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      It had been so hungry for so long.

      Hungry and cold, wandering the abyss, alone and unmoored. A solitary shadow lost in a dark sea.

      No, It had not been hungry. Hungry was too gentle a word for what It had felt. It had been ravenous. There was a great, yawning chasm inside It that ached to be filled.

      But there was nothing with which It could soothe Its hunger, slake Its thirst. There was just the nothing in which It was suspended. Trapped. Caged. It was the only thing that existed, adrift in all that nothing. It, and the bright shining Light of Its seal. The bars of Its cage glowed with a warmth upon which It wanted to burn Itself. But try as It might, It could not reach the light. The light remained, like an end to Its long torment, out of Its grasp.

      Until one day, the Light went out.

      It did not understand where the Light had gone, but It felt a release the moment the Light disappeared. Like air rushing into a vacuum. The Light had departed and the Darkness inched forward, through the void, waiting to be burned. Waiting for the Light to reappear, casting It back into the solace of the shadows, but there was nothing.

      Nothing. Except a door, left ajar in the Light’s wake.

      It rushed through the opening left in the absence of the Light and broke free of the cage It had known for so long that It had forgotten there was anything else in the world.

      And, oh, what a world it was.

      It had forgotten what it felt like to be free, to be able to soar across the skies, as unstoppable as a storm. Like a wild beast It fed on the first thing It found, a village filled with life and love. It devoured that place, shrouding it in darkness, but the meal was a small one, which only served to whet Its appetite for more.

      There were lights and sounds and people. The people It favored so. Their screams were delicious, coating the insides of Its empty belly, easing the growling ache that had taken up permanent residence there. It had been so empty, but now … now, It could feast. It gorged Itself on the things It found, yet still, It felt a tug.

      The Light was not gone. Not truly. Not completely. The Light was there, somewhere, in the world – the great, wide world, with its sumptuous offerings and delectable woes – and It realized now what the Light had been. Not solely a cage – though it had been that – but a complement. A companion. They needed one another to exist. It had despised the Light. Hated it with every particle of Its being, and that hate had sustained It, but without the Light, there was no counterpoint to Its existence. No balance.

      And so It sought out the Light. Sniffed out where its presence was strongest. Through this world It floated, drawn to places where that other thing burned brightest. There, It planted Its seeds of sorrow, drank Its fill from the dead and dying. Another feast It had found, this one a familiar taste, so like the little beasts that had locked It away, all those eons ago. It took particular delight in the flavor of the suffering. The pain almost sated the hunger. Almost, but not quite. There was still something missing. Something vital.

      But try as It might, It could not tether Itself to the world. It did not belong. It was other, like the Light. But the Light had found a place to call home. A port at which to anchor. It had nothing. Nothing but a vague sense of self-awareness. Of the things that were It and not It. It wandered the world, as lost as a frightened child, until It heard her calling Its name.

      It had forgotten that It even had a name.

      Her shout was the roar of a dragon, all fire and smoke and ash. It could smell the blood in which she bathed, and It shivered with anticipation. It fed on death and woe, and that was what she brought with her. Across the unfathomable distance of the void, It felt her cry, her longing, and It strained to find her, to reach for the feast she had prepared for It.

      It answered her call with one of Its own: Who are you?

      It sensed the moment she heard Its voice, cutting through the sound of the screams of those she betrayed. She paused, her sword dripping with the blood of sacrifice.

      I am Tanith, she said. I am the Dragon Prince.

      That was not the answer It craved. Names were meaningless in the abyss, and titles even more so. Darkness desired no label. It repeated Its query, delivering it with enough force to make her stumble, despite the distance that divided them.

      Who are you? 

      It needed to know. It needed to be sure.

      She seemed to understand then. I am death, she said, her voice echoing across the distance. I am destruction. I am yours and you are mine. Come to me, kuçedra. Come to me and give me your strength.

      Her want was so fierce. It knew, with stunning clarity, what she yearned for: power for herself, for her people, enough to remake the world in her image, to destroy everything that wasn’t what she wanted. The magnitude of her hunger matched Its own. Her desire was a beacon, and It followed that beacon to shore.

      Kuçedra. That was Its name. It was a fine name, a name to be feared. It was this name she called out, allowing herself to find It, for It to find her. Perhaps there was power in names after all.
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      The Agora had, in Echo’s modest lifetime, never been this empty. On an average day, it was packed to the rafters with a wild assortment of characters selling everything from mismatched tea sets to magic potions of varying efficacy. The majority of the shops were owned and operated by Avicen, most of whom had evacuated when their safe haven – the Nest – proved to be less safe than they’d thought.

      Echo walked past shuttered storefronts, gravel crunching beneath her boots. Beside her, Rowan kept a watchful eye on the stragglers who had refused to abandon the once-bustling market in the wake of the Nest’s fall. His hands were thrust into his pockets; he would have looked like he was out for a casual stroll if not for the tension threaded through his back and the tightness of his jaw. The Agora was not the same as it had once been, but then, Echo thought, none of them were.

      The gaslights that illuminated the Agora’s cavernous interior cast a greasy yellow glow over the bare tabletops and darkened windows. Gone was the plum-feathered Avicen woman named Crystal who had peddled a bizarre collection of knickknacks culled from all over the globe. If you were looking for buttons to adorn a Victorian-era waistcoat, she was your girl. If you were in the market for a shrunken head – cursed, naturally – pilfered from an obscure cultist tribe in the depths of the Amazon rain forest, she was also your girl. But now her little kiosk stood empty, bare of its eccentricities and strangely morose in the Agora’s gloom. Also gone were the blacksmith – an Avicen by the name of Othello who had a deep and abiding obsession with speaking in iambic pentameter – and the cobbler and the baker. The cobbler had repaired more than one pair of Echo’s boots over the years, and the baker would sneak her treats when his wife wasn’t looking in exchange for the latest issue of Spider-Man. She’d spotted the cobbler in one of the overcrowded rooms in Avalon Castle, where those who’d survived the attack on the Nest had sought refuge, but the baker was listed among the missing. A wall in the castle’s foyer had been requisitioned as a board for people to post notices of loved ones unaccounted for, though Echo had let her gaze wander to it only once, and only for a few seconds. It made her feel as though icicles were sprouting inside her stomach, spearing her tender organs with their sharp chill. There were too many names on that board she recognized, too many faces she knew. There was nothing she could do for the lost and the dead. At least, that was what she told herself.

      She wondered if Crystal had survived the attack on the Nest. Echo hadn’t seen her photo on the board, but she hadn’t pored over every single one. She’d spent a few days raking her eyes over the haunted faces of the refugees at Avalon, but doing so had threatened to drive her mad. It was easier, Echo found, to wonder about the people whose faces she didn’t see. She couldn’t bear to think of them as dead, and if by some miracle they weren’t, she couldn’t bear to see the accusation she feared would be in their eyes. Not all of the Avicen blamed Echo for the tragedy that had befallen them, but enough of them did to stoke the embers of guilt in Echo’s heart to a roaring fire.

