. They were held once in a generation, usually as soon as all the second-born children came of age, though occasionally exceptions were made, as they had been made now. Lyana was a month shy of her eighteenth birthday, but the other families had grown impatient to see their children mated and hadn’t wanted to wait a full year for the next summer solstice.

      So tonight, after months of planning, the ceremony was set to begin with the parade of offerings. Tomorrow the tournament would commence, giving each heir a chance to display his or her skills and win the top choice of mate. And in four days’ time, the matches would be determined. While Luka, the firstborn and crown prince, would welcome his new mate into the crystal city, Lyana would be leaving everything and everyone she’d ever known to follow her mate to his lands, as was tradition.

      Part of her was excited.

      Part of her was scared.

      All of her was out of kilter.

      If she could just see one prince from another house—not all of them, just one—maybe the nerves that had been fluttering in her stomach for the past month like a flock of wild fledglings would finally go away.

      Lyana stepped closer to her sibling, widening her eyes, silently pleading. Her wings lifted and shifted just enough to make her appear small and fragile, like the innocent little sister he still saw her as, despite the evidence to the contrary. A slight wobbling of her lower lip puffed it into a pout. She didn’t have to turn to see her best friend roll her eyes—she just felt it without looking.

      Her brother’s icy exterior began to melt. Deep in his honey irises, she could see the shell cracking. He closed his eyes tightly and released a loud, frustrated breath as his body slackened with defeat.

      “Every time,” he muttered.

      Elias offered him a consoling slap on the back. Cassi shook her head.

      Lyana jumped forward and pressed a quick kiss to his cheek, wings rippling in anticipation of the endless sky. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you!”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He folded his wings, revealing the door to the outside, but didn’t fully step aside. “You’ll be back before noon?”

      “I promise.”

      “You won’t let anyone see you?”

      “I promise.”

      “You won’t do anything idiotic?”

      “I promise.”

      Luka scoffed and turned to Cassi. “You won’t let her do anything idiotic?”

      “I’ll do my best,” Lyana's friend replied solemnly.

      Luka sighed. “If you get caught by Mother and Father, Elias and I were never here.”

      “My lips are sealed,” Lyana promised.

      Luka looked at Elias, giving his friend room to stop him from making a decision he shouldn’t, and moved out of the way. Before her brother had time to reconsider, Lyana pushed through the door, sucking in sharply as the frigid air brought an instant tingle to her skin and nearly stole the breath from her lungs. Behind her, Cassi hissed at the cold. But to Lyana, the bite was one of liberation.

      She spread her wings and pumped them, muscles awakening and warming her body as she took to the sky, unable to stop herself from sneaking one quick glance behind. There was nothing in the world quite like the flare of the rising sun reflected off the crystal buildings she called home. But in a few days, she’d be leaving. And her destiny was waiting at the sky bridge—in her hollow bones she knew it. She turned her gaze to the horizon, letting her wings and her eager heart carry her toward the unknown.
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      They sped across the barren, arctic land, keeping low to the ground. Without the cover of trees or vegetation, Lyana’s warm umber skin and tan furs stood out too much, no matter how well her snowy wings blended into the landscape. And she’d promised her brother she’d keep out of sight…for the most part.

      “I see the edge,” Cassi called from Lyana’s right. Her owl vision was superior at far distances, especially in this still-soft morning light, a fact she rarely let Lyana forget. But she didn’t mind. Because to read even the simplest note, Cassi had to wear glasses—a fact Lyana never let her friend forget.

      “Do you see the sky bridge?”

      “Yup,” Cassi called.

      “Anyone there?”

      Cassi paused for a moment and shifted her focus, before shouting back, “Not yet.”

      Good, Lyana thought. It meant they had time to get to their favorite hiding place before anyone could spot them, exactly as she’d planned. One house. That was it. That was all. She hadn’t been lying to her brother. She just wanted to see one house arrive, then she’d fly back, play the good little princess, and do her part.

      One house.

      She swallowed a tight gulp, but the sound of whistling winds pulled her attention from the future and back to the present. They’d nearly reached the edge. A few feet before the ice and rock gave way to nothing, Lyana flapped her wings, easing her speed for an easy landing. Cassi, on the other hand, preferred to land at a run, shifting her feathers down to slow herself beforehand. Two different wings, two different styles.

      What other styles are there? Lyana wondered, gaze shifting to the crystal bridge a few hundred feet to her left. It nearly blended in with the sky as it connected the inner and outer rings of her homeland. Theirs was the House of Peace, and as a sign of peace, no other houses would enter their inner island through flight. Instead, they walked over the bridge, vulnerable and submissive, with their wings tucked against their backs.

      She wished she could see them fly, though, all the different houses, because she longed for something new. Sure, the doves had visitors from time to time, but most of the traders didn’t venture inland. Instead, they exchanged their goods at the outposts and towns scattered around the outer loop of her isle, avoiding the hassle of the sky bridge at all costs. Cassi was the only other bird she’d spent a lot of time with, but after so many years, she hardly even registered her friend was an owl and not a dove. They’d been a duo for as long as she could remember, ever since the day the guards had found Cassi abandoned on the ice and brought her back to the palace. Lyana had begged her parents to let the owl stay, too curious by half about this mysterious orphan discovered in the tundra. They searched for her parents and sent letters to the House of Wisdom, but no one claimed Cassi. Before long, she’d become part of the family.

      Now she was old news.

      Not exciting, not anymore.

      Not like all the flocks flying toward her home at this very moment.

      Patience, Lyana thought, hearing the voice of her mother in the back of her mind. Patience.

      The lesson her parents always tried to teach—the one she had never bothered to learn. Because she wanted to see it all. She wanted to see everything. The libraries the owls kept. The great plains the eagles scoured. The tree villages the songbirds built. The paradise the hummingbirds cultivated. And more, so much more.

      Lyana shifted her gaze from the two icy landscapes and the bridge connecting them to the blue sky that arched above and curved below. Then she looked farther down, and even farther, curiosity leading her eyes to the hazy white fog thousands of feet below.

      The Sea of Mist.

      According to legend, their floating isles had once been part of the land hidden beneath the fog. They’d been slaves to cruel masters who used magic to keep them weak and subservient. But their people had prayed to the gods to save them, to give them a home where they could finally live free from tyranny, and the gods had listened. Aethios, her patron god, master of the sun and sky, along with six others, surrendered their material forms and used their divine power to rip the isles from the ground, lift them into the sky, and gift their faithful servants with wings. But Vesevios, god of fire, refused to sacrifice his strength and remained below, where a raging sea rushed to fill the void, drowning him and all his power as a punishment for his greed.

      Lyana tried to picture the world as it had once been, endless blue from sky to sea and back to sky. They said the waves were once as tall as mountains. That even from the height of her isle, nearly fifteen thousand feet in the air, she could have seen them crash and splash and rage. But the god of fire never forgot how he’d been bested by the other gods, and his anger bubbled under the surface, growing and growing with each year, until eventually the waters turned so hot, they began to boil and steam. And now, no one knew what existed beneath the fog. Water? Barren, rocky land? Molten fire? Nothing? And no one wanted to find out.

      No one, it seemed, except her.

      Lyana was dying to see beneath the Sea of Mist. To fly through the impenetrable white and discover what lay beyond.

      But that wasn’t her future, no matter how she wished it could be.

      Her future was here. Now. Waiting across that bridge.

      “I think I see movement,” Cassi hissed under her breath.

      Lyana blinked, tearing her eyes away from dreams that could never be and focusing on the present. “Let’s get in position.”

      Cassi nodded.

      Together, they jumped off the edge, wings bearing them aloft and flapping in the strong gusts whipping through the channel. They couldn’t speak over the loud, blistering winds, but they didn’t have to. They’d spent their entire lives sneaking out of the palace to explore what little bit of land they had access to, and they knew it better than anyone else. Just like they knew each other better than anyone else. They didn’t need words as they drifted below the edge, moving as one toward the cave below the sky bridge, hidden under a large outcropping of rough stone. The entrance was masked by shadow, and it was far enough to the side to make it nearly impossible to find, yet it provided a mostly unhindered view of the translucent stones overhead. It had taken the two of them years to discover it, but only a second to claim it as their own.

      Lyana soared through the opening, finding a perch before tucking her wings as tightly into her back as possible. Down here, surrounded by rock and shadow, her furs and skin acted as cover, should anyone think to glance down.

      Cassi took the empty spot by her side.

      “Can you see who it is?” Lyana whispered, hoping her voice wouldn’t carry.

      Cassi shook her head. “Not from this angle, not quite.”

      They waited, watching silently in absolute concentration.

      It wasn't long before Lyana began to bounce on her heels, excitement getting the best of her. “You don’t see anything?”

      “Shush. I think—”

      They spotted the two blurry figures at the same time. Men, most likely. Old or young, Lyana couldn’t tell, but it wasn’t their faces or bodies that had grabbed her attention as they stepped to the foot of the bridge, getting close enough for her to see them standing at the edge. It was their wings. Their deep ebony wings. Even with her dove eyes, and even from this distance, the black iridescent feathers that somehow both reflected and absorbed the sunlight were unmistakable.

      “The House of Whispers.” Cassi all but breathed the words. A moment later, her arm shot out, anticipating Lyana’s itch to lunge forward for a better view. Cassi forced them both deeper into the cave, out of sight.

      But the image of those wings was crystal clear in Lyana’s mind. She grinned. “The ravens.”
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      “So, this is the infamous sky bridge?” Rafe asked, crossing his arms. “I have to admit, I expected more.”

      “Expected more?” Xander snorted, shaking his head. His brother’s gaze shifted to the far side of the bridge, the open channel below, then back to Rafe. “Expected more than a bridge made of clear stones that spans a distance of nearly three hundred feet? You expected more than that?”

      Rafe shrugged. “I don’t know, we’ve been hearing about this place since we were kids. I expected something…larger? Grander? I don’t know…” He gestured with his hands. “More.”

      Xander laughed. “You’ve always been difficult to please.”

      “Me?” Rafe touched his heart in feigned denial. “Maybe I just have high standards. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “Maybe you’re just too stubborn for your own good,” Xander mumbled, his voice barely audible above the blistering winds.

      But Rafe heard him.

      He heard everything his brother said, whether he wanted to or not, because he’d spent his life learning how to pay attention—to his brother, to his people, to anything and everything that might affect his place in the House of Whispers. That was what the bastard son of a dead king needed to do to earn his keep—love his crown prince unconditionally and leave no room for anyone to ever question his loyalty.

      Yet even surrounded by nothing but air and ice, he had no snappy response for his brother. He couldn’t deny that he was stubborn. He also knew why Xander had brought him to the sky bridge so early in the morning, twenty minutes before the rest of their people planned to show up.

      “I’m not going to do it,” Rafe murmured.

      Xander sighed loudly, but without surprise—with something more akin to frustration. “You have to.”

      “I don’t. And I won’t.”

      “Rafe, now is not the time—”

      “It’s the perfect time, Xander. It’s the only time.”

      The crown prince’s midnight feathers bristled, but he took a deep breath, ever the calm, collected brother, and continued with his plan undeterred. Rafe, on the other hand, stepped forward, nostrils flaring as he turned to face his sibling, wings stretching wide even as he tried to rein them in.

      “Xander,” he protested.

      Patience and unrelenting persistence were Xander's own brand of stubbornness, and he ignored Rafe, pulling free the chain he always wore around his neck to reveal a large ring previously hidden beneath his leather overcoat.

      “You have to take it,” Xander said in an unflinching tone.

      Rafe preferred to think of this as his brother’s royal voice, because it was a royal pain in his ass. Still, he glanced down at the silver band resting in his brother’s open palm. The polished obsidian stone faced out, mocking him with the royal seal. Rafe had spent his entire life convincing the ravens he had no desire to steal his brother’s throne. And yet, here he was, being asked to do that very thing during the most important week of their young lives.

      He lifted his gaze back to his brother’s. They’d been born four months apart, from two different mothers, but they might as well have been twins except for the color of their eyes—Xander’s the soft lavender of the royal line, and Rafe’s the vibrant blue of a bastard born of the sky.

      “Don’t ask this of me, brother,” he whispered. “Anything but this.”

      Xander’s gaze was harder than its soft color seemed to allow, full of compassion yet unwavering. The gaze of a king. “I discussed it with the advisors before we came, and we all agreed. The House of Whispers might accept me for what I am, love me for what I am, but we need to show strength before the other houses.”

      “You’re strong,” Rafe argued.

      “With my words, yes. With my actions, yes. With my conviction and my love for our people, yes." Xander finished softly, "But for the requirements of the courtship trials, we both know that’s not the case."

      Rafe tried to hold his brother’s gaze, to keep it steady and uplifted and proud. But instead, Xander dropped his eyes. And Rafe’s followed, landing where they had been led, on the empty space where his brother’s right hand should have been.

      “The trials will test our physical abilities,” Xander said, finally looking up. Any other person would have been fooled by the calculated emptiness of his eyes, but Rafe knew his brother too well. He could see the hurt, the shame, and the pain his brother’s disability caused. None of it was warranted, but it was there all the same. “Before the other houses, during the trials, you have to take my place. You have to pretend to be me, so our people can finally have the mate match they deserve.”

      Rafe knew what people gossiped about in the dark halls of their castle. How the ravens had lost favor with the other gods, how their patron god was weakening, how they’d been cursed. The House of Whispers had found a mate match in only one of the past five courtship trials. The royal families of all seven houses had been cursed with too few males to females, or too few females to males, and while love matches could be of the same sex, the matches of the monarchy must produce blood heirs.

      For four generations, the ravens had been the odd house out, returning home from the trials empty handed, forced to find a mate within their own house instead of in another royal family—until the last ritual. Xander’s mother, the crown princess at the time, had been matched with a second son—a falcon from the House of Prey. But he had possessed a wandering eye in lieu of a sharp one. The king consort, meant to prove the gods had once more blessed the ravens, instead committed their most egregious crime. And Rafe, the evidence of that crime, understood how much pressure his brother felt to erase the ill omens of the past.

      “Do you really think this is how Taetanos would want his favor won?” Rafe asked, eyes slipping toward the sky bridge and the snow-covered tundra on the other side. It stretched into the horizon, hiding the House of Peace within its folds.

      “He’s not just the god of death, brother,” Xander pointed out, still looking at Rafe. “He’s the god of fate and fortune. He’s the god that gave us the same father and nearly the same face. The god that dealt me my hand and you yours. He’s the god that gave us these roles and these cards to play.”

      A chill crept along Rafe's spine as his brother muttered those undeniable words. For the first time, he felt the bite of this frigid, foreign land.

      “And what does the queen say?” Rafe asked, trying a different approach. Xander’s mother hated him and everything he represented, as did many of his people. There was no way she would agree to this insane plan, no way she would ever admit he was better equipped than her son for any challenge. Truth be told, Rafe thought she was right in that belief.

      “She understands the necessity.”

      It was all Rafe could do not to snap his wings wide open and fly away. Not to retreat. Not to run from this role he’d never wanted, not even in his imagination. “So that’s it? It’s settled, whether I want it to be or not?”

      “You’ll don the royal seal until the final day of the trials, when the matches are revealed, and then we’ll switch places. Tradition dictates you'll be wearing a mask, anyway, and I’ll stay out of sight. No one will even suspect anything. My face will be the one they remember in the end, so you have nothing to fear.”

      Rafe frowned. “Easy for you to say.”

      “True.” His brother grinned.

      The frown only deepened. “What will you be doing during all of this?”

      Xander shrugged, bright lavender sparks flashing in the corners of his eyes. “I’ll be playing you, of course. The loyal, quiet, subservient second to the prince, who does everything his older brother commands.”

      Rafe arched a single brow in his brother's direction.

      Xander continued jovially, “Who does everything his older, and wiser, brother commands.”

      Rafe sighed.

      He’d give in.

      He’d known he would. He’d known it before they’d even left home. And now, looking into his brother’s confident, kind, and silently pleading face, he knew there was no way he could say no. Not when Xander was the only reason Rafe even had a place and a people to call home. Not when Xander was the one who had begged the queen to let him stay after their father died. Not when Xander had risked so much.

      Who am I kidding? he thought, his heart warming despite the chilly air. I love him too much to ever say no.

      “I’ll take the seal after we get to the House of Peace,” Rafe conceded. “You should enter as our crown prince and rightful heir, not me.”

      Xander pounced on his moment of victory, offering Rafe the ring. “Take it now, before you have a chance to change your mind. And before any of the other houses have a chance to see…” He trailed off, his gaze again dropping to the rounded end of his right arm.

      Rafe jumped back. The edge of his boot scuffed against the crystal as he stepped onto the bridge. “Later.”

      “Now.”

      “Later.”

      “Would you just listen to me for once?” Xander half laughed, half sighed the words.

      Rafe grunted but lifted his hand. Xander dropped the ring into his open palm. As he positioned the chain around his neck, he felt the weight of the obsidian stone all the way to his core. Nothing had ever felt so heavy. Yet for his brother, he could do this. He would.

      “It looks good on you,” Xander whispered, his tone almost vulnerable.

      Rafe shoved the ring beneath his shirt. “It looks better on you.”

      The edge of Xander’s lip twitched with amusement. “Obviously.”

      Before Rafe could respond in kind, a thunderous roar cut across the sky. His wings unleashed instinctively, standing to attention as he turned with his brother, their movements in unison as they tried to locate the source of the sound. They’d heard it only once before, but that deadly snarl was impossible to forget, as were the memories that came with it.

      “It can’t be,” Rafe muttered.

      “Not here,” Xander agreed.

      As their gazes dropped to the open air beneath their feet, they both realized they were wrong. A body of angry orange-and-red flames emerged from the mist, leathery wings smooth as they cut through the fog, vapors swirling in its wake.

      The fire god had sent his fury.

      A dragon was headed straight for them.
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      “Get back,” Rafe shouted, shoving Xander’s chest and pushing him away.

      He pumped his wings and launched himself into the air over the sky bridge, shifting into fight mode as the beast approached. It left a trail of dark smoke, stark against the expanse of bright gray. A change in the air behind Rafe caught his attention, and he turned to find his brother flying a few feet away, hand searching for the knife at his hip.

      “Get out of here,” Rafe ordered. “Go get the others. They can’t be far.”

      “I’m not leaving you.” Xander shook his head and tightened his grip on the only weapon he’d ever bothered to learn how to use, a single throwing dagger.

      Rafe wouldn't have it. He dropped into Xander’s space and grabbed the front of his jacket, holding his brother in place and forcing him to listen. “You are the crown prince of the House of Whispers, the sole heir to the throne, and your life is too important to risk. So, go. Get the others, right now. This isn’t an argument. If the dragon attacks, I’ll keep it distracted until you return with backup.”

      Xander pursed his lips, biting his tongue.

      Rafe refused to back down.

      The two brothers stared at each other, their eyes flickering with the memories of that long-ago night, the night that had made Rafe an orphan and Xander a king far, far too soon.

      “Go,” Rafe murmured, his voice deep.

      For once, Xander relented. He held Rafe’s gaze for one more moment, a violet streak of pain across his irises, before racing away.

      Rafe watched until his brother was nothing more than a dot on the horizon. Then he turned to face his target, pulling his twin swords from the X-shaped scabbard resting in the hollow between his wings and drawing strength from the way the steel sang as it slid free. The dragon circled, a lazy hunter on the prowl, flying higher and higher, snout lifted as though following a scent in the air.

      At the sound of Rafe’s blade, it looked up.

      Something sparked like metal on flint.

      Hatred lit those blood-red eyes, a reflection of the loathing in Rafe’s gut. Always there. Always churning. A living, breathing beast no different from the one flying toward him now. Fire erupted from the dragon’s slick scales, sizzling with heat. The burnt, acrid flavor of smoke filled the air—a taste Rafe would never forget. When the beast released another roar, the wind seemed to shudder, as though the entire world answered to the thunder within that call.

      Lightning traveled down his spine.

      Rafe tried to blink away the images, but he couldn’t. They came too fast to slow down, a flood rush from a broken dam, too overpowering to fight. Just like that, he was five years old—wings hardly more than fluff as he sat with his mother and father, late in the night, the only time they spent together. The weather had been particularly lovely that evening. Rafe could still envision his mother mentioning the beauty of the night, her blue eyes shifting toward the stars as they twinkled across the clear sky. His father, upon hearing the words, had rolled from the bed, walked to the balcony, and flung the curtains wide open to let the cool breeze in.

      Even now, Rafe could almost feel the brush of wind against his cheek. It had been crisp yet not cold, perfectly balanced against the hot fire crackling in the corner of the room. He had been ill that night, body racked with fever and nausea. His mother had set him near the flames to still the trembling, tingling pricks that seemed to come from the inside out, from somewhere deep within him. That fresh breeze on his sweating brow had been so welcome, until they heard the roar.

      Get to the prince, his mother had demanded.

      But his father had shaken his head, gaze darting to the orange glow growing stronger and stronger across the night sky. I won’t leave you. I won’t leave our son.

      Go, you must.

      It had been too late. Before she’d even finished the words, a sea of flames swept across the balcony and into their room, then another, and another. Rafe could remember nothing more than pain and screams and that burning, acrid smell as his vision went dark and his body cried out in agony.

      He’d heard the rest of the story from Xander. How the beast had breathed fire into all the lowest layers of the castle, then landed in the courtyard. How it had taken twenty soldiers to finally bring it down and countless more to douse the flames. How it had stolen more than fifty lives with its raging blaze and razor-sharp teeth. Xander had watched the battle from his rooms at the top of the castle, safe and guarded, before running down to the servant quarters to ensure Rafe was all right. Xander had found him buried beneath the charred bodies of his parents. Injured, but still breathing. Alive, somehow, even though everyone else in that section of the castle had perished.

      The queen wanted to execute him. The people cried out that he was blessed by the fire god, a usurper who would one day try to steal the throne, a curse upon their people. But Xander stood before them, their crown prince, their future king, and ordered they step down. Their ruler was only five years old, but they recognized the authority in his tone, one he’d never used before. A child had grown into a man in a single second, his youth dying with his father.

      Rafe was moved to the royal quarters after that, to a room beside Xander’s. But those few seconds before the dragon’s call—there in the servant quarters, nestled between his parents—were the last few seconds when he ever felt as though he belonged.

      A dragon had once stolen everything from him.

      And I’ll be damned if I let it happen again.

      He dove, zipping through the channel, plummeting beneath the sky bridge to meet the beast head-on. In the narrower space between the two floating isles, he’d have the best shot at slowing the creature down. Rafe’s wings were nimble and swift, but the dragon’s were wide and cumbersome in the tight space, made for gliding rather than agility.

      The beast acted quickly.

      Flames shot from its mouth, barreling toward Rafe, but he cut to the left, moving out of the way just in time. The heat blasted into his side, slightly painful as the fire flew past, but he ignored the sting, flattening his wings to build speed as he plummeted underneath the creature. He then flared his wings wide, letting them catch the wind and flip him in midair so he stopped beneath the belly of the dragon, the perfect place to strike.

      He shoved his twin swords into the scales, but the steel barely pierced the tough hide. Before he had time to try again, a claw slashed at his vulnerable wing. Rafe pumped once, twice, narrowly escaping as he twisted around the creature’s body, staying close despite the suffocating heat, because it was the safest place to be.

      There was a reason the ravens had their own house, separate from the other songbirds. A reason theirs was called the House of Whispers. When they crooned to their patron god, Taetanos, god of death, he answered. Not to them, but to their foe. He sent shadows into their enemy’s mind, a dark fog meant to distract and confuse, to disorient. Not every raven had the gift—only the greatest warriors did—but Rafe was one of the lucky few.

      He wasn’t sure it would work with a dragon.

      But he had to try.

      He took a deep, strangled breath and released his raven cry. The ethereal sound carried across the wind, otherworldly as it echoed through the narrow space, filling the channel with its undercurrent of power, a glittering of dark shadows.

      A ripple coursed through the dragon’s scales and a screech tore up its throat. Its head whipped back and forth, throwing its body off balance. The edge of a leathery wing caught on a channel wall, and before Rafe realized what was happening, the dragon slammed into the cliff, rolling with the speed of the collision, crashing into stone and sending bits of it flying.

      Rafe dropped as quickly as he could, searching for cover, but even he couldn’t outmaneuver the debris cascading around him. He dodged a boulder only to be hit by a pebble landing squarely on his forehead, causing a blinding flash of pain. Within moments, the confusion cleared, but it was too late. The dragon beat its vast wings, lifting its body swiftly through the channel and into the open air above the sky bridge. Then it looked down, red eyes even more enraged, as it released a blast of flames at Rafe’s head.

      He dove beneath an outcropping of rock, but wasn’t fast enough. A hiss came unbidden to his lips as his primary feathers, coated with flame, got singed. Another river of fire rushed past him, bringing beads of sweat to his brow. Rafe ruffled his wings, trying to put out the fire, but the burning wouldn’t stop. He kicked off the wall, gazing up, but all he saw was another blast of orange that drove him under the canopy once more.

      How do I get out of this?

      How do I get out of this?

      Think, Rafe. Think.

      He peeked around the edge. The dragon sat on the lip of the sky bridge, scanning for a sign of its enemy along the cliffs. Those massive wings were folded. Sharp claws gripped the crystal walls. A long, spiky tail slithered in the breeze.

      Rafe turned his attention to the cliffs on either side of the channel. He was no more than fifty feet below the edge, a quick trip if he could steal a second of flight unnoticed. He’d only have one shot, one chance.

      After taking a long, even breath, Rafe released his raven cry again.

      Without looking, he flapped his wings, surging up and out of his hiding spot, into open air. The dragon growled, but Rafe didn’t have time to look, to wonder, to question. The edge was thirty feet, now fifteen, now ten, now—

      A wave of fire engulfed him.

      All he could see was bright light.

      All he could hear was the crackle of flames.

      All he could feel was pain.

      Then more pain as a claw reached through the fire, wrapping around his torso like a vise, squeezing tightly. One sharp talon sliced through his abdomen. The flames disappeared, but they were replaced with bright sparks as his head slammed down against a hard surface, once, twice. Rafe screamed as the bones in his wings were crunched. The dragon tossed him to the side, and he rolled, bouncing over stone, muscles lacking the strength to resist. He came to a stop with his cheek against the ground and blinked.

      A fuzzy view of the cliffs slipped into and out of view.

      He couldn’t move. Not even as he heard the roar, the flapping of wings, the deep breath of the dragon in its final killing strike. Rafe remained facedown, gazing through the crystal stones of the sky bridge at the air and fog below, with only one thought in his mind. I’m sorry I failed you, brother.

      His vision began to flicker and fade. For a moment, he thought he saw the flutter of ivory wings, then consciousness slipped through his fingers—gone.
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      Lyana felt the raven’s scream all the way to her core, as though a fist had taken hold of her insides and yanked, ripping everything out of place.

      She’d never heard such anguish, such pain.

      She’d never seen such bravery.

      Before her mind could catch up with her instincts, she spread her wings and jumped, diving through the mouth of the cave, leaving Cassi no chance to stop her.

      “What are you doing?” her friend shouted, panic in her voice.

      Lyana didn’t know how to answer. She didn’t know what she was doing—she just knew she had to do something, anything. After hiding in the shadows, hearing those cries, catching only glimpses of the battle raging outside, she couldn’t sit still any longer. She soared through the channel, up and over the edge of the sky bridge, sneaking up behind the dragon before the beast even noticed she was there. It stood over the fallen raven with its neck pulled back, bubbling with unreleased fire, and its wings spread into a span probably five times her own.

      Lyana gasped, trapping the sound within her lips as she stared in awe of the creature. Sure, she’d learned of them. She'd read the reports with her brother, sat in meetings with her father. She’d heard the sightings had become more frequent, heard that the fire god’s strength appeared to be growing. Still, reading something and seeing it with her own eyes were two very different things.

      Was this what waited beneath the Sea of Mist?

      Was this what the world below had become?

      Her hands trembled, not with fear but with indecision, as she gripped the daggers always clipped to her belt and pulled the two sharpest ones free. There was a beauty in the dragon’s ferocity she couldn’t deny—something glittering beneath all the terror.

      Something that gave her pause.

      No dragon had ever flown so high as to reach her homeland. The other isles were all arranged at different heights, some closer and some farther from the Sea of Mist, but her home was at the top—the apex of their floating world because the patron god of the House of Peace, Aethios, was the keystone holding everything in place. The god of the sun and the sky. The god who had lifted their lands into the air. The god who kept them aloft.

      Aethios, she thought, blinking her wonder away. Aethios is the god I worship. Not Vesevios. Not the god of fire. Not this creature’s keeper.

      As though hearing her thoughts, the raven crumpled against the stone moaned—a soft, broken sound. Yet it was loud enough to pull her from her thoughts and jolt her into action.

      There were only two options she could see for attack—the wings or the eyes. The raven had gone for the stomach, her first choice, but she’d seen his sword barely make a dent, which meant her daggers would be useless. And since she wanted to remain out of sight for as long as possible, Lyana decided to go for the wings first.

      The dragon hitched its head, about to unleash its wrath.

      Fully aware of how idiotic her actions were, and fully aware of the promise she’d made her brother, Lyana stretched her arm back and zeroed in on her target—the joint where the wing met the body. The spot was a vulnerable one for any flying creature, including her, and she’d seen how the dragon had skidded across the cliff face, scuffing its wings and scales. While there was no trace of blood, she was sure there had been damage done—damage she would use to her advantage.

      Lyana released one of her daggers.

      The blade landed true, as she’d been confident it would.

      The beast roared in pain, head rearing as it shot a useless flame into the sky. Its neck whipped around, body following, and its wings flapped, one not quite as well as the other.

      Maybe the eyes would have been better after all, Lyana thought with a gulp as a single ruby iris focused in on her. Her fingers shifted on the second dagger, moving into position as she drew back her arm again. Before she released it, an arrow landed with a thunk in the middle of that furious pupil.

      The dragon shook its head as though confused at what had happened. Lyana, on the other hand, wasn’t surprised as Cassi soared into view, as lethal as she was silent, and shot a second arrow at the dragon’s other eye. The beast bellowed as the arrow missed its mark and ricocheted off its impenetrable scales. But while its mouth was open, Lyana threw her poised dagger toward its open jaw. The blade disappeared in the cloud of flames erupting deep inside the creature’s throat. It must have landed true, since the dragon took off into the sky, diving over the edge of the bridge and plummeting out of view before they had the chance to strike again.

      Lyana’s lungs emptied with one strong whoosh as her friend landed on the sky bridge with an ominous thud.

      Cassi grabbed her by the forearm, spinning her around. “Do you have a death wish? What were you thinking?”

      “I don’t know,” Lyana confessed, head itching to turn and locate the raven. “I just had to do something. I had to help.”

      “Help what? He’s already in his god’s arms, like we probably should be.”

      “You don’t know that. Maybe there’s something we could do. Something I could do.”

      Cassi’s silvery eyes darkened to hard iron, and her grip on Lyana’s arm tightened. “You can’t be serious.”

      Lyana’s lip twitched with humor. “Now where have I heard that before?”

      “He’s not worth the risk.”

      Lyana glanced over her shoulder, finding the deathly still body, noting how the pool of blood around the raven's torso expanded. “My brother said the same thing about you once.”

      Cassi sighed, loosening her fingers. A memory flickered in the corners of her eyes, one Lyana tried hard not to think about too often. She and Luka practicing swordplay in her room. The surprise of the door opening. The dagger slipping accidentally from her fingers. The blade sinking into Cassi’s gut. The pleading look in her friend’s eyes, as if she knew Lyana had the power to save her. The fear on her brother’s face as she exposed her deepest secret to an owl who was still in many ways an outsider—but who, after that day, became a sister.

      Glancing away, Cassi broke the moment. “It’s not the same.”

      “Isn’t it?” Lyana urged.

      “We were already friends when you saved my life, and you were all I had in the world. He’s nothing. A stranger. And we have to go before his companion gets back.”

      “No.”

      Lyana wrenched her arm free and spun, daring her friend to stop her as she flew to the fallen raven and dropped to her knees beside him. His face was charred beyond recognition, pale skin turned to raw and melted flesh. But that wasn’t the biggest concern. A person could live with burns. Maybe not ones so severe, but it was possible. The gaping wound in his abdomen, however, was fatal—a fact confirmed by the blood spilling onto the crystal rocks beneath them.

      Using another of her daggers to cut through his leathers, Lyana was careful not to slice his skin as she peeled back the soiled garments. She put her hands on his naked chest, took a deep breath, and reached for her magic. The space around her palms began to glow with a golden hue that reminded her of the sun. She pushed the light under the raven’s skin, following it with her mind as she let her eyes fall closed so her thoughts could focus on the broken body sprawled next to her.

      The wounds slowly began to heal.

      Inch by inch.

      Tear by tear.

      Lyana worked methodically, focusing on the area that required her immediate attention, using her power to seal the gash in the raven's belly. But there was so much damage. The bones in his wings were crushed. Every inch of his exposed flesh had been burned, and most of his feathers, too. Some of his clothes had melded with his skin, impossible to remove.

      Focus on the puncture wound, she reminded herself.

      Focus on the bleeding.

      Just focus.

      The going was slow and required her full concentration. Her magic was awkward, an unexercised limb that fumbled and struggled, out of practice through no fault of her own. The people of all seven houses shared a common belief—that magic was a symbol of the evil which once enslaved them, and a power meant only for their gods. A person in possession of it, whether she be a princess or a pauper, would be sacrificed in order to save the faith.

      Every house had a different method of execution. The House of Prey was particularly brutal, she’d heard. They stripped magic-users of their wings and pushed them over the edge, sending them into Vesevios’s arms. Most other houses used public beheadings. Her own, to maintain the image of peace they’d crafted so well, brought people discovered to have magic into the sacred nest, where only the king, the priests, and Aethios himself would witness the slaying.

      Sitting on the sky bridge, saving a man from the edge of death, Lyana had no idea how anyone could ever think her magic a blight on their devotion to the gods. It was a gift from Aethios. Why else would it sparkle like the sun’s rays on a clear day? But that didn’t change the fact that if an outsider saw what she was doing, she’d be put to death. Even if that outsider happened to be the person whose life she’d saved.

      “Ahh,” a deep voice groaned.

      Lyana snatched her hands away as her eyes flew open.

      “Who?” The man spoke again. This time he blinked, cerulean irises flashing to life once, then twice, as his vision adjusted, finding her face—seeing it. Only when their eyes met did she realize he wasn’t an old man. His gaze still held the vitality of youth, the stupidity of it. Hers must have reflected the same.

      The unmistakable creaking of a bow pulled taut filtered into her ear. Lyana turned to Cassi, holding up her hand, ordering her to stop.

      “He’s seen your face,” her friend murmured darkly.

      “I didn’t save him just to kill him.”

      Cassi widened her imploring eyes, the arrow steady in her hands, ready to strike. “He’s seen your face.”

      “And in his delirium, he’s noticed nothing else.”

      “Then we should go, now, before he does.”

      Lyana turned back to the raven, scanning the burns all over his body, thoughts returning to the shattered bones in his wings. He’d never heal on his own. He’d never fly again. He’d be as good as dead if they left now, or worse even—alive without access to the sky.

      “What if we take him somewhere? What if we hide him?”

      “And then what?” Cassi asked with relentless logic, when all Lyana wanted was to act on instinct and heart.

      She knew this was risky, insane, dangerous. But with her knees soaked in his blood and her ears picking up on his every strained heartbeat, she couldn’t find the will to do the smart thing—to leave. Deep in her chest, something bubbled and prickled, a warm sort of fizz. The thrill of adventure. The excitement of doing something for herself in these last few days before she was mated, shipped to some foreign land, and forced into the role she was born to play.

      “We’ll take him to the cave,” Lyana said in a moment of pure clarity. “We’ll come back tonight when it’s dark and check in on him. With his wings so broken, he won’t be able to escape unless I heal him. And before I do, we’ll make him swear an oath of silence before the gods. I’ll wear some sort of disguise, plain clothes, so he won’t realize who I am. And we’ll release him in a few days, after the courtship trials are over, so he’ll never learn the truth. He’ll live, and my secret will be safe.”

      “You really want to risk so much?" Cassi pressed. "For him?”

      “It’s not for him.” Lyana turned, finding her friend’s gaze. “It’s for me.”

      Cassi blinked. By the time her eyelids slid open, all the iron ore was gone. Her irises were the soft silver of the moonlight, lit with the understanding of Lyana's true wish—one last chance to be herself before she belonged to someone else.

      “I don’t like it,” Cassi said, determined to state her opinion one final time. Then her wings drooped as her shoulders caved in. “But I’ll do it.”

      Lyana fought the knot in her throat. She hastily looked back toward the raven, watching as he slipped in and out of consciousness. “I’ll grab his shoulders. You grab his feet. Let’s go before anyone sees.”

      He struggled when they lifted him, eyes blinking fast, limbs twitching, unintelligible protests pouring from his lips. After a few seconds, his body went still, overwhelmed by the pain. Carefully, they carried him beneath the sky bridge, fighting the whipping winds as they made their way to the cave they’d occupied not too long before. This time, they didn’t stay near the surface. They ventured back into the farthest reaches of the cavern, where the space was pitch black and the air slightly warmer. They placed him face down on the ground, fanning his onyx wings to cover him as he blended into the dark.

      “We have to leave before the ravens return,” Cassi urged, pulling Lyana away from the body. “We saw the one leave. He was probably going to get the others, to warn them about the dragon.”

      “I know, I know,” Lyana answered, keeping her head turned toward the man, unable to see anything but the subtle sheen of his pale skin in the shadows of the cave. “But shouldn’t we light a fire, or maybe one of us should stay to explain when he wakes up?”

      “No,” Cassi insisted. “News of the dragon will spread. We have to get back before your parents realize we’re gone, especially if you want a chance to sneak out again tonight. If they’re the least bit suspicious we have something planned, they’ll double, no, triple your guards. He’ll be fine for a few hours. We can bring more supplies when we return.”

      Lyana sighed. Of course, Cassi was right. She was always right. But that didn’t mean Lyana had to like it.

      “I’ll give you a few minutes,” Cassi continued, attention drifting to the bright light at the end of the narrow tunnel. “I’ll wait at the entrance and keep watch while you finish up.”

      Lyana grabbed her friend’s hand before she could leave, squeezing it once. “Thank you.”

      Cassi shrugged and released a heavy sigh, one Lyana sensed was filled with frustration, fear, and most of all, love. “What are friends for, right?”

      She walked away, leaving Lyana alone with the raven. Brushing her fingers over his burned cheek, she winced at the slick blood and swollen boils marring his skin.

      Later, Lyana thought.

      She’d fix it later. For now, she sent her magic deeper, to his internal organs, fixing enough to ensure he’d still be alive by the time she came back. She removed the furs wrapped tightly around her neck and laid them across the exposed part of his back, right between his broken wings.

      Later. She sighed, pausing there, taking a deep breath as the cool air provoked a shiver down her spine. Later.

      Then she stood, leaving the raven in the dark as she turned to join Cassi in their hasty journey home.
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      The world was eerily silent.

      That was all Xander could focus on as he flew toward the sky bridge with his guards following him into battle. The air was too still. The wind was too hushed.

      Rafe is fine.

      Rafe is alive.

      Xander repeated the phrases over and over in his mind. Throughout his young yet trying life, he’d learned one very important thing—positivity was a power all its own. He wouldn’t panic. He wouldn’t spiral out of control. He would remain determined, vigilant, and optimistic as he raced onward, wings beating as fast as they could, carrying him toward his brother.

      A brother who was fine.

      Who was alive.

      Who was waiting.

      That hope died when the sky bridge slipped into view and a pool of brilliant red filled his vision.

      “Rafe!” he cried, landing at a sprint. “Rafe!”