      Echo and Rowan stuck to the edges of the Agora to avoid the few vendors who had bothered to stay – warlocks, every last one of them, probably selling mummified kittens in jars or something equally horrific. Their pale gazes burned holes in her back. They watched, but they didn’t approach. A small part of Echo hoped they were afraid of her. Warlocks were bad – the kind of bad that should exist only in fairy tales where tricksters spirited away firstborns or made princesses spin gold until their fingers fell off. They were as monstrous as humans could make themselves, and if monsters were afraid of Echo, then maybe she stood a chance in the messed-up fairy tale her own life had become.

      Her footsteps slowed as she approached her destination: Perrin’s Enchanting Essentials.

      “Wait outside?” she asked Rowan. She didn’t like the look of those warlocks, even if she was newly fearsome. Judging by his terse nod, Rowan didn’t like the look of them either.

      “Hurry back.” He took up a position by the door, looking every inch the strapping Warhawk recruit, despite his civilian clothes. He had changed too, just as much as Echo had. With a small huff, Echo steeled herself to enter the shop.

      The door swung open with a weak squeal. The hinges were rusty, something that happened to metal with ease down in the Agora, yet Perrin had been fastidious about maintaining his shop; he’d taken such pride in it. But he wasn’t here anymore, not to oil the hinges, nor to wipe down the glass countertops, nor to refill the small bowls of fragrant flowers placed strategically around the room. The flower petals had long since wilted, and the display cases had collected a heavy layer of dust. Handprints cut through the grime in spots, evidence that someone had tampered with the protective charms Perrin had placed on the cases to guard their contents. Those cases stood mostly empty now, ransacked of anything of even moderate value. Shame flooded Echo at the sight. It hadn’t occurred to her that no one would be around to tend Perrin’s shop after … well, after.

      If she was completely honest with herself – and she avoided that more often than she cared to admit – she had deliberately skirted memories of Perrin. She hadn’t wanted to remember him. Not his life. Not his death. Memory was a burden borne by the survivors. Dying, Echo knew now, was easy. It could be painful or frightening or any number of things, but when it was done, it was done. She had died once before. She knew, better than most. It was living that was hard. Moving forward when memory wanted nothing more than to pull you back … that was the real challenge. Like Sisyphus pushing his boulder uphill for all eternity, it was a battle that could not be won. But the living kept trying because that was what it meant to be alive. To keep going lest the boulder crush you under its weight. That would be giving up, and giving up was not an option. It hadn’t ever been, not for Echo, not since stabbing herself in the heart and tying her life inextricably to the fates of thousands.

      Echo walked toward the back room of Perrin’s shop, where she knew he kept the stuff too expensive or rare or downright dangerous to display. The skin between her shoulder blades prickled as if she weren’t alone. A glance around showed that she was, but the feeling lingered. Ghosts, then. Or guilt. Sometimes it was hard to tell the difference. Even if she didn’t want to remember Perrin, it was only a matter of time before memory – fickle, cruel thing it was – caught up with her. She didn’t want to remember the first time she’d entered this very shop, hand clutching the Ala’s, eyes as wide as saucers, as she took in the utterly disorganized assortment of glittering wares. Didn’t want to remember the cookie he’d given her when he caught her eyeing the open box of macarons on the countertop – it had been raspberry-flavored, and the cloyingly sweet filling had stuck to the roof of her mouth. She didn’t want to remember the first time she’d accepted a job from him; for some reason, he’d wanted a 1961 Mickey Mantle baseball card – “Mint condition or don’t bother darkening my doorstep, please” – and so Echo had tracked down a collector, slunk into his office, and swiped the card from his album when he was out to lunch. Perrin had given Echo a six-month supply of shadow dust in exchange, teaching her the ways of the Avicen’s barter economy.

      And that was how she’d decided she ought to be a thief instead of a mere pickpocket. She’d discovered something about herself: she was good at stealing other people’s things, really good. The knowledge that she’d developed such a talent filled her with a confidence she’d never had before. She didn’t want to remember how much the person she was now had been shaped by Perrin’s request for a baseball card. And she did not want to remember the last time she had seen him, eerily motionless, either dead or dying, reduced to nothing more than a pile of rags huddled in the corner of a damp dungeon in the belly of Wyvern’s Keep. She hadn’t said goodbye; she’d been angry at him. He’d told the Drakharin about her – what she did, where to find her – and it hadn’t mattered to her then that the information had been tortured out of him or that he’d died scared and alone and in pain.

      Regret clawed at Echo’s insides like a beast fighting to break free. Her vision blurred as she rifled through the back room, messier than it had been even when Perrin was alive. His records were less of a system and more of a loose constellation of papers strewn about his desk, crammed into drawers, and spilling over densely packed bookshelves. What she was searching for would be hidden, most likely. Perrin had managed to track her for the Drakharin using a bracelet he’d fashioned from braided leather, shiny beads, and his own feathers. Echo had left the bracelet in her cell in Wyvern’s Keep, but she knew a tracker was no good without a way to track it. He’d probably used a scrying bowl or a mirror or something like that to locate the bracelet, which he knew had been attached to Echo. The same bracelet Caius and his Drakharin agents had used to find her when she’d been hunting down the objects Rose had scattered around the globe, a scavenger hunt that led straight to the firebird. The feathers were what made locating it possible. A little biological material, a clever enchantment, and a reflective surface to tie a charm to, et voilà: a tracking spell so easy even a modest shopkeeper could use it. If Perrin had been around for Echo to ask why he’d done it, he probably would have said it was to keep an eye on her. But he wasn’t around, so she couldn’t ask. She shoved a pile of books off a box, flinching when the noise reverberated through the abandoned shop. The counterpart to the bracelet had to be here somewhere. If it wasn’t, then their only lead to find Caius was dead. Dead, dead, dead.

      She should have said “Goodbye.”

      She should have said “I’m sorry you got dragged into this mess.”

      She should have said “Thank you for the macaron. It was lovely and I was so hungry and you were kind when I had known so little kindness.”

      But she hadn’t said any of those things. She had left his broken body to rot in that dungeon, and now there was no one left to say anything to at all.

       

      Echo stepped over broken glass and collapsed tables, making her way to the office where Perrin kept his account books.

      The room itself was modest. Large, heavy tomes bound in unassuming brown leather lined the shelves, their spines embossed with golden dates spanning back to the late nineteenth century. The Agora had been around for a long time. When it was established, the island had been a Dutch colony by the name of New Amsterdam, and the market had weathered the years since. Perrin’s records were meticulously arranged in chronological order on shelves that covered every inch of wall space. The books’ bindings had been worn smooth by age and handling. The business had operated, like most Avicen enterprises, on a complicated bartering system. Echo’s involvement with Perrin had been relatively simple. He had requests. She fulfilled them, acquiring goods out in the human world that were difficult for an Avicen to come by, and in return, he kept her in a steady supply of shadow dust.

      But she knew from watching him work in the shop that his other arrangements had not always been as simple. The shopkeeper had woven a complex web of favors and debts, and each of these books was a record of every transaction he had performed in the year stamped on its spine. The books had obviously been pulled off the shelves with frequency. There was a scant bit of dust on them from the months of neglect, but they still showed signs of once-regular usage. Echo had no doubt that Perrin remembered, with the aid of his detailed record keeping, every favor owed him by the Avicen – and occasional warlock – who passed through his shop. A less discerning eye might not have caught the slight aberration among the books, but Echo, who spent the vast majority of her life surrounded by books in various states of disrepair, noticed it.