      But there was no response, just the echo of his own voice reverberating down the open channel and up into the vast sky—a sky that was clear of fire and smoke, filled only with endless blue.

      He’s alive.

      He’s alive.

      Xander refused to believe otherwise—even as he stared at the blood, watching the puddle spread. It reached the edge of the sky bridge and started dripping over the side, drop after drop after drop falling into the unknown world below.

      Then he noticed something else—a footprint.

      “Hold,” he shouted over his shoulder, raising his arm. Xander didn’t turn to see whether the guards had stopped, because they were loyal to their crown prince, and he knew without a doubt they would obey. With his eyes glued to the red footprint, he stepped closer. Holding his boot above the spot, he sucked in a breath as hope formed like a bright star in his chest.

      The print was small—smaller than his—which meant it was smaller than Rafe’s.

      “Someone was here,” he whispered to himself, then shifted position again, using his wings to hover above the blood, careful not to disturb it.

      “My prince,” a voice called. Xander spun toward the sound, recognizing his captain of the guards, the woman he liked to consider his top advisor instead of the stuffy nobles his mother kept around her. Helen was a small raven, but her skills with a throwing dagger were astonishing, and her mind for politics was even sharper than the blades she wielded so well. “Your brother’s weapons.”

      She gestured toward the two blades tossed haphazardly across the barren, frozen ground. Xander flew toward them and knelt to pick one up with his left hand. The sword was heavy, the hilt wrapped with black leather. He’d seen it enough times to know it was his brother’s, and that the other was its twin. Yet the blade felt cumbersome in his hand. Xander had abandoned sword play a long time ago, preferring books and debate to the practice fields. But today was one of the times he wished he could move like his brother, with his strength and abilities. Had that been the case, he would have stayed. He would have fought. He would know what had happened.

      Then you’d be dead too, Rafe’s voice said, popping into his thoughts.

      Xander dropped the sword and shook the comment away.

      Because Rafe was alive.

      He had to be.

      And it was a good thing his brother wasn’t the crown prince. Rafe would have leaped over the edge searching for vengeance, would have sped across the land after a body, would have screamed his frustration for all the gods to hear. He would have been angry and rash. He would have missed all the signs.

      But Xander was patient and observant. He stood, eyes narrowed as he took in the scene, reining his emotions in, refusing to allow doubts and fears to get the best of him. They never had before, and they wouldn’t today. Not when his brother needed him.

      The evidence left behind was a puzzle he intended to solve. The swords. The scorch marks. The footprint. Xander’s gaze darted around the open field, to the sky bridge, the edge, and the cliffs beyond. His soldiers waited patiently, hovering above his head, knowing how their prince worked. Slowly but surely, the pieces came together.

      “The dragon must have caught him as he flew up and over the edge,” Xander said, half to himself and half to Helen and the guards, eyes traveling along the scorch marks staining the frozen ground.

      If he knew his brother, Rafe would have started the battle in the channel, a narrow space that might give him the upper hand. Clearly, something had gone wrong and he’d needed to flee. But the dragon had caught him.

      “You see this?” Xander pointed at the black marks and the lines fanning out. “The flames were coming from the direction of the channel, shooting toward the land from above. They must have caught Rafe here, and…”

      Xander followed the soot and ash, stepping through them until he spotted a mess of black, bloodied feathers on the ground. “The beast got him here. It’s where the blood starts. Maybe the dragon nicked him with a fang or a claw, and then slammed Rafe’s wings into the ground. Nothing else could have caused this mess. And in the middle of the beating, he dropped his swords, which is why you found them there.”

      He pointed again, pursing his lips as he noticed the pattern in the blood trail leading toward the bridge. “The dragon tossed him, which is why there’s a broken blood trail, from where he skidded across the ground. And then his body stopped here, where the concentration of the blood is the highest.”

      As far as Xander knew, dragons had never taken their kills as prizes or hostages. In all the stories, dragons came to wreak chaos for their god and either perished or fled. But they didn’t collect bodies.

      “This print, it’s not Rafe’s,” he told Helen, glancing up at her as the others leaned forward with perked ears. “Someone must have come and stopped the dragon. I don’t know who, or how, but there’s no other explanation. Someone took him.”

      In any other house, the soldiers might have raised their brows, looked at their heir dubiously, questioned him. But the House of Whispers was loyal, perhaps to a fault. They’d kept Xander’s disability a secret from the rest of the world out of love for him and his family. And they’d keep his hope alive until there was evidence to the contrary—they’d do whatever it took to prove him right, even if every one of their instincts insisted that he was wrong.

      “Five of us will go left,” Helen announced, taking the lead as she divided the guards into groups. “Five to the right, three to the other side of the bridge, and three under it. We’ll search all day for any sign of your brother, and we’ll report back to you at the House of Peace tonight."

      “Good, go,” Xander ordered. “I’ll search for more clues here while I wait for my mother and the rest of our flock.”

      Not needing to hear more, the guards dispersed.

      Xander hovered over the blood a few more seconds, and then landed on the other side of the pool, unable to look at it any longer. He walked slowly across the bridge, pausing in the center to lean his forearms against the rail, his attention drifting down the channel, beyond the cliffs to the Sea of Mist far, far below.

      Where are you, Rafe?

      Where’d you go?

      I can’t do this alone.

      I need you.

      A gust of wind struck Xander in the back, pressing against his wings forcefully, almost shifting him off balance. He clutched the stones for support, his head turning as though searching for a cause of the sudden blast, searching for a sign. But there was nothing, just empty air. The wind was just that—wind.

      A flurry of feathers lifted into the sky, pulled aloft by the air. Xander watched them drift over the edge of the bridge and flutter this way and that as they fell in black ripples. Raven feathers. His brother’s. Ripped and bloodied.

      A bright spot caught his eye.

      Xander leapt over the side of the bridge, diving headfirst into the channel, left hand outstretched for that bit of white that didn’t belong. When his fingers closed around the item, he spread his wings to stop his fall and took a moment to look at what he’d snared.

      A single ivory feather.

      One that couldn’t belong to a raven.

      One that must have come from a dove—and he’d find out who. His brother had survived dragon fire once before, and he would again.

      Rafe was alive.

      Xander knew it for a fact. And he had to find his brother before anyone else uncovered their secret.
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      “Where have you been?” Luka seethed under his breath as Lyana came skidding into the royal chambers, off balance in her haste.

      He was standing just inside the foyer with arms folded, wings uplifted, and deep wrinkles etched into his forehead. Clearly, he’d been waiting there, pacing, too worried for his own good.

      “I was in Cassi’s room,” she whispered. Washing the blood from my wings and changing into one of the dresses I keep stashed there…just in case.

      But he didn’t need to know that.

      “The first house arrived fifteen minutes ago,” her brother announced.

      “The ravens are here?” Lyana squealed.

      Luka grabbed her by the arm, gaze darting around the room in search of any eavesdroppers. Or perhaps in search of their parents, who were undoubtedly waiting for her somewhere. But the gilded doors to their private chambers were closed, and the guards were stationed outside. She and her brother were, for the moment, alone.

      “You saw them?” he asked.

      Lyana met his questioning gaze but remained silent—suspiciously silent.

      Luka squinted, trying to read her expression. “What do you know?”

      “I don’t know." She shrugged, her features blank. "What do you know?”

      “Ana.”

      “Luka.”

      They stared at each other, frowning.

      Lyana relented. The more she revealed, the less he’d assume she was lying. “There was a dragon at the sky bridge, Luka. A dragon!” She tried to rein in the excitement leaking into her tone, but the feat proved impossible. Her voice trilled with awe. “Can you believe it?”

      “You were there?” His eyes bulged, a reaction that was the opposite of hers. “I said to stay out of trouble, out of sight. What were you thinking? What—”

      “No one saw us,” she interrupted. No one conscious, anyway… Lyana focused on the cover story she and her best friend had put together. “Cassi and I were hiding in a cave we discovered along the cliffs. We saw the dragon. We saw the ravens fight it off. And when they left to report back to their queen, who was traveling a few miles behind, we snuck out of our hiding spot and raced home.”

      It was a good lie, a convincing one, and it rolled ever so smoothly from her lips.

      Luka brought his palms to his forehead, rubbing his fingers over his short, black curls as he took a long, uneven breath. “Where’s Cassi now?”

      Gathering supplies, Lyana thought, a little twinge of guilt in her chest. She smothered it easily. “In her rooms.”

      “And she’s all right?” Luka asked.

      “She’s fine,” Lyana assured him, then grinned. “Though I’m sure she’ll be overjoyed to hear how concerned you were for her wellbeing.”

      Luka rolled his eyes and shoved her playfully. “You two…”

      “Us two what?”

      Luka shook his head with a heavy sigh. But a moment later, a smile appeared at the edges of his lips—a reminder that the mischievous brother she remembered was still alive in there somewhere. The weight of being the heir hadn’t smothered him entirely, at least not yet.

      “So you really saw it?” he asked, eager curiosity in his tone.

      “Luka…” His name came out in a delighted sigh, because she was unable to even find the words.

      He stepped closer, widening his ashy wings and bending them like a protective cocoon, the way he used to do when they were children concocting a plot that would only get them into trouble. “What did it look like?”

      “Fire and fury,” she said, not sure how else to describe the dragon. “Like a star that had fallen from the sky and gained wings. When it roared, I swear the clouds trembled.”

      “How big?”

      “Its wings were five times the size of mine, at least. And its mouth, the gods, it must have been as long as I am tall.”

      “Red eyes?”

      “Just like the stories said.”

      “Ana…” He exhaled the word in a tone brimming with disbelief and wonder, then squeezed her shoulders, slightly crushing the silk sleeves of her gown. “I can’t believe—”

      “I know,” she said, pitch high, hands balling into fists meant to contain the emotions rolling through her.

      “What—”

      “Surely these aren’t my children standing in the foyer giggling like two fledglings?” a deep voice boomed, interrupting their private celebration. “Not on the dawn of their courtship trials.”

      Luka’s wings snapped away from her, folding tightly against his back. Lyana jumped out of her brother’s embrace, bowing her head as she turned to face the king.

      “Surely the prince and princess of the House of Peace wouldn’t be gossiping like common servants,” the king continued, hands clasped behind his back, creamy wings wide and commanding as he scolded them, and not for the first time. “Not about something so incredibly disarming as a dragon invading our lands? As the fire god gaining strength? As Aethios being threatened on the eve of our most sacred ritual?”

      “Of course not, Father,” Lyana muttered.

      “Oh? ‘Of course not, Father’?” the king mocked, turning to his daughter.

      Luka tossed her a sidelong glare. Talking back just made everything worse—for Luka, maybe. But if there was one person Lyana knew how to manipulate, it was her father. And she meant that in the most adoring way possible.

      Swallowing a gulp, she took a step forward, then clutched one of the king’s hands in both of hers and looked up at him as she shifted her wings a little higher and made her eyes as large as possible. “A dragon? Here? Father, you can’t be serious. We had no idea. I heard the ravens arrived, and I came to find Luka to see if any other houses had come while I slept. We were talking about the trials. But a dragon? Today of all days?” Lyana paused, releasing a trembling breath as she pressed their clasped hands to her chest and glanced up at the ceiling as though it were the sky. “Bless Aethios.”

      Luka snorted.

      Lyana stopped herself from wrinkling her nose at him. The delivery was a bit dramatic perhaps, but it worked.

      Her father relaxed. “I pray the gods give you a mate with some backbone, daughter. May the skies help him if he doesn’t have the wits to tell you no.”

      “Aw, that’s not true.” Lyana smiled at him as she stepped back, laughter bubbling in her throat. “You hope I find a mate just like you, so I can wrap him around my little finger.”

      The king tried to frown, but his lips disobeyed him and lifted into a grin as a deep laugh surged through his belly. “Maybe I do. Maybe I do.”

      “Maybe you do what, dear?”

      The queen swept into the room in a sapphire gown the same color as her bluebird wings, bright as ever in a house with feathers made of neutral tans and grays. She’d been the Princess of the House of Song long before she became Lyana’s mother and a queen. Her father claimed to have picked her from the flock during the first test of the courtship trials, when she’d shot three bull’s-eyes in a row into her target from across the arena and landed the fourth arrow in the heart of his empty center ring. But they were happy, it seemed, political marriage or not. Lyana’s family was close, a solid nest. Theirs was the sort of love she hoped for in her match, the one she’d make in only a few days.

      “We were speaking of the trials, Mother,” Luka said, ever the doting son.

      The queen threw her daughter an unsurprised look. “Ah, that must be why your sister looks so sullen.”

      Lyana bit back a reply. Her mother was the only foe she was too afraid to face, with a sharp tongue and an even sharper ability to see right through her daughter’s schemes.

      “Are the advisors waiting?” the queen asked softly.

      “They are.” The king addressed his children, “Luka, Lyana, your mother and I want you to attend the meeting. We’d like your opinions on the matter.”

      “On the matter of what? The dragon?” Luka questioned. It wasn’t so unusual for the two of them to be called into a meeting. After all, they were both learning how to rule. But something in the king’s tone made this particular meeting seem different, more important somehow.

      “On the matter of postponing the courtship trials,” her father said.

      Lyana’s jaw dropped. “What?”

      “How long?” Luka asked.

      “The ravens have asked for time, a few days at most, to regroup after the attack and help tend to their wounded. Your mother and I believe the House of Peace should have a unified opinion before the other houses arrive and try to interject on the matter. We’ve never postponed the ceremony before, and now of all times, with the fire god gaining strength, the idea seems rash. Yet, I sympathize with their situation.”

      Luka nodded once, strong and sturdy, duty personified.

      But Lyana chewed her cheek, thoughts racing a mile a minute. “The wounded? Did they say how many were wounded?”

      “There’s no tally yet.”

      “Are there any dead?” she asked, unable to help herself.

      “Not that I’m aware of,” the king replied. When she opened her mouth to say more, he stopped her with a look. “That’s enough for now. We need to meet with the advisors before the next house arrives.”

      Lyana swallowed her questions, but that didn’t stop them from swirling and churning in the back of her mind as she followed her family through the gilded door of the royal chambers, down to the meeting rooms on the level below.

      Because she’d seen the fight.

      She and Cassi were the only two people who truly knew what happened.

      There were no wounded who needed to be tended to, no soldiers to regroup, no battle from which to recover. There was one fallen soldier—a soldier the ravens must believe was dead. It was sad, yes, but hardly so dire as to require delaying the courtship trials.

      So why were they lying? Why were they exaggerating the truth?

      And more importantly to Lyana, what in the world were they hiding?
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      Sphaira, the crystal city, was a magnificent sight to behold, yet Xander felt empty as he stared through the translucent wall of the guest accommodations. Every house had their own domed building, arranged around the center palace in the same way their islands were, which put his near the northeastern edge of the bustling metropolis. His view of the entrance to the palace, which faced east to welcome the sun, was clear. Small figures zipped in and out of those towering doors, and he scrutinized them all. Tan wings. Ash wings. Speckled feathers. Patterned feathers. On and on it went. Nearly every dove in the House of Peace had a few white plumes. It would be impossible to find the owner of the ivory feather crushed within his fist.

      Impossible.

      “Lysander?” a suave voice called.

      He didn’t move. “I’ve told you not to call me that a thousand times, Mother.”

      “Why?” Queen Mariam asked, wings carrying her swiftly across the room to land by his side, her ruby gown vivid against the snowy landscape before them. “It’s your name. Lysander Taetanus, Crown Prince of the House of Whispers. And you’ll be hearing it quite a lot over the course of the next few days.”

      Xander sighed. His wings drooped so low that his primaries dragged along the floor, but they sank further still when he turned to look into her brilliant violet eyes. “I’m not giving up on him.”

      “I’m not asking you to.”

      His laugh was a sad, dark sound. “Please, Mother. You think I didn’t see the way your face lit with the briefest spark when I told you of the dragon’s attack, when you saw the blood for yourself? You wanted Rafe gone the moment he was born, whether he was my brother, my best friend, or not. You’ve only ever seen him as a bastard.”

      “That’s what he is,” she said simply, but Xander heard the undercurrent of hatred in her tone—the undercurrent that was always present when she spoke about his brother. He understood why she spoke of his father in that tone, but not of Rafe, who had been nothing but an innocent child at the time and a loyal companion to her lonely son ever since.

      “Well, if you’re not here to tell me I’m on a fool’s errand, what are you here for?”

      “I’m here to tell you to believe in yourself.”

      Xander switched his attention to the world outside the room, which suddenly had become suffocating. “To believe in myself? That’s what I’m doing.”

      “No,” she countered, her voice never rising, though it felt as if she were shouting all the same. “You are depending on him, relying on him, and you don’t need to.”

      “We've already discussed this,” he muttered through gritted teeth.

      “No, you spoke to the advisors behind your queen’s back and turned them all against her to get your way. The two of us have never spoken about this.”

      Xander rolled his shoulders, unable to deny that he’d gone around his mother in this one thing. She was queen, yes, but the courtship trials were about him, and for once he wanted to have the final say. The only say. “You’re right, Mother. And I’m sorry for that. But I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

      “Why don’t we sit?” she asked, motioning toward the chairs on the other side of the room, away from the window, away from the view, away from thoughts of Rafe. “And discuss it as two sovereigns should.”

      Again, he didn’t move. “You’ll never understand, Mother, no matter how many times I try to explain. Rafe and I? We’re two sides of the same coin. Where I’m patient, he’s rash. When I plan, he acts. If I smile, he frowns. At home, I possess every trait of a king. Here, on the other side of the coin, in this foreign land, Rafe has everything I need for success. We balance each other. I can’t do this without him.”

      “That’s not true,” she insisted, and lifted her wing, brushing her obsidian feathers against his, trying to soothe him. But he stepped out of reach.

      In truth, his mother had given him every opportunity and every choice in life. She’d had special weapons made—shields that attached to his forearm, swords that strapped to his wrist, hooks, wooden hands, and metal fingers. Anything and everything that could be conceived, she’d ordered to be fashioned.

      He’d hated them all.

      The uncomfortable way they dug into his skin, the blisters that formed along his forearm, the way the sight of them made him feel somehow diminished, especially when his studies required no special tools or craftsmen. The books accepted him into their folds, their pages, and he in turn loved them. Mental exercise had always been his favorite thing. And even if he’d had ten fingers instead of five, Xander didn’t think he would have been any different. If anything, his disability just made it easier to follow his passions by providing an excuse people were too afraid to challenge.

      Rafe was the fighter, gifted with a raven cry.

      Xander was the prince, the peacemaker, the scholar.

      Unfortunately, the trials were a battle, and they required a warrior.

      “Not all of the trials are about physical strength,” his mother pressed, reading his thoughts.

      Though he knew they weren't fair, he couldn’t prevent the next words from spilling through his lips, because fair or not, true or not, he needed his mother, his sovereign, to understand. “The first trial is archery, correct? What would you have me do, Mother? Step to the line and pull a bowstring with my teeth?”

      “That’s only one of the tests,” she said, but not fast enough—not before her gaze dropped to his right hand, or his lack thereof.

      His phantom fingers were curled into a fist, holding all his anger, keeping it out of sight. Sometimes he liked to believe that was what had happened—not that he lacked a limb, but that all his hate and fury and pain were balled into a fist so tight, he couldn’t undo it. That his fingers were wrapped so forcefully they’d molded into his skin, they’d trapped themselves, but trapped all those emotions there as well. For the most part, he was happy and positive and cheerful. Only at times like this, when he remembered the fist, did those dark thoughts creep out of hiding.

      “What of the navigation trial? What of that?” the queen asked, trying to find his eyes. Xander faced forward, stubbornly refusing to look at her. “You’d be far superior to your brother at that. He may be a fighter, but he lacks the endurance of the hunt.”

      “He might not win all the trials,” Xander conceded before he went for the kill, an argument his mother wouldn’t know how to refute. “No one can. But there’s a difference, Mother. A huge one. Rafe might not win all the trials, but when he loses, he will do so with dignity. He won’t turn the ravens into the laughingstock of the seven houses. He won’t be a joke.”

      “Lysander!” Queen Mariam snapped, no longer dancing around her son as she grabbed him by the shoulders, spinning him toward her. “Is that what you think? Don’t for a second. You would never, never—”

      “Stop it,” he interrupted, pushing her away. “I’m not saying it out of shame or vanity. I’ve come to terms with my strengths and my weaknesses. And our people have, too. But you cannot expect that from the rest of them, from the world outside our sheltered, secretive island. People can be cruel, as you yourself know.” She bit her tongue at that, luminous eyes dimming with silent pain for them both. Xander softened his tone, “It’s not about me, Mother. It’s about our people. There will be five crown princes competing in the trials, but only four second daughters. One house will be left unmatched in the end, and it can’t be us, not again. Our people need a good omen. They need to stop worrying we’ve lost favor with the gods, that we’re being cast out. They need a win. And I’m not too proud to admit that I can’t give them that. But Rafe can.”

      His mother lifted her slightly wrinkled palm to his cheek, rubbing her thumb along its ridge. As her hand fell away, her features hardened. “Not if he’s dead.”

      Xander stepped back as though he’d been struck, off balance and off kilter even as he knew in his soul it couldn't be true.

      The door to his room slammed open.

      “My queen, my prince, pardon the intrusion,” the guard stammered as Helen forced her way through the door, face grim.

      Xander had never been more grateful for an interruption in his life. He nodded to the guard before addressing his captain, “Do you have news from the House of Peace, Helen?”

      “They’ve given us a day,” she said, spitting that last word as though it were a curse, not bothering with titles or pleasantries. “The king says it would be an affront to Aethios to postpone the courtship trials any further. They plan to squeeze the tests into smaller time increments so we can still hold the matching ceremony on the summer solstice, as is tradition.” She collapsed into one of the chairs, grabbed an apple from the table, and turned to the queen. “I didn’t realize you’d be in here, but it makes my life a little easier.”

      “I’m trying to convince my son that the delay isn’t necessary,” his mother said, raising her tone at the end in a silent question.

      Helen’s gaze moved to Xander.

      When he had first raised the idea of switching places with Rafe for the courtship trials, she’d been his biggest supporter, helping to convince his mother’s older, more rigid advisors to loosen their adherence to the rules. Helen never held her tongue. She didn’t worry about hurting his feelings. Her focus was on the house. On keeping it safe. On keeping it strong. And it was the thing he appreciated most about her—it was the reason he’d appointed her as captain of the guards and unofficial advisor to the crown prince when his mother had told him to step in and start taking charge of the kingdom he would one day rule. They were of like minds and not afraid of making tough decisions.

      But in this instance, Xander used the oldest technique in the book to save Helen from the unnecessary wrath of the queen. He changed the subject. “Are the patrols back yet? Did they find anything?”

      “There’s no sign of your brother, aside from what we found at the bridge,” Helen said matter-of-factly, not even attempting to lessen the blow. “No more bloodstains, no more feathers, no body. Nothing. The teams came back completely empty-handed.”

      “What’s our next move?”

      She lifted the apple to her lips and sank her teeth into it, ripping out a bite. Xander narrowed his eyes as she chewed.

      She’s delaying.

      Why is she delaying?

      Before he had a chance to ask, Helen swallowed and sat up. “I think in this instance your mother might be right. You need to prepare for the trials.”

      Xander’s invisible fist clenched so tightly, his right arm started trembling. “I refuse to believe that’s the case.”

      And Helen refused to back down. “We searched the area—”

      “Search it again. Someone was there. I saw the print in the blood. You did too.”

      Her eyes softened the slightest bit.

      Xander hated to see it, hated the concession, because he saw it for what it really was—pity.

      “Even if someone was there, even if someone recovered his body,” Helen continued, voice forceful despite the subtle shift in her expression, “Rafe will be in no shape to compete in the courtship trials, which are being delayed only a single day. You saw the blood, same as I did. If he’s alive somewhere, he’s hanging on by a thread. He’ll have no time to recover. I’ll keep sending search parties day and night until you order me to stop, but that doesn’t change the fact that you, my prince, will be representing the House of Whispers in the courtship trials, whether you want to or not.”

      Xander opened his mouth but shut it quickly, swallowing his counterargument. Revealing the truth would be even more dangerous than letting them believe his brother was dead. In fact, it would most likely kill him. And Xander knew in his heart that Rafe was alive somewhere out there on that frozen tundra, waiting for him.

      “I’m going to join the search party tomorrow.”

      “You’ll do no such thing,” Helen said. “You have one day to prepare for tests we never thought you’d face. Leave your brother to me.”

      Holding his captain’s gaze, Xander didn't blink or back down. “You were right. I am the Crown Prince of the House of Whispers. And I will be joining the search party tomorrow.”

      Helen folded her lips into a thin line but kept them shut.

      Xander glanced to his mother. There was a mix of pride and frustration on her face, but mostly of love. She dipped her head, granting him permission to do what he would have done with or without the royal seal of approval.

      I’m coming, Rafe, he thought, returning to the glistening city on the other side of the crystal wall. Hold on. I’m coming.
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      Lyana was stuck with her family and the royal advisors for what felt like an eternity, but it made the hours after the meeting fly. Between gathering supplies with Cassi, avoiding another lecture from her brother, and straining to catch a glimpse of the remaining houses as they arrived, Lyana was caught by surprise when she glanced outside to find the burning glow of dusk upon them.

      A thrill ran up her spine.

      “We should go,” she chirped, spinning toward Cassi, who was on the floor of her room, stuffing two packs with the odds and ends they’d managed to gather earlier that afternoon. Some food. A fire starter. Logs. Oil lanterns. A change of clothes, complete with warm boots and furs meant for this tundra the raven wasn’t used to. “It’s going to get really cold out there without the sun.”

      “He’s in a cave,” her friend drawled.

      Lyana eyed her pointedly.

      Cassi sighed. “Well, if you’re going to be like that, let’s just get this over with already.”

      Jumping from the edge of the bed, Lyana flew to her friend, crashing into Cassi with her arms thrown open for an enthusiastic hug. “Thank you for this. I mean it.”

      Cassi squeezed her tightly before pushing her off with a laugh. “You can take the heavier pack, Princess, since this was all your idea in the first place.”

      Lyana snorted, but the sound quickly changed to a groan of protest when she lifted the bundle from the ground, struggling to clip it around her wings. “What’s in this?”

      “All the firewood you demanded,” Cassi said sweetly. “And the water.”

      “What do you have in yours?”

      “Food…”

      Lyana stared at her, frowning. “And?”

      “The lanterns.”

      “The hollow lanterns?”

      Cassi easily shifted her pack around her large speckled wings and fastened the straps in place. “They’ve got some oil inside.” Lyana opened her mouth, but Cassi cut her off, “We could repack everything, but there isn’t much time if you want to sneak out before they close the main doors.”

      Lyana flared her nostrils but sealed her lips shut.

      Logic.

      She hated when Cassi wielded logic like a weapon against her. It was frustratingly effective. But then she remembered the raven, the cave, and the adventure ahead, and a smile widened her lips. “Let’s go.”

      Cassi left first, easing through the door and letting it close behind her. Those massive owl wings were too obvious, so whenever they traveled through the main entrance, they did so separately. Lyana waited the customary ten minutes, bouncing on her toes, before lifting the hood of her servant’s jacket and opening the door. There was nothing Lyana could do to hide her ivory wings, rare even among the doves, but she could conceal her features and her status—a trick she and Cassi had used numerous times to sneak from the palace.

      At this time of night, the atrium bustled with people. Servants were switching shifts. Dinners were being delivered. Guards were changing posts. With the unorthodox delay of the courtship trials, messengers were zipping back and forth between the palace advisors and the representatives from each of the houses. And though the daily market normally set up in the warm entrance hall was closed, preparations for tomorrow’s festivities were underway, creating the perfect distraction.

      Hidden in bland clothes and sticking to the edges of the room, Lyana went unnoticed as she followed a group through the towering east exit and into the massive hall leading to the outside. The exterior door was sectioned into several parts, so when they had formal celebrations such as the one that would take place the following evening, the thirty-foot entrance could be utilized. But usually, on a somewhat normal night like tonight, they kept one or two smaller sections opened, manned by a couple of guards.

      Lyana tucked her chin into her chest, bowing her head to hide her features in the shadows of her hood. In all her years of life, there’d never been any malicious attacks on her family or her people, so she wasn’t surprised when the guards failed to pay any close attention to who was coming and who was leaving. The House of Peace was just that—peaceful. Suspicion and distrust just weren’t things they knew. Lucky for Lyana, rebellious princesses weren’t either.

      Cassi found her outside. They rounded a few buildings on foot before launching into the sky, racing for the sky bridge. When they got there, Lyana took Cassi’s pack and left her friend standing watch at the entrance of the cave.

      The cavern was impossibly dark. Even with an oil lantern lit, Lyana struggled to see beyond the dull halo of light immediately surrounding her. In the end, it was the soft chattering of teeth that led her through the shadows.

      The raven lay right where she’d left him, curled on his stomach, onyx wings spread like a blanket over his body, though they didn't seem to help. His wheezing breaths echoed across the empty chamber, loud in the silence. And even in the dull glow she could see he was trembling, shivering against the cold stone, lips tinged blue as puffs of air billowed out of them. But that wasn’t what made Lyana gasp, nearly dropping the lantern with surprise.

      His skin was healed—not completely, not totally, but enough to make her catch her breath.

      Lyana moved the lantern closer, so the golden glow illuminated his face. The burns that had marred his body only a few hours before, the ones she had lacked the time to heal, had all but disappeared. The raw, wet stretches of flesh were dried and unblemished. The bumps and flaps were smooth. Red bloodstains remained, but the open boils had vanished.

      It’s impossible, Lyana thought, shaking her head. Impossible. Unless…

      Unless he was like her.

      Unless, somehow, he had magic too.

      Her heart leapt into her throat, excitement explosive as it coursed through her unchecked. Careful not to wake him, she tugged away the furs she had left draped over him, examining the planes of his back. The fabric that had melted onto his frame was still hardened and burnt, but no longer adhered to him like glue. She lifted the scraps away easily, eyes widening as unmarked pearly skin was revealed, practically shimmering against the dark depths of his obsidian feathers.

      Lyana paused.

      It wasn’t practically shimmering—it was actually shimmering. Silver swirls glowed softly, twirling beneath his skin like the muted glitter of starlight through a gossamer curtain, subtle but undeniable.

      Magic.

      Lyana lifted her free hand and ran her finger down the center of his spine, mesmerized by the way his muscles and his magic rippled beneath her touch. The contours of his back were well defined, reminding her of the icy hills of her homeland as they sparkled in the sun. But unlike that barren land, he was warm, brimming with life and power. Her mind flashed back to his battle with the dragon—how deftly his onyx wings had soared, how lethal those twin blades had looked in his hands, the authority with which he’d wielded them.

      The raven stirred.

      Lyana snatched back her fingers, clutching her hand to her chest. But she couldn’t look away as he shifted, groaning in pain twice before falling still once more.

      A light flashed from the ground near his neck.

      A reflection, she realized as she watched a flame blink on and off and on and off, oscillating. Lyana put down the lantern and reached for the spot, curious as to what had caused the sudden glow.

      Shock stole her breath for a second time as she lifted a ring from the rocks, studying the smooth planes of midnight stone, recognizing it immediately—a royal seal. Her father’s was similar, but it was carved from clear diamond, arched into a dome resembling their palace. This gem was so dark it seemed to devour the firelight, smothering the glow with shadow. And the cut was different, in the shape of a V with two tall lines extending from a point and a valley stretching between them. The seal of the House of Whispers.

      He’s a prince.

      She dropped the ring and sat up, hardly registering as it clinked against the ground. Her mind raced, flashing to the many conversations with Luka and the advisors, when they discussed all the houses and all the royal families—all her possible mates. The House of Whispers only had one heir, a male raven.

      He’s the crown prince. Lyana’s eyes widened. The one who’s supposed to be participating in the courtship trials.

      Suddenly, everything became clear—why the ravens had asked for a delay, why they had lied about the dragon fight, why they had needed more time.

      A shiver ran across the sensitive spot at the base of her neck, making her hair stand on end. Her mind stilled. Her body paused. The sensation crawled over her shoulders, down her back, pulsing with undeniable anticipation, a sizzle firing to life beneath her skin.

      Lyana looked away from the ring.

      And stared directly into the raven’s open cerulean eyes.
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      He remembered her face as though it had come from a dream—those brilliant green eyes that seemed to sparkle like distant stars as they looked down at him in concern. In the memory, her face had been silhouetted by the sun, but he realized now that it was just her natural color, dark and rich, with golden highlights enhanced by the warm fire.

      Who was she?

      Where had she come from?

      The longer they looked at each other, the more space the questions seemed to fill, spreading through his thoughts until he forgot who he was, where he was, aware of nothing but this mysterious beauty before him. His own eyes began to sting, yet he couldn’t blink. He didn’t want to break this moment, didn’t want to end whatever was happening—the undercurrent throbbing in the air between them.

      She smiled. Soft, nervous laughter spilled from her lips. Then she glanced away, her bashful gaze dropping to the ground as her shoulders bent forward and her wings curved around her arms as though she were trying to hide.

      Rafe moved, attempting to lift his chest from the floor and turn.

      Just like that, everything came rushing back.

      He hissed with pain as his battered wings cried out, as his healing body shouted at him to lie still, as his heart thundered in his chest, all the worry and fear and panic returning.

      “The dragon.” He forced the words up his dry throat and through his shivering lips. “What happened to the dragon? What happened to my—” He stopped, catching himself in time. “To my people?”

      What he really wanted to say was, to my brother.

      Xander. Xander.

      Was he all right? Had he gotten away? Was he safe?

      Rafe’s blood pounded through his veins, hot and painful. A groan left him as he pushed against the stones, trying to heave his body to a seated position—he had to get up, he had to go. There was no time to waste. Xander needed him. The ravens needed him. No amount of pain would stop him.

      “Stay down,” the girl instructed. Her warm palm pressed his shoulder back. “Be still before you make everything worse. The dragon is gone. There was no one there but you. And that happened hours ago.”

      “It’s gone?” he asked, breath coming in short spurts as his tired body conquered his will. Rafe’s muscles gave out and he collapsed on the floor, still trembling with cold. “How? When?”

      A wider smile danced across the girl’s face as she shrugged. “I scared it off.”

      Despite the injuries, the pain, and the dire situation, Rafe snorted, eying her skinny arms and small frame. “You?”

      She drew herself up indignantly, arching a brow. “Yes, me. And you’re lucky I was there, because a minute longer and you would have been the fire god’s next victim.”

      A shudder coursed through him, the first provoked not by the cool air prickling his skin, but from the icy dread piercing his heart. Rafe remembered. The fire. The claw digging into his gut. His body slamming into the ground. The crunching of his bones echoed through his memory, only drowned by the sound of his screams as they ripped their way from his gut out into the world.

      But then it had all stopped.

      The pain had been there, but not the beast. He had seen her face, then heard her mutter words he couldn’t make out over the ringing in his ears. After that, there had been nothing, blank space, until awakening now in a place saturated by shadow.

      “Would you like some water?” she asked, interrupting his thoughts.

      “Please.”

      Moving slowly this time, he pushed up again, easing his chest from the ground, wincing as his broken wings scraped against rock, every movement a new source of torment. Hands gripped his shoulders, helping him. A trickle of heat tingled down his arms and across his chest, flaring hot at the spot where his wings met his back and dulling some of the ache.

      Rafe froze.

      The girl swallowed audibly.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he found her eyes through the soft golden glow of undeniable magic. They were wary of him, yet defiant. Cautious, yet unafraid. Bold in a way that was slightly unnerving.

      “You…” He trailed off, blinking and shaking his head, trying to remember. His chin dipped as he looked at his abdomen, at the deep maroon stain on his leathers, the gaping puncture wound through the melted material, and the exposed sliver of intact flesh. “You… On the bridge…” He’d thought he was going to die. The wound was massive, undoubtedly fatal even with his magic. He’d lost a lot of blood. Vital organs had been slashed. Yet, here he was. Rafe stared into those dazzling eyes again. “You healed me.”

      The girl surveyed his frame, his cheeks, his arms, the bits of skin peeping through the scraps of fabric that clung to him—bits that he suddenly realized glimmered with the proof of his own power. Xander had never been able to see the glow of magic beneath his skin, but apparently, this mysterious stranger could.

      “Looks to me like you healed yourself," she remarked.

      He didn’t deny it.

      Then again, she didn’t either.

      The girl looked away and reached into a pack Rafe had just noticed, pulling out a water jug. She held it aloft like a peace offering, like a truce.

      He accepted, taking it with a nod.

      No one except Xander knew about his magic. In fact, Xander had been the one to point it out. After Rafe had been found underneath the charred bodies of his parents, Xander had ordered the castle guards to carry him up to his rooms. The left side of Rafe’s body, the part his mother’s thin frame had been unable to protect, had been badly burned. He remembered very little of what had happened, hardly anything except the pain. Xander had ordered the royal doctor to use every drop of salve from the House of Paradise on his wounds. They had wrapped his body in bandages, praying to Taetanos he would last the night. When they had returned the next day to repeat the process, his skin was nearly healed. The ravens had never looked at him the same way after that. They had said he belonged to the fire god. They had chanted for his death.

      To the public, Xander had proclaimed Rafe’s recovery a miracle wrought by Taetanos himself. In private, he had called it something else—magic.

      Rafe hadn’t believed him at first. After all, magic was a death sentence in their world. But they’d tested it out, as reckless young boys tended to do. And they saw it for themselves, how Rafe’s skin sealed itself no matter how many ways they broke and battered his body. There was no other use for his magic—no other purpose. They made a blood pact never to speak of it again, so that no curious ears would ever hear the truth, and they let it go. Rafe let it go.

      Until now.

      Until her.

      How many people knew her secret?

      Why had she shared such a dangerous truth with him?

      “Food?” she asked, ignoring the question in his eyes. Once again, she turned to one of her packs, this time pulling out a sack of dried fruits and nuts. She took a small handful for herself before giving the rest to him.

      They ate in silence for a few minutes.

      Rafe studied her movements. Her lips twitched every now and then, as though a grin was constantly threatening to burst forth. Her feet bounced. Her wings shifted. Her eyes darted to every spot within their small halo of light and into the darkness beyond, unable to remain still. Energy left her in waves strong enough to emphasize just how exhausted he felt in comparison. Between his wounds and the toll his magic had taken, he could already feel his lids growing heavy with sleep now that his stomach was full.

      But he couldn’t sleep. Not yet.

      “Where are we?” he asked softly, still not quite able to find his full voice. “Where did you bring me?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” she replied with a shrug, popping the last bits of food into her mouth before turning to the bags once more. This time she revealed flint and a few strips of wood.

      “How long are you planning on keeping me here?” His tone was a little gruffer this time, a little more demanding.

      She paid the change no mind, not bothering to answer as she carefully fluffed the kindling and stacked smaller bits of wood. Instead, she focused on striking the flint three times before getting a big enough spark to catch fire. There was a frustratingly superior air about her, one that reminded him of Xander.

      “I said, how long are you planning on keeping me here?” he repeated.

      Her eyes flicked toward him, then returned to the fire. “I heard you. Give me a moment, unless you wish to continue to freeze.”

      His nostrils flared. Yes, she definitely reminds me of Xander. There’s just something, something—

      “There,” she said with a satisfied sigh, sitting up and staring at the growing flames. He was mildly impressed, but he wouldn’t tell her that. Not until she gave him some answers.

      Rafe opened his mouth to speak again.

      As though anticipating the move, she cut in first, “Why are you in such a rush? If I’d just survived a dragon attack, I might be content to sit for a few days. Relax. Give myself time to recover.”

      She was baiting him. Her gaze dropped to the middle of his chest.

      Rafe winced. He didn’t need to look down to understand what she’d seen. He knew by the amused expression on her face what she was thinking—stranger or not.