      A single ledger, almost identical to its neighbors. The year, written in faded golden lettering on its spine: 1961. Echo snatched at a fragment of memory: Perrin, listing the greatest baseball teams in the history of the sport during one of the slow days at his shop, when Echo had come around looking to stock up on shadow dust only to find herself roped into one of his diatribes on sports. She couldn’t remember most of what he had said, but she remembered the enthusiasm in his voice as he’d described the virtues of the 1961 Yankees: victors of that year’s World Series after defeating the Cincinnati Reds in five games; home to both Mickey Mantle and Roger Maris, who were famous for racing to beat Babe Ruth’s home run record. The memory would probably have remained buried deep in Echo’s subconscious if not for the condition of the ledger.

      The spine was not cracked.

      The leather showed signs of handling, particularly near the top where someone would have pressed their fingers to the book to pull it off the shelf. But unlike every other ledger in the office, it showed no sign of having been opened repeatedly. This book was not for reading. She rested her hand atop it and pulled.

      The ledger did not slide off the shelf as it should have. Instead it angled forward like a lever. Echo continued applying gentle pressure to the book until she felt a click. The shelf swung toward her, revealing a shallow alcove set into the wall.

      “Jackpot,” Echo whispered.

      Inside the alcove were the treasures Perrin didn’t want found, some more obviously valuable than others. A triptych frame housed three tintypes of Avicen whom Echo had never seen before; the Avicen in the pictures were all short, like Perrin, and one of the younger ones had his deep-set eyes. Family, most likely. If the photos had been tucked away in this secret alcove, they had probably meant a great deal to Perrin. He would never be coming back for them, and it seemed wrong, somehow, to leave them there, forgotten. Echo slung her backpack off her shoulders and unzipped it. She carefully folded up the triptych and wrapped it in a scarf she found wadded up at the bottom of her backpack. Perhaps the Ala would know if Perrin had any surviving relatives who would appreciate the pictures. If not, then Echo would keep them, and even if she did not know the names of the Avicen in them, she would remember their faces. For Perrin.

      On the alcove’s uppermost shelf, she found what she was looking for: a silver bowl, decorated with ornate etchings scrolling around its exterior. It was a scrying bowl. The same one Perrin must have used to track the bracelet he had given her. Inside the bowl’s basin was a ball made up of multicolored rubber bands. Echo put it aside, extremely doubtful that it was related to the bowl and its use. Perrin’s hoarding habits had always skirted toward the peculiar.

      The bowl was heavy in her hands, far heavier than it looked. It must have been made out of solid silver, and not merely plated in it. The designs carved into the sides depicted roses tangled up with vines, and long, willowy branches of blossoming mugwort, with its distinctive thin, sharp leaves. Both flowers were common in divination rituals, and Echo suspected that carving them into the silver had amplified the magic of the bowl. She held it in both hands and breathed deeply. The Ala had been trying to teach her meditation techniques, but so far, Echo had proven to be an atrocious pupil. It was so rare for the wheels in her mind to stop spinning long enough for her to find that calm place the Ala insisted was there. Echo tried it now, pulling in slow, languid breaths, focusing on nothing but the silver bowl. The weight of it. How it felt in her hands.

      Her eyes closed. In the silence, she listened for the sound of the blood rushing through her veins, the beating of her heart, the flow of air in her lungs. And then she found it. That calm place. Once she was there, she knew exactly what the Ala had meant during those interminable lectures. She was hyperaware of the nerve endings in her skin. All her senses were heightened. She heard a mouse scuttle across the floor in the main room of the shop, the faint murmur of voices out in the Agora as the warlocks went about their business. The silver bowl was cool against her palms, and the more Echo focused her attention on it, the more she noticed about it. There was magic in it, worked into the metal itself, perhaps by whoever had done the carvings.

      No ordinary bowl would hum with that kind of energy. 

      Echo opened her eyes. The sensation of magic left her in a dizzying wave, like air rushing from her lungs after a punch to the gut. The Ala had mentioned something about disengaging from a meditative state, but Echo hadn’t really been listening. Now she wished she had. She took a moment to steady herself. Her skin felt like it was stretched a little too tight over her skeleton, and the sounds that she had noticed had retreated back into silence, too slight or far away for her to hear them. She made a vow to herself to actually listen when the Ala was imparting wisdom the next time they sat down for a chat. There was so much for Echo to learn, so much that she did not understand. Arming herself with knowledge had always been her way of making herself not feel quite so helpless. Even when she had been a tiny runaway, living off stolen scraps, she’d had the books in her library to ground her. Listening wasn’t as easy as reading, at least not for Echo, but she made a silent promise to do better in the future. The Ala needed Echo at her best. All of her friends – her family – did.

      Caius did.

      And that was what she would give them.

      Echo put the bowl in her backpack and zipped it up. She gave the room a final, cursory glance. Maybe the Ala could send someone down here – if there was anyone to spare – to gather Perrin’s things. Or maybe even take over the shop. The world would return to normal. Echo would make sure of that. Or die trying. Either way.

      She slung her bag over her shoulder and exited Perrin’s Enchanting Essentials, possibly for the last time.

      Rowan quirked a questioning eyebrow at her as she joined him. “Did you find it?”

      She nodded. “Right where I thought it would be.”

      “Good,” said Rowan. “Let’s get out of here before those warlocks find the courage to try to catch themselves a firebird.”

      “You know, I think I liked it better when no one paid me the slightest bit of attention.” But those days, Echo mused, were long gone. She was someone now, whether she liked it or not.

      Armed with the newfound scrying bowl, Echo made her way out of the Agora, ignoring the curious stares of the warlocks and Rowan’s answering glares. She felt lighter as she left, soothed by the fact that she was being productive, that she had purpose. With a skip in her step, she exited the market’s secret entrance, in the hot dog restaurant on St. Marks Place, and breathed in some not-so-fresh city air.

      Onward and upward, Echo thought. There was work to be done. She had a locator spell to learn and a lost prince to find.
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      “We need more power.”

      Disembodied voices broke through Caius’s half-conscious haze. For hours, he had drifted in and out of wakefulness, only vaguely aware of the hands that propped him up and moved him from place to place as if he were nothing more than an inconvenient sack of potatoes. He was not blindfolded, but he might as well have been. His eyes stubbornly refused to open to let him survey his surroundings; they were still bruised and swollen from the two punches that had knocked him out. The force of a gauntleted fist crashing into his head had been more than enough to put him to sleep for an indeterminate amount of time. Hours, maybe. Gods, perhaps even days.

      A different voice responded to the first. This one he recognized, and the familiarity of it made Caius’s stomach turn.

      “Bring him to me.”

      Hands seized him once more and hefted him upright so that he was almost standing, even though his legs did not seem inclined to support him. He sagged between his captors, and a small part of him wished that they would let him fall, that they would allow him to slip into the sweet oblivion of unconsciousness. An armored fist to the face seemed preferable to facing the person who had just spoken.