      That ring.

      That stupid, goddamned ring.

      “So, you know who I am,” he said. Denial was futile. And if she believed he was the crown prince, he might get to Xander faster. “Are you going to help me? There isn’t much time. The trials begin tonight. And—”

      “No, they don’t,” she said. “The whole crystal city was aflutter with the news. The House of Whispers requested a delay, and the House of Peace granted them a single day to regroup. Though I realize now, what they’re actually trying to do is find you.”

      “You didn’t answer my question,” Rafe countered. “Are you going to help me?”

      “Why don’t you answer mine first,” she volleyed right back. “Why do you need my help?”

      A growl rumbled in the back of his throat. This girl is infuriating. He knew what she was asking, what she wanted to hear. But they’d danced around the issue of their magic—he wasn’t sure if he was ready to come out with the full truth. “What do you want? A vow of silence? You have it. Coins? I can get them. Jewels? I have access to those too. But I need out of this…” He paused, glancing around at the rock and the impenetrable darkness. “Out of this hovel.”

      “Don’t.” Her voice was so sharp it startled him. Her eyes flashed with something he hadn’t expected—lightning bolts of hurt. “Don’t question my character. I saved you because you would have died if I hadn’t. At least, I thought so at the time. And I’m asking for nothing in return, nothing but honesty.”

      Rafe bit back a retort as she tended to the fire unnecessarily, composing herself.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered over the crackling of the flames, the only sound in their hidden world. “You’re right, and I’m sorry. And…” He took a deep breath, gathering his strength as though preparing for battle. “And I need your help because flesh wounds are easy, but broken bones, broken wings? Those take time and energy to heal. Time and energy that I don’t have.”

      Her features softened in understanding as her ivory wings dropped slightly, relaxing. “I’ll help you.” She furrowed her brow apologetically. “But not until tomorrow. I have to get home before they— Before it gets too late.”

      She stood, brilliant wings fanning out against the darkness, glowing in the orange firelight.

      “What?” Rafe asked, disoriented by the sudden shift.

      She backed away. “I have to go, I’m sorry. I’ve been gone too long already. But there’s more wood, more water, more food. And, oh!” Her body jolted. “Clothes, there are warm clothes, clean clothes. And a rag to wash yourself with. But I have to go. I’m sorry, but I— I just have to.”

      “Wait,” he called after her, stretching out his arm. Immediately, white-hot bolts of pain coursed through him, stealing his vision and his breath. Rafe collapsed to the floor, clenching his jaw against the agony, waiting for it to pass.

      By the time he opened his eyes, she was gone.

      And he was alone, very much trapped where she’d left him.
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      Everything within Lyana screamed that she had to get out of there, away from him, away from those blue, blue eyes that seemed to yank the floor out from under her, sending her tumbling into a place she’d never been before.

      His body had been covered in rags. His face hidden behind a sheen of gruesome blood. But those eyes, stark, confident, and unafraid to challenge her, those had pierced her, and she had to get away. To the sky. To the fresh air.

      Lyana soared through the cavern, the subtle silver of moonlight her only guide through the darkness. The white patches of Cassi’s wings became visible as she neared the exit, but Lyana didn’t bother to stop for her friend. Instead, she burst through the narrow opening, practically tumbling into the channel between the cliffs, and pumped her wings to rise up, up, up and over the edge. She finally dropped to solid ground, leaned her head back, and took a deep, restorative breath of crisp air.

      Staring up at the stars glittering in the night sky, she let her heart slow down and found balance. The stars seemed different somehow. Brighter. Just different. As though they’d shifted while she dwelt in the shadows of the cave and now were arranged in a more significant way, aligned in a pattern that had to mean something.

      Cassi landed in front of Lyana, blurting, “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” She kept her gaze on the sky.

      “What happened? Did he… Are you…” Cassi shook her head as her feathers bristled. “Just tell me what happened.”

      Lyana dropped her chin, noticing that her friend’s gray eyes seemed molten with concern and fear. Yet her own face was entirely different. A slow grin pulled at her cheeks as a wave of emotions bubbled beneath her skin—confusing and overwhelming but undeniably good. Her blood had turned to hummingbird nectar, making her light-headed and giddy with the fizz.

      “He’s the crown prince,” Lyana murmured.

      Cassi frowned. “What?”

      “He’s the crown prince,” Lyana repeated, her voice between a whisper and a shriek. “I saw the royal seal hanging from a chain around his neck. I asked him, and he didn’t deny it.”

      Actually, she’d teased him. She’d pushed and prodded, testing his limits, trying to see how far charm could take her.

      He’d been gruff, and a bit of a grump, which was understandable, of course, given the circumstances. But there had been a moment, right at the end, when he’d bit, and she’d bit right back. Something had flashed in his eyes, making them seem bottomless and tumultuous, just the way she always imagined the ocean beneath the Sea of Mist might be. Then he’d been sorry, and so kind. Honest and compassionate, vulnerable in a way she was too afraid to be.

      And she’d fled.

      Lyana sighed—an airy, breathy sound.

      Cassi did too, but her sigh was frustrated and annoyed, laced with stress. “He’s the crown prince? Are you serious?”

      “Why are you always asking me that?”

      “Why are you always saying things I can’t believe are possibly true?”

      “Don’t you see how amazing this is?” Lyana asked, her head still in the stars.

      Cassi gripped her shoulders, pulling her back down. “Don’t you see how complicated this makes things? He’s the Crown Prince of the House of Whispers. That changes everything. We’ll need to let him go before the trials. We’ll need to release him. And what if he recognizes you? What if he reveals your secret? What if—”

      “He won’t.”

      “Won’t what?”

      Lyana held Cassi's gaze, taking her hands and squeezing them. “He won’t reveal my secret.”

      Cassi’s wings drooped as strength abandoned her, her head falling slightly to the side as a warm yet pitying look took over her face. “How do you know that? You can’t. You’re too trusting, Ana. Too sheltered by your station in life to understand how awful people can be.”

      Lyana held back her retort. She knew he wouldn’t reveal her secret, because he had a secret of his own—one he would want kept at all costs as well. But that secret belonged to him. It wasn’t hers to share, not even with her best friend.

      “Maybe I’m naïve,” she said instead, with a shrug. “Or maybe I’m too optimistic, but he promised, Cassi. He promised me, and I believe him.”

      Her friend remained unconvinced.

      But Lyana’s next words were sure to change her mind. “Besides, he wouldn’t sentence his own mate to death.”

      “His own…” Cassi's eyes darted back and forth as she considered the meaning of that sentence. Then they widened almost comically. “Ana! You’re going to pick a raven?” Her disbelief was acute. “You know what everyone whispers. That they’re cursed. That the gods are turning their backs on them. They’re notoriously secretive. Notoriously wary of outsiders. You haven’t even met the princes of the other houses, haven’t even seen them.”

      Lyana shrugged. “I don’t care. I don’t need to. He’s going to be my mate, whether he wants to or not.”

      Cassi rolled her eyes, but Lyana was serious. The moment she had seen the silver glow of his unblemished skin, the second she had spotted the ring dangling from his neck, the instant she had met those impossibly deep eyes, she had known exactly what she was going to do. Because he already knew her grave secret, which meant she would have nothing to hide. She could be herself. And that was all she’d ever wanted in a mate—someone who saw the real girl beneath the princess and accepted her.

      All the fear that had been coiling in her gut the past few weeks was gone. All the uncertainty. All the nerves. They’d vanished.

      Instead, there was just stubborn anticipation, and a newfound eagerness to let the courtship trials begin.

      “I’m going to be the Queen of the House of Whispers,” Lyana told to her friend as a cold breeze brushed against her cheek, carrying an undeniable hum of joy. Was it Aethios, the god of the sky, quietly giving his approval? Or was it her new god, Taetanos, master of fate, murmuring that his plans were falling into place?

      Cassi shook her head, as though aware that resistance would be futile when Lyana was in a mood like this. “How are you going to pick him, if he’s not even there to participate in the tests?”

      “He will be,” Lyana said innocently, finally stepping out of Cassi’s embrace. “Because we’re coming back tomorrow afternoon so I can finish healing him.”

      “We’re what?” Cassi cried.

      But Lyana had already launched into the sky, leaving her friend in a cloud of snow. Cassi raced after her, catching up easily, but Lyana refused to stop. Instead, she flew in carefree circles, dipping and diving as they made their way home to the crystal spires of Sphaira, her mood a joyful bubble no prickly glance from her friend could burst.

      The main doors of the palace were still open when they got back, though the traffic had died down. Lyana was sure one of the guards had recognized her, even as she dropped her hood low, almost to her nose. Perhaps they knew it was their princess sneaking into and out of the palace at all times of day and just kept quiet, a silent pact to give her some freedom while they could. Some of them were her friends, and the others had spent their lives watching her grow up. They were acquainted with the spirit that lived inside of her—the spirit with wild wings that time would slowly clip away, the spirit they could help keep alive a little while longer.

      Lyana followed Cassi to her room, pausing just outside the door.

      “Tell Luka I send my good night,” she said, even as Cassi widened her eyes in silent protest. They didn’t speak much about what went on between her friend and her brother, but it was there. And it would end tonight, that much Lyana knew. Come tomorrow evening, he would be on his way to finding his mate, just like her. And after their vows to the gods, there was nothing more important than the vows they would make to their mates, to honor and protect and love. To be faithful. “Tell him he doesn’t have to worry about me and I’m not afraid of what tomorrow will bring, not anymore.”

      Something sad flickered in Cassi's eyes, but Lyana let it go. One thing she’d learned about her friend was that if she wanted to talk, she would. And if she didn’t, no amount of pressure would make her.

      “I will,” Cassi whispered, then opened her door and slipped inside.

      Lyana waited a moment before retreating to her rooms. When she laid her head on the pillow, her body was too abuzz with energy for rest. Her gaze drifted to the crystal walls on the far side of her room and the slightly fuzzy view of the night. She stared at the stars until they became so bright, so all-encompassing, that she could see nothing else. Eventually, she drifted off to sleep, mind empty of everything but the clear and open sky.
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      Cassi stood from the bed and looked down at Luka, at his large ashy feathers, at her own body curled underneath his protective princely wing.

      Dreamwalking was an odd magic.

      She felt solid, but right now she was little more than spirit and air, a soft wind, a light caress, invisible to the naked eye. Her body was asleep, right there on the bed, with her speckled wings snug against her back as she lay on her side, face pressed against Luka’s chest, using his heat to keep warm. But her spirit was here, wide awake and ready for the trip ahead, one she had made many times before. The only visible sign of her magic was the glow emanating from her heart, a silvery sheen that was currently hidden beneath the cotton fibers of her shirt.

      Even if she weren’t wearing anything, she wouldn’t have worried about Luka noticing the glittery aura. He had no magic, which meant he couldn’t see it either. If Lyana had been there instead of her brother, Cassi would have made sure to wear a second layer, one with long sleeves that covered her from wrist to throat—just in case.

      As it was, she turned toward the crystal wall, unconcerned. In the daylight, the stones kept her in, but in these midnight hours, nothing could contain her. One flap of her spirit wings, and she jumped through the solid stone and into the dark sky.

      Sometimes her soul had wings. Sometimes she flew without them.

      Tonight, her imaginary owl feathers sliced through the cool air as she raced for the edge, moving faster than her body could, fueled by the power of her mind. When she reached the open channel between the inner and outer rings of the isle of the House of Peace, Cassi dove. Straight down. Not a bit of fear or hesitation as her spirit dropped, plummeting thousands of feet.

      The Sea of Mist came upon her fast.

      Within minutes, she was surrounded by a hazy fog, unable to see anything but clouds, unable to smell anything but the salty ocean churning below. The waves grew louder. Only when she felt the water in the air, heavy and dense, did she slow down.

      At night, it was impossible to see anything in the darkness. She’d come a few times during an afternoon slumber, just to see what it was like in the day. But the sun couldn’t penetrate the world beneath the mist. Everything was painted in shades of gray, dull and muted. The ocean had been dark and dangerous, a hidden world she had no interest in exploring. The air had been thick and uncomfortable to fly through, even as nothing more than a spirit.

      The extreme differences in the landscape made it easier for Cassi to separate what happened here, in the world below, and up where her body resided. As though one life was real and one pretend. As though maybe this truly was all just in her dreams.

      In the world above, she was Cassi Sky, orphan girl, best friend of a princess, loyal, steadfast and protective, an outsider who had somehow been accepted into the highest fold. Her owl wings had never fit, but in a way, that was what had drawn Lyana to her. She had no magic. No secrets. No family. And no real purpose other than living a normal life, a good life, whatever that might be.

      In the world below, Cassi was another person entirely. One she wasn’t sure she liked. One she had no choice but to be.

      Cassi pushed the thought from her mind as she always did, and instead thought of him, stretching out with her magic, letting it guide her to her king. Sometimes he was visiting one of the many floating cities of the world below. Sometimes he was on the few strips of land that had been left behind when the isles were lifted into the sky.

      Tonight, he was on a ship in the middle of the sea. The window of the captain’s quarters was open as though he’d known she would come, and he’d left it that way just in case. She could have drifted through the wooden planks, but he knew her spirit preferred the open air, as any bird’s would. Yet when she visited him, her wings always disappeared. He’d never seen them, not even in a dream. Because in the world below, she always pretended she was just as human as he, as all of them.

      Cassi hovered over his bed, pausing for a moment. People were at their most vulnerable in their sleep. Sometimes when she talked to him now, she forgot how young he was—only a few years older than she. But with his eyes closed and his face peaceful, free of the weight of leadership, Cassi remembered. Remembered too much. She pressed her phantom palm to his face, taking the barest moment to brush her fingers over his defined cheekbone, to shift them through the sandy hair that must feel so soft, if only she could touch it in reality…

      Malek.

      His name came unbidden to her mind, a forbidden whisper cutting through her thoughts, bringing long-buried memories to the surface. He’d been her best friend once upon a time. Long ago, back when her wings had been fresh, Lyana a stranger, and the House of Peace a foreign world, the boy king of the world below had been her lifeline.

      They’d both been torn from their families as children. Handed over to the cause because of their uniquely opportune powers. Alone. Afraid. Unsure. Cassi used her dreamwalking as often as she could to visit him in the world below, and together they’d escape. To grassy plains and snowy hills. To make-believe lands where they painted the sky purple and the grass pink, where the moon was made of sugary confections and they plucked candy stars from the sky. Oh, how they’d laugh, for hours upon hours, their imagination knowing no bounds as he commanded she create more and more ridiculous things in the nighttime worlds they spun together. And there had been quiet moments too, when she told him of her mother, when he confessed to fears he was too afraid to acknowledge in the daylight, and they shared visions of the future they were fighting to one day see.

      A future free of the war the avians knew nothing about.

      The war that had claimed their whole devotions.

      The war that had once connected them, but slowly ripped them apart over time. Age and duty had stolen his sense of play, his sense of fun. He didn’t dream anymore, not really. They met, they spoke, but not as Cassi and Malek. As Kasiandra and her king. A spy and her sovereign. Nothing more. Nothing less. No matter how much she hoped things could be different.

      Cassi shook her head, burying the memories, burying his name, burying the boy and remembering the king.

      With her thoughts clear, she dove into his dream.

      Colors crashed and collided, explosions of rainbow dust as if every paint in the world had been thrown into a frozen sky, solidifying into powders that got caught in a mighty wind. Every sound she could imagine bellowed into her ears, and yet it felt almost as though there were an eerie silence—as though so many things had turned to nothing in the confusion, or into a vortex that had spun too fast and too far. The dreams always felt that way until Cassi reached with her magic, taking hold of the dreamer’s mind, folding and warping the scene into one of her own making. With her king, it was always the same. A meeting room with a large wooden table and heavy wooden chairs. Walls of dark gray stone and a ceiling to match. The floor covered in thick woven rugs. A handful of windows allowing in the humid, misty air, with nothing outside of them but endless stretches of gray. And a chandelier made of iron and flaming candles, resembling the trap this room had become, the one she couldn’t escape.

      He appeared as he always did, standing alert at the window, hands folded behind his back, eyes on the horizon, always on the lookout for something dangerous, something deadly. As his mind registered where he’d been pulled, what room he was in, his body spun. There was no surprise in his gaze when it found hers. She hadn’t seen his dark blue eyes sparkle with unspoken wonder in a very long time. Now they were always stormy and tumultuous, just like the ocean upon which his people lived.

      “Kasiandra, you came,” he said, his voice smooth and unwavering, confident in his authority. The sound brought a shiver to her skin. Kasiandra’d’Rokaro was her name in the world below. Her true name. The one her mother gave her. Though it sounded false, like a lie, every time she heard it.

      “My liege,” she murmured. “I have news.”

      “The trials have barely begun,” he said, words pronounced like a question.

      “They haven’t yet begun. That’s part of my news.”

      His dark-blond brows furrowed, but he kept his lips shut, nodding once.

      Cassi continued, “A dragon reached the House of Peace.”

      His eyes widened a fraction, the only ounce of surprise he let show, and they remained that way, slightly surprised and slightly concerned as she reviewed the events of the past day. The fight with the dragon. Lyana and the raven. The delay of the trials. And lastly, the most important update of all: “Lyana said she’s going to choose the raven prince as her mate. There was something else, something she wouldn’t tell me though I could see the barest glimmer of a secret burning in the corners of her eyes, something about him, about what happened between them. I’m sure I’ll figure it out eventually, but I wanted to come as soon as I heard, so you could prepare. At the end of the week, she’ll be journeying to the House of Whispers. And that’s where she’ll be on the eve of her eighteenth birthday.”

      “You’re sure?” he asked, dark ribbons of concern weaving through the words.

      Cassi nodded, hating to bring an even greater burden. “I’m sure.”

      “I thought her father wanted her mated with the prince from the House of Flight.”

      “He did,” Cassi agreed. “That’s what I heard him tell his mate and his advisors, but I know Lyana. When she wants something, she gets it. And I’ve never seen her want anything more. The look in her eyes—it was the same one she gets when we go to the edge, when she looks out at the world. So much unspoken desire to see it all, to go everywhere, to explore.”

      For a moment his gaze became light and wistful, as though he understood the hopes of a princess he had never seen but knew intimately, as though he sympathized with them. The moment passed.

      Cassi trudged on, ignoring the stinging in her chest, the needling prick of an emotion she didn’t want to face. “Trust me. The raven prince will be her mate before the week is through.”

      “This changes things,” he said under his breath, then remained quiet for a few seconds. When he looked back at her, endless calculations were spinning in his dark pupils. “You did good work. Excellent work. Come back when the trials are over to confirm, and I’ll update you on the new plans. In the meantime, see if you can determine what this raven prince is hiding.”

      “Yes, my liege.”

      Cassi knew when she was being dismissed, and she released her hold on his mind, letting his dreams dissolve into chaos once more. By the time she’d pulled out of his spirit entirely, her king was awake, eyes blinking open as he lifted his hands to wipe away the sleep.

      He stood and walked to the desk in the corner of the room, then shuffled a few papers before he paused, looking right at her. The hint of a smile fluttered over his lips as the slightest bit of warmth flooded his cool eyes.

      “You can’t spy on me, Kasiandra,” he whispered, voice rich and full, the sort of sound only a true body and not a spirit could make—the sound she’d been waiting to hear. “Good night.”

      Cassi smiled, content.

      She left her king with his worries, only taking one look back at the lonely ship surrounded by fog, something that might have almost been a dream, as she returned to her body and her life in the floating world above.
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      When she woke the next morning, Luka was already alert, as though he’d been lying there just waiting for her to stir. She didn’t need to look at his face to see the lines that would be carved into his umber skin, the shadows that would lurk in his warm eyes. Cassi knew they would be there just from the sound of his breathing—not the slow and smooth, carefree sounds of sleep, but the fast, broken, deep sighs that came with finally facing a moment that had been avoided for far too long.