      He did not want to look upon his sister and see what she had become. Tanith, it would seem, had other plans.

      Although he could not see his surroundings, Caius could tell the space was damp – there was a faint scent of decay permeating the air, reminding him of long-dead plants and the whiff of rot he associated with the catacombs deep beneath Wyvern’s Keep. They were underground. Probably very far underground.

      He tried to take stock of what his other senses told him about the space in which he was being held and the number of people holding him. His sister was one. The soldiers on either side of him were two more. Firedrakes, he assumed. There was a faint scuffle of boots about two or three yards to his left, if he correctly judged the distance the sound traveled. Armor creaking off to his right. Pages of a book flipped behind him accompanied by the tinkling chime of glass settling against glass. Too small and delicate to belong to something large, Caius noted. Perhaps the small vials carried by healers or mages.

      Seven people, then. Maybe eight. Healers often performed their duties solo, but Drakharin mages operated in pairs. In front of him, where Caius assumed his sister was, another voice whispered something in unintelligible Drakhar. Eight people, then. A paltry number to hold a Dragon Prince captive, even a dethroned one. If he was in fighting form, eight opponents would not present much of a challenge, even if he were unarmed. The body was a weapon; Caius’s trainers had drilled that into him from an early age. He had molded his to be as strong and as deadly as steel. Few could meet him in combat and live to tell the tale. His sister would have tried, but he had bested her in the sparring ring more times than he could count. On a good day, they were very nearly evenly matched, though Caius’s height and reach gave him a marginal advantage.

      But today was not a good day.

      The two soldiers holding him up dragged him forward a few feet, only to dump him unceremoniously on the ground. Caius was so exhausted, so thoroughly drained from his ordeal thus far, that he barely registered the pain of his knees smacking into hard stone.

      Fingers brushed against the bruising on his face and he fought not to flinch. It was an instinctive response. A Dragon Prince does not cower. A Dragon Prince does not show fear. But then, he was no longer a Dragon Prince.

      “Always so brave,” said his sister. She pressed at the center of the worst bruising on his cheekbone, and the pain was so severe, he thought he might vomit. Maybe that would serve her right, to have the brother she tormented spew his sick all over her shiny golden boots.

      Her hand retreated, and it was only then that Caius realized what had felt so wrong about it. Aside from the obvious.

      Her skin was cold.

      Drakharin tended to run hot; their core temperature exceeded that of both humans and Avicen. But Tanith possessed a unique ability, once common among their kind, now extremely rare. Fire danced in her veins, the same way the power of the in-between lived in Caius’s. Fire was her element to call, and it had always felt as though it were simmering below the surface of her skin, as if her skeleton were made not of bone, but of blazing embers.

      But now her skin was cold. Unnaturally so.

      “You know I take no pleasure in this,” said Tanith.

      Caius could not resist the urge to spit at her feet. Without sight, he couldn’t aim, and wasn’t sure if he’d hit her, but the disgusted noise she made at the display proved that he had made his point. He decided to drive it home with a single word: “Liar.”

      A fist seized his hair, yanking his head upward. When Tanith spoke next, it was not to him, but to one of the healers or mages who’d been fiddling with the books and glass vials behind him.

      “Heal him.” The words did not match his sister’s tone. This would be no benevolent act of healing. An undercurrent of violence lived in that command, promising more pain to follow. Caius gritted his teeth. He would not cower. Not now. Not ever. Tanith continued speaking, each word more poisonous than the last. “I want him to see me when I reduce him to nothing. I want to watch the light go out of his eyes.”

      The warm glow of healing magic washed over Caius as the healer obeyed Tanith’s order. It wasn’t a complete healing; the throbbing of the bruises on his face eased and the headache that had lingered since he regained consciousness faded, but the limited relief only made him more aware of the cuts and bruises on the rest of his body.

      “Open your eyes, Brother.” Tanith relinquished her grip on his hair. “Look. See what I have wrought.”

      Caius did as she commanded, quelling the urge to rebel out of spite. Light seared his vision as his eyes adjusted to being used for the first time in days. Even as the initial burn faded, he couldn’t quite make sense of what he was seeing.

      They were not in the catacombs beneath the keep; they were in a tomb. Alcoves set deep into the walls housed skeletons gone yellow with age. Caius caught sight of random weapons and pieces of armor: the broken blade of a bronze sword here, the pale green of a rusted helm there. The walls themselves were made of bones packed so tightly together that they appeared at first glance to be stone. Every few inches a row of teeth or an empty eye socket protruded from the wall, a grotesque reminder of the materials that comprised it. By the time Wyvern’s Keep had been built, the fashion of burying the honored dead in palaces of bone had long since passed, but Caius recognized the style of architecture. This was a warriors’ tomb, where victors were laid to rest among the remains of the vanquished.

      The walls, however, were not the room’s most arresting sight. Set into the middle of the floor was what appeared to be a large, round metal seal. A crest had been etched into its surface; Caius did not immediately recognize the language of the text encircling it, but the symbols were familiar. He had come across similar pictographs in his research when he was hunting for the firebird. It was an ancient writing system, the secrets of which he had assumed were long lost.

      A crack ran through the center of the seal, and from it arose the telltale black tendrils of the in-between. Caius could feel the magic pulsing through the rift. It was like the song of a siren beckoning sailors closer, aching for the satisfying destruction of ships crashing against rocks. It called to him, stronger than any normal gateway. There was something distressingly not right about the scene.

      As he watched, the crack grew wider, and the power emanating from it became suffocating.

      “You heard what the mage said,” came Tanith’s voice. Caius tore his eyes from the seal to look at her and immediately wished he hadn’t.

      The crimson had bled out of her eyes and been replaced by an inky black, which made it seem as if another mind was looking out from behind his sister’s eyes. Dark veins ran up her bare arms, twisting and twining like the branches of a tree in winter. The color had been drained from her lips, giving her the sickly, pale appearance of a corpse dredged up from a river. Caius wanted to close his eyes again. The thing standing in front of him was not his sister. He could not think of her as such. His sister had been a being of fire and gold, blood and steel. This … this was something else entirely.

      Cold fingers clamped around his chin. The second Tanith’s skin touched his, he felt the energy seep out of him. He had so little left to give that it reduced him to a slow trickle, a painful sludge. Tanith pulled his power from him as if she were gutting a beast she had felled in a hunt.

      “I need more power,” said Tanith. “And you, Caius, are the perfect conduit. You are my blood, my flesh. We once shared a womb, and now we share magic.” Caius’s vision blurred at the edges as his sister continued to talk. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      It was not.

      Finally, his well of power ran dry and she released him. It took everything he had not to slump to the floor, half dead. He felt as bad as Tanith looked.

      As he watched through slitted eyes, Tanith turned to the seal and projected her stolen power toward it. With the screech of metal snapping, another crack split the surface. Then another. And another. Magic churned the air, wild and uncontrolled, threatening to devour them all. The mages Caius had heard before threw up a barrier around the seal, a flimsy circle of magic that wouldn’t hold all that erratic power for long. The wrongness of it all compounded. He didn’t understand what he was seeing, but he knew it wasn’t right.