      Cassi blinked, opening her eyes and finding his immediately. He was still on his stomach with one smoky wing outstretched, draping over her back like a warm blanket, trapping all their body heat, keeping out the bright morning sun. She had rolled onto her side in the night, wings tucked back so she could sleep facing him.

      There was nowhere to run or hide.

      No more time to stall.

      “You don’t have to say anything, Luka,” she murmured.

      “Cassi…” He said her name as though it caused him pain, letting it trail off, unsure where else to go with his words.

      “It’s all right,” she soothed, forcing a small smile to cross her lips. “I’m fine, really. We both knew this day would come. And now it’s here.”

      She shrugged.

      Luka’s expression softened. That was one of the things she always appreciated about him—how caring and considerate he was. He thought she was trying to be strong, for him. He thought she was putting on a brave face. And maybe in a way she was. Or maybe she knew that she’d been using him just as much as he’d been using her, if not more.

      “If I weren’t who I am—” He broke off, his voice strained.

      Cassi nodded. “I know.”

      “If there were any way—”

      “I know.”

      “I think I might lo—”

      Cassi reached out, covering his lips with her palm, trapping the word inside. “Don’t.”

      He swallowed, appearing hurt. But she couldn’t let him say it, even if it made him feel better. It was the sort of thing he could never unsay, the sort of moment she didn’t want to steal from him, didn’t want to take away, especially when she knew she would never say it back.

      Cassi did love him in a way—loved his heart and his strength, his bond with his sister, his concern for his people, his honor and his loyalty, and just who he was. But deep down, that wasn’t what had drawn her to him.

      No.

      That attraction, that spark, was only there because he reminded her of someone else. A person who lived a world away. A man she saw only in her dreams. They were both leaders. They were both boys she’d grown up with, boys she watched time tame, boys of mischief and fun who had become men of duty and action. But Luka was the only one she could touch with her real hands.

      It wasn’t a good enough reason to steal his first I love you from the woman who would become his mate and his queen, the mother of his children, his future. Cassi wanted to remain a passing memory, one that brought a nostalgic smile and not a regretful fold to his lips.

      Which was why she kept her hand to his mouth and said, “You should go before your sister gets here.”

      With a heavy sigh, he drew his wings in and sat up, understanding the unspoken meaning in her words. Then he paused, glancing at her over his shoulder. “Why exactly is she coming here so early in the morning?”

      Cassi arched a brow. “Do you really want to know?”

      His tension eased as he shook in quiet laughter. “No, I guess I don’t.” His features sobered. “It’s strange to think that in a few days, she’ll be someone else’s problem and I won’t have to spend so much of my life worrying about her.”

      The edge of Cassi’s lip twitched. “What are you going to do with all that free time on your hands?”

      He stretched his wing back to nudge her playfully. “You’re one to talk. What will you do?”

      Something vulnerable hung at the end of his question. Would she move out of the palace? Would she find her own mate? Her own life? Would she forget him?

      Oh, sweet Luka, I don’t deserve you, she thought, fighting back a heavy sigh. He and his sister were far too trusting, far too naïve. But Cassi was a different sort, and almost nothing she did had the luxury of innocence.

      “Actually, I thought I might ask to go with her,” she said tentatively, as though unsure of what he would think. This scheme had in fact been set in motion a long time ago. An owl in a city of doves? An orphan? And now the ex-lover of the soon-to-be-mated crown prince? There was no place for her in the House of Peace. No place for her except by Lyana’s side, just as she’d planned. “If she and her mate will have me, of course.”

      “If she’ll…?” Luka shook his head, eyes wide with joy and the slightest bit of relief, perhaps because she’d be out of sight and therefore out of mind, or perhaps just because it meant she’d be happy. “Of course Ana will have you. I think it’s brilliant, if that’s what you want. Have you told her?”

      Cassi shook her head. “I’m waiting for the perfect moment.”

      Luka wrapped his fingers around hers, squeezing once before letting go. “Trust me, she wouldn’t dream of saying no. She loves you.”

      As I do.

      The words were there, hanging between them—words he wanted so badly to say. Cassi looked away, at the floor, at the bed, at the wall, at anywhere and everywhere except at him. Luka watched her for a few seconds, then stood up and left without another word.

      She fell back against the pillow. Her black-and-white wings unfurled, spilling over the edges of the bed as all her muscles gave out and a throaty sigh coursed through every inch of her body.

      Sometimes, she hated her life and the choices she had to make. But there was a bigger threat at play than anyone in the world above knew. Greater than the fire god they feared so much. Greater than they could imagine. And she had to do her part to stop it, no matter how difficult it would be, because as far as she knew, she was the only one who could.

      “Oh, Cassi? My dearest, bestest friend in the whole wide world?”

      She wasn’t sure how long she’d been lying there, perfectly still, exhausted and worn out. But the sound of that singsong voice gave her new energy—not that she’d ever let Lyana know it.

      Instead, she groaned, feigning pain. “You’re here already?”

      Exuberant as always, Lyana jumped onto the bed, making Cassi bounce with it. “I am. So it’s time to get up, because we have a big day ahead.”

      Cassi couldn’t help but grin. Her best friend's joy was infectious. And it was only in the time she spent with her that she could live in the moment, forgetting for a while that this was a role she’d been ordered to play.

      “Let me guess?” Cassi drawled, eying Lyana, who was leaning over her with a grin about as wide as she’d ever seen, green eyes sparkling like gemstones. “Does this big day include ensnaring a poor, unsuspecting raven prince who is just hoping his mysterious rescuer might come back to heal his aching wounds?”

      “Indeed, my friend, it does.”
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      Rafe had no idea how long he waited for the girl to return. He’d lost all sense of time, surrounded by nothing but the dying glow of fire and the encroaching gloom. Sleep came and went in waves as pain woke him, and he used the little bits of energy he had left to heal whatever wounds he could, his magic acting almost subconsciously. But when she did arrive, she entered like a storm, blowing through the silence with an energy that crackled, palpable and overwhelming.

      “How are you feeling?” she asked as she swept into the halo of firelight, wings flapping embers and ash into the air, sending a wave of glittering sparks into the darkness. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner. But, well, you know. Anyway, I brought some more food and water, a little more wood, though you should be out of here relatively soon, and… Wow.” She stopped short when her eyes landed on his face, jaw falling open. It promptly closed as a smile tugged at her lips, one she visibly struggled to control. “You look…clean.”

      An amused grin widened his cheeks. “It’s amazing what a difference water and a fresh rag can make.”

      “I’ll say." She coughed, clearing her throat, but her gaze lingered on his features, slowly taking them in.

      Why does she look so excited? So eager?

      There was something calculating, maybe even mischievous, sparkling in those bright eyes he’d been unable to remove from his thoughts.

      Rafe didn’t like it. Not one bit.

      “Food?” she asked.

      “No, thank you. I’m not hungry.”

      “Water?”

      “No, I’m good.”

      “Should I spruce up the fire?”

      “I’m not cold.”

      “What about—”

      “Please,” Rafe interjected, quickly losing patience—which was easy, since he rarely had any. “Could we please just get on with the healing?”

      She clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, as though considering his request. The tops of her white wings perked, lifting and spreading as her face struggled to remain neutral. “Yes, of course. Let’s get on with the healing. If you could just take off your shirt and turn around?”

      Rafe frowned. “Why do I have to take off my shirt?” The fire was warm, but he could still feel the bite of cool air through his layers and layers of clothes. “You did just fine on the bridge.”

      “On the bridge,” she countered forcefully, clearly unused to being questioned, “you were near death and I didn’t have time. But I’ll work faster and better if I can see what I’m doing.” He opened his mouth to protest, but she cut in quickly, “You do want to fly again, don’t you?”

      Rafe shut his mouth.

      The girl sat waiting, a brow pointedly arched—the image of someone who usually got her way. Unfortunately for Rafe, he was in no position to argue. He was at her mercy. With a sigh, he began undoing the knots on the furs she’d given him, before moving on to the buttons on his jacket, then the clips at his sleeves. Piece by piece, his clothing was discarded, while she watched silently, eyes following his fingers, making him feel on display. The air seemed to thicken, as though the fire had flared without them noticing. His fingers turned cumbersome as his pulse beat just a little faster, and they slipped once or twice on the slick metal fasteners. As he eased his shirt around his wings, the cool air over his skin almost felt welcome, eliciting a sharp intake of breath—not just from him. A small gasp reached his ear, making him turn back to the girl. Her eyes were on his abdomen, drifting lower, and lower.

      He cleared his throat.

      She looked up.

      “Should we…?” He trailed off, shoulders writhing despite the pain the small movement brought to his wing joints.

      The girl jumped like a spring suddenly unleashed. “Yes, let’s. Why don’t you, or I could, or we…” She paced back and forth for a moment, then stopped. “Can you just turn a little bit, so your back is to the light, and I’ll sit right here, and, yes, this is perfect.”

      He moved while she spoke, listening to her clothes and feathers rustling as she got behind him. Rafe watched the flames flicker against the stone wall, following the orange glow as it danced across hard edges, making them appear soft. Beyond that halo, the darkness swallowed any other hint of light. The world outside their circle was nothing more than shadow, as though this little pocket of reality existed apart from everything else.

      He started when her fingers touched his skin, the barest skim.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, are my hands too cold?” she asked, her voice a little higher and sharper than before.

      “Uh, no.” Rafe's heartbeat became thunderous, so loud he was sure she could hear it too, though she said nothing.

      Neither did he, as she pressed her palms against his shoulder blades once more. They were warm and soft, making his skin prickle. His spine straightened. Every nerve in his body turned alert as her fingers shifted, silk brushing against him as she ran them down the center of his back, feeling every muscle along the way and around the edges of his abdomen before sliding them up. Rafe clenched his teeth when she found the base of his wings, gently moving her hands along the edges of his feathers and over his broken bones, sending waves of soothing calm into the ache.

      He was burning. Something molten had unleashed and was coursing through his blood, setting his body alight. Rafe was almost surprised he wasn’t giving off steam.

      The world was too quiet—just the crackle of the fire and the soft, melodic lull of her breathing. He had nothing to focus on but her touch and what it stirred within him. Even the pain wasn’t distraction enough. They were strangers. Complete and total strangers. Yet the moment felt more intimate than any he’d experienced in his life. And he had to stop it before he went mad.

      “What’s your name?” he asked suddenly, far too loudly to sound casual.

      A giggle spilled from her lips, the sweetest sort of melody. “I’d rather it be a surprise.”

      He tried to turn around. “A surprise?”

      “Stay still,” she ordered, holding him firmly by the shoulders. Using a single finger, she drew a circle onto his back, then another, two loops that intertwined, repeating them on and on. “Are you excited to be mated?”

      A surprised cough made its way up his throat. She drew her hands back.

      “Sorry,” he said quickly, not meaning to scare her away. “Sorry, I didn’t mean… I guess I haven’t thought about it much.”

      “Haven’t thought about it?” she wondered with unabashed shock. “With the courtship trials so soon? It’s all anyone my age has been able to talk about.”

      Oh, right, I’m supposed to be Xander, he remembered. Crown prince. About to be auctioned off to the highest bidder. Well, any bidder really.

      I’m not Rafe, the bastard no raven girl would want.

      Uncomfortable, he mumbled, “I’m just leaving it up to the gods, I guess.”

      “No specific princess in mind?” she pressed, amusement sneaking into her tone. “My princess is said to be quite charming, though I haven’t met her myself. But I hear she’s clever, maybe a bit mischievous.”

      Rafe snorted, unable to stop himself. “Sure, because a dove would surely pick a raven.”

      “Hmm.” She paused. “Stranger things have happened.”

      “Even so, a pampered princess from the home of Aethios himself?”

      Rafe shook his head, trying to imagine such a girl with Xander. She’d be too full of herself. Too spoiled to make it among his people. Too used to sticking her nose in the air to ever look down and understand how the House of Whispers worked. Most of all, she would never understand Xander. The House of Peace was too perfect, too virtuous. Even a mischievous dove princess was still a dove. She would never understand the trick he and his brother intended to play.

      “I can’t see that mating happening," he said.

      She pinched his skin painfully, making him jump.

      “Ow.”

      “Oh, sorry, my mistake,” she commented offhandedly, clearly unconcerned. “Why don’t we talk about something else? Can you tell me about your home?”

      “The castle or the people?”

      “Both.” She practically breathed the word, wistfully sending it into the world. “I want to know everything.”

      “Everything?” He laughed. “That could take a long time.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she whispered. Rafe felt there was some hidden meaning in those words, one he couldn’t determine. The idea brought a shiver to his skin.

      Or maybe the cold did that.

      Yes, definitely the cold. The heat from the fire wasn’t at all stifling. Not at all.

      Neither was her magic.

      Nor her hands.

      Nor her touch.

      “Um, there’s not much to know, really," he began. "Pylaeon is the heart of the House of Whispers, the city of spirits as we like to call it, because, well, I’ll get to that. The city itself is nestled in a valley between two mountains, and there’s a river that runs straight through the center before splitting into a moat that flows around the castle and then cascades over the edge, into nothing but air. The water comes from a massive waterfall stretching across a wide cliff face at the other end of the valley. We call it Taetanos’s Gate because it looks like an entrance to another world, especially at night, with the moonlight glistening off the water. We believe lost spirits travel to Pylaeon in search of rest, so we lead them through our city to the river, which in turn leads them to our god. Where he takes them, no one knows.”

      “That sounds magical,” she said dreamily.

      “Not magical,” Rafe replied as the image of a powerful force even greater than nature came to the forefront of his mind. “Godly.”

      “And what about the castle?”

      Rafe switched the painting his imagination had crafted, replacing certain colors and shapes for others as he spoke aloud, “The castle is terrifying at first, but then, somehow welcoming, like my god himself. It hangs at the edge of our isle, built on the rocks, teetering on the edge of life and death, as we do. Every room has a balcony, so that inside, with a fire lit, you're safe and warm—but just a few steps away, there’s nothing but open air for thousands of miles above and below, a reminder that we’re small players in a much bigger game.”

      “Game?” she asked. Her hands had stopped moving. They rested warmly in the hollow groove between his wings, palms half against his feathers and half against his back.

      Rafe stole another glance over his shoulder. She was too entranced to see anything but the visions dancing through her head, the visions he’d spun. An almost childlike wonder was alive in her innocent, yearning gaze, igniting a spark in his own chest that he hadn’t felt in a very long time. Not since his parents had died. Not since he’d grown up too soon.

      “We like to think of Taetanos as the god of fate, not of death,” Rafe said softly. The glaze in the girl's eyes disappeared as she looked into his. “We call life a game, because we each have our own wants, our own desires—but he sees everything, he knows everything, and he leads us down our destined path. We fight back sometimes, we make moves, and so does he. On and on it goes until, in the end, he wins, like he always does. But still, we keep playing. What other choice do we have?”

      Again, her fingers brushed his feathers, but she didn’t look away.

      He couldn’t, even if he’d wanted to.

      “What do you think this is?” She paused to swallow. “His move or yours?”

      His, he silently answered. Definitely his.

      Because Rafe ached to fly, to soar, to get out of the darkness and back to his brother, back to the role he was comfortable playing, back to the sidelines. But there was a weight in his chest keeping him there, keeping him still, keeping him so lost in the fire reflected in her eyes that he couldn’t find his way out even if he tried.

      For a moment, he thought he could hear his god laughing.

      Then he realized it wasn’t laughter, but the soft whistle of a bird call—a signal he recognized. His move. His life. His brother calling him back.

      Xander?

      Rafe tensed.

      His head whipped to the side, pulled by the noise growing louder, coming not from his imagination but from the other side of the darkness. He opened his mouth to call out in response, when a hand covered his lips and an arm slid around his throat, stronger and more ferocious than he’d expected. Rafe froze as the icy edge of a blade pressed into his skin, instantly recognizing the kiss of steel.

      “Be silent,” the girl ordered. “Don’t say a word.”
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      From the outer edge of the darkness, Cassi cursed, torn between returning to her body and remaining the ethereal dreamwalker, torn between wanting to protect her friend and needing to learn the raven’s secret for her king. They’d been together for an hour already, and she was no closer to finding out what he was hiding.

      She was supposed to be standing guard at the entrance of the cave. She was supposed to be watching her best friend’s back. If they were found, it would be her fault. If anything happened to Lyana, it would be her fault.

      Yet standing there in her invisible body, a bit of pride burst from her as she watched her princess pull a knife on the prince, holding the blade so close the edge dug into the skin of his neck, nearly slashing it.

      She doesn’t need my protection.

      Not anymore.

      Although Lyana often preferred to live in the clouds, her feet were very much grounded on the isle. She knew when to push her limits and when to protect them at all costs. And Cassi liked to think she had a little hand in that.

      Not sparing them another glance, confident in her friend, Cassi flew back toward her body by tugging on the line tied to her soul. But she didn’t sink into her skin and end the dream. Instead, she burst through the entrance of the cave, still little more than air as she raced into the channel.

      She saw no one.

      Drifting with the wind, she rose higher and higher, until she was even with the sky bridge. And there, she spotted who had made the call.

      A flock of ravens.

      There were ten of them, maybe a dozen, and they were traveling fast—traveling straight toward her. At the front, she could see a man, strong grooves of determination carved into his stony face, eyes sharp as they swept over the frozen tundra.

      It was only a matter of time before they reached the edge. Only a matter of time before they saw the cave, if they were looking hard enough.

      Cassi dove, crashing back into her body so that she woke with a gasp, bolting upright, scrambling to separate reality from the magic. She blinked, once, twice, then reached for the quiver on the rocks and latched it to her back. She flattened her wings to the wall at the edge of the opening and drew back until her tan skin was even with the shadows. Taking a calming breath, she lifted her bow and notched an arrow.

      Then she waited, arms steady, fingers itching to release, ready for the first raven who might pop into view.
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      This is not going according to plan, Lyana thought as she held her dagger against the raven’s throat, grip firm and steady, even as guilt coursed through her. He’ll forgive me. Right?

      The whistle came again, high and sharp, undeniably a call for someone. And as the prince tensed beneath her, Lyana had no doubt for whom it was meant.

      “Please,” he whispered.

      She winced. This was not how the afternoon was supposed to go. Lyana was supposed to charm him with her feminine wiles, seduce him with the unnecessary skin-to-skin contact she’d been enjoying immensely, mesmerize him with her magic and her gaze, and be generally enchanting. She was supposed to learn about her new home and his whole life. She was supposed to talk herself up in preparation for the big reveal.

      She was not supposed to hold a knife to his throat.

      She was not supposed to threaten her future mate’s life.

      Lyana leaned close, pressing her lips to his ear. “I can’t be seen.”

      He flinched.

      “I can’t be seen,” she repeated. He swallowed, slowly enough that she felt the blade sway over his neck. “If you promise to be silent, I’ll remove the knife. And then I’ll finish healing you so you can be on your way. But you have to promise you’ll be quiet. You have to promise I won’t be seen.”

      “I promise,” he swore, his tone rich and deep and earnest. “I promise, you won’t be seen.”

      Lyana hesitated for a moment before she pulled the blade away, unsure of him in a way she hadn’t been before, waiting for him to betray his word. For the first time since they’d met, he had the power—and she was trusting him not to abuse it.

      The raven turned slowly, finding her eyes.

      His own brimmed with understanding.

      He recognized the panic in hers, the uncertainty, the hope. The clear blue of his eyes was like a mirror for her emotions, a sympathy born from shared experiences, shared fears even though they were little more than strangers. There was a connection there, born from their magic, bred from mutual secrets, solidified by a terror they both knew—the terror of persecution.

      “No one will see you,” he repeated. “No one will learn your secrets from me. You have my word. I swear it on the gods.”

      “Then turn around and let me finish,” she replied, keeping her voice strong because he’d seen too many of her insecurities already, without even trying. And though he was the one without a shirt, Lyana felt exposed, seen in a way she wasn’t used to. Not as a princess, or a friend, or a sister, but as a woman.