      “What are you doing?” Caius asked, looking at the broken seal. His voice echoed inside his head, rattling around his skull painfully. The minor healing had already been undone by Tanith’s leaching of his power. “What is this?”

      The thing that was not his sister turned from the seal and fixed its unsettling black gaze on him.

      “For a new world to be born, the old one must first make way.” Tanith’s lips split into a ghastly smile as she gazed at the cracked seal. “This, my dearest brother, is the end. And the beginning.”
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      “You know, I’ve never actually eaten a hot dog from here before,” Rowan said. He zipped his track jacket all the way up to his chin and thrust his hands into his pockets.

      Echo looked up at the board behind the counter at Crif Dogs. They had just emerged from the phone booth at the back of the restaurant after exiting the Agora. No one had looked askance at two people making their way out of the very small booth. The hidden market might have been practically abandoned, but the entrance enchantment that encouraged potentially curious onlookers to avert their gazes held firm. Echo wondered if the magic would need topping up soon. She wondered who would do it.

      “Do you want one?” Echo asked, hefting her backpack higher on her shoulder. The bowl was heavy, but also comforting in its heft. “I think I have enough cash on me.”

      At the prospect of a potential sale, the blue-haired girl behind the counter lowered her magazine to peer at them over its pages.

      Rowan shook his head. “Nah,” he said. “Wouldn’t want you to stoop so low as to exchange actual money for food.”

      The blue-haired girl rolled her eyes and went back to reading her magazine.

      “Yeah, I’d hate to make a habit of that,” Echo said, trying to keep her tone light, but unable to fight the note of impatience that seeped into it. “Besides, I kind of just want to get back to Avalon and the Ala.”

      “Right,” Rowan said as he reached for the door. The little bell on top of it jingled as they left the shop. “Princes to save.”

      “Just another Tuesday,” Echo said.

      Rowan’s words were flippant, but they made something tighten in Echo’s chest. She hoped there was a prince left to save after Tanith was done with him. A brisk wind bit into their cheeks as they made their way westward on St. Marks Place toward the Astor Place subway station. Summer had fled and autumn had snuck up on Echo without her noticing the change of seasons. One day it had been muggy and hot; the next, falling leaves and pumpkin-flavored everything. Time was marching on faster than she liked, and every day that went by without Caius felt longer than the last. Echo trudged ahead, hands burrowed in the pockets of her leather jacket, head down against the wind.

      An elbow jostled her in the side when she went three blocks without uttering a single word. Echo shot Rowan a look. It was still hard to be near him, but it was getting easier. Slowly. There was too much baggage between them for reconciliation to be swift and painless.

      “You all right?” Rowan asked, even though Echo was pretty sure he knew that she wasn’t.

      She nodded, and he let her have the lie. “Yeah, I’m just …”

      “Worried about him,” Rowan supplied when her sentence failed to find its ending.

      “I know you don’t like talking about Caius,” Echo said.

      They drew to a stop across the street from the subway station and waited for the light to change. A bus rolled past, spewing acrid fumes.

      “Caius is okay,” Rowan said, tapping one foot as the light switched from green to red and yellow cabs, undeterred by traffic laws, blasted through the intersection. “I’ve decided that if you like him, he can’t be that bad.”

      Echo’s eyebrows crept up. “Never imagined I’d hear you say that.”

      Rowan ducked his chin into the high collar of his jacket, long legs gobbling up the crosswalk as Echo broke into a half jog to keep up with him. “I don’t like seeing you sad. And him being gone is making you sad, so I’m gonna help you get him back.”

      Echo let his words marinate as they clambered down the steps into the train station. It was late morning on a weekday. The platform wouldn’t be too crowded, and the utility closet on the far end of the northbound track was usually secure as a gateway to the in-between.

      There was no attendant in the station booth, so Echo hopped the turnstile. Rowan swiped his MetroCard behind her. He’d always been more lawful than she was.

      They were halfway down the platform when Echo spoke again. “Thank you,” she said.

      “What for?” Rowan asked. He already had the pouch of shadow dust in his hand, ready to smear some on the doorjamb.

      Echo shrugged. Things felt complicated, and if there was one thing she hated having to articulate it was complicated feelings. “For being my friend,” she said succinctly.

      Rowan paused in front of the utility closet. The train must have just left the station because the platform was empty save for a woman surrounded by bags and a shopping cart who was napping on a bench about twenty feet away. After the attack on Grand Central, the 6 train didn’t go north of the next stop, Union Square anyway.

      “I’m your friend no matter what,” Rowan said. “I know things have been rocky between us and we can’t go back to the way things were, but I’ve always got your back.” He chucked her under the chin. “Even when you’re being a butthead.”

      The tightness in Echo’s chest eased a fraction of a millimeter. “Butthead is my middle name.”

      Rowan laughed as he dipped his fingers into the pouch. They came away stained with the rich blackness of shadow dust. “That’s unfortunate.”

      He smeared the dust on the frame of the door before cracking it open. The hinges squealed. “M’lady,” he said as he offered Echo his hand.

      They had traveled through the in-between like this countless times since childhood. She knew the feel of his hands as well as she knew her own. Every knuckle, every muscle. Echo slipped her palm into his, lacing their fingers together. “After you,” she said.

      They stepped over the threshold and everything went black. Echo pictured their destination: the Hudson River shoreline, where they would find the small boat, cloaked with the same enchantment that made the phone booth at Crif Dogs so inconspicuous, that would take them back to Avalon Castle. No one would bother it until they got there. In a few minutes, they would be home and one step closer to finding their lost prince.

      Echo had a moment to orient herself in the impenetrably dark void that was the in-between before she noticed that her hand was holding on to nothing.

      Rowan was gone.

       

      Echo fell to her knees when she emerged from the darkness, her hands clutching at the dirt as if she could summon Rowan through sheer force of will.

      He was gone. His hand had slipped from hers and he was gone.

      Echo looked around wildly, hoping against hope that her mind was simply playing tricks on her, that she would find him standing somewhere nearby, as nonchalant as ever and wondering why she was acting like a crazy person.

      All she saw was long yellow grass swaying in the wind and errant scraps of garbage that had floated down from the highway. An empty Cheetos bag fluttered in the breeze beside a crushed Budweiser can. The boat bobbed in the water about a hundred feet down shore from where she stood.

      She was alone.

      No. No, no, no, no. 

      To be lost in the in-between was to be lost forever. There had been recent reports of it acting strangely, but Echo hadn’t given them much thought. She had been too focused on searching for Caius, on cobbling together a plan to find him. Nothing else had mattered. Until now.

      Rowan was gone.

      Echo slid her backpack off her shoulders, unceremoniously dumping its contents onto the pebbly shore as she rummaged for the pouch of shadow dust. Maybe he hadn’t left the station. Maybe she could find him if she went back. Maybe —

      Her phone rang.

      Echo ignored it, cursing the mess her backpack had vomited up. Crumpled candy wrappers and empty water bottles and a gleaming silver bowl and an army of highlighters. A scented candle. Two issues of Wonder Woman, for some reason. The pouch was small, and easy to miss. Echo unzipped the exterior pockets of her bag and searched each one. It was in there somewhere. It had to be. She never left home without it.

      The phone rang again and again as tears clouded Echo’s vision.

      The ringing stopped, then started again before the particulars of the sound registered in her addled mind.

      The Star Wars theme song.

      Rowan’s ringtone. The one he’d programmed into her phone one afternoon.

      So you’ll always know it’s me, he’d said.

      Echo picked up the phone, nearly dropping it in her haste to swipe the screen to answer the call.

      “Hello,” she said, voice thick with fear and hope and a jumble of a thousand emotions she couldn’t name.

      “Echo.”

      Rowan’s voice sent a wave of dizzying relief through her, one so powerful she had to sit down, heedless of the sharp pebbles digging into the seat of her jeans.

      “Rowan? Are you okay? What happened? Where are you —”

      “Lincoln Center,” he interrupted. His voice was nearly drowned out by an announcement over the subway station’s public address system. “Somehow. I’m fine,” he said, even though he sounded as frazzled as Echo felt.

      She squeezed her eyes shut and thanked the gods for their mercy.

      “Where are you?” Rowan prompted when the only sound Echo felt capable of emitting was a reedy sigh.

      “Near the boat.” She could feel tears cooling on her cheeks. She hadn’t even realized they’d fallen, so great was her relief.

      “Go on ahead,” Rowan said, sounding out of breath as he navigated the station platform. From what Echo could make out over the connection, it was crowded with commuters. “I’ll meet you there. I’m gonna take the long way home.” He let out a shaky laugh that didn’t fool Echo in the slightest. He was scared. “I don’t know what the hell happened back there, but I’m not really feeling in-between travel right now.”

      “Okay,” Echo said, voice barely above a whisper. The ordeal hadn’t lasted more than two minutes, but she felt wrung out. Emotionally. Physically. Spiritually. “Be safe.”

      “I will,” Rowan replied. “Go home. I’ll meet you there.”

      He hung up and the line went dead. The phone slipped through Echo’s limp fingers. A full-body tremble seized her. That had been too close. She had already lost one person she loved. The thought of losing another was almost too terrible a weight to bear.

      With unsteady hands, Echo gathered up her belongings and shoved them into her backpack. Equally unsteady legs carried her toward the boat. She clung to the knowledge that Rowan was safe, that she hadn’t lost another person. This was her life now. An endless parade of fear and uncertainty, marked by moments of blinding terror.

      A manic laugh erupted from her throat as she clambered into the boat.

      “Just another Tuesday,” she said. Unable to stave off another peal of unhinged giggling, she was glad that the river was the only witness to her unraveling.
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      The sun beat down on the back of Dorian’s neck, and though his palms were slick with sweat, his grip on his sword remained steady. Even with only one functioning eye, he could see the crowd forming along the edges of the courtyard. He hadn’t been alone at the start of his training session – he was never alone in Avalon, not truly, as there was always at least one Avicen watching his every move – but the small cluster of Warhawks had grown over the course of the past hour. Their rapt attention was focused on him as he sliced open yet another training dummy, its burlap stomach spilling hay like intestines from a gutted corpse. At its wooden feet lay the remains of two other dummies, both in equal states of disrepair. Someone had attached a soccer ball to the neck of one and drawn a crude smiley face on it; a swing of Dorian’s sword had decapitated the dummy, and its dead eyes seemed to stare at him in judgment.

      Rending the dummies limb by limb had done little to quell the storm in Dorian’s heart, but it made him feel marginally less awful. His default state of being since Caius’s abduction vacillated between abject agony and bone-crushing guilt. Right now, with his muscles aching after the first good workout he’d had in weeks, his mood hovered near simmering despair. An improvement, however slight.

      He lowered his sword as he gazed upon the destruction his frustration had wrought. Sweat glued his shirt to his back, and he was thankful that the afternoon had brought with it a brisk wind, even if there was no reprieve from the heat of the sun.

      Behind him, a familiar voice tutted in disapproval.

      “What on earth did that poor, defenseless dummy do to you?”

      The sound of Jasper’s voice teased an involuntary smile from Dorian’s lips as he turned. It vanished almost as quickly as it had appeared, though Dorian had no doubt the change in his expression had not gone unnoticed. Jasper was far too perceptive for his own good, and most certainly too perceptive for Dorian’s good.

      Dorian wiped the sweat from his brow with his free hand as he sheathed his sword. It felt good to have the sword back. It would be folly to say that the Avicen of Avalon trusted him – centuries of war and hate would take longer than a few weeks to unravel – but he had worked tirelessly beside them in the wake of Tanith’s attack on the island, bloodying his hands as he dug through the rubble to reach survivors. Although they would never forget years of Drakharin savagery, they remembered that Dorian had helped them in their darkest moment.

      Dorian was an oddity to them, and they watched him with a mixture of fascination and fear. Few of the Avicen at Avalon had ever seen a Drakharin fight, and the ones who still held him in contempt for being who and what he was could not resist the opportunity to watch one train. The Warhawks had been devastated by the disasters that had befallen them – the kuçedra had attacked their home in the heart of New York City, then Tanith had wreaked havoc on their refuge at Avalon – and the ones who remained standing took a perverse amount of pleasure in critiquing Dorian’s form. He didn’t mind. So long as he had a sword in his hand, they could disparage him all they wanted. He was confident in his skills, and nothing anyone said would convince him that his swordsmanship was anything less than impeccable. And while it felt strange to have an audience as he violently worked out his frustrations, there was the possibility they might learn something by watching him. He had noticed more than a little sloppy sparring when he observed the surviving Warhawks in the training yard.

      One of those Warhawks – Sage, an incongruous name for one so perpetually surly – had pushed the sword into Dorian’s hand a few days after the attack. “You’re no good to us defenseless,” she had said, “and I cannot be bothered to defend you.”

      Not that Dorian needed defending, especially from a soldier less than half his age, but it was the closest to approval he was likely to get from one of the few Avicen of rank left standing.

      As he faced Jasper, he schooled his expression into something he hoped was neutral.

      “I didn’t like the way it was looking at me,” Dorian said.

      “I can see that.” Jasper laughed, and though the mirth didn’t quite reach his eyes, the sound made something deep in Dorian’s chest twinge with longing. Jasper hopped down from the crumbled wall upon which he had been sitting as he watched Dorian hack away at wooden foes, and made his way to the pile of debris Dorian had spent an hour creating. Jasper kicked the soccer ball head to a cluster of Avicelings who had been watching Dorian practice. They scampered over to the ball, reclaiming it. With a tight smile, Jasper made his way back to his perch and sat down, his sharp amber eyes lingering on Dorian.

      It still startled Dorian, even now, how he found himself reacting to Jasper’s presence. It wasn’t simply that Jasper was distractingly beautiful – and knew it. Dorian liked to think he was strong enough to resist a pretty face. Gods knew he had long experience doing just that; his position as captain of the royal guard had made him one of the most sought-after companions among the Drakharin, yet he had welcomed none of the nobility’s perfume-soaked advances. For so long, Dorian had held only one person in his heart, but Jasper had somehow, against all odds, made room for himself there. It had taken Dorian months to welcome the intrusion, and only minutes for the fragile thing growing between them to collapse. For how could he allow himself to find happiness with Jasper when he had so thoroughly and shamefully failed the person to whom he had pledged his love and loyalty?