      He heeded her command and presented her with his back once more. This time, Lyana didn’t linger on his flesh. She pressed her palms to his wings, basking for one moment in the silken smoothness of his obsidian feathers, somehow made darker by the fire, before closing her eyes to focus on nothing but the magic. Glittering golden sparks spread through his bones and muscles as her power sank into his skin, healing where it found pain, sealing what it found broken, closing tears and mending wounds, working with her and apart from her, as though it had a life of its own and she were just the conduit it had chosen.

      A gift, she thought as she worked. It’s a gift from the gods, not a curse.

      His magic rose to meet hers, coursing beneath his skin, a force of raw and potent might. Silver threads intertwined with gold, helping her work faster as his magic funneled strength and vigor into his newly mended bones, fortifying his body.

      They worked well together—not speaking, but communicating in a much deeper way. A way she was positive neither of them had ever experienced before, because when he was healed, when his wings stretched to their full glory, like black ink rippling in the reflection of the flames, they both paused.

      Neither of them moved for a breath. Her magic remained wrapped up in his and they held on to each other in that secret place.

      The call came again, slicing through the moment, sharper than a newly forged sword. Her raven prince stepped out of reach as he spun, wings shifting with new life.

      “Ana,” she said quickly, not really sure why. It just seemed unfair that she should know exactly who he was—Lysander Taetanus, born of the god Taetanos, Crown Prince of the House of Whispers—and he should have nothing of hers to remember.

      Lyana Aethionus.

      Born of the god Aethios.

      Princess of the House of Peace.

      That was what she wanted to say, to admit, but the titles stuck to her tongue, awkward and tentative. That wasn’t how she thought of herself, not really. To those who knew her well, she was Ana. Just Ana. And she wanted him to see her that way too.

      “Huh?” he asked, brows drawing together.

      “Ana. You asked before, and my name is Ana.”

      “Ana,” he repeated, as though testing how the syllables felt on his tongue. A smile widened his lips, making his cheekbones seem more defined and the edge of his jaw more chiseled. “Ana.”

      She held his gaze.

      Then she turned, lifted the jug by her feet, and poured the remainder of the water over the fire. The flames came to a sizzling end. In the darkness, the barest hint of light glowed at the other end of the tunnel. Lyana took off, leading the way for her prince to follow. At the mouth of the cave, she crashed silently into her friend, placing her hand against the bow pulled tight, ready to be released. Cassi didn’t break her focus for a moment. The arrow tip remained pointed at the unknown intruder.

      “Trust me,” Lyana whispered.

      Cassi's impolite growl let her know exactly how the owl felt about her latest plan. She squeezed her friend’s hand until she felt her body relax a smidge.

      “Trust me.”

      The raven prince charged past them both, sparing a single glance back. His eyes met hers for too brief a moment, then dropped to the arrow in Cassi’s hand. Without pausing, he dove through the tight opening just as the tips of another set of onyx wings slipped into view, hovering a few feet above the entrance to the cave.
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      He couldn’t get the image of the white feather cascading over the edge of the sky bridge out of his mind, a bright spot in the midst of shadow. The picture kept playing over and over, leading Xander back to the channel, back to the cliffs, back to this spot. Rafe was here, somewhere, hidden in the rocks, waiting for his brother to find him.

      Xander took a deep breath.

      Before he could release another call, he was startled by motion at the edge of his vision, as though his shadow had grown and solidified by his feet. He looked down. It wasn’t his shadow, he realized as ebony wings tumbled into existence out of nowhere.

      It was Rafe.

      “Help,” he sputtered, gasping for air.

      Xander arched his wings to drop straight down and grab his brother by the shoulders, almost incredulous. “You’re alive! You’re all right. Where the gods did you come from?”

      Rafe shook his head, his gaze shifting back to the cliff face before continuing to the open sky overhead. “My wings, they can’t hold me. I need the ground. I need to land.”

      Xander squinted, searching for pain on his brother’s face or for hitching in the movement of his wings. “What—”

      “Now.”

      Those blue eyes seemed unusually harsh and demanding. That alone would have been enough to stop Xander's questioning, but the tone of his Rafe’s voice was also laced with a panic that sounded unnatural.

      “All right,” he said, nodding as he shifted his hold, placing his forearms beneath Rafe’s armpits to support some of his weight. “The others are waiting at the top. They won’t believe— They thought I was mad to even— Well, they’ll be surprised, to say the least.”

      His brother snorted, and they beat their wings, fighting the current of air as they made their way back up the channel and over the edge. They landed in a heap on the flatness of the isle as Rafe’s remaining strength gave out.

      “My prince,” Helen began, stepping forward.

      She stopped, gasping as Xander and Rafe rolled onto their backs, separating their tangled limbs. The other nine soldiers in their party took even sharper breaths, which didn’t go unnoticed by their prince as he glanced around, noting the shocked, wary faces of his men.

      “You…” Helen paused, frowning as she scrutinized Rafe’s uninjured body. “You’re alive.”

      But that wasn’t what she meant, and Xander knew it.

      You’re healed.

      That’s what she was thinking. That’s what they were all thinking. That yet again, Rafe had miraculously escaped a dragon and lived to tell the tale. And Xander could see the question in each of their gazes—could miracles really happen to the same person twice, or was something much darker was at play?

      “Yes, and I can see you’re all thrilled,” Rafe drawled, his tone casual to the untrained listener but bearing the strain of a grievance familiar to Xander. He could practically see his brother’s guard go up, as though it were a tangible suit of armor being draped over his shoulders to protect his heart. “Notify the queen immediately. I’m sure she’s been waiting with bated breath for my return.”

      Helen wasn’t buying the irony. Her eyes narrowed in a suspicious gleam, a caution Xander normally appreciated in his head advisor but at the moment silently cursed. She was too shrewd by half, and he didn’t know how they’d be able to explain this miracle away.

      “How exactly did you escape the beast?” she asked slowly.

      Rafe opened his lips, but no sound came out.

      Xander jumped in, stalling for time, subtly offering Rafe clues. “When we came back yesterday morning, there was no sign of you. We found your weapons on the ground, a handful of bloodied feathers on the bridge, scorch marks and a pool of blood. We thought the worst had happened.”

      “I did, too, for a second there,” Rafe said, following his brother's cue. “When the dragon got close, I jumped into the channel to fight it, taking advantage of the narrow quarters. I got in one strike but couldn’t pierce its fiery skin, so I released my raven cry and tried to flee. But when I crested the edge of the cliffs, the dragon spewed a wave of fire that singed my feathers, making me drop my weapons to slap away the flames.”

      “And did someone come to help?” Xander asked, offering up a little more missing information. Helen’s expression was inscrutable as she studied his features. “We thought we saw a footstep in the blood.”

      Rafe’s head jerked, his eyes widening with alarm as they found Xander's. A second later, the look was gone, replaced with concentration. But Xander couldn’t unsee the fear on his brother’s face—a fear he believed was for someone else.

      “A dove,” Rafe confessed softly. “A dove with black-and-gray wings came to help. The dragon caught him with its claw—hence all the blood on the bridge. I tried to help him, but the dragon hit me with its tail, square on the forehead. I fell off the side of the bridge before I could do anything. My head was fuzzy, and my burnt wings were barely working. I would have tumbled to my death if I hadn’t seen the entrance to a cave within the rocks. It took everything I had to make my way inside, and then I lost consciousness. I don’t remember anything else until waking up a few minutes ago to the sound of Xander’s call.”

      A moment of silence passed.

      Xander heard nothing but his own heart beating loudly.

      “Hmm,” Helen finally said. “It’s strange the King of the House of Peace never mentioned losing one of his own. They seemed to know nothing of the dragon until we arrived, carrying the news.”

      “That’s very strange indeed,” Rafe allowed. “But they have a large population, and it was only one dove. It could have taken hours for someone to notice he was missing.”

      “I suppose,” Helen mused, her tone completely at odds with the statement.

      The nine soldiers around them shifted from foot to foot, skin itching, feathers writhing, but not because of the breeze—because of how eerily similar this story seemed to the one they’d heard more than a decade ago. That Rafe had been in the right place at the right time. That others had sacrificed their lives to save his. That he had managed to scrape by unscathed while all witnesses perished. That he had woken up with little memory of the event and the hours that followed.

      Xander didn’t need to read their minds to know what all of them were thinking. He remembered how they’d once demanded his brother’s head. How they’d fought to destroy the bastard, the blight. He remembered the cries across the courtyard.

      Fire cursed.

      That’s what they called Rafe under their breath, behind his back—a son of Vesevios, a son of flames, a bad omen, a curse born from the fire god’s own lips. He had to remind them that Rafe was one of them, a raven, his brother and their kin. He was needed by their people.

      “Thank Taetanos you survived,” Xander said, his voice strong with authority—the voice of their future king. “I don’t know what we would have done without you. Are you well enough for the trials? After some food and some rest? Can you compete?”

      The annoyance on Rafe’s face gave way to gratitude as soon as he realized what Xander was doing. “I think I can.”

      Xander stood, shaking his feathers as he reached for Rafe’s hand and pulled his brother to his feet. Their palms remained clasped as he asked, “Can you restore the favor of the gods to the House of Whispers? Can you win us a mate worthy of our home?”

      Rafe lifted his other palm and placed it over their joined hands. Xander wasn’t sure if his brother meant for the move to be a reminder that only one of them had the use of two hands—hands that would be essential to compete in the tests of the next few days. If he did, Xander was sure he meant it for the soldiers, whose bodies lost their stiffness as they watched the scene. He was sure Rafe hadn’t meant for the gesture to sting, but he couldn’t stop a little pang from echoing across the hollow cracks in his heart—cracks that acted as reminders that he couldn’t be all he needed to be for his people.

      “I will,” Rafe murmured earnestly.

      Those words, Xander knew, were meant for him. Not as a show for the crowd, but as a promise between brothers. “Then let’s go.”

      If the soldiers wanted to say more, they held their tongues.

      If Helen did, Xander was sure he would hear it soon enough.

      For now, they were satisfied. Rafe was alive, which meant the courtship trials would go on, and every other worry was secondary. Maybe when they returned home, the questions would bubble back to the surface, but he doubted it. His brother’s performance was going to earn them a queen. Xander would have bet his life on that fact—in a way, he was betting his life on that fact. And in the face of such a victory, his people would forget this had ever happened. The dragon would be a thing of the past to a house yearning for nothing more than a brighter future.

      But Xander wanted the truth.

      Because for the first time in his life, he got the sense that Rafe had been lying to him, too. Not when he’d been spinning his story, but there in the channel, when he feigned a weakness that miraculously vanished during the long flight back to Sphaira as he kept pace with the group. There’d been a secret churning in his eyes, a closed door Xander could tell his brother had no intention of opening.

      Yet Rafe’s stubbornness had never stopped him before.

      When they got back to the guest quarters, Xander followed his brother through halls he didn't know, smiling more and more the longer Rafe obstinately refused to turn around or ask for help.

      “Not now, Xander,” Rafe grunted.

      “If you’re trying to find your room,” Xander said lightly, “it’s one floor up and about three doors to your left.”

      Rafe paused, shoulders drooping, but still didn’t turn around.

      “If you’d like, I can look away first so you don’t have to meet my eyes. That way, you can continue to skulk for some unknown reason as you follow me to your door.”

      Rafe released a sound between a sigh, a groan, and a laugh. Then he finally spun, offering Xander a pointed glare. “Fine. Show me the way.”

      The corner of Xander’s lips twitched as he tried to hide his amusement. But he knew when to press his brother and when not to. Instead of tossing an easy retort, a challenge Rafe would have never ignored, he quietly led Rafe to his room, followed him inside, and shut the door behind them.

      “Tell me what happened. The truth.”

      “I did…” Rafe's gaze roved over the imposing city on the other side of the crystal walls.

      “You expect me to believe an unknown dove jumped between you and a dragon? And that you got away without a mark on you? What do you take me for, Rafe? I assure you, my mind is fully intact even though my body may not be.”

      Rafe threw Xander a pleading look, silently suggesting the dig was unfair. And it was. His brother, of all people, knew how capable Xander was. But something about this secret nagged at him.

      “What happened?” Xander pressed again.

      Rafe pinched the bridge of his nose. “Can you just listen when I say that this one time it’s better if you don’t know?”

      “No,” Xander said, undeterred. He stepped closer, closing in on his sibling. “Do you have any idea how sick with worry I’ve been? The blood on the bridge, I know it was yours. There was so much of it, Rafe, so much. I really thought that this time you’d died. That you’d left me. There’s no way you healed yourself so fast, not from a wound that large.”

      “Shh.” Rafe covered Xander’s mouth, even as his expression softened. “You have no idea if these walls have eyes and ears. We’re in a foreign land, not home at the castle.”

      Xander bit his tongue, chest ablaze with the sudden fire of fear. Rafe was right. And they both knew what the penalty might be if someone overheard them. Yet, the magic was there, invisible, hanging between them as it always was, unspoken but present.

      “You know I’m right,” Xander whispered. From his pocket, he pulled the item he’d been carrying around all day—a single, crumpled ivory feather. “I found this on the bridge. I know someone was there. By the size of the footprint, I’d say it was a woman. Don’t try to tell me she fought off a dragon all by herself. What’s going on? Why won’t you talk to me?”

      Rafe released a long, slow breath, his body deflating as the air left his lungs. He took the feather from Xander and touched the bristles, the barest hint of a smile on his lips. Xander frowned, curious as he watched a tender feeling play over his brother’s face—a feeling he’d never seen there before. When Rafe looked up, his eyes had a brightness that caught Xander off guard.

      “You know what happened, Xander. Think about it and you’ll know, without my needing to tell you. As you said, your mind is fully intact and far sharper than mine ever was.” Rafe shoved the feather back into Xander’s hand, jaw clenching for a long moment before he opened his lips to continue, “Besides, it doesn’t matter anymore. We have bigger things to prepare for, like the trials. What’s done is done. There’s no going back.”

      Rafe stepped to the side. Xander stayed by the window, watching as his brother walked to the bed and collapsed in sheer exhaustion. He turned toward the crystal city, thinking over Rafe's words.

      There had been a fight. There had been a wound. There had been a woman. Of that much he was sure. And the fact that Rafe wasn’t speaking could only mean one thing—there had been magic as well. New magic. Magic that wasn’t his to share. It was the only bond between strangers that could possibly be stronger than blood.

      But who? And what? And why? And—

      Xander cleared the questions from his mind as his eyes landed on the crystal palace looming in the center of the city. Rafe was right. They had more important things to worry about, more important things to focus on.

      “I’m going—” Xander stopped as he swiveled to find his brother fast asleep, a bit of drool dripping onto the wing he had folded like a pillow beneath his head.

      I’m going to let it go, he finished silently. I’m going to let you have this secret, because I know you wouldn’t keep it from me if it wasn’t important to you. The obsidian ring still hung from Rafe’s neck, the ring he hated to wear, the ring he was wearing solely because Xander had asked. And I know the sacrifices you are making for me.

      Xander walked to the edge of the bed and put the white feather on Rafe’s nightstand. He left his questions behind him, looking instead toward the future.

      The courtship trials were starting in only a few hours.

      And there was much they needed to do to prepare.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            18

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            LYANA

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you ready for this, Ana?” Luka whispered, leaning down as he squeezed her hand tightly.

      They were standing before the entrance to the royal rooms, waiting for the signal to make their descent into the atrium at the center of the palace. Luka was garbed in a crisp white overcoat embroidered with silver-and-gold thread, the colors of the House of Peace. The royal seal, a sparkling domed diamond identical to the one their father wore, was pinned like a brooch to his chest, golden band gleaming. Lyana was by his side in a flowing ivory gown with sleeves made of translucent organza, two slits running down each arm, and a back that dipped low so her dark skin acted like a frame to her unblemished snowy wings. The fabrics of their outfits were similarly detailed and in matching colors, but hers had a bit more sparkle than Luka’s, with diamonds, pearls, and gilded beads woven into the needlework.

      A shiver darted up Lyana’s spine, but it wasn’t from the cold. It was the thrill of standing at the edge of the unknown, the ache of wondering what the future would bring, the anticipation of so many sleepless nights and vivid daydreams finally coming to fruition.

      “I’m ready,” Lyana replied, voice strong as she squeezed her brother’s hand and turned to look into his honey eyes. “Are you?”

      He shifted his gaze back to the wooden doors looming before them, the slightest hint of uncertainty on his face. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      They let go of each other’s hands and as one lifted the masks they were holding, securing them to the backs of their heads. Lyana glanced at Luka, smiling at the way his ashy feathers highlighted the richness of his skin and the warmth of his eyes, hoping her own did the same. The courtship trials were born of the more animalistic aspect of their nature, so during the tests, the heirs hid their faces behind their own molted feathers as a tribute to the gift the gods had given them—the gift of their wings—leaving only their eyes and mouths visible. The matches were supposed to be made based on strength and endurance, on intelligence and agility, on the instinctive belief between two souls that the gods had chosen them to be united—not on looks or the very human feeling of desire. The masks were only removed on the final day of the trials, when the mate selections were revealed.

      “You look beautiful,” Luka murmured, tone as unsteady as his nerves. Still, beneath the edge of his mask, a smile pulled at his lips. “Not at all like the scrawny little sister I know and love.”

      Lyana elbowed him in the ribs. “I’d say you look handsome, but I don’t think you need the ego boost.”

      Her teasing did the trick. The grin on his lips widened and the tension in his shoulders lessened. Before he had a chance to respond, the doors in front of them swung open, turning whatever response had been rising in his throat into a gulp instead.

      They’d practiced their entrance a dozen times in the past few weeks, so they didn’t need to speak as they crossed the threshold, pausing at the rail for a few moments to let the crowd waiting below take in their full splendor. Then they beat their wings in unison as they rose over the edge and descended slowly to the mosaic floor.

      No matter how hard Lyana had prepared for this moment, there was no getting ready for the almost physical weight of hundreds of eyes staring at her, judging her, scrutinizing her every move. Her heart thundered, but she refused to show her nervousness. A serene smile played on her lips. Her chin remained high and proud to keep her gaze straight. The outer layers of her skirt fluttered like a set of extra wings, while the inner layers remained tightly cinched around her ankles. Part of her voluminous hair was braided like a crown over the arch of her forehead, woven with diamonds and gold lace, while the rest was loose and wispy, an elegant black halo that flounced as she flew. She looked perfect. And she knew it. The only thing that remained was sticking the landing.

      Though her knees wobbled, as soon as her feet grazed the edge of the floor her legs did their job, muscles clenching to receive her weight. And Luka’s did the same. He offered her his arm, and as the Prince and Princess of the House of Peace, they walked the remaining steps to the empty thrones waiting on either side of their parents. As soon as they sat, their father stood. And, simple as that, the courtship trials had begun.

      “Welcome,” the king proclaimed, voice loud and booming, reverberating through the hollow core of the palace and past the open doors of the entrance hall, so all their guests could hear.

      Lyana’s gaze jumped from wall to wall, taking everything in. She and her family sat at the helm, guarding the doors to the sacred nest, facing east so they had a clear, uninterrupted view through the atrium and down the stretch of the entrance hall, which was currently lined on either side with all the doves who had come to enjoy the show and, Lyana suspected, one owl, hidden somewhere within the folds.

      The representatives from the other six houses sat on platforms fanning out on either side of her own, three to the left and three to the right, turning the domed atrium into a kaleidoscope of color, with each dais decorated to match its house. The red-and-gold banners of the House of Song. The yellow uniforms and bronze shields of the House of Prey. The deep black leathers of the House of Whispers. The bright purple-and-green silks of the House of Paradise. The liquid-blue garb and sunny orange flowers of the House of Flight. And finally, subdued yet still wondrous, the white clothes and amber accents of the House of Wisdom. The kings and queens of each house sat on thrones, just like her parents, surrounded by their guests, all dressed to represent their monarchs. And each royal dais had open seats ready to welcome the princes and princesses, who were currently waiting outside for the signal to present their gifts to Aethios on behalf of their patron god.