      You are my prince and I will follow you anywhere. 

      Dorian had spoken those words a thousand times. It was the truth he’d held most dear for more than a century. He had meant the words each and every time he’d uttered them, and there hadn’t been a single doubt in his mind that he would be there, by Caius’s side, to follow through on them when the time came. But when his prince had needed him the most, Dorian had been miles away, ignorant of the danger Caius was in. It was the most solemn oath Dorian had ever taken, and he had failed to live up to it. He had failed Caius. And for that, he would never forgive himself. Not until Caius was found. Not until Dorian knew Caius was safe. And probably not even then.

      There was no time for a dalliance in his life. Not even with someone who insisted, rather impudently, on looking like that.

      Sunlight danced along Jasper’s hair-feathers, breaking into beautiful, prismatic light. The purple feathers weren’t merely purple, they were indigo and fuchsia and the deepest violet. The blues shimmered like ocean waves, and the shades of green fluctuated like the rustling leaves of a tree canopy in a soft breeze. Jasper’s bronze skin shone in the light. He was silent, as if allowing Dorian a moment to revel in his magnificence.

      Dorian let himself revel, just for a little while. Self-flagellation might have been the order of the day, but he had never claimed to be a saint.

      The corners of Jasper’s lips ticked upward, as if he were reading Dorian’s thoughts and found them most satisfactory. “Enjoying the view?”

      Heat flooded Dorian’s cheeks and he turned around quickly, on the pretense of tidying up the savaged training dummies, but the widening smirk he caught on Jasper’s face before it was lost to view told him that he had hidden nothing. To gawk was one thing. To be caught gawking was something else entirely. His embarrassment scrolled in patchwork red across the back of his neck. He rubbed at the skin there, hoping – in vain – to mask it.

      The sound of shoes crunching over gravel heralded Jasper’s approach. It was never wise to sneak up on a person wielding a wickedly sharp blade, and Dorian was strung as tightly as a bowstring. He was sure the tension in his shoulders and down his spine was painfully obvious to Jasper’s keen eyes.

      “You know,” Jasper said, without waiting for Dorian to gather the courage to meet his gaze, “I’ve watched you come out here every day since Caius was taken and run yourself completely ragged.” The air by Dorian’s shoulder felt disturbed, as if a hand had reached for his arm only to pull back at the last minute. “I know this is hard for you. Hell, it’s hard for me to watch you punishing yourself like this. And I know I’m not always great when it comes to dealing with feelings and all that messy emotional nonsense, but I’d make an exception for you.” A soft sigh. “You can talk to me. I hope you know that.”

      “There isn’t much to say.” Dorian went to retrieve the supplies – a rag, some oil, a whetstone to keep his blade sharp – he’d tucked away in a corner of the courtyard. “I was his guard, and I failed to guard him.”

      Jasper wormed his way between Dorian and the wall he was stubbornly facing. Dorian took half a step back before he realized how cowardly that made him look. He held his ground, which put Jasper less than a foot from him. It was the closest they had been, physically, in weeks. Dorian had pulled away from the comfort he knew he would find with Jasper. Strange, to know that he would find such comfort in someone belonging to a race he had thought he’d hated. But he didn’t deserve it. Not until he’d made things right.

      Their proximity was not lost on Jasper, who looked at him through half-lidded eyes. “Dorian.”

      “Jasper.”

      “Talk to me. You need to talk to someone.”

      Dorian tossed the rag to the ground with a frustrated growl. “There’s nothing to say.”

      With that, Dorian turned on his heel and made his way toward the castle. He didn’t know where he was going; he didn’t much care. He just needed to get away from Jasper. Away from the hurt in those golden eyes, from the powerful punch of longing that punctuated each beat of Dorian’s heart.

      Rapid footsteps echoed behind him. “Dorian!” Jasper called out. “Wait.”

      Dorian paused, squeezing his eyes shut. He had evaded Jasper’s direct attentions for weeks, but he knew it was only a matter of time before Jasper made their confrontation inescapable. Dorian was surprised it had taken him this long. Perhaps the delay had been Jasper’s attempt to respect Dorian’s obvious despair.

      “You can’t run from me forever, you know.” Jasper stopped right in front of Dorian. Another evasion would require Dorian to step around him. He didn’t want to. Not really. Not even if the thought of enjoying the slightest warmth of Jasper’s nearness made the clawed monster inside him roll around in his guilt like a pig in slop.

      Dorian raised his eye to meet Jasper’s. “I’m surprised you let me run this long.”

      “You should be,” Jasper said. “I’m not known for my patience.”

      “I don’t know what you want me to say,” Dorian admitted, even though it was a lie. You rotten coward. He knew exactly what Jasper wanted him to say. He just wasn’t strong or good enough to say it.

      “There’s plenty I’d like to hear you say,” Jasper said. “Sweet nothings, dirty limericks, raunchy confessions. The list goes on.”

      “Jasper —”

      “But the thing I most want is an explanation.” Jasper held up a hand before Dorian could argue. “I know things have been hard for you. Losing Caius was … rough.”

      “Rough,” Dorian repeated, with a huff of humorless laughter. “That is a gross underestimation.”

      Jasper plowed on as if Dorian hadn’t spoken. “But something happened between us, and even if it was just that one night and it’ll never be anything more” – his expression flickered as if he was fighting not to betray the intensity of his emotion – “I want to hear you say it. You can’t just ignore it. Please don’t ignore it.”

      Please don’t ignore me was what Dorian heard. Something had happened between them. And no matter how desperately he tried, Dorian couldn’t ignore it. He replayed those stolen moments in his head every time he closed his eye. The feel of Jasper’s lips against his, moving with a tentativeness that had surprised Dorian. The softness of the feathers he’d run his fingers through as his hand cradled the back of Jasper’s neck. The tingle of Jasper’s breath against Dorian’s neck. Each and every moment, preserved with stunning clarity, as if not a single second had passed.

      Dorian’s heart twisted in new and interesting and torturous ways.

      “The last thing I want to do is hurt you,” Dorian said, and he meant it. He meant those words just as he’d meant the words he’d said to Caius so many times.

      “Then talk to me.”

      “And say what?” Dorian snapped. Jasper took a step back, and Dorian’s regret was instant. He was angry, but Jasper had done nothing to deserve being the target of that anger. Other than exist. Dorian sucked in a fortifying breath. “I’m sorry. I just —”

      “I can’t understand if you don’t tell me what’s going on in that head of yours,” Jasper said, reclaiming his place in front of Dorian.

      Dorian let a full minute tick by while he measured his words. “When I was with you, I didn’t think about anything else. I didn’t want to.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?” Jasper asked.

      Dorian shook his head. “No. Yes. I don’t know. All I know is that I was enjoying myself and Caius was suffering and I wasn’t there for him. I should have been. But I didn’t want to; I wanted to be with you.”

      Jasper pulled his lower lip between his teeth. Dorian resisted the urge to close the space between them and pull that lip into his own mouth.

      “And now you’re punishing yourself for that,” Jasper said.

      Dorian sighed. “I suppose I am.” He didn’t like the way it sounded when phrased like that, but the truth of it was impossible to deny. “It’s just … I feel so powerless. I swore an oath to protect Caius, and now I don’t know where he is or how to get him back or if he’s even still alive. Every waking moment I think about him being held captive by a sadistic monster, and it’s killing me.”

      “Did it make you feel better to say that?” Jasper asked.

      “No.”

      This time, Jasper didn’t stop himself from laying a hand on Dorian’s arm. His touch was electric. Dorian’s bicep twitched under the gentle pressure. But he didn’t move back. He didn’t push Jasper away. He didn’t want to. Gods, he was weak.

      “You’ll find him,” Jasper said. “Echo told me she was working on a way to track him down, and that girl is as stubborn as an ox.”

      “It isn’t Echo’s responsibility,” Dorian said. “It’s mine.”

      Jasper pinched the bridge of his nose. “You aren’t a one-man army, Dorian. You don’t have to bear this alone. That’s all I’m trying to say. Look, you said your contacts inside Wyvern’s Keep had spotted Caius, right?”

      “Two weeks ago. Then Tanith left with him and there’s been no sign of him since.”

      “Okay, well, say we get confirmation that he’s there,” Jasper said. “What are you going to do? Storm the keep? All by yourself?”

      “If I have to.”

      “Dorian —”

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      Jasper narrowed his eyes, and a faint twinge of something like guilt prodded at Dorian’s conscience. “You think I don’t understand loyalty? I know I don’t have the most sterling reputation, but I thought we were past that.”

      “No,” Dorian said. “I didn’t mean that. It’s … different. It’s more. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      I was in love with him for a hundred years went unsaid.

      Jasper was never one to give up without a fight. “Try.”

      Dorian snorted. To explain his and Caius’s connection was far easier said than done. Caius had saved Dorian’s life and given him a purpose. He had given Dorian friendship, loyalty, unwavering faith. Each morning, Dorian had risen with a light heart, knowing that the path before him was clear: to be beside Caius, to protect him, to be his second. Love was the least of what Dorian had felt for Caius. There was no Dorian without Caius. Without Caius, Dorian would have bled out on that beach, another nameless casualty in a war that had already claimed so many before him, so many after. But he didn’t have the words to say that aloud. Verbalizing it made it seem paltry. Words would never be enough. So he told Jasper the only thing that made sense to him: “I owe him everything.”

      Jasper held Dorian’s gaze for a long moment. The sun was setting behind him, its dying rays skittering over the gleaming ridges of his feathers. Jasper blinked his long-lashed yellow eyes slowly as he breathed in deeply, as if a great decision had just been made. “Fine.”

      What? “Fine?”

      Jasper heaved a dramatic sigh as though Dorian were being unbearably stupid on purpose. “I mean, fine. I will help you find Caius. We’ll save him and he’ll be fine and you can move past this unseemly self-flagellation phase and I can get back to living my life and not feeling guilty about every double entendre I throw your way.”

      “Jasper, I’m not asking you to —”

      “I don’t care,” Jasper said. “He matters to you, so no matter how much his smug, handsome face grates on my nerves, and it does” – he said this with a knowing look, as if the entire history of Dorian’s painful, one-sided love were written across his forehead – “then he matters to me. So I’ll help you however I can. We’ll find him and then we’ll bring his smug, handsome face back in one piece.” 

      Dorian didn’t know what to say to that other than “Thank you.” Two little words, but they contained multitudes. Wait. “You think Caius is handsome?”

      “Of course I do,” Jasper said. “You have impeccable taste in men. I’d be insulted if he weren’t.”

      Dorian couldn’t help but smile at that, at least a little. “You’re ridiculous. I hope you know that.”

      Jasper’s shoulders rose in a nonchalant shrug. “Some may find me so. Besides, I owe him, too.”

      “For what?”

      The question was greeted with an enigmatic grin. “You.”

      “Me?”

      “No, the other Dorian. Yes, you.”

      The Avicen at the other end of the courtyard had drifted off, but Dorian was keenly aware of the few who remained within earshot. He knew that every word, every gesture was being reported to Sage and the Ala and whoever else was in charge of ensuring the safety of the Avicen’s refuge. He wasn’t sure he wanted this conversation to go any further, but curiosity was a bright, burning thing. “What does that mean? A straight answer, please.”

      “The day we first met, when you were bleeding all over my white carpet and Egyptian cotton sheets —”

      “Yes, yes, I’ve heard this complaint a thousand times.” Dorian rolled his eye skyward. “My apologies for the inconvenience.”

      “Well, you and Caius and Echo were in a tough spot and you needed my help. Caius and I made a deal.”

      Dorian did not like the sound of that. Not one bit. “What kind of deal?”

      For what was likely the first time in his life, Jasper had the grace to look marginally abashed. “Long story short, he agreed to stay out of my way while I courted you.”

      The manner in which Jasper hedged his words made Dorian think that the deal, whatever it was, hadn’t been framed as innocently as that, but to complain about it now would have been the height of hypocrisy. He wasn’t distraught over how it had worked out. Not entirely. Not when Jasper had so deftly worked his way past Dorian’s defenses and made him feel things he’d long since given up hope of ever feeling.

      “Is that what you call this?” Dorian said. “Courting?”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Did you want flowers? I’m sure I could scrounge up a nice bouquet.”

      Jasper eyed a clump of stubborn weeds sprouting through the cracks in the flagstones. “Those would look lovely on your windowsill.”

      They were the saddest little weeds Dorian had ever seen. “You wouldn’t.”

      Jasper came even closer to Dorian, daring him to step back. He didn’t. A tentative hand reached up to touch the edge of Dorian’s jaw. There was a scar there, barely visible. It had the same white tint as the other scars on his face. There were so many. He didn’t even remember how he had acquired that one. A cool fingertip traced the line of the scar. Dorian flushed. It was the most he had allowed himself to be touched in weeks.

      “Don’t shut me out,” Jasper said, his voice a hairsbreadth above a whisper.

      Dorian swallowed thickly. He was both intensely aware of the Avicen still watching them and wholly unconcerned by their presence. Let them run to Sage and tell her all they saw. Let her know that he was wrapped around the finger of one of her people.

      Weak, weak, weak. 

      It would be so easy to lean in, to slide his cheek against Jasper’s open palm, to let himself rest his burdens at Jasper’s feet just so he wouldn’t have to carry them for a short while. But he had sworn an oath, and he would let nothing get in the way of that. Not even the face of temptation itself.

      Dorian stepped away. Hurt flashed in Jasper’s eyes. It was gone as quickly as it had appeared as he schooled his achingly perfect features into something almost nonchalant. Almost.

      “I’m sorry,” Dorian said.

      Jasper turned away. “Don’t be.”

      His steps were light as he made his way out of the courtyard. Anyone who didn’t know him would have mistaken his posture for one of ease. But Dorian knew. Disappointment was written in the way Jasper moved, the set of his shoulders, the tightness in his hands. The refusal to look back, to see the regret written just as clearly on Dorian’s face.

      Weak, he told himself. Weak, weak, weak.
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