      Every courtship trial began the same way—with the parade of offerings, which was truly just a way for each house to engage in little showing off. Each house except Lyana’s, of course. She was there to humbly receive, though she wasn’t quite sure she’d be able to keep her eyes from widening in wonder or her lips from opening with a thrilled little gasp. Nothing had even happened yet, and her heels already bounced with excitement beneath the many layers of her gown. She couldn’t help but start as her father’s voice boomed again, giving life to the story of their ancestors, as was tradition.

      “A thousand years ago, we were little more than slaves and servants to unjust rulers who wielded their magic to keep us weak and small and submissive. But we had something they did not, something more powerful than all the magic and all the weapons in the world. We had faith. Faith in our gods, faith that they would one day come to save us, faith that they would set us free—and they did. They gave us wings. They lifted our lands into the air. They gave us the home we’d prayed for, a home of peace and safety and prosperity. So we gather here, on the eve of our most sacred ceremony, to give thanks to the gods who broke our chains and gifted us the open sky. I declare, on behalf of Aethios, to let the parade of offerings begin.”

      The parade always began with the isle to the east of Lyana's own, since it was the one Aethios first blessed with sunlight in the morning. And then the remaining houses presented in a path that followed a sundial’s movements, circling around her home, until all the gifts were presented. Even though she knew who would be first, Lyana’s breath still caught in her throat when the doors at the other end of the entrance hall slid open, sending a wave of cool air into the palace.

      She heard them before she saw them—the gentle trill of a high-pitched whistle, followed by another, and another. Lower, then louder. Then higher, and louder still. Then soft but lingering, stretching on and on, until suddenly, the first bird slipped into view: a masked girl with a mix of brilliant red and dusty-brown feathers—the Crown Princess of the House of Song. Following her, also in a mask, the younger princess with wings of soft blue and orange. Both wore dresses in their colors, deep ruby with gold trim, and each held a log in one upturned palm to represent the gift their house had brought—wood, as was tradition. The bulk of their offering had already been stored in the warehouses on the outer isle, so this piece was just for show, as befitted the parade.

      The two princesses flew slowly but with purpose. When they crossed the first third of the entry hall, the song that had announced their entrance burst forth again, with a rising and falling whistle, as the rest of their party soared into view in a flurry of bright colors and even brighter sounds. Red wings. Blue wings. Orange wings. Yellow wings. So many different feathers fluttered together, moving this way and that, a cacophony of color. The walls reverberated with their song, which filled the entire space as their voices echoed, colliding, chaotic yet controlled. High pitches and low tones followed in an arrangement Lyana couldn’t recognize, yet instantly loved. The two princesses were perfectly poised, as if unaware of what was going on behind them. There was a pattern in the mess, an organization in the hurried movements and flowing notes, in the highs and lows, in the dance and the song.

      Lyana's mother sighed, her lips moving ever so slightly as the softest chime sifted through them. Her wings were still, but Lyana recognized the itch ruffling through her feathers—the ache to rise and join and soar. These were her mother’s people. This song was her song. And the bluebird inside her longed to get out, just for a few moments, to be with her flock once more.

      But she was Queen of the House of Peace now. A dove, no matter what wings she possessed. And she remained on her throne—a sacrifice all the second-born royals in this gathering understood.

      A sacrifice Lyana herself would soon know.

      The princesses came to a stop before the dove thrones and landed gently on the floor, dropping into a low bow with their offerings held high. The song drew to an end as they rose, one single note holding steady until the princesses joined in and the rest of the voices faded away. The two girls sang proudly for what seemed like an impossibly long time before swiftly coming to a close and allowing a soft echo to linger.

      The King of the House of Song stood from his throne, deep crimson cardinal wings stretching wide as he gestured toward his daughters. He was her mother’s brother, and the two girls were Lyana’s cousins, though they had never met. But she knew their names before he spoke them. She’d read about them in her mother’s letters—something she wasn’t supposed to do but, usually with Cassi’s help, did anyway.

      “May I present Corinne Erheanus, born of the god Erhea, Crown Princess of the House of Song. And her sister, Elodie Erheanus, born of the god Erhea, Princess of the House of Song.”

      As the king spoke, his daughters remained still, tall with wings wide, skin a soft peach like her mother’s. Corinne proudly displayed a brilliant ruby ring on her finger, the royal seal of her house. But Lyana was drawn to her sister, unable to glance away from the brilliant green eyes sparkling in the shadows of Elodie’s mask, eyes that reminded her of her own. It was almost strange in a way, to see a bit of herself in someone who was, for all intents and purposes, a stranger.

      “May we gift our offering to the god Aethios in the name of Erhea, god of the love that exists between mates and kin,” the songbird king continued. “Wood from our homeland to keep the House of Peace warm, and our gratitude for all that you sacrifice on our behalf in serving our god Aethios, the highest of them all.”

      The princesses quietly placed each of their logs in the long basket at the base of the dais where Lyana sat with her family and took their seats on the empty thrones to either side of their parents. The rest of their house followed.

      In the silence, the anticipation of the next arrival grew, the buzz of whispers and wondering, as the door at the other end of the entrance hall swung open again.

      Eight birds flew in—four with relatively simple brown-and-tan feathers, the females, and four with iridescent hues shimmering in the firelight of the hall, the males. It was, of course, the House of Paradise. They were the only house where extra feathers were common, either tail feathers jutting out from their backs just below their wings or a ring of pearlescent plumage around their necks. And all four males had them—one a simple curly white tendril, one a voluminous train of fluffy yellows and whites, one a ring of gleaming turquoise framing his face, and one a single long plume of deep black.

      Lyana couldn’t help but stare, which was the point of the natural display.

      Her eyes widened when they started to dance. The four women in the center weaved a circle together, holding hands and releasing them, paying no attention to the men who danced around them. And the men, for their part, did their best to catch their mates' attention. They dove, twirled, and flared their wings, tossing their extra plumage this way and that. There was no music, but somehow, as they moved, Lyana almost heard the melody they created with their bodies. A mating song. A lover’s dance. The women slowly turned their attention outwards, showing interest and retreating, leading the men to make even more dramatic displays of their brightly colored feathers. Lyana’s heart beat faster as the men dove, then became light as air when they soared. By the time they reached the main atrium, she was enraptured, all attempts at a princessly pretense gone.

      With the mating pairs set, the dancers descended to the ground as four groups of two, transitioning into duets. With a spin, the women transformed. Their dull tan garments unfurled to reveal brilliant emerald and amethyst silks that flurried like an extra set of wings as they moved. The men held them aloft as they kicked, brown wings synchronized with their limbs, gaining a beauty they hadn’t had moments before. The pairs spun in each other’s arms, nothing but moving swirls of color, twirling so fast Lyana wasn’t sure how they didn’t tangle into a knot and fall. The couples wove in and out, spinning and kicking and leaping and flying, shifting closer and closer, until they all collapsed—the males spreading their wings to cover the bodies of the females.

      The hall grew still and the doors at the other end opened again.

      Lyana leaned forward in her seat.

      A girl with a mask of auburn feathers stepped through the entrance, her wings spread and all her weight balanced on the very tips of her toes. The top of her dress was a corset that seemed molded to her skin and made of liquid jade, and the skirt was short and broken into five sections, parting like violet petals as she glided forward. In a flash, she leapt and began to twirl, spinning and spinning, arching her arms as she raced in a straight line down the center of the floor. Two bare-chested, masked figures followed—a prince with sandy wings and a trail of emerald feathers down either side of his neck, and another with black wings attached by a patch of bright golden-and-sapphire feathers that looked nearly molten as he moved. They chased after their sister, flashing their bright colors, diving in circles around each other, forming a pattern in the air as the girl traced a path along the ground. All three came to an abrupt halt at the foot of the main dais, kneeling before Lyana had a moment to process their display of speed and skill. With bowed heads, each held a vial aloft—medicines, their traditional gift.

      The Queen of the House of Paradise stood, her wings a speckled brown, and gestured toward her children. “May I present Milo Mnesmeus, born of the god Mnesme, Crown Prince of the House of Paradise. His sister, Iris Mnesmeus, born of the god Mnesme, Princess of the House of Paradise. And their youngest brother, Yuri Mnesmeus, born of the god Mnesme, Prince of the House of Paradise.”

      As the queen listed their names and titles, one of the boys looked up, eyes subtly searching for Lyana’s. His deep-green neck plumes perfectly set off the hazel of his irises as his gaze found hers and held it for a moment in evident curiosity. She understood why when her attention shifted to the jade ring dangling from a chain around his neck—the royal seal of his house, stark against the pale skin of his bare chest. He was the crown prince, and as such, he’d be one of her possible suitors.

      Unfortunately for him, her mind was already made up.

      Lyana blinked, glancing away, as his queen continued.

      “May we gift our offering to the god Aethios in the name of Mnesme, god of the arts that preserve life and those that give us reasons to live. Medicines and salves from our homeland to keep the House of Peace strong, and our gratitude for all that you sacrifice on our behalf in serving our god Aethios, the highest of them all.”

      The princes and princess gently placed their vials in the offering basket and then swiftly fluttered to the empty seats beside their parents.

      The hall grew quiet as hundreds of heads turned back toward the main door, waiting for the next house. Lyana, however, couldn’t help but feel the heat of two sets of eyes studying her carefully controlled features—her father’s, alight with anticipation, and her mother’s, a bit sharper and more analytic. Luka, nervous and protective, tightened his hands on the arms of his throne.

      Lyana’s heart dropped yet rose at the same time, with a sense of dread and intrigue in an odd mixture that threw her off balance as the doors finally opened. The next house was the House of Flight. And she knew from all her snooping that its crown prince was the one her father had chosen for her. The mate she was supposed to select. The mate that was expected.

      Lyana swallowed.

      A flock of hummingbirds shot through the entrance, mirroring her nerves. Their wings beat so fast they were little more than blurs of blue silk darting around the hall. Each of them held a jug of what Lyana could only assume was nectar as they moved to their allotted positions, then hovered twenty feet in the air. There were now two lines of ten people along either side of the entry.

      Two masked figures entered, walking slowly, wearing matching navy jackets and tan trousers, wings tucked so Lyana couldn’t see them. By the feathers shrouding their faces, she could guess their coloring. One mask was a violet tanzanite that shifted into a rainbow of colors as the man walked, and the other had orange hues that reminded her of the setting sun. From this distance, she couldn’t tell who was the crown prince, but she guessed the first, by his stature. His hands were clasped behind his back, and there was an aura of arrogance about him that reeked of a firstborn.

      As the princes made their way, step by step, down the hall, a flurry of activity took place above their heads. The hummingbirds in formation threw the marigold liquid in their jugs over the princes until a glittering pattern filled the air as they darted around, catching, tossing, zipping, and zooming. They moved so fast their bodies seemed to disappear, as if the two princes were alone beneath a ceiling that moved with them. When they reached the main atrium, the hummingbirds soared higher and spread wider. Lyana winced, waiting for a splash to land on her head, but nothing did. The hummingbirds reached their final spots and hovered there, throwing the nectar back and forth so the pattern became clear—a lily.

      Just as suddenly, it disappeared.

      The hummingbirds turned their jugs upside down.

      Lyana flinched.

      Before a single drop hit the ground, an orange blur circled the room, catching every falling stream, then speeding to a halt before the offering basket with a bowed head. The other prince remained in the center of the room, and a moment later, the hovering birds produced flowers and tossed them into the air. The prince with the iridescent mask jumped into action, a figure of blurred glitter as he caught the falling buds, one by one.

      He landed on one knee at Lyana’s feet and offered her the bouquet, glancing up to meet her surprised smile with a charming lopsided grin of his own. A dimple dug into his right cheek. When she reached to accept the flowers, he brushed his fingers against hers, his olive skin warm and smooth. Before she knew whether to frown at his audacity or deepen her smile in approval, the prince disappeared, soaring to his brother’s side with a flash and also lowering into a bow.

      The king jumped in quickly, as though his son’s display had been unexpected and unplanned, “May I present Damien Eurytheus, born of the god Eurythes, Crown Prince of the House of Flight. And Jayce Eurytheus, born of the god Eurythes, Prince of the House of Flight.”

      Neither prince looked up as they placed the jug of hummingbird nectar in the offering basket. When they were done, their father continued with the formal statement.

      “May we gift our offering to the god Aethios in the name of Eurythes, god of water and the plentiful harvest it provides. Nectar and nourishment from our homeland to keep the House of Peace well-fed, and our gratitude for all that you sacrifice on our behalf in serving our god Aethios, the highest of them all.”

      The princes stood.

      Damien, the crown prince, paused to glance at Lyana once more. His lips widened into a deep grin barely visible beneath the edge of his mask. When their eyes met, he tossed her a quick wink before zooming to his throne. He slouched in his seat, letting his chin rest against his fist as he settled to watch the show.

      Lyana pulled her attention away, back to the door, but couldn’t stop herself from lifting the petals to her nose and taking a quick whiff.

      He’s too confident by half, she thought as the scent of sweet honey filled her senses, so delicious she could almost taste the nectar the flowers produced. But when she closed her eyes, the smell shifted to one of burnt wood and dying embers, and the face she pictured wasn’t masked, but open, honest, and vulnerable in a way that this crown prince could never be.

      Two more houses to go before her big reveal.

      Two more houses of excruciating anticipation.

      Two more houses and then her mate would appear.
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      Three houses down, Rafe thought, shivering in the cold as he huddled close to the bonfires they’d set up in the streets in an attempt to keep the wait a little warmer.

      It wasn’t working.

      He needed to move. Needed to get his blood flowing. Needed to focus. Because the next few days would decide the future of his house and his brother’s life, and he needed to be ready. As he stared at the doors towering a hundred feet away, however, all he could think about was who might be waiting on the other side with white wings that were just another pair in the crowd.

      Was she in there?

      Was she watching?

      Would she see?

      Not that it mattered. He’d be gone in a few days, home. She’d stay here. They’d never see each other again. But even as he reminded himself of those simple facts, Rafe’s mind wandered to her silken fingers as they shifted over his skin, running through his feathers, emanating a prickling heat only someone with magic could understand.

      “Where are you going?” one of his raven guards asked. There were twelve waiting with him, uninterested in trying to pretend he was their prince. They stood by his side only because Xander had ordered them to be part of the show.

      “Huh?” Rafe blinked away the vision of green eyes as he returned to the world, glancing down toward the voice. He was five feet in the air, wings pumping, and he hadn’t even realized it. “Oh, um…”

      The guard frowned at him. Without Xander, there was no need to keep up the pretense that they had any affection for him at all. But in an odd way, Rafe preferred this to the careful show they usually put on. He’d rather be honestly hated than dishonestly tolerated, especially when it meant he didn’t have to pretend either.

      “I’m going to take a peek,” he said as he pushed hard with his wings, not giving the ravens any time to stop him as he soared into the air, rising over the entrance hall to look through the domed crystal roof and at the floor below, genuinely curious.

      The House of Prey had shown up unlike any of the other houses—their crown princess and sole heir had come alone. No performers. No posse. No help. That alone had piqued Rafe’s interest. Add the fact they were also the first house without an obvious act, and he was sold. The House of Song would, well, sing. The House of Paradise would, no doubt, flit and flaunt their extra plumes. And the House of Flight would… Well, whatever they performed, he was sure half the nectar they’d been carrying would end up in their stomachs by the end of the show.

      But the House of Prey? They were notoriously isolated, even from each other. Aggressive in a way the other houses weren’t. Their royal family lived alone in a castle at the center of their great hunting plains, while the rest of the families lived scattered through the woods. They’d be presenting furs as an offering, but the performance portion? That was a mystery.

      When the doors opened, Rafe could see the blurred outline of the crown princess as she soared into the entrance hall, rich, brown eagle’s wings larger than any he’d seen before. She kept them wide as she floated through the crowd, not even bothering to pump because, well, birds of prey didn’t have to. The skinned carcass of a bear was draped over her shoulders, its head worn like a hood as she drifted, unbothered by the weight. Soon enough, she disappeared into the hollow of the atrium. Rafe caught a glimpse of her wings lazily flapping as she rose, no doubt circling the palace core, and then he saw her twice more at the very end of a death dive, rearing back seconds before her head splattered against the floor, not once losing hold of the fur on her back.

      Rafe dropped back to the ground as he imagined the words being said inside by the King of the House of Prey, an eagle just like his daughter: May I present Thea Pallieus, born of the god Pallius, Crown Princess of the House of Prey. May we gift our offering to the god Aethios in the name of Pallius, god of the hunt. A bear skin and other furs to keep you gentle doves nice and warm in this barren winter wasteland you’ve been forced to call home, all so someone is around to give the ever-demanding Aethios the endless amounts of love and attention he requires so that he doesn’t drop all of our homes from the sky and let them vanish in the Sea of Mist.

      Or, well, something like that.

      Rafe sighed as his feet touched gravel, shifting his weight from one side to the other, anxious to reach the end of the night. The more quickly the trials came to an end, the more quickly he could put the ring back around his brother’s neck, go home, and forget this trip ever happened.

      The towering front door of the crystal palace slid open, and the troop of owls that had been in line before him disappeared inside. He’d overheard their crown prince’s name, Nico, as well as that of his sister, Coralee, and he already knew the House of Wisdom’s offering would be a carafe of oil and a blank parchment where all the mate matches would be recorded at the end of the trials to be taken to their secret library for safekeeping. They were the guardians of history, the archivists and academics, serving Meteria, the god of intellect, which of course meant their performance would be a total snore—and something he had no interest in observing.

      Instead, he turned back to the dozen ravens around him, trying to find the words for a rousing speech—the sort Xander might have made had he been where he should have been as the rightful crown prince.

      All Rafe came up with was, “I know most of you don’t like me, but this isn’t about me. It’s about our house, about giving Taetanos the respect he deserves, so let’s all try to remember that and get this thing over with. All right?”

      Admittedly, not the best, but it would do.

      Rafe sighed and shook his head as he turned, wishing Xander were there, wishing Xander were with him. But he was alone. And the only thing that kept him going was the anticipation of the queen’s face when he brought a princess home for her son. He would be the savior of the ravens, an outcast no more.

      The door swung open.

      Rafe flew inside, not bothering to turn and see if the guards followed, trusting them to do exactly what he was doing—honoring the request of his crown prince.

      The hall was nearly silent as he entered. There was only the gentle shifting of air as thirteen sets of wings flapped, not putting on a show—not yet. But still, he could feel the gaping stares, the curious eyes. By the time they had cleared the first half of the hall, a buzz of whispers started to follow them, growing into a soft hum to match the beat of his wings. Being gawked at didn’t make him uncomfortable. He was used to it by now. But his throat went dry as he struggled to keep his gaze forward, fighting the yearning pull to search the crowd for a set of ivory wings that was sure to stand out from the pack.

      Stay focused.

      Stay on task.

      He swallowed, resisting the urge as they crossed the remainder of the hall and entered the atrium. Rafe dropped to his feet and his guards followed, the click of their boots loud in the silence. An excited prickle in the air grew as he let the silence stretch, let their anticipation grow, let them wonder if that was all the ravens had to show, or if they were hiding something more—the god call these doves and other houses had heard so much about. He let the air thicken until it felt almost suffocating.

      Then he released his raven cry.

      The guards followed, each having been chosen for this ceremony specially because his ability to unleash the god call.

      Gasps of shock and awe filled the silence. The gazes that had been curious turned confused and marveled as their eyes grew blank, unable to focus on the world, pulled somewhere else by the music in his call, a music his god had provided. As the high-pitched shriek bounced from wall to wall, echoing across the chamber, reverberating until it grew so loud even he found it deafening, Rafe got to work.

      He had twelve onyx stones in his pocket, soft enough to crumble at his touch. One had a diamond hidden inside, but he had no idea which. That was part of the game. Taetanos was, after all, the god of fate, so he would decide.

      While the raven cry lingered, Rafe made his way around the room. Lost in their trances, the other princes and princesses were completely unaware of him as he grabbed their palms, dropping a stone inside each. It was hard for Rafe to tell anything about the royal heirs as they sat behind their feather masks, their expressions emptied by his call. He could tell even less who would be the best match for his brother.
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